
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Prologue

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Chapter Thirty-Six

	Chapter Thirty-Seven

	Epilogue





    
      The Last Conclave

    

    




      
        D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    
      ASH Publishing

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by D.K. Holmberg

      Cover art by Rebecca Frank

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      If you want to be notified when D.K. Holmberg’s next novel is released and get free stories and occasional other promotions, please sign up for his mailing list by going here. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      

      www.dkholmberg.com

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Map

        

      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

        
          Also by D.K. Holmberg

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Map

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A map of the lands of Liis]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Isandra stood outside the cell, peering at Jostephon through the bars of heated metal. The teralin was unpleasant this close, but she was determined not to let him see her discomfort and determined to show him that she was not afraid of him. He looked quite a bit different from when she had seen him in Vasha. There had always been a certain distinguished quality about him. With what he had been through—and what he had done—that had faded from his visage.

      “Have you come to taunt me?” Jostephon sat in the middle of the cell. It was buried in the rock of one of the lower foothills, close enough to the city of Farsea that it was little more than an hour’s walk to reach him, but far enough that he didn’t have access to the city itself.

      “Do I need to taunt you?”

      “You are a mockery of the Magi. You recognize that, don’t you?”

      Isandra put her face as close to the bars as she dared. “I have made a mockery of the Magi? You’re the one who betrayed everything our people believed in.”

      He snorted. “Belief. That is part of the problem, isn’t it? What is belief but the ignorant following of those who don’t know better?”

      “You should know that I sent word to Alriyn and Endric of your presence here.” She expected a reaction out of him, but he gave her barely anything.

      “Should I fear Alriyn?”

      “He defeated you once. Would you really have me believe that you don’t fear him?”

      Jostephon stared at her. This was not the first time that she’d visited him here, but it was the first time he had actually responded to her. When she’d come before, he’d simply spat out insults, but after what Isandra had been through over these last weeks and months, insults barely fazed her.

      “You are defeated. Can’t you see that?”

      He smiled, an expression that looked more like a snarl than anything else. “Defeated? Are you so certain that I’m defeated? I serve a man of such power that time and distance mean nothing to him.”

      Isandra knew very little about the man that Jostephon claimed to serve. He was the High Priest of the Deshmahne, but he must be something else as well for the former Eldest of the Magi Council to serve him so willingly. The man had to be more than Deshmahne for Jostephon to have abandoned everything that he believed in, everything that made him a Mage to begin with.

      “If your master is so powerful, why has he left you here?”

      Jostephon snarled and ran at the bars of his cell, his manehlin pressing against them, but rebounding. That had been a key piece that Isandra had learned. The neutral teralin prevented the use of manehlin. It created something of a barrier and neutralized Jostephon, preventing him from escaping. There were still two Antrilii soldiers stationed at the mouth of the cave along with one of the merahl, but even if there were not, Jostephon would have struggled to escape.

      She stood without flinching. But she still reached almost instinctively for her sword and felt reassured that her skill had continued to improve. In the days and weeks since the attack on the breeding grounds, she had continued to train with Jassan, gaining increased comfort with her swordsmanship. She doubted that she would ever rival Roelle, a young Mage that both Nahrsin and Jassan held in high esteem, but she no longer felt the burning pain that came from the loss of her abilities.

      She was something else. And she was fine with that.

      “Why did you come here?” Jostephon asked.

      “The same reason I came to Farsea in the first place. I wanted understanding.”

      Jostephon took a step back from the bars and sneered at her. “If you would seek understanding, you would discover that which you believe in most strongly has been nothing more than a lie.”

      “What? The gods? Or do you mean the mahne?”

      She leaned back in toward the bars, ignoring the heat. She had felt the heat of teralin before while in Vasha, but this was somehow different. It wasn’t only that it was warm and uncomfortable; there was something to the intent that was unpleasant. Even if she had her connection to her Mage abilities, she would not have been able to use it against him. The neutrality of the bars prevented her from reaching him as much as they prevented him from reaching her.

      “The Antrilii possess a copy,” she said. “Were you aware of that?”

      Jostephon stared at her. “The mahne? Is that what you think I care about?”

      “I think you care about connections to the past. If nothing else, you have shown that consistently. You were a scholar once. I don’t know what you are now, but it is something else.”

      “A scholar, but also a realist. I recognized that we are not at all what we have believed ourselves to be.”

      “What is that? We are Magi, gifted by the gods—”

      Jostephon’s harsh laughter cut her off. “Gods? The more you dig, I think you’ll find that the gods are nothing like what we all believed them to be.”

      She stared at him for a moment, waiting for him to elaborate, but he did not. There was much she could learn from him. He was one of the most well read of the Magi and a gifted scholar. That made his betrayal all the worse. Losing Jostephon, and all that he knew was a huge blow, especially as he had apparently begun serving the Deshmahne.

      “The Antrilii possess a complete copy of the mahne.”

      He looked up and met her eyes. There was an intensity there, and there was something more… Was it hunger?

      “The Antrilii would not possess such a thing.”

      “Believe what you will, but I have seen it. The mahne is complete, even the sections that we have misinterpreted.” That had been a shock to her. When she had learned that the Yahinv possessed a complete copy of the mahne and that they had considered it little more than a book, she hadn’t known how to respond. The Magi treated the mahne as sacred, and it had been the founding of the Urmahne, the basis of religion for the last thousand years.

      “Show it to me.”

      Isandra laughed. “Why should I show it to you? I’m not the one in the cage.”

      “Show it to me, and I will teach you things that will change the way you view the world.”

      “Do you think this is some sort of negotiation? The simple fact that I came north to Farsea, and that I have begun practicing with the sword—and have killed groeliin—proves that my view of the world has changed. What more do you think you can share with me?”

      “I will share with you the secret of the gods and the secret to power.” His gaze drifted to her ankles, where the branding remained. It was little more than a scar now, not the burning wound that it once had been, her abilities seeping out, drawn by the torment that the Deshmahne had worked upon her. “You still chase power, do you not? Or would you have me believe that you don’t care that you can no longer reach the manehlin and that you can no longer delve into that hidden part of your mind that lets you access powers that are beyond yourself.”

      Isandra stood motionless, her hands clenched in front of her.

      Jostephon grinned. “You betray yourself by your lack of response. I can see it in your eyes and the way that you grab at your cloak. You miss it. You long for it.”

      “I have come to terms with what I’ve lost.”

      Jostephon laughed again, the sound grating on her ears. “You have come to terms? I think that you will have to lie better if you intend to convince me. I can see it on your face, and I can see the way you long for it.”

      “I won’t deny that I would like to have my abilities back. I suffered when they were stolen from me. It hurt.” She tried to ignore the satisfied smirk on his face. How many Magi had he stolen from to earn the markings on his arms? How many others with abilities had he taken from? “I have come to terms with what I cannot change.”

      He leaned toward her. “What if I were to tell you that you could change it?”

      Isandra tried to keep her reaction neutral but feared that she did not. What he offered was exactly what she wanted. She wanted a way to reach for her abilities again, but healing that, in restoring herself, would require a sacrifice. She suspected it was not one she was willing to make. The Yahinv had somehow cauterized her branding, which stopped what remained of her abilities from being stolen. That was enough. It had to be enough.

      “Perhaps that will be the trade,” Jostephon said. “You will bring me the copy of the mahne, and I will demonstrate to you how to restore your abilities.”

      Isandra took a step back. “As I said, this is not a negotiation.”

      She made her way out of the cavern, ignoring the satisfied laughter that chased her. At the entrance to the cave, the two Antrilii standing there both nodded to her. The merahl—this one a deep brown with gray stripes along its sides—brushed up against her. Since fighting the groeliin, the merahl had treated her differently. Not only the one with which she had a connection—some sort of bond—but all of them.

      “You look troubled.”

      She turned and saw Jassan lounging against the entrance to the cavern. “Did you follow me here?”

      “Call it curiosity. I wanted to know what brought you out here. You’ve been seen coming every few days.”

      Isandra sighed. She glanced to the darkened cave entrance, thinking of Jostephon trapped inside the cell, unable to go anywhere. It was a fitting sentence for him, especially if he was responsible for the breeding of groeliin, but it was still difficult for her to see any Mage trapped in such a way. After what she’d gone through in Rondalin, it was hard to see anyone imprisoned.

      “Imagine if it were Nahrsin.”

      “Nahrsin would never betray the Antrilii.”

      She smiled at him placatingly. “Imagine it, regardless. This is a Mage who has led my people for many years. Learning that he betrayed us… It is difficult for me.”

      “He seeks a bargain with you.”

      “You were listening.”

      “As I said, call it curiosity. I wanted to know if you were in any danger with him.”

      Isandra laughed, trying to hide the bitterness. “He’s trapped within the teralin cage. There is nothing he can do to reach me, even with all the power that he possesses. I only hope to learn something from him.”

      “Before Endric claims him?”

      “You will give him over to Endric?” She had sent word to Alriyn and Endric but hadn’t expected the Antrilii to give Jostephon over to them.

      “He is a Mage. We will let Endric and the Denraen decide his punishment.”

      “We haven’t even learned what he plans to do with the groeliin.” That was the other reason she had come here, and in that, she had failed. She had been caught up in promises that he had made, taunts that he offered her. She knew better than to allow him to get under her skin, and get within her mind, but he had.

      “He will talk before he travels with Endric.” Jassan watched her for a moment, motioning for her to follow him.

      They walked away from the cavern, and the Antrilii standing guard ignored them. The merahl watched them depart, and Isandra had the sense that her merahl remained crawling along the mountains. Though she knew merahl were not pets, it was hard for her to ignore her sense that it was her merahl. The connection they shared was not something she could ignore. She suspected they were all at least as intelligent as humans.

      “You’re tempted by his offer,” Jassan said.

      “What offer? He made several, and most of them were likely nothing more than bluster.”

      “He claimed he could help restore you. That tempts you.”

      Isandra sighed. Her gaze turned to the cloudless sky, with the sun shining brightly. It was cool despite the bright sun, and a hint of a breeze gusted from the north. Grasses that grew as high as her knee spread out in front of her before ending at the early slopes that led to the mountains. Everything around her was much greener than she would have ever imagined possible. There was life here in lands that had never been thought to be habitable.

      “Should it not tempt me?”

      “His offer will be layered with expectations. I think you need to be careful trusting someone like him.”

      She glanced over at Jassan. He had a strong jaw, and his face showed no signs of the war paint the Antrilii wore when ranging through the mountains and hunting for groeliin. That didn’t make him any less intimidating. He was a large man, and she knew him to be a fearsome warrior. Despite that, he was cautious with her, almost gentle.

      “I won’t trust him. I won’t make that mistake. But what if he knows something that will help others?”

      Jassan smiled. “Ah. This is all about helping the less fortunate. It is a noble reason to seek answers. In that, you would be considered godly.”

      She glanced back at the cave. What had Jostephon claimed about the gods? There were secrets. She didn’t know what to make of that, and she didn’t know what to make of the fact that with his studies, and with his understanding, he probably did know much more than she ever could.

      Perhaps when Alriyn and Endric arrived, she would get those answers.

      But if she waited, it might be too late. It was possible that by waiting, she risked Jostephon holding back from her. Could she use the threat of Alriyn and Endric’s pending arrival to gain the information she wanted?

      If she did, she would have to be forceful with her actions, and she would have to act differently with him than she had so far. She would have to prove that she had changed.

      Could she?

      She had changed much in the time since leaving Rondalin. No, that wasn’t quite right. The change that she had gone through had started the moment she left Vasha. She had discovered violence on the way to Rondalin, and had experienced it even more once she reached that city. It had forced actions—and decisions—that she never would’ve thought herself capable of. She was a different woman now.

      That more than anything else told her what she needed to do. Jostephon thought that he could bargain with her, that he could trade information that she wanted for information that he wanted. She had become hardened in the time since she’d left Vasha. She had fought—and killed—groeliin, creatures that were out of a nightmare.

      “There will be nothing noble about what I do to him to find what I need,” she said.

      “Do not become less than yourself.”

      “I’ve already become less than myself. Everything I do now is in service of becoming more than I have been.”

      Jassan took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Remain the person that you are. You do not have to embrace the darkness and destruction in order to stop it.”

      She looked over at him, thinking that it was a strange comment for a warrior to make. But then, she had seen the compassion out of the Antrilii. Their lives were spent fighting, embracing violence, but that was not who they were. They remained hopeful for a future, one that few truly believed they would ever see.

      She squeezed his hand in return. “That’s part of the problem, Jassan. I’m no longer certain what person I am meant to be.”

      “You are what the gods have made you.”

      Isandra glanced toward the mouth of the cave, sensing that Jostephon was mocking her.
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      The massive nemerahl was practically invisible inside the city of Chrysia. Jakob Nialsen walked alongside it, occasionally feeling the brush of its deep brown fur dappled with spots of black, but no one else in the city seemed to notice.

      He chose to walk through the streets, taking the cobbled paths that had once been his home, making his way through places and sections of the city that once had seemed dangerous to him. He no longer feared them, because of his ability with the sword, and the fact that he could simply shift away from the city.

      You didn’t have to walk. The nemerahl had a deep voice, and it spoke to him within his mind, a powerful connection, and similar to the way he spoke to others in the past when he walked back along the fibers.

      There is value in seeing the city.

      Value to whom? the nemerahl asked.

      Jakob chuckled, and the two men walking in front of him glanced back. They eyed him strangely, somehow completely oblivious to the fact that a massive creature walked alongside him. How was it that they didn’t see the nemerahl?

      Jakob ignored them, and they turned back around, hurrying away from him. Maybe they thought him afflicted with the madness, or maybe they thought something else. He hadn’t seen his reflection in weeks, but dressed as he was—given clothing by the Magi—and wearing his sword, he likely cut a strange profile.

      He glanced down to the nemerahl, wondering again why the men didn’t see him.

      For that matter, he didn’t know how the nemerahl had hidden from him in the forest as easily as it had. There was much he didn’t know about the enormous creature. He doubted he would learn much from the nemerahl. If it shared anything, it would be accidental rather than voluntary. The nemerahl had accompanied him but had done so grudgingly.

      There is value in seeing the city to me.

      You only do this to test me.

      I wouldn’t test you. You’re the one who said that you could move through the city without being seen.

      And I can.

      I see that. No one seems aware that you’re here.

      Any hope that the nemerahl might share with him how that was possible was dashed by the creature’s silence. But Jakob was still aware that the nemerahl was there, a faint presence in his mind that had been with him constantly since he had taken the daneamiin to the Old Forest.

      The silence gave Jakob a chance to look around him and to survey the city itself. When he’d last come to Chrysia, he had shifted, moving from the library to the santrium, not walking through the streets as he did now.

      There was an energy within Chrysia that he hadn’t felt when he lived here. He didn’t think it was ahmaean, at least nothing like what he glimpsed within the daneamiin forest or the Great Forest, but there was something here, nonetheless.

      As he focused on the energy, he wondered if perhaps it might actually be ahmaean after all.

      When he had walked back along the fibers and confronted Raime as he destroyed the old city of the daneamiin, he had done so in the body of a common soldier. Somehow, that soldier had the ability to reach ahmaean. That made little sense to Jakob. Common people did not possess such abilities. Brohmin—a man who was born with no abilities of his own—had been given his power by the gods. He was like the Deshmahne in that regard. They might have stolen their abilities, rather than being given them, but they were not born with them and did not have any natural capacity that they were destined to use.

      Jakob attempted to pull on the energy of the city.

      As he did, the nemerahl pushed into him, sending him staggering into the street where he bounced off an old woman. She was carrying two buckets and swung one of them at him. Water splashed, and foulness sprayed on Jakob.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, raising his hands and hurrying away.

      He wiped the foul water off his face and shot a glare at the nemerahl. What was that about?

      It serves you right.

      What serves me right?

      You were attempting to use that which you should not.

      You knew?

      Of course I knew.

      So, there is ahmaean in the city.

      There is power everywhere, if only you know to look.

      What does it matter if I borrow from the ahmaean here? Are you afraid that others might be alerted?

      It matters little that others are alerted; what matters is how that energy is used.

      I don’t understand.

      That is obvious. If you understood, you would recognize that taking energy from the city is dangerous and harmful.

      Can I place energy within the city?

      That is less dangerous, but still challenging.

      Why do you not share what you know with me more openly?

      There are things I do not have the capability to explain.

      Jakob sensed the difficulty the nemerahl had admitting that. The creature was powerful, had the ability to reach nearly as much ahmaean as Jakob could, and had lived a long time, having been bonded to Alyta. What might the nemerahl know that he could learn, things that he would be able to pick up from the nemerahl so that Jakob didn’t have to walk back along the fibers?

      When he looked down at the nemerahl, he didn’t get any answers.

      They reached the Sithrain section of the city. This was a more rundown area, one of the older parts of the city, and there was little attempt at upkeep with the buildings. The shops were crammed close against one another, and the street itself was narrower, forcing people closer together.

      The smells in this section of the city were more distinct. There was the odor of the men he pressed up against, that of sweat and dirt, and a general unpleasantness. Every so often, he passed places where refuse had been left, and the rot that emanated from it added to the stink within the street. And then there were places where sewage had been dumped, a powerfully awful stink.

      How can men live like this? the nemerahl asked.

      For many, there is no choice. This is the city of their birth, and they know no other place.

      Few men were armed here, though he saw more patrols of the Ur as they swept through the streets, keeping the peace. The soldiers were needed here more than they were in other places within the city.

      In the distance, he saw the outline of the santrium, and he quickened his steps.

      He suspected Scottan would have gone there and would have remained. His brother was determined to take advantage of his return from the madness to help as many as he could. Scottan had wanted to understand what had happened to him and had chosen to go where others with a similar experience would be. Jakob couldn’t blame him for that desire.

      As they neared the santrium, fewer people were in the street. Most simply avoided this area, not wanting to get too close to the santrium, as if the madness that had claimed many could have been caught by proximity to the healers. Others hurried through here, barely looking back as they raced past the edifice within which those with the madness were cared for. Few visited. Jakob knew that truth from his time before leaving Chrysia. He knew how rare it was that others came to visit relatives that had been lost to the madness. Often, he had been the only person in the santrium other than the healers, and when he’d questioned it before, he had learned that he was often the only person to have come for days.

      Will you come in here? he asked the nemerahl.

      You would prefer that I do not?

      I don’t know that it matters what I prefer. I suspect you’ll do what you want.

      The nemerahl’s laughter echoed in his mind. You are not wrong.

      The halls here are not wide.

      You have much to learn about the nemerahl.

      Are you saying you can squeeze into spaces not meant for you?

      Who decides what is meant for me? Is it your choice, or is it mine?

      Jakob stared at the creature, wondering if there was a trick to how the nemerahl used its ahmaean to conceal itself, and if he could learn something similar. The nemerahl chuckled within his mind, signaling that the creature had heard the thought, and recognized the question.

      Jakob knocked and waited. The door opened, and they were greeted by a slender man wearing the brown robes of the healers. His gray hair was cropped close to his head, and deep wrinkles creased at the corners of his eyes.

      “Who are you here to see?”

      Jakob blinked. “I…” He hadn’t thought this through. Scottan was no longer here as a patient, and that had been his only excuse to visit in the past. He didn’t know the names of any others who might be here, and there were few enough who came to visit that his presence would be notable. “I came to see those afflicted with the madness.”

      The healer’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you come to see those afflicted with madness?”

      “Because my brother was one of them.”

      “Brother?”

      “Scottan Nialsen.”

      Would sharing Scottan’s name raise even more questions or would it be helpful?

      The healer’s eyes widened slightly, and he stepped to the side, motioning Jakob in. As Jakob entered, he glanced back at the nemerahl and noticed the way that he shrank, somehow slipping through the door. He frowned, studying the nemerahl, searching for some sort of answer, but knowing that there would not be any.

      The nemerahl chuckled deep within his mind.

      The healer led him down the hall and then followed a set of stairs in the back that Jakob had taken when he had come to this place with Novan. Perhaps he should have shifted here again, traveling in a way that would raise fewer questions. Instead, he had wanted to wander through the city, as if he might find answers that he might not have otherwise discovered.

      The healer stopped at the bottom of the stairs and pulled the door open. “Inside,” he said.

      Jakob resisted the urge to look up at the nemerahl. “What’s inside?”

      “You will see. Go inside.”

      Jakob stepped inside and immediately looked around the room. Much had changed since he’d been here the last time. Beds that had contained practically lifeless bodies now had movement. He spotted five other healers, each wearing the brown robes, and each of them scurried from place to place, moving from bed to bed.

      “They’re all awake.”

      He had suspected that many would be. The work that he had done on the fibers, tearing away Raime’s influence, would have changed things for these others afflicted with the madness as much as it had for Scottan. Yet Scottan had required the help and healing of the daneamiin.

      “Where’s Scottan?”

      “He’s been here, but he leaves, as well. We haven’t seen him in a day or two.”

      “How many were lost over the last few weeks?”

      Jakob didn’t think that all of those afflicted by the madness could come around again. Some had wasted away, their bodies little more than bones, so that survival would have been nearly impossible. Then again, he had thought the same thing about Scottan, and he had survived.

      “Once your brother returned, we lost very few. It is… strange… considering how many we lost over the last few years. Suddenly, we have a way of recovering those lost to the madness.”

      “It is good that we do,” Jakob said. “I imagine many families have suffered much with losing loved ones to this affliction.”

      “It is the gods. They have blessed the santrium.”

      Jakob glanced over to the nemerahl. Somehow, the creature managed to fit in this room, and the healers navigated around him, even if they couldn’t see him. “Perhaps it is the gods.” He wouldn’t be the reason the healers lost faith, but as far as he was concerned, the gods—and by that, he meant himself—had been responsible for restoring those lost to the madness.

      “There is other strangeness here, as well,” the healer said.

      “What kind of strangeness?”

      The man shrugged. “Likely, it is little more than a residual effect of what claimed their minds. Many have been lost for years. It is not surprising that they should still show signs of that affliction.”

      “What sorts of signs do you mean?”

      “Some speak in strange languages.”

      He pointed toward a cot on the far side of the room where a thin, seemingly elderly woman lay. Her arms and legs had wasted away to nearly nothing. Jakob suspected that she might have been barely a few years older than he before madness claimed her. It had been the same for Scottan. He had wasted away to the point where he looked decades older than he was. It had taken weeks for him to be able to move with any strength, and even then, he still struggled. He may never regain his full strength, that of the soldier he’d once been.

      “That one awoke and began speaking in a strange language.”

      “How is that different from when the madness claimed her?”

      “Because she doesn’t do it all the time. She seems to realize that she is speaking nonsense, and snaps out of it. When she does, she begins to make sense once more.”

      “What other strangeness has taken place here?”

      The healer shrugged again. “There are many small things that have happened.”

      “But some that you identify more easily than others.”

      The man nodded. “Some.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as knowing things they should not.” When Jakob arched a brow at the man, he went on in a hurry. “I suspect they overheard conversations about other families or about their friends when they were sick.”

      Jakob expected him to elaborate, but the healer did not, so he crossed the room and stopped next to the woman who had spoken in tongues. “How are you?” he asked.

      The woman’s eyes widened when she saw him, and her gaze flickered to the nemerahl, widening once more. “Nemerahl!”

      “You can see him?” Jakob asked, glancing over to the nemerahl. He had a sense from the nemerahl that there was a hint of surprise. Could it be that the nemerahl hadn’t expected the woman to see him? If she could, what did that mean?

      “How can I not? I have seen the nemerahl in my mind for months.”

      The healer touched Jacob’s arm, and he turned to him. “You shouldn’t encourage her,” the healer said.

      He frowned. “Encourage her? I don’t know what you mean.”

      The healer’s mouth turned in a sour expression. “I warned you that she speaks in tongues, and you come in and tease her, speaking in such a way that would encourage her to continue speaking that way.”

      Jakob glanced from the healer to the woman. He hadn’t realized that he’d been using the ancient language, but maybe he had. He knew it only because he had absorbed it through walking back along the fibers and working with the damahne in the past. Others knew it because they studied, those like the Magi, and even Brohmin. How would it be that this woman would have learned it?

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to taunt her. She speaks in… my native tongue,” Jakob said.

      The healer frowned. “I thought you said you were Scottan Nialsen’s brother?” He took a step back, eyeing Jakob from head to toe. “But you look nothing like Scottan, do you? You are much taller, and you have a strange way of speaking.”

      Jakob had heard that before. It was one of the changes in him that had occurred since coming into his abilities. He had begun speaking in the almost musical way that the damahne had. “Scottan is my brother. He changed when the madness struck him.”

      Scottan had changed, but it was possible that Jakob had changed even more than his brother. Then again, with everything that had happened over the last few months, many had changed. Jakob had come to terms with his change, and with the fact that he served a greater cause than he had ever anticipated. He still wasn’t entirely certain what that meant, but he had accepted that he needed to serve.

      He turned his attention back to the woman and, in the ancient language gently asked, “What do you remember?”

      He didn’t think the healer heard him, but the dark glare the man gave him made it clear that he must have.

      The woman shook her head. Her hair was thin, and her eyes bulged slightly. She still had a gaunt, sickly appearance, but he could tell that she would recover. More than that, he recognized something else about her. It was more than that she would recover, it was that she was connected to ahmaean.

      It was faint, but the energy was there, definitely swirling around her.

      Jakob turned and slowly looked around those who remained here in the sanitarium.

      Ahmaean was present around all of them.

      None possessed it strongly, but the fact that it was there at all was enough to surprise him.

      You see this, don’t you? he asked the nemerahl.

      How can I not see it?

      Did you know when we came here what we would see?

      I did not know.

      What does this mean?

      “It means that he’s coming.”

      Jakob looked over and realized that the woman had somehow heard him. But how? He was speaking through his mind to the nemerahl, and not to her.

      “He?”

      “You know him. I can see that you do, much like I can see that he comes again. He grows stronger, but he will return.”

      “Raime?” Jakob asked. “If you can see him, what does he want?” It was one thing that he’d never managed to understand about Raime. He thought it was all about power, but it was possible that there was something else to it. Raime wasn’t somebody who was simply about searching for power. What he had done had been violent, and he had attempted to destroy both the damahne and the daneamiin. He would use the Magi and had already converted the Mage who had been the Eldest.

      “He seeks the Deshmaker. He seeks undoing.”
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      Jakob stood outside the santrium, his mind racing. The nemerahl crouched next to him, his ears peaked and swiveling, as if hearing things that Jakob could not.

      What do you think she has seen? Jakob asked the nemerahl.

      The madness comes from the fibers. It is possible that she glimpsed much along the fibers.

      If she had, and if there were things that those who had been afflicted by the madness had learned, then didn’t he need to know about them? There was only so much that he could learn on his own, and there was no question that those in that room possessed ahmaean.

      He needed these people. They could be his allies in the fight against Raime.

      He wasn’t certain how, much as he wasn’t certain what role they could play, but if the healer was right, and strangeness happened around those who had been afflicted by the madness, he needed to understand what else might have happened, and what else they might know.

      I need to keep them safe.

      Yes, damahne. You do.

      I don’t know how.

      You are not alone. You are the only damahne, but you are not the only one who faces this danger. And this is a fight you are not suited for.

      Why is that?

      It will require patience and a presence that you are unable to maintain. You must find another who can help, and who you trust to serve in your stead.

      This was the most the nemerahl had ever shared with him. He wasn’t sure why he was doing so now, but it didn’t matter. He needed to listen to his advice and find someone willing to help him. But how was he to do that?

      Who did he trust to work with these people?

      Novan came to mind, but he needed the historian to continue his studies, researching what he could find in the library, working with the Magi, or the scholars at the university, to discover secrets about the past, answers to what else Raime might attempt.

      The daneamiin might be able to help, but that risked pulling them from the Old Forest, and risked exposing them to Raime. The entire reason that they were in the Old Forest was to avoid his reach. If he discovered that they were in Chrysia—a place where he could shift and steal their abilities—Jakob placed them in danger once more.

      Could he ask the Magi?

      The Magi were attempting to expand their reach, reentering the world once more, but doing so extended them in ways that they may not be capable of managing. They had lost many in the fight in Vasha. How many more could they risk?

      That was not the answer, either.

      Roelle and the other warriors were needed in the south lands. He needed her influence there to control the impact of the Deshmahne. He could ask Brohmin, but he was one man, and the Hunter might be needed for other purposes.

      Who did that leave?

      Jakob wasn’t certain.

      He looked around, and as he did, his eyes settled on the new temple rising from the grounds near the palace. The original temple had been destroyed during the Deshmahne attack, and the Urmahne priests had begun rebuilding it, though its rising tower was a poor imitation of the Tower of the Gods in Thealon. Now that he had been there, Jakob recognized just how poor.

      Could the priests be useful?

      He knew they would protect these people. The santrium was an arm of the Urmahne religion, though a distant one, that many of the priests preferred to forget existed. When his brother had been there, and when his father had served as a priest, there had been greater attention paid to the santrium and those who suffered within its walls. But it had still been very little.

      If he asked the priests, how would he do it? Would he go to them as his father’s son, and claim a need for them to watch over the santrium and those who lived within it? Or better yet, he could take those people to the temple, and ask the priests to nurture them.

      He doubted that would be effective. The priests would not simply agree to his request. He might be the son of a dead priest, but he had no authority over them.

      Not as Jakob.

      What if he went as a damahne?

      Not just a damahne. A god.

      No. It seemed too much for him to attempt.

      But he might need them. And if they believed that he was a god, they would do exactly what he hoped for. They would watch over those recovering from the madness, especially those who had seen things along the fibers, experiencing a glimpse of Raime’s power.

      Then there was their tenuous—but real—connection to the ahmaean.

      What if the madness had been a sign of something else?

      Before his abilities had developed, Jakob had had visions. What if these people had the same potential he’d had to become damahne? Wasn’t it possible that he wasn’t the only one? That he wasn’t the only one who had grown into powers and abilities that he had not been born into? If so, there was even more reason for him to protect them.

      But finding a way to protect them meant convincing the priests that he was a god. Jakob wasn’t sure how he felt about that. The damahne had been viewed as gods in the past, and both the Urmahne and the Magi still believed that they were. Would it be taking advantage of that if he appeared, and asked for their help?

      And it might not even work. If there were priests within the temple who recognized him, who knew him as Jakob Nialsen, he was doubtful that he would be able to convince them that he was a god.

      How did Alyta view people considering her a goddess? Jakob asked the nemerahl.

      Few of the damahne cared for that perception.

      But they did nothing to stop it.

      Not in this time.

      Jakob frowned. That seemed a strange answer. Does that mean there was another time when they did attempt to stop it?

      There was a time when wars were waged between believers and nonbelievers. The damahne wanted only peace.

      The Uniter. Jakob remembered that vision and remembered sitting in the center of the Great Forest, watching as the first Uniter was brought forward. What had the damahne said? He couldn’t remember clearly, but suspected he could walk back, could sit within Shoren once more, to observe that Choosing once again.

      The Uniter was chosen to establish peace. There was violence, and many were lost over whether the damahne were gods.

      Why did they not simply stop it? They would have had that ability.

      They had the ability, but doing so meant revealing themselves. At that point, revealing themselves meant risking death.

      But they had the connection to the ahmaean. They would have been able to stop others from attempting to harm them.

      Perhaps. As I said, much was different then. The damahne were still coming to terms with the fact that they were mortal.

      They didn’t know they were mortal before then?

      The damahne live a long time. Long enough that none had discovered their own mortality. It is an interesting thing coming to grips with the fact that there is an end to all things. The damahne handled it no better than any man does.

      I feel deceptive by pretending to be a god when I know what I am.

      Then don’t make that claim. Choose only not to correct them when they make an assumption.

      Is that what Alyta would have done?

      It is what Alyta did. Rather than starting more uproar, she chose to avoid the issue.

      It felt deceptive, but what other choice did he have? He needed the help of the priests and thought that they were best suited for what he needed, but asking required that he have them believe something of himself that he did not believe.

      If he did it, he couldn’t go in with his sword. He would need to be dressed appropriately, as well. Luckily, he knew a place where he could get clothing.

      Jakob shifted, appearing in the Tower of the Gods in one of the upper levels. He had been here infrequently since defeating Raime, and each time that he came, he felt something of an imposter. The damahne who had lived here had known about their abilities and had known what they were capable of doing. Jakob had only memories, and those borrowed from damahne who had lived long ago.

      He was unsurprised when the nemerahl appeared next to him.

      The great creature sniffed the air, pawing at the stone.

      You weren’t here when she was captured, Jakob said.

      She asked that I not. She feared what would happen if we both were captured.

      Has Raime stolen from any nemerahl?

      There are two creatures that he has failed to acquire.

      Nemerahl and damahne, Jakob said. What would happen if he were to capture a nemerahl? Would he be able to steal ahmaean the same as he has with the daneamiin and Magi?

      Both nemerahl and damahne have a different connection to their ahmaean.

      Jakob waited for the nemerahl to expand on that, but he did not. How is the connection different?

      With the daneamiin and the Magi, there is a derivative connection to ahmaean. Damahne and nemerahl both have a more direct connection.

      There was something about his explanation that did not feel quite right to Jakob. He’d spent more time around the daneamiin and understood their ahmaean better than he did the Magi, but neither connection to the ahmaean felt derivative. Both had a connection, though it might be different from the damahne’s connection.

      Jakob made his way up the stairs and reached a room on one of the upper levels. He chose this level because of familiarity. When he had walked back along the fibers and stepped back into his ancestor, he had visited the Tower and knew which rooms Shoren had claimed.

      You will borrow from Shoren, the nemerahl said.

      Jakob glanced over at the creature. You think that I should not?

      You have much in common with him.

      That surprised Jakob. When he stepped back along the fibers, he never had the impression that Shoren cared for what he did. Shoren recognized the need and had been willing to help him, teaching him some of what he did not know about what it meant to be damahne, but he would never have considered himself similar to Shoren.

      Did you know him?

      Only near the end. I was born too late to know him well, but there is a reason he is exalted among even the damahne.

      A god among gods. That had been what Brohmin had said to him, describing Shoren and everything that he was. The city that was now Thealon had once been named after him. Jakob had walked back along the fibers but had not visited the time when Shoren had such influence.

      That wasn’t entirely true. He’d had a vision of the founding of the daneamiin, and the time when they first moved across the Great Valley. Shoren had much influence at that time. He had sat on the Council, helping guide the damahne. Had that been a time when he already led?

      The room at the end of the hall seemed familiar. Rescuing Alyta had taken him many floors above here, and Jakob felt that those rooms deserved to be left untouched. Alyta deserved that much. He had not taken time to explore the lower levels, other than in the visions when he had walked them as another damahne.

      Which rooms were Shoren’s?

      You know which floor but not which rooms?

      When I walk the fibers, there is… an incomplete connection. I can tell where I am in the Tower, and know some of it, but not all of the memories filter through.

      Your connection is different from that of most who look back along the fibers.

      That is what Shoren tells me, as well.

      You have talked with him?

      We have talked, but each time I go back, there seems to be something more that I need from him. And Jakob needed to go back again. He needed to ask Shoren if he influenced the present by looking forward, and what consequences there might be. For that matter, he wondered if there were consequences to him walking back along the fibers. Did his presence change things for Shoren?

      You should return.

      I know. We need to return to Chrysia and convince the priests to watch over those who suffered from the madness.

      That is not what I mean. You should return.

      Return where?

      You have questions. This is a place to seek answers and is as safe as any place you will find for you to look back and venture along the fibers.

      Why now?

      Because you are like him.

      Is that a compliment?

      It is what it is. You are different. In that, you are like him. To the damahne, he was different.

      When I’ve spoken to him, he has been willing to listen, but I get the sense that it troubles him that I walk back as I do.

      As it should.

      What does that mean?

      You should return, the nemerahl said again as Jakob opened the door.

      He stepped into the room and noted a long wooden table with several chairs pushed back along the walls. This was not a room where Shoren would have stored any of his clothing.

      He looked over to the nemerahl and realized the creature had guided him here not so much to find appropriate clothing that would fit the priest’s expectation of one of the gods, but so he could walk back along the fibers.

      You will watch?

      I will watch. You will be safe, damahne.

      Jakob took a seat and walked back along the fibers.
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      The long table was heavily lacquered and polished until it practically glowed, an appearance that reminded Jakob more of what he had seen in Vasha than anyplace else. It was made of thick, solid wood, and the dozen chairs stationed around it were similarly well built. Everything in the room had a faint sheen to it, shimmering energy that he saw despite the steady glow from the white lanterns stationed throughout the room. They were little more than solid orbs of light, a pure, glowing light that cast away most of the shadows. Jakob likely would have seen through the shadows anyway.

      The sculptures in the corners of the room were unusual, and crafted more precisely, and with a much defter touch, than any he had seen outside of the Tower of the Gods. Likely, they were made by damahne craftsmen, but in the time that he had walked back along the fibers, stepping into damahne he had descended from, he had never seen craftsmen among them. That was not to say there couldn’t be, only that his experience was limited.

      You have been silent since you came.

      The voice came from within his mind, the steady and powerful voice of Shoren, a damahne widely viewed as one of the most powerful and influential to have ever lived. After learning that, Jakob had been surprised that he was descended from Shoren, and he was even more surprised at how willing the damahne had been to connect with him.

      I have discovered a connection to one of the nemerahl.

      So you have bonded. That has taken longer than I would have expected.

      How do you know how long it has taken?

      It didn’t make sense to Jakob for Shoren to have a sense of time passing in Jakob’s present time.

      Shoren chuckled, the sound deep and rumbling, and simply within his mind. The connection goes both ways. Did you think that only you gained from the time we spend?

      I didn’t know if I had anything for you to gain from.

      Perhaps you don’t. It’s possible that your experiences, and the time that you live in, are far too different for me to understand and to help.

      But you don’t think so.

      There is a benefit in knowing, even if there is nothing you can do about it.

      This was the reason Jakob had walked back along the fibers. He had wanted to know if glimpsing along the fibers, and seeing the possible futures, would change his actions, and influence what path he would take.

      I have begun to see forward.

      And?

      And it requires that I go to a place we call the Old Forest.

      Jakob had the sense that Shoren was surprised by that. You should not have entered that place.

      Why?

      The Old Forest should not have granted your passage. There is a particular power there.

      It was Jakob’s turn to chuckle. Could it be that he’d discovered something the damahne never had? I don’t know if I should share with you then.

      And why not?

      If I share with you, it might change what happens.

      Ah, now I see the reason you have come. I see your dilemma.

      Does it make a difference?

      Shoren moved his hands so that they were resting flat along the table. He had long fingers, hands that were slender much like the daneamiin. He was dressed in a robe of royal blue, the fabric so soft against his skin that it was practically invisible. A single ring circled his finger, the dark metal band reminding Jakob of that which he’d seen from the Conclave.

      Knowing what might come presents the possibility of altering how you act. That is the power that exists in glimpsing forward along the fibers. When you learn enough, when you begin to master it, you can affect the future in such a way that you can choose which course you would push toward. Even that does not guarantee that your choice will matter.

      Jakob thought about what he knew of the fibers, the way they twisted in front of him when he had glimpsed forward. In some, there had been thousands of strands that twisted away, so many that it was difficult for him to gauge how to influence them. In others, there were only a few different choices, and those it seemed easier to impact. He thought back to how he had surveyed the fibers, the way he had searched along them, looking for tendencies, and had used that as a way to know what might be possible.

      I fear that knowing what might come might impact my choice in a way that I don’t intend.

      Such is the power of the fibers. Many damahne chose only to look back along the fibers, preferring to glimpse a vision of their past and nothing more. They recognized the danger in looking into the future, even if they were able to do so.

      Jakob had not been able to look forward until he had gone to the Old Forest, and even then, to do so required that he draw upon the ahmaean within the Forest.

      The man I face, the dangerous one that you have come with me to encounter before, has been able to look forward along the fibers. I fear that he knows more than I do.

      If he’s lived as long as you claim, then he will. Any man who lives for hundreds of years and has taken the time to master the fibers will know much more than someone new to it.

      Somehow, I have to stop him.

      You say that you separated him from the fibers.

      I have separated him, but I suspect he’s already seen enough to know the various possibilities before him. He suspected that was the reason that Raime had been able to know how to reach the daneamiin city. He must have glimpsed Jakob traveling to the new city, and from there, he discovered a way to reach past the barrier.

      There are often thousands of possibilities. Even for a man who can look forward along the fibers, that is too many to master. You will have to find a way of defeating him that is either unexpected or inevitable.

      Jakob had already considered finding an unexpected way to stopping Raime, especially now that he had closed him out of the fibers, but doing that would involve discovering all the possibilities that Raime might have seen before, and that had been less likely before Jakob appeared. He doubted his ability to discover that quickly enough to stop Raime. Already, the man had gained strength. He stole from groeliin, and he stole from daneamiin, and he had likely returned to steal from the Magi. With each attempt, he would grow stronger, and he would gain unique abilities that were beyond what Jakob possessed.

      Searching for something inevitable was far more likely to stop Raime. That was the other reason he had come back to speak to Shoren.

      Knowing what I’ve experienced, can you help me look forward and untangle the fibers so that I will know a way to stop him? I need to find that inevitable pathway, the way that he can do nothing other than fall to me.

      Shoren was quiet within his mind, and his hands remained motionless, resting on the table. Ahmaean swirled around him, the translucent power strong around this damahne. Jakob could influence it—he had discovered that when he walked back along the fibers, and when he made his presence known, that he could directly impact the ahmaean of his hosts, but doing so felt a violation. With Shoren, he was especially careful about violating that connection and trust.

      There are thousands of possibilities, and I’m not certain that even knowing what you’ve experienced I would be able to untwist the fibers that far into the future.

      But you have more ability with the fibers than any other damahne.

      Shoren smiled inwardly. I have a talent for untwisting the fibers, but what you ask is for me to look far enough forward into the future to know distinct events. Even I don’t have that ability. I can find likelihoods, crossroads where something might happen. It is how we knew we must find the Uniter.

      That hadn’t been Jakob’s experience when looking forward along the fibers. There had been the possibilities, but then he hadn’t looked that far into the future to know, had he? He had only looked far enough to know what Raime might be doing, and searched for a way to counter that.

      Have you ever been troubled by what you see along the fibers?

      That is a question few bother to ask.

      Why?

      Most think that looking forward along the fibers would be something exciting, but they fail to see the dangers in doing so and fail to see how knowing impacts your actions. Perhaps you glimpse only a few of the fibers, and only a few possibilities, when countless others exist. Even I recognize that each time I look along the fibers, there are more possibilities than I can track.

      Jakob imagined searching along the fibers, learning when he was going to die. He was damahne—at least he thought he was, which meant that he would have an exceedingly long lifespan unless Raime or some other took it from him. How would he act if he knew death was coming for him?

      Probably the way the damahne had acted in the past.

      That’s why you never confronted the groeliin, isn’t it?

      Shoren sighed out loud, the first noise he’d made since they’d entered this room. The groeliin. Wars over teralin. Even wars among men. We have remained separate.

      Separate because you fear death?

      Some do, Shoren admitted. There are many damahne who know how to look along the fibers, and who can see the possibilities laid out before them. When they see the possibility of their own end, they choose a different pathway.

      Even when it means that peace will suffer?

      Even then.

      I thought the damahne protected some sort of seal. A barrier between making and unmaking.

      You have learned since we last spoke.

      There is one among us, a historian, who is well learned.

      There are few not damahne who recognize that there is more. This historian must be an educated man.

      Jakob smiled to himself, thinking about Novan and just how educated he was. In that respect, he was more than a simple historian, and certainly more than an educated man. Given the connection Novan had to ahmaean, Jakob wasn’t even certain the historian was only a man. He hadn’t questioned him directly, but he suspected Novan was descended from the Magi, or possibly even from the Antrilii, considering what he had discovered of those warriors.

      He is a very educated man. I have asked him to help me understand the damahne library.

      You have welcomed an outsider into our library?

      I am the only damahne remaining. I can’t read through all of the texts that exist within the library. Novan reads quickly, and what’s more, he has a near perfect memory.

      Shoren sighed audibly. So much has changed in your time. I thought it was bad enough that one of the damahne learned to fight with the sword, but much of what you tell me is troubling.

      I have little choice with what I do, Shoren. I struggle to find answers, and I’m thankful that I have learned to walk back along the fibers and that you allow me to ask you about them, but it would be even more helpful if there were someone in my time that understood what I’m going through, and someone who could help me understand everything that we are experiencing.

      I didn’t say that it was wrong, only that it is troubling.

      Jakob wondered if sharing what he had with Shoren would somehow change what he did. Would he be the reason that Shoren somehow acted differently in the future? Would he be the reason that Shoren avoided war, changing the fibers?

      If he did act differently, what impact would that have on Jakob? He still didn’t know if it was possible to impact the future and change the past—especially since everyone he had spoken to claimed that it was not—but if there was anything that might impact what was to come, wouldn’t it reveal the complete destruction of the damahne?

      I sense your hesitancy.

      You warned me of repercussions of knowing what happens. I fear that my being here, and sharing with you, will impact your decisions.

      We’ve been through this, Jakob. You can’t impact what’s happened in the past.

      You’ve told me that I can’t, but I wonder if somehow I do.

      If you do, then it means you have always wandered back.

      If that’s the case, then I have no choice but to walk along the fibers and speak with you. Does that mean everything that I do is predetermined?

      Shoren brought his hands together, keeping them resting on the table. Many damahne have studied the fibers over the years. What happened in the past has already occurred, and nothing can be done to untangle the fibers and influence that in the present. What happens in the future is a branching off of what happens now.

      So my presence now is impacting your future.

      That would be correct.

      And my presence now means that I will always have come back and spoken to you.

      There are possibilities, nothing that is definite.

      But if I have always spoken to you, and it is in the past, there is no possibility other than this.

      Shoren was silent for a few moments. He twisted the dark band of metal on his finger, and his ahmaean pushed away from him, pressure building as it did. The ahmaean swept across the walls and pushed outward. Shoren prevented him from knowing what he did, a trick that few of the other damahne Jakob had stepped into were able to do.

      Your logic makes sense, but I’ll admit that it is difficult. There are few who have walked back along the fibers in the way that you do. I don’t have the experience necessary to understand exactly what impact your presence here will have.

      What happens when you walk back along the fibers?

      I am an observer.

      You can’t influence?

      There is no influence. I am not able to speak to my ancestors. I am able to look out through their eyes, and I am able to glean some of their knowledge, but what you have demonstrated is not possible for me. I don’t know that it was possible for any of the damahne that I have ever spoken to.

      Then is it possible I’m changing what happened in my time by coming back here?

      The fibers of the past are fixed.

      Jakob needed to return, knowing that the longer he stayed deep within the past the way that he was, the more likely it was that he could cause problems for the host. That had been Shoren’s first warning, and considering that he walked back into Shoren’s time, he wanted to ensure that he was honoring his concern.

      But he still had questions. There were many questions, and most of them centered around time, and the fibers, and permanence.

      Yet he had the sense that Shoren didn’t have those answers, or if he did, he kept them from Jakob. If Shoren didn’t have them, none would.

      There had to be some branching, didn’t there? For him to step back along the fibers, if he had a choice in doing so, then the conversations he had with Shoren had to impact things, didn’t they?

      Unless he was pushed by the fibers into a time when Shoren was looking forward himself when he was revealing only the possibilities that Shoren already would have discovered.

      They were questions he would have to think on and possibilities that he would have to ask of others who might understand better. He could ask Novan, and he wondered if Alriyn, the Mage he had met while in Vasha, would be able to help, as well. Maybe even Alison, the chancellor of the university.

      For that matter, Jakob needed to involve the Conclave. Some of them were—or would be—members of the Conclave. Novan, Brohmin, and even Endric were all members. He suspected that Alriyn had been invited, and possibly even Alison.

      For him to defeat Raime, he would need to pull together all of those with knowledge like that.

      Your ideas have merit, Shoren told him.

      You can reach my mind, but I can’t reach yours.

      Shoren laughed out loud. You will learn. If nothing else, you have proven that you are clever, and have a quick mind for such things. You learn well, something that is important with what you face.

      Thank you for what you shared with me.

      I’m not sure that I provided the answers that you came seeking.

      You shared the answers you had. That is enough.

      Work with your nemerahl. That bond is beneficial to both.

      There is a nemerahl, but there is no bond.

      No bond?

      This nemerahl had been bonded to another damahne. I think that he is hesitant to bond again.

      It is uncommon for the nemerahl to bond more than once, but it has happened.

      I don’t know how many nemerahl remain in my time.

      If you are the only damahne remaining, it’s possible there are only a few nemerahl. They have always been rare, but they are powerful. They have existed from nearly the beginning.

      Beginning of what?

      Of everything. As I said. Work with the nemerahl.

      Jakob felt pushed and recognized that Shoren was sending him away, guiding him back along the fibers. He cast one long look around the room, taking in the strange orb lanterns and the sculptures in the corner, briefly wondering which room in the Tower this might be before he departed, traveling back along the fibers, and back into his time.
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      Paliis was a humid city where the air was nearly a physical thing, and thunder rumbled constantly. Roelle found it unpleasant. They were close enough to the mountains that she expected a cool breeze similar to what they had in Vasha, but it never came. All she experienced was a stillness to the air.

      She stared off toward the mountains. It felt like they had come so far—and they had, transported by Jakob—but they still had a long way to go. There was much she didn’t understand, much that she wasn’t certain she could understand, especially considering that Jakob should not be able to do the things that he had done.

      Only he had. He was a god.

      It overwhelmed her when she thought about it, and it overwhelmed her when she tried to imagine the young man with whom she had left the city of Chrysia, traveling toward Vasha. When she thought of him, she wondered if he had been unique even then. His ability with the sword had developed rapidly, and by the time they parted ways on their journey, him going off on some mission of Endric’s, only the general himself had rivaled Jakob with skill. That should have alerted her to his uniqueness. And it had, but she thought that perhaps he had Mage abilities. Never could she have imagined that he would be one of the gods.

      “Roelle?”

      She tore her attention away from the mountains. The air was so sticky that she wished for the lighter fabric others in Paliis wore, but she and the other Magi with her remained dressed in the attire they had adopted from the Denraen. It helped them feel like the warriors they now were. She feared they might stand out more than they had, but few paid them much mind. In Paliis, a place that was a crossroads of sorts within the south lands, there were people of all kinds, which meant there was clothing of all kinds.

      “You’ve been staring at that mountain for a while now,” Selton said.

      She forced a smile to her oldest friend. Selton had a wide jaw, and there was a slight gleam in his eyes that all the fighting they’d experienced had not changed. If anything, it might have deepened.

      “I keep staring at it hoping rain will come. We’ve heard enough thunder that there should be something,” she said.

      “It hasn’t rained since we’ve been here,” Selton said.

      “Only in the mountains.” And that had done nothing to ease the humidity.

      Jakob had brought them south, transporting them in little more time than the blink of an eye. Their mission was to understand the Deshmahne and to stop them if they could. They were not asked to do anything more than that. Strangely, Jakob had not asked the Magi to destroy them. They were not asked to fight, which didn’t surprise her since Jakob was a god and they valued peace. Her warriors had been through enough fighting.

      “Did you want to check on him again?” Selton asked.

      Roelle looked toward the city. Somewhere in the midst of that enormous city was the man they had been sent to help. Brohmin. Selton and the others had already helped him somewhat, while she still recovered. “Even if we could find him, I’m not sure how much he wants us to check on him.” Brohmin had made it quite clear that he wanted to be left alone.

      “I think they’ve had enough alone time, don’t you?” Selton asked.

      She smiled slightly. It surprised both of them that the Mage Elder Salindra had protected Brohmin the way she had. She had stood over him, healing him and helping him recover after Jakob had rescued him.

      “I still don’t know what Jakob wants from us,” Roelle said. “He wants us to find a way to work with the Deshmahne and prevent the High Priest from causing more damage, but how can we find a way to establish peace with them?”

      Selton shrugged. “We will do the gods’ will.”

      “At least Jakob’s will,” Lendra said. She had assimilated to Paliis better than the rest of them. She wore a thin, silky dress, streaked with purple and maroon. The colors were bright and vibrant, much like many things in Paliis. Her hair was braided in three braids, also in the style of Paliis. A single dagger hung from her belt, the curved blade weighing heavily as it tilted toward her foot.

      “What does that mean?” Selton asked.

      Lendra shrugged. “Only that we will do as he asks, won’t we? You wouldn’t even be here if not for him.”

      “None of us would be here if not for him,” Selton said. “At least, not yet. We would have still been sitting on board one of those ships traveling across the sea.” He said the last with a shudder.

      “Those ships are how I traveled between the north and the south,” Lendra said. “If you find a captain skilled enough, they’re not nearly as scary is you seem to think.”

      “I never said they were scary,” Selton said.

      “I would never accuse you of thinking something as common as a ship to be a scary experience,” Lendra said, clapping her cousin on the shoulder. “But I think Roelle needs to know that her second-in-command is terrified of water.”

      “I’m not terrified of the water,” Selton said.

      Lendra waved her hand underneath her nose playfully. “You could fool me. Maybe if you bathed once in a while.”

      “I can’t help it that it is so stinking hot here.”

      “Stinking is the key word,” Lendra said.

      Roelle shook her head at the two. They had come a long way since the journey across the north lands chasing groeliin. They had lived in constant fear of attack, always on edge for the possibility that they would need to face the horrible creatures, and were lucky they had survived as long as they had. Only about half of the warriors who had left Vasha with her had remained. The rest had been killed by the groeliin or Deshmahne. And now they were in the south lands, asked to find a way to work with the Deshmahne. Why was it that she might prefer to face the groeliin?

      “You said that Brohmin faced an Urmahne priest?” Roelle asked, interrupting Selton and Lendra as they bantered.

      Selton’s face turned more serious. “He called them Lashiin priests.”

      Roelle frowned. The first time she had heard that term, she had been troubled by it. The Lashiin ruins were found in Vasha. Few outside of the Magi would have known that name. Why would there be Urmahne priests who would claim such a title?

      That wasn’t even the most troubling aspect of these Lashiin priests. What troubled her more was learning that these men seemed to have been abducting children throughout Paliis as well as elsewhere throughout these lands. Deshmahne children. Or those of the converted. They had done it under the guise of seeking to help and save the children from the evils of the Deshmahne, but from what Brohmin had shared, they hadn’t saved them at all.

      “Most of them are gone,” Selton said. “Brohmin tells us that he removed most of the priests.”

      Removed. An interesting way to phrase what Roelle suspected Brohmin had done. He would have killed the priests. That troubled her in ways that everything else they had done did not. If Brohmin was willing to kill priests of the Urmahne, how would they ever find a way to maintain peace?

      Yet, she knew that Jakob had traveled with Brohmin, so it was likely that he served on behalf of Jakob.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to work through the details. Her mind swam, as it often did these days. The groeliin attack, and the poisoning she had sustained during it, had almost killed her. She’d been near death when she’d asked Selton to take her to the Great Forest, responding to a vision she’d had that told her that was where she would be healed. And indeed, Jakob had somehow found here there. None of the other gods had come to help her. Only Jakob.

      But how could Jakob be a god? She’d seen him with a sword. She’d seen him fight, and kill groeliin. The gods wanted peace, didn’t they? She couldn’t think about it. Everything about this new knowledge troubled her.

      But even after his efforts to heal her, she was still weakened and barely able to function. She’d gone back to Vasha, to her uncle, Alriyn, and tried to rest, but when Jakob came back to Vasha and presented her with this mission, she accepted without question. Selton made it seem as if she still led, but if she did, it was in name only.

      “What do you think we should do?” she asked Selton.

      Selton glanced over to Lendra. They had taken to making decisions without her. Roelle didn’t blame them. She had been distracted lately. When she wasn’t sleeping, she was wondering if she should be sleeping. She suspected she would have been better off—and maybe they would have been better off—had she remained in Vasha. Then again, had she remained in Vasha, she would have been subjected to the Magi teachings. She no longer felt like an apprentice. No longer felt like a Mage, for that matter.

      Even while in Vasha, Roelle had felt drawn away from the city. Nahrsin had traveled north with the rest of the Antrilii, removing what groeliin threat remained. But she knew more groeliin would be in the far north, and she wanted to be there. To be in the fight. It was necessary, and she had to be honest with herself and admit that she enjoyed it.

      “We’ve been following the Deshmahne throughout the city.”

      “What have we seen?” she asked.

      “They’re priests.”

      “We knew that. They’re dark priests.”

      “Not like that. They are priests, and they’re Deshmahne, but they’re acting differently than they once did,” Lendra said. “When I was in Coamdon, the priests were violent, and forcibly converted as many as they could. We’ve found no evidence of that.”

      The stories Lendra had of the Deshmahne, before she had traveled north seeking Novan, had been filled with similar accounts. The Deshmahne had been known for forcibly converting people throughout the south lands. That was what Roelle had expected to find when she came here. Instead they had discovered something else. They had discovered priests who actually seemed to serve the people.

      “We need to know if this is all some part of an act, or if they have changed.” Roelle turned her attention to the Deshmahne north rising near the center of the town. She had been awed like much of the Magi had been when they had first seen the north. It was an impressive creation, more so because they knew it had not existed even a few decades ago. It resembled the north in Thealon enough that it was unlikely to have been accidental. Power circulated around the north itself, an invisible presence, but one that she could feel.

      “Jakob’s man seems to think this is the Deshmahne behaving with intent,” Selton said.

      If Brohmin believed that, then she needed to at least consider that as a possibility.

      “Where has he gone? We haven’t seen him in days.” Roelle had searched for Brohmin, knowing that if they were to do anything with the Deshmahne, it would be beneficial to have his support, especially as he seemed to have Jakob’s complete support.

      “From what I can gather, he’s been seen in the north.”

      The north? She shouldn’t question Brohmin’s commitment to what they did, but if what Lendra said about the Deshmahne was true—and they had forcibly converted others—then it was possible that even Brohmin had been forcibly converted.

      Somehow, they had to reach him and find out whether he remained committed to their work.

      How was she supposed to do that?

      Her gaze remained fixed on the north. She was tired, more than she ever had been in her entire life, and she was thankful they weren’t being called on to fight a horde of groeliin at the moment. Given the injuries she had sustained, she wasn’t certain she would be able to withstand an attack like that.

      Only, this was almost more difficult.

      This involved planning, plotting, and thinking through problems in a way that required her to analyze and determine what would be most effective. If her mind were sharper, and not still working through the residual effects of her poisoning, maybe that wouldn’t have been such a challenge. Instead, she struggled.

      Selton and Lendra watched her, concern on her faces. She forced a smile and nodded to both of them. “We should find Brohmin and work with him on this.”

      Even as she said it, she felt as if she were telling them what they already knew. And if that was the case, what use was she? What value did she bring to their planning? What value did she now have?
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      Roelle sat in the dingy tavern with a mug of ale sitting on the table in front of her. Selton sat next to her with Lendra. They had brought Desmond with them, one of the warrior Magi who had progressed rapidly through their ranks. Desmond had not been a Mage Roelle had known well before leaving Vasha. She had fought alongside him many times over the months since then and had developed a growing respect for his sword work. He was skilled, and if given enough time and practice, she suspected he would continue to improve, and might one day rival her.

      Maybe he already did.

      With her weakness, Roelle was a shell of the warrior she once had been. Her strength waned quickly, and she barely had endurance enough to last more than a few catahs before she faltered. There was none of the same speed and none of the same power she once had managed so easily. She tried not to let it bother her, but how could it not?

      “You’re sure this is the place?” Roelle asked.

      Desmond nodded. He had been the one to gather the information on where Brohmin had been. Why would Brohmin—a man who served Jakob—choose a tavern like this to frequent? Why would the Mage Elder accompany him here?

      Roelle looked around. Bawdy music played in the back of the tavern, the stringed instrument dancing with a vibrant energy. Perhaps at another time, she would have been more interested in dancing along with it, though perhaps not. Roelle had never been one to favor taverns. There were some among the Magi—especially those who had trained with her—who enjoyed taverns and enjoyed the chaos and music and taste of ale. She had never been that person.

      One of the waitresses brought out plates of food and set them in front of the four of them. They were steaming platters, the meat slathered with gravy, and the carrots and potatoes on the plate appearing more weathered than anything. There was little about them that looked appealing. Her stomach still rumbled, betraying her hunger.

      Selton leaned over and nodded to her. “You need to eat. You won’t regain your strength if you don’t.”

      Roelle closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Should she share with Selton that she had begun to wonder if she would ever regain her strength? She had been healed, and she would survive the attack, but it had left her lessened.

      At least she still lived.

      It was a reminder she needed to give herself often. She would much rather still be here, living to fight, and living to serve, than to have been slaughtered by the groeliin. That didn’t change how difficult it was for her to go on.

      She cut a hunk of meat off and took a bite. She chewed slowly. The meat was chewy, and there was an unpleasant texture to it, but Selton was right. She did need to eat. If she didn’t, she would continue to grow weaker, and would then be of no benefit to the cause.

      The door to the tavern opened, and she glanced up, looking to see whether Brohmin would enter. She had seen him enough times that she would recognize him, and if not him, she would recognize the Mage who traveled with him, but it was neither.

      Two men entered, each wearing dark-colored robes, their hair cut short. They were different from most of the customers in the tavern. They paused and looked around.

      There was something about them that made her uncomfortable, though Roelle wasn’t entirely certain what that was.

      “Roelle?” Desmond asked.

      She realized that she had turned completely toward the door. She would draw attention to herself, which was something she did not want. Their height already made them stand out, and the Magi worked to stay as concealed as possible, but it was not always effective. They didn’t need to draw attention to the fact that there were now Magi in Paliis.

      Eventually, there would be more. Her uncle intended to send more of the Magi south, to attempt to influence as they once had, but they would appear with more fanfare, and with Denraen support. If nothing else, the fact that Roelle and the soldiers with her were armed made them appear less like Magi. That was exactly what she wanted.

      “I thought you said all the priests of Lashiin were gone,” she said to Selton.

      “All the priests should have been gone,” he said. “Brohmin said that he had eliminated the threat.”

      Roelle nodded toward the men. They had taken a seat near the door and sat with rigid posture as they watched the patrons of the tavern with a suspicious eye. It was the same sort of expression that she had when surveying the tavern.

      “We don’t know that those are priests of the Lashiin,” Selton said.

      “What else would they be?” Roelle asked.

      “I don’t—”

      Another man approached the table, staggering as he did. The priests watched him but said nothing. “You don’t belong here,” the man said. There was a slur to his words, and he struggled to stay on his feet.

      “We belong anywhere we are called to serve,” the nearest priest said. He had a long face, and eyes that were piercing. His voice was rough, as if he had screamed—or served as a soldier, she realized.

      “I’ve seen your kind around Paliis,” the man said. “You’re the kind who been snatching up children.”

      The other priest shifted in his seat. Roelle noted a flash of steel beneath his robe. “We serve the gods. What do you serve?”

      The man grunted and staggered toward them once more, but tripped and fell forward.

      The first priest grabbed him before he could fall and propped him up, setting him into the chair opposite him. The two priests pulled chairs up, blocking the man from moving. There was something about the posture that was threatening.

      “You don’t belong here,” the man said.

      One of the Lashiin priests grabbed the man’s hand. There was a gleam of metal from a ring on the priest’s finger. “As I said, we belong wherever the gods call us to serve,” the priest said. “Perhaps it is you who does not belong.”

      The man sputtered, and then he began twitching, his body convulsing, and he fell back in the chair.

      Roelle darted forward, reaching the man and quickly assessing his injuries. His entire body quivered, shaking with whatever was happening to him. It was a full-body convulsing, and his breathing even slowed, forcing her to check to see if he had swallowed his tongue.

      Selton appeared next to her, looking down at the injured man. “What happened to him?”

      “I don’t know. Something the priests did, I suspect.”

      Selton frowned and checked the man’s pulse briefly. “What would the priests have done to him?”

      She wished that she knew. She looked up, but the priests had disappeared.

      Roelle swore under her breath before standing and looking around the tavern. They couldn’t simply have disappeared. They weren’t like Jakob.

      “Lendra. Desmond.”

      They both hurried over to her, and Roelle realized that she had used her commanding voice. “Watch him, and help him if you can.”

      “Where are we going to go?” Selton asked.

      “We’re going to see if we can find where those priests disappeared to.”

      Roelle hurried to the door of the tavern and glanced out it, but saw no sign of the Lashiin priests. She turned, looking back inside the tavern, but saw nothing that would indicate where they might have gone.

      The kitchen.

      She hurried toward the back of the tavern, toward the door that separated the dining area from the kitchen. Selton joined her, and she nodded to him. He pushed the door open, and they paused.

      In the kitchen, they saw two cooks on the ground, both convulsing the same way that the drunken man had been convulsing. One lay near a spilled pot of soup, the liquid streaming across the ground. The other lay near a pair of knives. It was almost as if the cook had attempted to reach for one of the knives to slow down the Lashiin priests.

      “At least we know they came through here,” Roelle said.

      Selton grunted.

      There was a door leading to an alley, and they found it cracked open slightly. Roelle unsheathed her sword, and Selton copied her, and then he pushed the door open.

      The humid night air pressed into the kitchen as he did.

      She listened but heard no sound of movement. She dropped into a ready stance and spun out into the alley. She saw no sign of the priests.

      Selton stood next to her, and she glanced over, noting the way his jaw clenched. She was familiar enough with that expression to know his frustration. She felt it as well.

      “Where could they have gone?” Selton asked.

      “They shouldn’t have been able to simply disappear,” Roelle said. “We need to find them.”

      Not only did the Lashiin priests appear to be using some ability that allowed them to trigger illness, but seeing the flash of steel beneath the robes led her to worry that maybe the priests were something other than simply priests.

      What if they were soldiers?

      It surprised her that the Urmahne seemed to be making moves now. They served the same sort of peace that the Magi had long served. Was it possible for these priests to have changed?

      It was possible. Roelle had changed. Other Magi apprentices had changed.

      She had come to the south lands not wanting to engage with the Deshmahne in attack. Jakob had suggested that they find a way to maintain peace and to reach out to the Deshmahne priests and find some common ground. With the High Priest missing, they hoped to have an easier time of it. And from what they had seen, the calm they had experienced within Paliis, she had believed that it was possible.

      But all that would change if the Urmahne began an attack.

      Did the Deshmahne know what was taking place? Were they aware that the Urmahne might be attacking?

      It ran the risk of renewing the tensions between the north and the south. When the Deshmahne had been defeated before, she had hoped that would be the end of it and had feared that if tensions built anew, the pushback would come from the Deshmahne. She never would have imagined that the Urmahne would be the ones to renew the conflict.

      “You seem troubled,” Selton said.

      He walked back into the kitchen, where they found the two cooks sitting up. Both were rubbing the backs of their necks. Whatever had happened to them was temporary. At least there was that. She hoped the drunk man out in the tavern would recover as well.

      Had she not rushed to his aid, and allowed herself to be distracted, she might have been able to follow the priests more easily. Instead, they had escaped her and had avoided her attention. Had they known that she was a Mage?

      Doubtful. At least that much she thought remained concealed.

      When they entered the dining area, the music had resumed, the same buoyant sounds returning to the tavern once again. Lendra and Desmond sat at the table, the drunk man sat on a chair opposite them. When Selton and Roelle appeared, they looked up expectantly, and Roelle shook her head.

      They had missed their opportunity.

      When she took her seat, she had the growing sense that she might not get that opportunity again. If the Lashiin priests were willing to attack, and if they were continuing to encourage war when others would avoid it, she had to find a way to stop it.

      If only she knew how.
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      The interior of the House of the Yahinv was comfortable. Isandra sat on the second level, the plush chair she sank into cradling her, a crackling hearth in front of her feeling homey. So different from Vasha, from the formality of the palace. She felt truly at home here.

      The copy of the mahne rested in her lap. She had read through it twice since Rebecca granted her access, something that still surprised her. It was possible that she would not have been granted permission to be in the House of the Yahinv. She was not Antrilii, and she certainly was not one of the Yahinv, so for her to be allowed to spend any time here was a measure of trust.

      “Have you discovered what you seek?” Rebecca asked.

      Isandra closed the mahne and let out a steady sigh. “The sections that were missing from our copy are not quite what I expected.”

      Rebecca sat across from her and chuckled, resting her hands in her lap. “The answers to mysteries are never quite as exciting as you believe they will be. Sometimes, it is simply a matter of finding the answers so that you no longer have to question.”

      Isandra glanced at the mahne again. Even the cover of this copy was different from the one the Magi possessed. It was less decorative, simpler, if that were possible. When she had first seen it, she had questioned whether it was the same, but she had read each page, and it resonated with her the same way that the mahne always had. There was wisdom within the pages and knowledge that came from over a thousand years. It was the foundation of everything that was Magi—and the Urmahne.

      “Now that I see it, I wonder why this particular text became the basis for the Urmahne religion.”

      “Because it is all that you had,” Rebecca said.

      She stood and pulled two books from the shelves, then returned to her seat. She passed the two books over to Isandra. They were both slender but covered with thick leather, and the pages within were nearly as thick as the leather. They were old, that much she knew with certainty.

      “Imagine what you would have believed had these books been the founding of your religion.”

      Isandra opened the first of the books and flipped through the pages. They were written in the ancient language, and difficult for her to decipher. She wasn’t nearly as familiar with the language as others who studied it more regularly. For the briefest moment, she considered asking Jostephon to translate, but she wouldn’t be able to trust what he told her anyway. “What’s written here?”

      Rebecca leaned toward her and tapped on the first book that Isandra held. “This one describes hunting groeliin. It was written by the earliest of my people. The gods tasked us with that purpose. But if you were to read those words, would you believe that you were tasked with the same purpose?”

      She shook her head. “The Magi never hunted the groeliin.”

      “Are you certain? Your founding took place at the same time as the Antrilii founding. Your ancestors were warriors, much like mine. The threat was the same. The only difference was that yours decided to lay down their arms, and opted for peace, whereas mine continued to fight.”

      There was no bitterness in Rebecca as she said that, even though there could have been. The Magi ancestors had abandoned fighting, and in doing so, they relied upon the Antrilii to continue to protect the north, fending off the groeliin over centuries.

      The names of those ancient ancestors rolled through her head. They were ingrained to every young Mage. The Founders. Even as she tried to ignore the names that came through her mind, they were there.

      “Why do you think the Magi laid down their weapons?” Isandra asked.

      “Because the gods asked them to.”

      It was a simple statement, and it carried the faith of the Antrilii. Their devotion to the gods had surprised Isandra.

      Isandra stared at the book and switched it out, pulling out the other. As she flipped through its pages, she recognized a few more words within, though still did not understand them completely. “What does this one say?”

      Rebecca smiled. “This speaks of grain storage.” When Isandra arched a brow at her, Rebecca shrugged. “It is equally ancient and written in much the same hand as the others, but no one would ever worship and create a religion based on what is written in these pages.”

      Isandra met Rebecca’s eyes. The Antrilii woman was deeply intelligent, as well as deeply spiritual. In that, they were not so different. She had come north for protection and had found much more than she ever would have imagined.

      Endric knew, though.

      What would he do when he arrived?

      What would she do when the Denraen and Alriyn arrived?

      She hadn’t given that much thought. Perhaps it was time for her to do so. She had stayed looking for answers, and now she had come up with some, enough to know that if she were to remain, there were even more answers that she might uncover. But wasn’t it time for her to return to Vasha?

      Why was it that she felt a growing reluctance at that idea?

      “The Magi have served their purpose over the last several hundred years. It is much like how the Antrilii have served our purpose.”

      Isandra sat quietly, her gaze fixed on the books in her lap. There was purpose, but she felt as if there was something else that she had missed.

      “You are uncertain.”

      Isandra looked up and met Rebecca’s eyes. The Antrilii woman’s sharp mind pierced through the veil of Isandra’s hesitancy. “I am uncertain,” she agreed. “Others from my homeland have been summoned, and…”

      Rebecca laughed. It was an easy sound, and full of amusement. With everything that the Antrilii had faced, all the suffering that they had experienced, all the loss, they still managed to laugh easily. “You fear that you no longer belong. That is a common fear. We see that even here.”

      “But the Antrilii have a sense of purpose. How could any of your people sense a lack of belonging?”

      Rebecca leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “The first time a warrior goes off and battles groeliin, they change. Darkness threatens everyone when they are forced to fight and forced to kill. There is no choice but to change.”

      “How do you help your people adjust?”

      “We help by supporting them and guiding them through it, showing them how they serve the gods in what they do. It is our purpose to stop the groeliin. That was the request that we were given, the requirement the gods placed on us. That is why we were gifted with the abilities that we have been.”

      Isandra held Rebecca’s gaze. “The Magi feel that we have been gifted by the gods with abilities for a different reason. We feel the gods have asked us to establish and maintain peace.”

      “Are these reasons so different?”

      Isandra laughed this time. “The Antrilii carry swords and fight creatures out of a nightmare. The Magi preach peace and understanding. I would say they are quite different.”

      “Only from the way you look at it. The Antrilii fight so that we may find peace. We do not fight for the joy of fighting. The Antrilii do not love the violence and destruction we must live with. All Antrilii long for the day when we will one day be able to lay down our swords, and perhaps join the Magi in the south, celebrating the peace of the gods.” She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. “Until that time, we are willing to do what is asked of us. It is much like what the Magi have done.”

      Isandra didn’t see it, but perhaps it wasn’t for her to see. “You will welcome other Magi to Farsea?”

      Rebecca nodded slowly. “The world is changing, Isandra of the Magi. We have fought for generations alone, and now the Magi have joined that fight once more. What else will change? We have seen how the groeliin have been driven, bred for dark intent, and their magic used in ways to gain power. We must welcome other changes, or we will fall behind what comes to us.”

      Isandra marveled at the easy-going way the Antrilii handled everything. There had been changes—enough that the Magi had struggled with it. Not the Antrilii. They recognized that they needed to change with what happened, and they needed to adapt. It was something about their people that impressed Isandra.

      “Before the Magi take Jostephon back south to Vasha, we need to understand what the Deshmahne were doing with the groeliin.”

      Rebecca glanced over. “You have not discovered this?”

      Isandra shook her head. “When I speak with him, he taunts me. He suggests that the gods are something other than what I believe, and makes offers to heal my abilities.”

      “I imagine that is compelling.”

      “I have come to terms with the fact that I have lost my connection.”

      Rebecca studied her, her dark eyes piercing. “You’re head might have come to terms, but your heart has not.”

      Isandra looked down at her hands. “Would I like my abilities back?” She fell silent for a long moment, trying to put words to what she felt. “There is an emptiness within me. I feel it when I focus on it. It’s like a memory, something that I know should be there, but is not. I’m thankful to the Yahinv for healing me as much as they could, but that doesn’t change the fact that I long for my connection once more. I think of how much I could do if I still had it, and how much I could still fight.”

      “We have learned that often the weakest among us with their abilities is the fiercest warrior.”

      “But wouldn’t the strongest have a better connection and be able to use that to stop the groeliin easier?”

      Rebecca shrugged. “There are times when such combinations come together. Nahrsin is one. He is a fierce warrior, and quite powerful, as well. But that is unusual. Often, when someone has any real abilities, they become reliant on their connection to their abilities, and use that as a crutch, never mastering their other talents.”

      “You think I could be a fierce warrior?”

      Rebecca laughed, and Isandra tried to hide the hurt on her face.

      “From what I hear, you already are a fierce warrior.”

      They sat in silence for a while, neither of them saying anything, with Isandra focusing on the crackling of the flames in the hearth. There was something peaceful about it, a simplicity that she had rarely taken the time to enjoy as she should have.

      After a while, she opened the mahne once more. Jostephon would answer her questions about the groeliin, as well as what he knew about the way that she’d been injured. If there were anything that could be done, she would learn what it was. She wasn’t willing to trade information, but she was willing to push him, and perhaps she could tempt him by what she had learned.

      Rebecca watched her, saying nothing.
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      “The creature continues to grow,” Isandra said.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off the newborn groeliin they’d taken from the cave. They kept it in a cell that was similar to Jostephon’s, and much like Jostephon’s, the groeliin’s was surrounded by merahl. Beyond having Antrilii keeping guard, the merahl would not allow the groeliin to escape and cause any damage. They eyed the groeliin with a strange sort of curiosity.

      It had grayish skin, and the horrible features of every other groeliin she had ever seen but had none of the dark shadows swirling around it as she had seen from the groeliin while chasing them in the mountains. There was a hint, but little more than that. Even that hint she thought she could explain. The groeliin had been feeding on the destructive teralin when they found it.

      Ever since bringing this one from the breeding grounds, they had kept it surrounded by the creative teralin, what some called positively charged. The effect was surprising. There was an animal-like quality to it, but it was not violent, and it hadn’t threatened to attack. It was almost docile. The creature was completely hairless, with strange eyes that looked at her with something she could almost call understanding. It unsettled Isandra.

      “It does. The Yahinv feels that we should put it down,” Jassan said.

      “What do you feel?”

      Jassan shrugged. “The creature has shown no tendency to violence. It is calm.”

      The question within him was clear. Jassan, like she, was unaccustomed to the groeliin not attacking with violence. Jassan more than she. The Antrilii had centuries of experience with the groeliin, and this creature was unlike any they had ever seen.

      “We can’t put it down until we understand what will happen to it,” Isandra said. Even then, she wasn’t sure that they could put the creature down. If it wasn’t violent, and if it wasn’t attempting to destroy, why would they need to destroy the creature?

      They simply wouldn’t.

      Convincing the other Antrilii, and especially the Yahinv, would be crucial, but she wasn’t sure how she would accomplish that. First, they had to prove the creature wouldn’t be violent. Then, they could figure out the next step.

      “Eventually, we will have to put it down. It is a groeliin. It will develop violence no differently than the others. They are born to it, Isandra.”

      She arched a brow at him. “What if it doesn’t? What if the teralin allows it to develop in a different way?”

      “Do you really believe teralin will work in such a fashion?”

      Isandra didn’t know. Her understanding of teralin was limited, and as much as she wanted to believe that something else could be done, that they might have an alternative way of dealing with the threat of the groeliin, she knew much less than the Antrilii.

      “We need more time,” she said.

      Jassan nodded. “The Yahinv have granted you more time. If they hadn’t, the merahl would already have destroyed this creature.”

      Isandra glanced at the three merahl positioned around the cage. Would they attack if the Yahinv asked it of them? The merahl were not commanded. They hunted groeliin, and they did so of their own volition, but there was a partnership between them and the Antrilii. It was that partnership that she would have to delve so that she understood what the Yahinv had planned for this creature.

      “You continue to bring it fruits,” Jassan said, nodding to the basket that rested near her feet.

      Isandra looked down. She had collected fruits from outside the city, gathering them so that she could offer something else for the groeliin to eat. So far, it had consumed water, and it seemed to feed somehow on the positively charged teralin, but it hadn’t eaten much. Eventually, she suspected the creature would have to eat something. She would rather that it ate fruit than anything else.

      “You would have me bring it something else?”

      Jassan shrugged. “We have other options. There is beef, and pork, and venison…”

      Isandra smiled. “I know what types of meat you keep in Farsea.”

      “Feeding this creature meat would not turn it into a carnivore. It was born that way.”

      She wondered. Was it born that way? Were groeliin inherently destructive and evil, or was it what had happened to them over the years that made the creatures evil? She thought of men who had turned to darkness, even Jostephon. They were not necessarily evil at birth, but they had progressed into it.

      “I find it hard to believe the gods would allow such a creature to exist. The gods want us to maintain peace. I can’t believe that they would create creatures like that, creatures that would be born to destroy what they had created.”

      The alternative was even more troubling. The alternative meant that perhaps the gods had not created the groeliin, that either something else had, or they existed outside of what the gods have made. She didn’t think that possible, which meant that there had to be hope for the groeliin.

      “You continue to surprise me, Isandra. You show tenderness and compassion with these creatures. You know what they have done, and what they would do if they were freed. You have nearly died facing them.”

      She smiled at him. “You do yourself a disservice. The Antrilii allow this creature to remain near their homes. That alone tells me that your people have greater compassion than anything I could ever imagine. You have faced the groeliin for far longer than any other. You have suffered in ways that others cannot even understand.”

      “Perhaps it is foolish to do so, but there is a part of me that hopes you will succeed. If you can find some way of calming the groeliin, of settling them so that they do not continue to attack, perhaps we will not need to continue our fight.” He smiled and shrugged his broad shoulders while gripping his sword. “Short of that happening, I’m prepared for what we might be asked to do. If we must fight, that is the task given to us by the gods. I am ready.”

      Isandra lifted the basket of fruit and carried it toward the cage. The groeliin had never threatened to attack, and she didn’t fear to approach. The bars of teralin were different from those they used to contain Jostephon. With Jostephon’s, it was neutral teralin, the kind that had not yet been charged in either fashion, but with the groeliin’s, they intentionally had used the positively charged teralin, though it was less for containment and more about trying to influence the creature in such a way that it would not harm them.

      She chose one of the fruits, this one an elongated fruit with a thick hide, and placed it between the bars, shaking it toward the groeliin. The creature watched her, it’s dark eyes penetrating in a way that told her it understood more than what the Antrilii gave it credit for.

      “This is fruit,” she said. “Food.” She pulled the fruit back and bit into the skin. Juice dribbled down her chin, and she wiped it away. It had a sweetness to it that mixed with a hint of tart in a not unpleasant fashion. “You should try it,” Isandra said. She had attempted the same before, but the groeliin had never responded.

      This time was no different.

      Isandra sighed and placed the fruits so they would be in reach inside the holding cell. She considered taking the one that she had bitten into, but decided against it, and put it among the others.

      “There may not be a way to reach the creature,” Jassan said.

      Isandra looked back, shaking her head. “I have to think that there is. If the groeliin feed on the destructive teralin at birth, but for this single groeliin, we got to it in time… What if there is some way that we can salvage this one? And if that happens, can we salvage others? It’s like you said, if we can prevent those attacks, and if we can find some way to change the groeliin, the Antrilii might finally be able to rest.”

      Jassan tipped his head. “We will continue to hope for peace, but prepare for battle. It is what we have done for centuries.” He smiled. “It is good that you search for hope. Without hope, those who search to destroy already win.”

      They exited the cavern that held the groeliin, and Isandra stood in the sunlight, letting the warmth press upon her face. She was dressed as she usually was since coming to Farsea, in a heavy cloak, as well as the thick wool that the Antrilii preferred. She was comfortable in the clothes, and they suited her, especially the her as she was now. When the summoned Magi came, she knew she would have to decide whether to return to Vasha or remain with the Antrilii. The longer that she was here, the easier it was for her to stay.

      The low howl of one of the merahl caught her attention, and she looked along the foothills, searching for a sign of the creature. There was nothing other than a call for companionship within the cry. It was echoed by another, and then another, the merahl announcing their presence, and Isandra smiled to herself.

      “Do they do that often?” she asked of Jassan.

      “The merahl are much like all creatures. They crave companionship.”

      “Not all creatures crave companionship. Think of the wolf, and how they prefer to live a solitary existence.”

      “They only appear to crave solitude,” Jassan said. “Even the wolves that make their way through our lands will howl at each other, and will listen for the call of another wolf.”

      She studied him a moment. Was Jassan a lone wolf? He certainly didn’t mind solitude, but he had remained with her during her time in Farsea. For that, she was thankful. “I would like to see Jostephon again.”

      “Will that provide you with answers you do not already have?”

      “I am determined to find out what I need to know, but I have my doubts I’ll be successful.”

      “If he doesn’t provide answers, why go?”

      “Because he was planning something with the groeliin. For the Antrilii to know peace, we need to know all of what has been planned that involves your lands. You don’t have to stay with me. I’m sure I’ll be safe.”

      Jassan had remained by her side ever since their return from the breeding grounds. Nahrsin had headed south to Vasha, taking an envoy of Antrilii with him, to let Endric and Alriyn that they were requested in the north. With his absence, she would have expected Jassan to have taken on a greater leadership role, but within the city, he had little leadership. The Yahinv were in charge and provided the guidance for the rest of the Antrilii.

      “I have been asked to keep an eye on you,” Jassan said.

      “By Rebecca?”

      He smiled and shrugged. “You intrigue her, I think. She isn’t certain what to make of you, but then few of the Antrilii have much experience with the Magi. The only experience most of us have is with Roelle and her warriors, and we all recognize how different she is from the rest of the Magi.”

      “You have no idea how different,” Isandra said.

      Jassan chuckled. “You say that as if you are unlike her.”

      “I’m not like Roelle. She willingly headed north, and sought the Antrilii, braving the dangers of the Deshmahne.”

      At the time, Isandra had felt the way most on the Council had felt. She had thought it a foolish venture that was likely bound to end in the apprentices getting injured or, worse, captured by the Deshmahne. That had been a time when she thought that was the worst fate that could befall one of the Magi. Had the Deshmahne managed to capture the warriors, they would have suffered much differently. Likely, they would have all had abilities stolen from them, but they had not. They had survived and had gone on to be crucial in the fight against the groeliin. She would never have been brave enough to have gone willingly to chase the Deshmahne, and she certainly wouldn’t have been brave enough to risk herself against ten thousand groeliin as Jassan claimed there had been.

      “Perhaps not at first. When I first found you, you were injured, and you felt yourself less than a Mage. You have become more like her than you know. Perhaps one day, you will see her again, and you will see what I see.”

      “And what is that?”

      Jassan smiled. When he did, the hardness in his features faded, and his expression became warm and welcoming. It still amazed her that he, like so many other Antrilii, smiled as easily as he did. She had glimpsed only a fraction of the horrors that he had faced, and she struggled. What must it be like for him to have lived his entire life as a warrior facing groeliin?

      “I see a woman who is more like the Antrilii than she gives herself credit for.”

      As they had reached the entrance to the cavern holding Jostephon, she hesitated. It was a surprising compliment, and she found herself flushing. “And here I was just thinking that I doubted I would ever be able to do what you do.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Continue to smile after everything that you’ve seen, and everything that you’ve suffered through.”

      “As I said, we continue to hope for peace, while preparing for the realities of the alternative.”

      The merahl forming a triangle around the cage with Jostephon looked up as they entered. One of them was the merahl that had bonded to Isandra, and he rubbed up against her, a soft whine forming at the back of his throat. It was a greeting, and it welcomed her.

      “I’m glad to see you, as well,” she said, brushing her hand along the merahl’s fur.

      Jostephon sat in the middle of the cell and barely glanced in her direction when she entered.

      Isandra looked over to Jassan. What must he think of Jostephon? Jassan had so far said little about the head of the Magi Council, and knowing him as she did, she didn’t expect him to.

      “You don’t have a trite comment for me today?”

      “Have you come seeking answers? I seem to recall I made an offer the last time you were here.”

      “You made an offer, but as I said then, this is not a negotiation. You are held captive by the Antrilii. Alriyn has been summoned, and—”

      Jostephon climbed to his feet, laughing. “I don’t fear Alriyn.”

      “You were defeated. The fact that you are here tells me that whatever you attempted in Vasha failed.”

      Jostephon’s face darkened. “He surprised me. I’ll give him that. It will not happen again.”

      “Do you think that you will be given another opportunity?”

      Jostephon looked up then. His gaze swept from her to Jassan and then finally to the merahl. He looked at them with a different expression than he had when she first encountered him in the mountains. Then, he had made the mistake of referring to the merahl as her pet. They were anything but pets, and Jostephon had learned just how dangerous the merahl could be.

      “You said that Alriyn was summoned.”

      She leaned closer to him. “Summoned. That does not mean you will be given over to him. I think the best thing for you will be to stay a guest of the Antrilii and the merahl.” Jostephon’s eyes narrowed slightly. It was a subtle change, but it was enough. “Yes. Now I think I have your attention.”

      She had struggled with how to deal with Jostephon. She didn’t think she could intimidate him. Her own connection to the manehlin was faint at best now, and Jostephon was much more powerful, especially as connected as he was to the Deshmahne abilities. But she didn’t have to overpower him. He already had been beaten. She just had to help him see that he was beaten.

      “What were you doing with the groeliin?”

      A smile spread across his face. “Ah. That is what you are after, is it?”

      “What I’m after is answers. You will answer me, and you will tell me what you know.”

      “Or what? Do you intend to continue threatening me with the merahl? I think we have both seen that they can hold me, and I have little doubt of their ability to destroy me, but to do so, they would have to get into this cell… where I have access to my abilities.” He leaned toward her, a sneer on his face. “Now. If all you have is empty threats, I think you would be best to leave those to others who will actually act on them. Perhaps your lover there might help you,” he said, motioning to Jassan.

      She ignored the taunt, but couldn’t hide the flush that came to her cheeks. “Who said anything about empty threats? I have no intention of opening the cell and putting one of the merahl in danger. As you said, inside the cell, you have access to your connection to the manehlin.” His eyes twitched slightly. “But I have something that you want. You want the complete copy, yes? Well, I’ve read it. I know what was written on those missing pages.”

      “That wasn’t the agreement.”

      “What agreement? I have questions, and you have questions. I think that we can have a fair trade of information.”

      Jostephon stood with one foot forward, leaning as if he intended to run at the bars of the cell. “I told you, I can provide you answers about how to restore yourself.”

      It was tempting. Worse, Jostephon knew that it was tempting. More than anything, that was the reason that she couldn’t act on it. She couldn’t succumb to her desire to regain her abilities knowing she had no way of verifying whether it would make a difference. She had given it much thought, contemplating whether she wanted to know what Jostephon knew about healing the Deshmahne marks, but she had decided that there was a greater need. It was about more than what she wanted, it was about what the Antrilii needed.

      “Restore? I’ve already been restored,” she said.

      Jostephon glared at her. “I can see that you are not.”

      “Can you see it? Can you see the manehlin that I control? Can you see the power I’ve been given because of what was taken from me?” Isandra leaned forward, and her hand fell to the hilt of the sword. “I doubt very much that you can see anything, Jostephon. All you see is power. I would never have guessed that of you before, but it is plain as day now.”

      Isandra took a deep breath, calming herself. “Now. If you would have an open exchange of information, I will share with you what I found within the complete copy of the mahne, and you will tell me what you know about the movement of the groeliin, and what you intended to do with the groeliin you bred.”

      “You would stay weak by doing this. You understand what you sacrifice?”

      “I understand what I would sacrifice if I asked for my own healing at the expense of understanding what destruction you intended. Now, what were you doing with the groeliin?”
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      When Jakob returned from walking along the fibers and speaking to Shoren, he glanced over to the nemerahl, wondering if the massive-cat like creature had known that what Jakob did was different. He suspected that the nemerahl did, and that was the reason he had wanted Jakob to walk back along the fibers. Jakob grabbed clothing from one of the nearby rooms and was unsurprised to find out that it fit him. It was dusty but other than that, the fabric was the same soft, supple cloth that he’d worn in many of his visions. He grabbed a cloak that was both plain and expertly made, and fit him equally well. Beneath this, he buckled his sword, unwilling to leave Neamiin behind.

      He shifted from the Tower and appeared within the palace grounds of Chrysia.

      The nemerahl appeared next to him, though Jakob wasn’t certain whether he was visible to any other than him. He glanced over to the nemerahl, and he seemed to smile, though it was difficult to tell. Would you teach me how to remain unseen?

      When you gain enough knowledge and understanding of your abilities, you will not need me to teach.

      There is no other damahne for me to learn from. I will need a teacher.

      Do you think all damahne have been taught?

      They haven’t?

      Many prefer to stay alone, live solitary existences where they study and explore their connection to the ahmaean.

      I don’t think I have the luxury of remaining alone.

      The nemerahl flared its teeth, exposing long fangs. No, I do not think you do have such luxury.

      Then can you teach me?

      My understanding of ahmaean is much different from that of a damahne. I can guide, but there is little more to it than that.

      Jakob doubted that was exactly it. In his visions, he had looked through the nemerahl’s eyes, whatever bond that had been shared between damahne and nemerahl had granted him a greater connection and understanding. Perhaps there wasn’t a sharing of ahmaean knowledge, but there was a sharing of something.

      They reached the temple. A pair of priests was exiting as he approached, and looked up, taking note of Jakob. Jakob paused, standing with his hands clasped behind his back. This would be the first test, but would he be compelling enough to convince the priests? Would it be a mistake to reveal himself so openly? He needed them to believe, and he needed to be careful with that belief so as not to do anything that disrupted the balance within the city.

      Jakob swirled his ahmaean around him, using it in a way that was similar to how Anda had used her ahmaean to create a glamour. It concealed him, hiding him from the eyes of the priests.

      As I said, you will gain understanding when you need it.

      I only did what I’ve seen one of the daneamiin do.

      Your connection to ahmaean should be much different from that of the daneamiin.

      Shoren had said the same and seemed surprised that Jakob had been able to use aspects of what the daneamiin did. He could flicker, traveling much the way the daneamiin did as they walked, pulling on a hint of ahmaean to do so. When he had walked back along the fibers and stepped into one of the daneamiin, he had been able to still shift.

      The priests gasped and looked at each other before hurrying off, speaking excitedly.

      If your intent was to convince them that you are a god, I think you have succeeded.

      My intent is to reach someone with the authority to help protect those still healing from the madness.

      There was a high priest of the Ur in every city, and that priest served the Highest, who lived in Thealon, guiding the church. Even when he was in Chrysia, Jakob had only caught glimpses of the Urmahne High Priest. The man was rarely seen, and he wasn’t entirely certain how to find him.

      Keeping himself concealed with the ahmaean, Jakob entered the temple.

      It was a massive open room. Rows of benches faced the pulpit at the opposite end, and lanterns flickered throughout. A few simply made statues were set around the interior of the temple, nothing that was quite as impressive as what he had seen in the Tower when looking back and speaking to Shoren.

      It was early in the morning, and there were few people here, with only a single priest making his way through. The priest wore long, flowing robes that reminded Jakob of his father. A simple necklace marked with the trefoil leaf, which signified the Urmahne religion, hung from his neck.

      This was not where he needed to be.

      He strode through the room, the nemerahl walking alongside him, and Jakob wondered whether he would be detected, but no one looked in his direction.

      At the back of the room, there were two doors. Both were simply made, and enormous, arching a dozen feet over his head. Which one?

      The nemerahl approached each and sniffed before pawing at the door on the left.

      Jakob tried the handle and found it unlocked. Had it been locked, he could have shifted to the other side. Once open, he hurried through and closed it quickly. The other side was a large corridor, with tapestries representing the gods hanging along the wall. Lanterns were set between the tapestries, and they glowed with a steady light. A few statues stood along the wall, these more expertly made than those out in the worship hall. The air smelled different here, a hint of incense and a slightly earthy odor to it.

      They made their way along the hallway, and he paused at each door, listening for sounds on the other side, but noticed nothing. The nemerahl waited patiently, but Jakob suspected he knew which room they needed to go to.

      The corridor ended in a wide staircase, which would lead up into the upper level of the temple. Was there any way for him to detect where the priest would be? These weren’t people of power, and they had no connection to the ahmaean, so he doubted it. The only thing he knew about the High Priest was how he would be dressed.

      Jakob climbed the stairs, keeping himself concealed with his connection to the ahmaean. It was something of a shrouding, so he almost blended into the walls. They encountered a few priests, and each time, Jakob paused, leaning back against the wall to wait for them to pass. They did not seem to be aware that he was even there.

      The nemerahl padded along the stairs silently, barely present.

      Jakob thought his own steps were loud, and his breathing seemed heavy enough for him to be heard. Would the ahmaean prevent him from being detected by noise?

      They passed a few landings along the way, several of which reminded him of the Tower of the Gods. There were lanterns here rather than the solid, glowing orbs that occupied the Tower, but otherwise, there was a heaviness all around him that felt the same. Jakob suspected that came from the stone pressing in, and the fact that there were no windows along the corridors.

      The nemerahl bounded off at one point, forcing Jakob to hurry along and keep pace. He raced up the stairs, and Jakob found him near the very top of the temple. He waited for Jakob until he arrived, and when he did, the nemerahl hurried down the hallway before stopping in front of a door at the very end. Jakob reached him and waited.

      Is this it?

      This is where you intend to go.

      How do you know?

      Because I can see it.

      What can you see?

      I can see how you take the next step.

      Jakob considered the nemerahl for a moment. You are looking forward along the fibers? You can look forward like that?

      The daneamiin have never been able to look forward along the fibers. They claim it was an ability that was limited to the damahne. He hadn’t expected the nemerahl to have that ability, though if any creature were able to walk forward along the fibers, it would be the nemerahl.

      We exist in all times.

      What does that mean?

      It means that the fibers are different for the nemerahl. We travel them differently.

      But you said you didn’t know Shoren.

      I don’t know him the way that those who experienced time with him knew him. You should go, damahne.

      Jakob looked over at the nemerahl once more before shifting to the room on the other side of the door.

      This room was highly ornate. Gold gilding covered the chairs that angled toward a hearth on the far end of the room. Sculptures that appeared as if they had been taken from the Tower of the Gods were stationed in each corner. A thick, plush carpet had been rolled out over the flooring.

      In the middle of the room stood a wooden pedestal with a massive book, likely the Tome of Urmahne, the ancient text written long ago in honor of the Urmahne. Jakob paused in front of it, his hands nearly touching the book. It was one his father had considered sacred and had guided how he lived his life. There had been a time when Jakob struggled with his faith, struggling with the loss of both of his parents, his brother falling to the madness, and a time when he blamed the gods for all that had happened to him. It was amazing what a little perspective did, the way it helped him understand that his lack of faith did not mean he was somehow less than what his father had wanted for him.

      You stand there as if there is something special about that book.

      I stand here in front of a book that men have worshipped for the last thousand years. Inside this book are the teachings of the Urmahne, guidance that tells of how men should behave, and how they should view the world. My father thought this book the most important work ever written.

      There was a sense of the nemerahl deeper within his mind. Your father was a priest of the faith.

      He was.

      You struggled with this.

      I struggled with my own faith. I didn’t know what I was meant to do, what I was meant to be. I didn’t believe the gods had anything in mind for me.

      And how do you feel now?

      I feel that I have a purpose as a damahne. I’m not always certain what that purpose is, other than right now I need to remove the threat of Raime before he damages anything else.

      That has purpose. That is something you can impact.

      There was more to it, and he was hopeful that he could find ways of helping that he had not yet discovered, but for now, stopping Raime was the first thing he needed to do.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Jakob spun, realizing that he had lowered his connection to the ahmaean, removing his concealment. An older woman, short with gray hair hanging loosely around her shoulders and draping over the back of her brown robe stood in front of him. Her dark eyes swept over him.

      “Who are you?” Jakob asked.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You come to the quarters of the High Priest of the Urmahne and question her?”

      He smiled to himself. Why had he believed that the High Priest would be a man? There was no reason that women could not serve as priests, and in Chrysia, there were several female priests, though he had not expected that any had risen to the status of high priest.

      “I come to the High Priest seeking a request.”

      “And who are you to make a request?”

      “Who am I?” Jakob swept his ahmaean around him, using it to conceal himself. He held it for a moment, before reappearing. Her eyes widened, and she dropped to one knee, looking down at the floor.

      “Great One. Excuse my ignorance. It has been—”

      Jakob took her hand and helped her to stand. “It has been many years since you had any visitors like me.”

      She would not look up, keeping her eyes on the floor. “Many years would be an understatement. We have not had the pleasure of one of the gods visiting the temple before.” She hazarded a glance up, before casting her gaze back down once more. “How may I be of service?”

      Jakob had contemplated what he would do when he did come to meet the High Priest. He could ask for their assistance, and he intended to have them help keep an eye on those healed from the madness, but he had devoted much time to this, and he needed to return to his mission to stop Raime. It was time for him to head north to discover what he could about Raime there. He needed to find out what Raime planned, and search for more answers.

      That meant shifting, and taking the High Priest of the Urmahne with him.

      You will prove that you are one of the gods, the nemerahl told him.

      I don’t want to prove it; I only wanted to ensure her help.

      You will ensure her help, as well, the nemerahl said with a hint of a laugh.

      Jakob held his hand out and waited for the High Priest to take it. “I will show you how you can serve.”

      She trembled, and as much as he wanted to reassure her that he meant her no harm, he wasn’t certain that he could convince her that she was completely safe. Now that he had shown himself as one of the gods, there was no going back. How long would it be until she shared with others that one of the gods had visited her?

      Already, word had spread about what happened in Thealon. There had been no way to hide the groeliin attack, or to mask the destruction they caused. Jakob didn’t think anyone there at the time had been aware that he had entered the Tower of the Gods, that there even was a way to enter, especially since Alyta had sealed it as soon as he, Brohmin, and Anda had entered, using her tenuous remaining connection to the ahmaean.

      Anything more that he might do would cause increased chatter about the gods.

      What choice did he have?

      He shifted.

      They appeared on the street outside of the santrium. He was less concerned about others around him, especially as so few people bothered to come this way. The High Priest looked around her, panic in her eyes fading as she recognized the street.

      “Why here, Great One?”

      “Because this is where I need your help.”

      “We have offered these people healing. They are sick—”

      Jakob shook his head. “They are sick no longer. They have been restored, and I would like you to welcome them to the temple and watch over them as they continue their recovery.”

      The High Priest looked at him for a moment, a question in her eyes that he didn’t think she would even have the fortitude to ask. Finally, she said, “Why these people?”

      “Because these people have suffered enough. They are”—Jakob considered how to explain to her what he wanted from these people, and why he wanted it, but nothing clear came to mind—“special to me. Are you willing to watch over them?”

      The High Priest glanced from Jakob to the santrium, then nodded eagerly. “Of course, Great One. It will be as you require.”

      “Good. You will find them in the lower level of the santrium. Keep them safe.”

      He stepped back, using his connection to the ahmaean to conceal himself once more. When he was gone—at least gone as far as she was concerned—she looked around the street before hurrying into the santrium.

      Jakob let out a relieved sigh. If it worked, and if she watched over them, he would have one less thing to worry about. At the same time, his presence here, and the fact that he had revealed himself, raised new concerns.

      You still worry, the nemerahl said.

      I still worry. I fear that having revealed myself in such a way only renews challenges that existed years ago. There has to be a reason that Alyta and others remained hidden from attention for so long.

      There were reasons, but were they the right ones?

      It was the first time Jakob had heard the nemerahl question Alyta’s judgment, and her choices. I don’t know that I have an answer for that. All I know is that wars were fought over the damahne, and I’m not eager to restart those.

      Then do not.

      That seems easier to say than to do.

      You fear, but you fear for good reasons.

      I fear because I don’t know what I’ll need to do.

      You will do what you need, damahne. Come. Let us take the next step in your journey.

      Jakob hazarded another look at the santrium, wondering whether Scottan had returned. Even if he had, did he want to see Jakob? His older brother had been disturbed by what he’d learned from Jakob, and he had struggled with what Jakob needed from him. More than that, Scottan struggled with the idea that he was no longer a soldier. Jakob didn’t have an answer to what his brother was now, but it was something else. He could serve the santrium, and if he had a hint of the same power Jakob had detected with the woman he’d spoken to in the santrium, perhaps they were not as different as Scottan feared.

      With a sigh, he closed his eyes, focusing on where he wanted to travel next, and he shifted.
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      The winds of the northern mountains swirled all around him. The last time he had been here, he had come with Brohmin and Salindra, and he had known very little about his abilities. They had searched for Avaneam, a place that somehow allowed one to access the Unknown Lands in the east from the mountains in the west. Now that Jakob understood his abilities, he suspected that Avaneam was a place that triggered a shifting, but set for whom?

      You chose an interesting place to appear, the nemerahl said.

      Jakob glanced down at the creature. He was enormous, possibly large enough for Jakob to ride, but he could only imagine how the nemerahl would react if he suggested that to him.

      I would not react well, the nemerahl said, flashing his teeth.

      You make certain that I know the nemerahl are a noble race.

      We are among the first, he said.

      The first of what?

      Of all things.

      Jakob waited, hoping as often happened that there might be more explanation, but as usual, none came. With the nemerahl, Jakob was never certain how much would be shared. It seemed as if the nemerahl had the ability to reach into Jakob’s mind, but Jakob didn’t have the same ability to reach into his, and was thus at a disadvantage when trying to communicate with the nemerahl. It was often the same way with Shoren.

      He climbed along the rocks, thinking back to when he had been here before. Why had he chosen this place? There were memories here, that much was certain, but they weren’t necessarily good memories. He’d had his first encounter with the groeliin when he had been here before. And the first time he’d seen who he later learned was Alyta. That had been another time when he had stepped too deeply along the fibers, when he had lost himself. There had been many such times before he had begun to master his connection to the fibers, and he still hadn’t completely mastered how to travel them.

      He found a pile of ash where the groeliin had once attacked. Was this Brohmin’s work? He imagined the other man incinerating the groeliin, not wanting to leave any of the remains.

      Were you here with her then? Jakob asked.

      The nemerahl prowled alongside him, sniffing at the air. I was here.

      This was before her capture?

      The nemerahl flared his nostrils, showing a flash of teeth. This was before the capture, the nemerahl answered.

      Jakob looked over. There was a hint of resentment in the comment. You were there when she was captured, weren’t you?

      I was there. She sent me away, asking me to find help.

      I’m sorry you didn’t find us sooner.

      She knew her time was nearing an end, the nemerahl said. She had planned for it, though I think she would have preferred more time. She would’ve enjoyed working with you.

      Jakob smiled to himself. That was a nice comment, something that was rare from the nemerahl. Most of the time, he preferred to harass Jakob and speak in riddles. He had been unwilling to share everything that Jakob needed, though he wondered if it was possible for the nemerahl to share everything that he needed to know. Maybe the bond the nemerahl once had to Alyta, a bond that had since been severed, prevented him from effectively sharing.

      As Jakob made his way along the rock, he found a wide clearing. From a distance, it would have appeared as nothing more than natural stone, but standing in the middle of it, Jakob had a sense of something else. The rock had been moved, pushed away, creating this clearing. There was something else here, almost a vibration, that pressed upon him.

      How did they trigger the shifting? he asked.

      The nemerahl made a slow circle and pawed at the ground as he did. There is an ancient power here, the nemerahl said.

      I can tell. But I can’t tell what it is, or how they managed to create it, Jakob said.

      It is the same as how all power is created, the nemerahl answered.

      Jakob frowned, studying the stone. When he had been here before, he had been injured, and unconscious after having been speared by a groeliin. Alyta had been the reason that he had shifted then, transporting them from Avaneam to the Unknown Lands.

      But why was the connection here?

      It seemed that there could have been many other places for a transfer to take place. They could’ve placed it in the heart of the Great Forest. That was as difficult to reach as Avaneam, unless… Jakob made a slow circle, closing his eyes, and pulled ahmaean inside him.

      As he did, he drifted backward along the fibers.

      He tried to do so with a light touch, not wanting to place himself too firmly in the past. What he wanted was a glimpse, an ability to see what had come before, and to understand. He realized now that was the reason the damahne who had come before him had been granted the ability to use the fibers. It was that connection that Shoren encouraged. He wanted Jakob to be able to look back and learn, but not attempt to manipulate or change the past, even if it were possible.

      He followed the fibers, holding on to an image of Avaneam, using that as a sort of anchor as he drifted backward, searching for answers. Would there be any answers for him?

      He walked backward a long time. Hundreds of years. Perhaps over a thousand.

      And then he saw it.

      A city had once existed here. These rocks were the ruins of the city, the bones of what had once been a comfortable place, a mountain home to both damahne and daneamiin. In the vision, he saw them both in the streets and saw them both within the homes. This was a place where they all felt welcome and wanted.

      Jakob lingered, allowing himself to remain within this vision, and within this time.

      “Are you only going to stand there?”

      He looked over, and a young daneamiin looked up at him, smiling. “No, Georgie, I’m only enjoying the view.”

      Jakob remained within the back of his host’s mind, not exerting too much influence. He didn’t want to draw attention to the fact that he was here. That he could find answers here told him that he must have a relative, however distant, who had once lived in this city.

      “What view? There’s nothing but rocks around us.”

      “Rocks? I see life here, Georgie.”

      Through his host’s eyes, Jakob saw what the host saw. He saw the way the homes were built into the side of the rock, and he saw flowers growing here that did not exist in Jakob’s time. There were other plants, some with fruits hanging from them, and an entire garden that helped this place thrive and prosper. There was life here, and much of it reminded him of the Unknown Lands, the kinds of fruits and vegetables that he had seen growing there.

      “When I’m older, I’m going east. I’m going to stay with the others.”

      His host smiled. “That is your choice. As it is the choice of all who live in Avaneam. This place is a crossroads. You may go from here to there and then back again.”

      Staying within his host’s mind, Jakob understood why Avaneam had existed. There had been a desire on the part of the daneamiin to have the ability to return. Not all had been content going to the forest and building their city. Not all had wanted to separate from the world. This had been the connection, a place that allowed them to move freely, even though the daneamiin could not shift.

      Jakob took one more look, forcing himself into the forefront of his host’s mind, and studied the rocks, and the city that had once been here, concealed by the mountain itself. It was an exquisite construction, much like the fallen city on the other side of the Valley had been an exquisite construction. Both had been made by people who no longer created such things.

      Jakob separated from his host and traveled forward along the fibers. He drifted, maintaining that connection, gliding forward and simply studying the fibers. There was peace to searching this way, and there was comfort in his ability to walk along the fibers and search for answers.

      A familiar sense caught him. You return.

      Jakob frowned, thinking about why he recognized the voice. Gareth?

      The damahne chuckled. The same. You haven’t visited in some time.

      I didn’t think you would have me visit. When Jakob had last come, Gareth had been in the Tower. This time, it was Avaneam, and the city had fallen. He couldn’t tell why Gareth was here—the damahne hid that from him.

      You are welcome to visit.

      What happened here?

      What happens to all places in time.

      Jakob had a sense of the city falling into disrepair. It happened gradually, the city fading as fewer daneamiin came to this side of the Valley, until it was nothing more.

      Why are you here?

      Gareth sighed. The same as you, I suspect. To understand.

      Jakob tried asserting more control of Gareth, but there was none for him to claim. The damahne refused to grant him greater access to what he knew.

      I will leave you.

      You should visit again.

      Would you allow it?

      Gareth seemed to smile. I would appreciate it if you did.

      With that, he was pushed forward, and out of Gareth. He had more control than the last time it had happened and found himself more easily. When he reached his own time, he stepped out and opened his eyes.

      Did you find your answers? the nemerahl asked.

      I found the secret of Avaneam, he said.

      Is that the only secret you have discovered?

      What other secrets should I be searching for?

      You will learn in time.

      Why must I wait? Why not tell me now?

      Some things are difficult to learn. Some things require you to be prepared.

      And how do you intend to prepare me?

      You expect me to prepare you?

      I thought you were here to assist me.

      I will assist, but that is not the same as doing. You are responsible for what must be done.

      And what is that?

      The nemerahl snorted. As I said, you are responsible for discovering your path.

      Did the nemerahl intend for him to walk along the fibers, to look forward and find what he was supposed to do? Jakob still wasn’t entirely certain that was beneficial. Doing it posed some danger. Learning about the future made him fear that he might be influenced in how he acted and made him question whether he would make the right decisions.

      His reluctance was more than that, though. The nemerahl watched him, and Jakob suspected even the nemerahl knew why he hesitated. He didn’t want to be influenced, but nor did he want to believe that everything was predetermined. He wanted to believe that he had choice, and that his choices mattered. If the fibers played out in a specific way, if there was only one pattern for him to follow, did he—or anyone—even have choice? Perhaps everything was already decided by the Maker.

      Where now? the nemerahl asked.

      Jakob looked around. He had come to Avaneam hoping for understanding, and answers. He had learned something. Perhaps that was the answer he needed. That this was a crossroads. This was a place for the damahne and the daneamiin to come together, and that connection remained to this day. Other connections had failed, those like the bridge that crossed the Great Valley, a bridge that had allowed others to cross over, and had allowed Raime to attack. That bridge had been the reason the daneamiin had first come under attack and had first experienced war and violence.

      Where would he go now? What would he do? He had come north for answers. That meant that he needed to investigate the groeliin, and he needed to see if he could find where Raime had disappeared to.

      Can you find the groeliin?

      Groeliin are numerous throughout the mountains. Is it your intent to find all of them and destroy them yourself?

      That hadn’t been his intent. Finding the groeliin, hunting them one by one, would be a slow task. What he needed was to bring them to him. Was there any way for him to sweep the groeliin toward him?

      Raime had done it. He had somehow controlled the groeliin, and forced them south, creating a massive horde, but Jakob doubted that was all of them. The Antrilii would continue to hunt the groeliin. Did he need to intervene if they were willing to continue their hunt?

      Probably not. What he needed was to discover what Raime intended of the groeliin. If he could find that, and if he could find Raime, then he would act.

      He would have to be more careful than the last time. Raime had very nearly captured him, using both the groeliin and the pool of ahmaean to trap him.

      I need to understand more about the groeliin, he told the nemerahl.

      The nemerahl watched him with his bright, practically glowing golden eyes. Yes. I see that you do. I will take you.

      Jakob rested his hand on the nemerahl’s back, and they shifted.
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      They appeared in a mountain valley. The air had a bitterness to it and swirled in eddies of current that tugged at his cloak. It was cool, but not quite as cold as what he would’ve expected. Snowcapped peaks rose all around him, but down in the valley, there were scrub plants, splashes of green with the occasional flower upon them giving even more color.

      Why here? Jakob asked the nemerahl.

      You wanted to know more about the groeliin.

      I wanted to know more, but there are no groeliin here.

      If there were, Jakob suspected that he would have detected them. The groeliin had a connection to dark ahmaean, and he could detect that, and he did not see any sign of it.

      Perhaps not now, but there were.

      Jakob looked around. He walked slowly around the clearing, looking for signs that the groeliin had passed here. He found nothing. The nemerahl sniffed the air and bounded off, disappearing behind a clump of rock.

      Jakob followed him and found him sniffing at the ground.

      He studied what had drawn the nemerahl’s attention. Dark streaks of soot lined the rock. It was much like what he’d seen in Avaneam.

      Had this been groeliin?

      The hunters come through here, and they destroy them, the nemerahl said.

      The Antrilii came through here?

      They hunt well, and they prefer to burn the bodies, not wanting to leave any trace.

      Why?

      The groeliin are drawn to the scent of their dead. They would reclaim them if they could.

      That surprised Jakob. Why would the groeliin reclaim their fallen?

      They do so to honor them.

      Jakob frowned. The groeliin would honor their dead?

      The nemerahl sniffed. They would. The hunters choose not to grant them that honor. Considering what they have faced over the centuries, it is understandable.

      What else is here? Jakob asked.

      There is nothing else here.

      That’s all you wanted to show me? You wanted me to see how the Antrilii hunt the groeliin, and then burn their bodies? After learning of the Antrilii, and learning of their connection to the Magi, he wasn’t surprised that they hunted. From what Novan had shared, the Antrilii saw it as their responsibility to hunt the groeliin.

      You wanted to learn of the groeliin. This is a beginning.

      The nemerahl stood and waited for Jakob to place his hand once more on his back. When he did, they shifted again.

      When they appeared once more, he noted the dark openings to caverns. The ground was stained with ash and soot, and streaks of maroon were visible, as well.

      There had been a battle here. The Antrilii had fought, and groeliin had died, and likely in massive numbers considering how much soot and ash he saw.

      The nemerahl left him, heading into the mouth of the cave, and Jakob followed.

      He had no lantern, but since discovering he was damahne, his eyesight had improved in the darkness. He blinked, and it seemed as if a veil of darkness lifted, allowing him to see clearly. How many physical transformations would he make? Would he continue to become more and more like the damahne in his visions? Jakob didn’t think he looked anything like them, though he might have some of the height. He knew that his voice had begun to change, taking on some of the musical quality that the damahne possessed. What other changes were in store for him?

      The nemerahl led him to the back of the cave, where Jakob felt warmth radiating. He had known a similar warmth before.

      Teralin? he asked the nemerahl.

      The metal is found here, the nemerahl said. But not in great quantities. What is here must be brought by others.

      Jakob found a pile of teralin near the back of the cavern. It had the darkness to it like that of the teralin the Deshmahne preferred. The heat that radiated from it was almost oily, and unpleasant. He had little experience with teralin, but enough to understand that it had some use, and that the damahne of the past had been uncomfortable with it since it prevented them from shifting.

      The nemerahl kept a distance from the teralin and sniffed at the ground. Jakob approached carefully. Teralin in this form could be dangerous and could attempt to influence him. He didn’t understand it, not as Novan did, but had been warned to use caution.

      Why did you want me to see this? Jakob asked.

      These are the breeding grounds.

      This is where the groeliin are bred?

      This time. They move, and it is unusual for them to breed so soon after the last. Typically, they breed once every twelve years, taking time for their females to develop once more. Something has changed.

      Raime changed.

      The nemerahl sniffed the air, and then put his nose to the ground, inhaling deeply of the scent of the rock. Perhaps. Yet I suspect he understands the danger in hurrying the breeding.

      What danger?

      The groeliin must be fed. It connects them to the rest of the horde and allows them to gain their connection to the ahmaean.

      Jakob’s attention was drawn back to the teralin. They use the teralin to feed the groeliin?

      Teralin is used, but it is not the source. The groeliin are much like the daneamiin, they return their ahmaean, recycling it.

      There was something in what the nemerahl was telling him that Jakob suspected was important, more important than what he understood. What was the connection the nemerahl wanted him to make? He was certain there was a purpose to coming here, and certain that there was something about the breeding, and the groeliin, that the nemerahl intended him to learn, but he wasn’t sure what it was.

      The Antrilii were here during the breeding time, Jakob said.

      That has happened rarely, the nemerahl said.

      Rarely?

      The groeliin conceal their presence. The breeding period is a time of vulnerability to them, and they prefer not to attack. When the hunters discovered the breeding grounds, the groeliin were unprepared.

      Because they’d sent the horde of ten thousand south.

      Most likely, the nemerahl agreed. That is the reason the breeding must be spaced. They need to have numbers to protect the females. There are few enough of them.

      If this wasn’t Raime, if you don’t think he was the reason that the groeliin were pushed to breed outside of the typical time frame, who else could control them?

      The nemerahl didn’t answer him. He stood and pushed Jakob back, away from the dark teralin, and shifted.

      When they appeared this time, they did so atop a mountain. Cold wind gusted, whistling. Jakob wrapped his cloak tightly around him. He was ill-equipped for the cold weather.

      The nemerahl seemed unbothered. His thick coat of fur protected him. He sat back on his haunches, staring down the mountainside.

      Jakob followed the direction of his gaze, wondering what the nemerahl had intended for him to see. Why had he brought him here, and what did he need for Jakob to do? It had something to do with the groeliin, but what, exactly?

      In the distance, dark ahmaean swirled. It drifted up like a thick fog. He expected to find hundreds of groeliin and was surprised when he saw only a dozen.

      They were massive creatures, much larger than any groeliin he had faced before. They had dark markings along their skin that reminded him of the Deshmahne. They used their ahmaean with control, swirling it around and attacking each other. There was a practiced movement to what they did, almost a dance as they attacked, retreated, and attacked again. Jakob watched in fascination, never having seen ahmaean used in such a way.

      What are these creatures? Jakob asked.

      They are groeliin.

      He looked over to the nemerahl. They aren’t like groeliin I’ve seen before.

      No. Not like what you’ve seen before. These now lead the broods. They are powerful, and they will not leave this place.

      Now?

      This is different.

      If they’re as powerful as they appear, why wouldn’t they attack? The Antrilii would have struggled with creatures this powerful.

      Their connection to their ahmaean is what helps feed the growing groeliin.

      Jakob continued to watch, fascinated by the way the groeliin used their ahmaean. It was beautiful in its own dark and deadly way. There was violence to it, and he now understood how Raime used his ahmaean—unless Raime had been the one to have taught the groeliin.

      The nemerahl stood. We should depart. They will recognize our presence.

      You think they’ll know that we’re here?

      It is a certainty that they will know. There’s a reason we do not venture this far very often. Had you not the need to understand the groeliin, I would not have brought you here. It is dangerous, and there have been damahne who have been taken and killed by lesser groeliin.

      They were even different from the groeliin that Raime had brought against him in the daneamiin lands. Jakob had been captured by those groeliin, held in place by their connection to the ahmaean.

      Where now?

      You needed to see what you might face in the north. You needed to know how the groeliin moved and what risks you would be exposed to if you attempted to find Raime here.

      This was your warning?

      Not a warning. This was my way of showing you what you must be prepared for.

      Jakob wouldn’t be able to face these groeliin on his own. Even with others like him, he doubted he would be able to guarantee success facing the groeliin. They needed an army, and they needed power—or some way of diffusing the groeliin’s connection to the ahmaean.

      We can go, he said to the nemerahl.

      As the nemerahl prepared to shift, Jakob noted another band of ahmaean entering the valley. He tapped on the nemerahl’s back, signaling for him to wait.

      Jakob stared, trying to peer through the dark cloud of ahmaean. As it parted, he saw other groeliin, most of them the typical groeliin, but there were some among them that were unlike them.

      There was something about these groeliin that caught his attention. Swords.

      These were like the groeliin he’d faced in the Unknown Lands. There were so many!

      The groeliin carrying swords peeled off and approached the dozen powerful groeliin he had first seen. The newcomers bowed, tipping their heads low, and dropped to one knee. Ahmaean swirled from the powerful groeliin around these others. It reminded Jakob of how the damahne used their ahmaean.

      It seemed as if the groeliin were talking, but that would be impossible. They hissed and screamed, but he’d never heard them communicating.

      Have you ever seen groeliin like that before? Jakob asked.

      They are new.

      Is this what they were breeding?

      It is possible. Groeliin develop quickly, especially when they are well fed.

      If these are new creatures, then it’s more likely that Raime is responsible.

      Perhaps. He has guided the breeding for many years. It’s possible that he’s responsible for this.

      You seem uncertain.

      The nemerahl sniffed. He has never trained the groeliin. This division is unusual.

      Why do I get the sense that this is a dangerous development?

      Because it is. The nemerahl looked up at him, his eyes piercing. It takes considerable energy to feed developing groeliin. That has been the reason the broods prefer their typical workers. They require less feeding than developing others of great power. Those dozen that we first saw require much care and feeding. They are incredibly rare. These newcomers would require considerable energy.

      It would be more than just energy they would require. They would require training. Raime was not gifted with the sword. He had some talent, but in his visions, Jakob had never seen Raime training with the sword, preferring to use his connection to ahmaean.

      Whoever was working with these groeliin was likely a skilled swordsman.

      We should go, the nemerahl said.

      Jakob prepared to shift, wanting to return to the Great Forest, anywhere but in the mountains. As he attempted to shift, he found that he could not.

      He looked over to the nemerahl. I can’t shift.

      The nemerahl flickered for a moment and bared his teeth. I cannot either.

      Jakob looked down at the groeliin and noted dark energy pushing up toward them.

      Not only had they been discovered, but the groeliin had some way of holding them here, preventing them from shifting away.
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      Jakob studied the groeliin. The cloud of ahmaean continued to near them, and he shivered, wanting only to be away from it. He feared remaining there too long. Not only were there a dozen groeliin with considerable power and ability to use ahmaean, but there were hundreds of groeliin with more coming. Dozens upon dozens of them carried swords.

      This would not be a fight he could wage and win.

      The wind changed, blowing snow toward them and carrying a foul stink on it.

      We’re going to have to hurry, Jakob said.

      The nemerahl snorted, clearing snow from his face. If we can’t shift, and we should not fight, we will have to run.

      Running through the snow would be difficult. The nemerahl would be better equipped for it than Jakob, but he wondered if he could use the daneamiin way of moving. Could he flicker as he walked? It would allow him to move more quickly, but if he couldn’t shift, he might not be able to walk in that manner, either. There were similarities to how the daneamiin moved and how the damahne moved.

      You’re going to have to carry me, Jakob said.

      The nemerahl looked up at him, anger flaring in his bright, golden eyes. I am not a pet.

      You’re going to have to do this. Otherwise, I suspect they will reach me, and they’ll capture me. You can get away, but I doubt that I can. The snow is too deep for me to move quickly enough.

      The dark ahmaean continued to approach, and now Jakob could feel it as much as anything. There was a coldness to it that mixed with the cold bite in the air and the blowing gusts of snow.

      This will not end well.

      For whom? Jakob asked.

      The nemerahl snarled softly and shook his massive head. Climb on, but know that you will regret this.

      I think I’ll regret it more if I don’t manage to escape.

      He climbed onto the nemerahl’s back, wrapping his arms around the big cat’s neck and trying not to dig his heels into his sides. Jakob didn’t want to restrict the nemerahl’s movements.

      He’d been close to the nemerahl before and had stroked his fur, but this was a closeness that he had not experienced with him. There was an almost sweet odor to him that reminded Jakob of the hint of a coming rain, a fresh smell that he breathed in, welcoming it.

      The nemerahl leaped up the mountainside. Jakob had no idea how deep into the mountains they had come. Distance was difficult to ascertain when they shifted the way that they had. With each jump, they traveled dozens of feet. Still, that didn’t seem fast enough. The fog continued to drift toward them, moving with increasing speed.

      Jakob hazarded a glance back and wished he had not.

      The twelve large groeliin stood in the base of the valley, with the ahmaean they controlled pushing up the side of the mountain, moving with the speed of an avalanche. Jakob could feel the power pushing upon him, and he resisted the urge to draw upon his ahmaean and push back. There was no sense in getting into a battle with the groeliin, especially not one that he probably could not win. His connection to the ahmaean was strong, and he had been gifted the ahmaean of the many damahne who had come before him, but there were twelve powerful groeliin down there. Even one of them might be more than he could manage.

      We should hurry.

      I hurry, the nemerahl said.

      They reached the top of the peak, and with a powerful leap, they cleared it, heading down and away. Jakob attempted to shift but could not.

      I still cannot, either, the nemerahl said.

      What was it that contained them? What did the groeliin do that prevented them from leaving? They had been able to shift to this place, but it was almost as if the groeliin had anticipated that they would and had a way of preventing their departure.

      Could the groeliin have anticipated that Jakob and the nemerahl would shift here?

      Maybe not the groeliin, but Raime could have.

      Was Raime here? If the High Priest had expected them to come, and had some sort of trap in place for the possibility that they might appear, would he be here, as well, or would he have waited somewhere else?

      There was a part of Jakob that wanted to climb from the nemerahl and return to the valley, risking their dark ahmaean, thinking he might not have another opportunity to find Raime. A more rational part recognized that there was no way he would manage to survive against Raime, not with those groeliin there. They still might not even escape.

      The nemerahl continued to sprint down the mountainside. As he did, he started to turn, and Jakob looked up, realizing that another dark trail of ahmaean appeared along the valley there.

      It was more groeliin.

      Jakob stared and counted the groeliin bearing swords, stopping when he reached the twenties. There were too many for them. It was an army of groeliin, and an army that seemed prepared to fight, prepared to do battle with the Antrilii, which he suspected was the intent of the sword bearers. With the groeliin capable of manipulating that much ahmaean, they would be able to counter the Magi, as well as Jakob and the daneamiin.

      The nemerahl didn’t think this was Raime, but Jakob couldn’t see how it could be anything other than Raime. This was an army, one prepared to destroy the forces that had stopped them the last time.

      We are blocked in, the nemerahl said.

      Jakob studied the groeliin and attempted to shift once more, but failed.

      There was another possibility for him, but it was one that he didn’t have as much control over, not as much as he needed to in order for it to work effectively.

      He focused on the snowpack, and using his ahmaean, he pulled on it, dragging the snow down the slope of the mountain.

      It began as a steady rumble that quickly increased, intensifying to a thunder.

      A dangerous plan, the nemerahl said.

      It’s the only thing I think might buy us time.

      He had used a similar tactic in the past. Once in a vision, when he had created a cavern, a massive opening that the groeliin had fallen into. And once when he faced the groeliin in Thealon. That had been the only way that they had survived.

      The snow swept down the slope, a sheet sliding down. The groeliin began to panic, the ahmaean around them swirling with agitation.

      Jakob realized that it wasn’t agitation. There was intent to it, as well.

      The snow changed, steam rising as it melted.

      The groeliin were countering his attempt to stop them.

      If the snow wasn’t going to be effective, was there another option for him?

      He focused on the ground, reaching deep within it, connecting to the ahmaean there, and forced it to split. When he had done the same in the past, pain had lanced through his mind, splitting it as much as the ground had been split. There was some pain, but nothing quite like what he had experienced before.

      The ground rumbled, and he thought that it might work, that he might have caused a chasm to open, but then it ceased.

      The groeliin were countering him again.

      They have learned, Jakob said.

      Yes. That is more troubling than anything else.

      Why?

      The groeliin have never learned from their tactics. They continue to attack, and the use the same techniques, never modifying them. If they have changed this, it means they have changed.

      We knew they had changed. The fact that they now carry swords, and that they can control their ahmaean in this way…

      Yes. This will be difficult to stop.

      When Jakob had fought the groeliin before, he had been able to use his superior sword work and had augmented it by luck, the fact that he could draw upon ahmaean that he was not quite able to control. The groeliin had not been prepared for that, but if they were, if their understanding of how to use their ahmaean had changed, then would he even be able to stop them the way that he had the last time?

      The nemerahl continued to race along the side of the mountain. More and more groeliin appeared, and as they did, they forced them back. If they were forced too far back, they would be pushed over the peak of the mountain, which would expose them to the groeliin on the other side.

      Jakob would rather fight here than attempt to fight through those groeliin.

      He tapped the side of the nemerahl, and the massive cat stopped, allowing Jakob to climb down. This is where I must fight, Jakob said.

      There are too many for you to face alone.

      There probably are, Jakob agreed, but going back exposes us to groeliin that I cannot defeat. At least this way, there is a chance for me. Will you fight with me?

      The nemerahl do not fight.

      Jakob smiled and patted his side. That was not you when the Deshmahne attacked when I was with the Denraen?

      The nemerahl blinked. I will assist as much as I can.

      It would have to do.

      Jakob unsheathed and gathered his connection to the ahmaean, pulling it toward him, and jumped. There was power in his jump, and he raced down the side of the mountain, sending his ahmaean deep into the rock, causing it to rumble, preparing for it to fail.

      He could feel the groeliin pushing against him and could feel the way they worked against his effort to split the ground, and Jakob pushed more and more.

      The earth exploded with a loud crack. Rock spewed into the air.

      Groeliin hissed. Jakob roared, pressing power through his sword.

      And then he was upon them. He was met by one of the large groeliin, one bearing a sword. He struck, drawing upon his ahmaean, slowing the other creature’s movements. With a flurry, Jakob beheaded the groeliin.

      He didn’t dare hesitate. He turned, sweeping through the groeliin, drawing their attack toward him.

      The nemerahl leaped into the middle of the battle alongside him.

      Jakob nearly lost his focus. The nemerahl was a powerful creature and attacked raking at the groeliin with his claws. He howled, the sound echoing off of the mountains. Another howl came in return, an answer to the nemerahl cry.

      Jakob had never heard a sound like what he heard now. It was a steady howl, a repeated cry that echoed through the mountains. There was a mournful tone to it that he felt compelled by, drawn toward the sound.

      The nemerahl repeated his howl.

      Once more, an answering call echoed.

      Were there more nemerahl? Jakob hadn’t expected to find others, certainly not in the mountains. If he were to find them, he expected that he would discover them in the Old Forest, if anywhere.

      He pressed out with his ahmaean, and the ground rumbled softly.

      The groeliin attempted to resist, and Jakob pushed again, determined to overwhelm their capacity to stop him.

      His head throbbed from the effort of using his ahmaean in this way. He hadn’t fought—really fought—in quite some time.

      As he battled the groeliin, he missed Brohmin. There had been something comforting in having the Hunter with him, and having him by his side, and knowing that Brohmin could rescue him were he to need it. Jakob felt that way even after he had come to grips with the fact that he was more skilled than Brohmin.

      There were so many groeliin. Those that he trapped when he split open the ground disappeared, only to be replaced by others. They streamed in, the size of the horde rivaling what he had faced in Thealon. In Thealon, there had not been any groeliin capable of fighting with the sword. These creatures were violent, and each time he stopped one, another appeared, taking its place and posing a new threat.

      The nemerahl continued to fight, and he was a flurry of claws and fangs, all managing to push back the groeliin.

      Jakob tried shifting again, and as before, he failed.

      Whatever was holding him and the nemerahl in place remained. He wasn’t exactly certain what power they used, but it likely had to do with the twelve groeliin he’d seen on the other side of the mountain. Were they able to influence him from there?

      How long had they been aware of his presence?

      It was possible that they had known the moment he’d appeared. They were certainly skilled with utilizing their connection to the ahmaean, so Jakob had to believe that they could have recognized his presence. Did they use some connection to teralin much like they had tried to in the daneamiin lands?

      If they did, he probably would not be able to find it in time to reverse whatever effect they employed.

      Somehow, they had to get past these groeliin so they could make a run for it, or he would be forced to attack the twelve.

      The nemerahl howled, and Jakob recognized pain in the sound, and he spun.

      The creature was surrounded by two of the sword-bearing groeliin. The nemerahl couldn’t attack easily. Each time he tried, each time he darted forward, the other pushed back, attacking with the sword that left the nemerahl bleeding from multiple cuts. In spite of that, the massive creature continued to fight on Jakob’s behalf.

      Jakob bellowed out an angry battle cry and raced toward the groeliin.

      He pulled on his ahmaean, ripping it from within his mind, forcing his mind to open as it had in those earliest of days.

      Everything slowed. The groeliin fought against it, but Jakob had control of the ahmaean, and he demanded that it hold.

      He cut the groeliin down, not giving them a chance to counter, and paused a moment to check on the nemerahl. He was injured, and Jakob suspected the nemerahl would continue to fight, but should he?

      Go, he said.

      You can’t handle this fight on your own, the nemerahl said.

      You’re injured. If you remain, you will only end up dying. Jakob fought back five groeliin, slicing through them quickly. He pushed outward, creating a barrier around him using his ahmaean in a way that he had not attempted before. The groeliin beat upon it but were not able to penetrate the barrier of ahmaean.

      Could he use that to help protect them?

      He continued to fight, pushing the barrier in front of him, signaling the nemerahl to follow. They moved carefully, winding down the mountain slope.

      More and more groeliin continued to appear, coming in numbers that they would not be able to withstand.

      The nemerahl howled.

      There came an answering howl, the same as he had heard before. Several other voices echoed it, crying out against the daylight.

      What are those?

      They are the merahl.

      Merahl. Jakob had seen them with the Antrilii but had not witnessed them fighting. He knew from Roelle that they were capable of seeing the groeliin and fighting them off, but there were too many for them to do anything here.

      He pushed again, drawing on as much ahmaean as he could, and forced the barrier out more widely. It began to strain his capacity to hold it, but he maintained it, creating an opening for him to pass through, trying to move more quickly.

      Jakob glanced back and noted dark ahmaean coming down the mountainside.

      As he did, he saw one of the massive groeliin that had control of his ahmaean coming with it. The groeliin began beating upon Jakob’s ahmaean, and he resisted. It forced him to constrict his connection once more, demanding that he withdraw until he had little more than a narrow band of ahmaean around him as a buffer.

      They had to move more slowly. They continued carefully down the slope, and he allowed himself the hope that they would escape.

      He sensed the nemerahl was growing weaker, and that he wouldn’t be able to maintain the current pace for long. As soon as they could get free, he would shift them, and find some way to heal the nemerahl.

      Darkness flickered in front of him.

      Jakob looked up as one of the twelve massive groeliin suddenly appeared.

      Not just appeared. Shifted.

      Another joined it. Then another.

      Three of the massive groeliin. They pressed their dark ahmaean against his, and his connection to it collapsed, leaving him exposed.

      As Jakob prepared to fight, the nemerahl roared and lunged forward.
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      Jakob raced after the nemerahl, not wanting him to face the groeliin on his own. The nemerahl was injured and would be unable to fight for long, certainly not against creatures that size and with such control over their ahmaean.

      The ahmaean struck the nemerahl but washed over it.

      Maybe the nemerahl would not be harmed.

      He hurried forward, joining the nemerahl, and pulled on his connection to the ahmaean, probing forward as he had when he had faced Raime, lashing out with it in a way that would hold the groeliin.

      Against these creatures, his connection to the ahmaean did nothing.

      Their dark ahmaean rippled, exploding his connection, leaving his head throbbing from pain.

      Jakob struck again, once again pulling his ahmaean around him as a barrier, and then probing outward, trying to push back the groeliin. He needed to slow them, and attempted to use the connection to the ahmaean the way that he had before, but it didn’t respond. There was pressure, and the groeliin used their ahmaean to fend him off.

      He was left with only his sword.

      The nemerahl reached the nearest of the twelve groeliin. He lunged, slashing at the groeliin, but the groeliin was quick, responding in ways that Jakob could barely follow.

      The nemerahl howled, the sound a pained cry.

      Jakob reached the attack. He struck the nearest groeliin with his sword, but the groeliin grabbed the blade, stopping his attack. Jakob jerked back on his sword, freeing it from the groeliin’s grasp.

      The nemerahl lunged, and the two of them caught the groeliin between them.

      Jakob struck, and this time, the groeliin didn’t manage to catch the blade. He caught the creature along the chest, bringing a line of blood.

      He spun, preparing to attack again, when the groeliin flickered, disappearing.

      Jakob swung around, preparing for the next of the massive groeliin.

      The creature waited, and he readied his attack, but as he struck, the groeliin shifted, also disappearing.

      The rest of their group disappeared, as well.

      Jakob turned, expecting to face the rest of the groeliin army, but it was gone.

      Had these twelve only come so that they could get the rest to safety? Had they engaged him simply to draw him away?

      He turned, looking to the nemerahl, and found him lying unmoving.

      That wasn’t entirely true. The nemerahl was breathing, but his breathing was slow, coming in deep, gasping breaths.

      Jakob hurried to the nemerahl. How badly are you hurt?

      Badly enough.

      Jakob looked up but saw no sign of groeliin. He grabbed the nemerahl and attempted to shift. Thankfully, he succeeded, and they appeared at the heart of the Great Forest.

      Jakob drew upon the ahmaean within the Forest and pressed it out from him and into the nemerahl.

      That will not work.

      Why not?

      That is not how I draw power.

      How can I help you?

      There is no helping.

      Why?

      The nemerahl draw strength from the fibers themselves.

      Jakob frowned. How was he supposed to help nemerahl if their connection to power came from the fibers? Was there anything that he could even do?

      That is why there are so few nemerahl. We spawn from the fibers themselves, drawing strength from that connection.

      How is that even possible?

      The nemerahl regarded him with his golden eyes. You have seen what you have and done what you have done, and yet still you question how things are possible? There are many things that seem impossible, but they are what they are. It is much like you, damahne. You have power that you never had before, and that power comes from the Maker.

      The nemerahl rested his head back and closed his eyes. His breathing began to slow. If nothing happened, the nemerahl would perish. Jakob had yet to determine whether this nemerahl was the last of them, or if there were others. If this was the last, Jakob had to do everything that he could to preserve and protect him.

      But if he drew power and abilities from the fibers themselves, how could he?

      Jakob had moved back along the fibers and had done so more thoroughly than others before him.

      Was there some way that he could use that, some way that he could use his connection to the fibers to help the nemerahl?

      He had never attempted to bring others with him, but when he had faced Raime and restored the fibers, hadn’t he stepped outside of them, as well?

      Jakob had to try it.

      He pulled on his ahmaean and realized that would not be enough. He took a deep breath, pulling in the ahmaean from the Great Forest. He held it deep within himself and stepped backward, drawing himself into the fibers.

      This time, he focused on the nemerahl, pulling the great cat with him. The connection pulled him, and pulled the nemerahl, and they appeared outside of the fibers.

      The fibers of time were a physical thing, and they were as real as anything he had experienced. It was an unusual sensation stepping outside the fibers, being aware of time itself. He could tell where Raime had injured them, and could see where he had restored them, smoothing them over. He could even see how he had sealed Raime off from the fibers.

      “You should not have done this,” a voice said.

      Jakob turned and saw the nemerahl as a translucent haze of energy.

      There was an ethereal quality to the great cat that seemed augmented by the connection to the fibers. Jakob stared around him, trying to understand all that was taking place.

      “I couldn’t leave you to die,” Jakob said.

      “For the nemerahl, there is no death. There is only a return.”

      “Would you have been able to return?”

      The nemerahl didn’t answer, so Jakob tried a different approach.

      “What do you mean by a return?”

      “We are a part of time, and separate from it.”

      “How are you separate from time?”

      “We have been here from the beginning. We are the beginning. We are the end.”

      “Are you gods?”

      The nemerahl chuckled, and it was a weak sound and full of pain. Jakob could see energy swirling off of the nemerahl, twirling away, drawing back toward the fibers themselves. Was that the injury that the nemerahl experienced? Did it pull him back into the fibers?

      “We are no gods, but we are something close to the Maker, something that is much different from the damahne.”

      Jakob thought of the power the damahne possessed, and the way that he was able to reach into the fibers. But even with his connection, he didn’t draw strength from them. His came from ahmaean, and from the power of the world itself.

      As he stood there, focused on the nemerahl, he realized that this creature’s connection came from the fibers themselves, as the nemerahl had claimed. It was more than simply power. A relation existed between them, one that made the nemerahl as connected to the fibers as Jakob was to the ahmaean.

      “I need your help,” Jakob said. “If there are more groeliin like those we just faced, if there are creatures that powerful, I can’t face them without others able to counter them.”

      The nemerahl turned to him and seemed comprised entirely of energy. The more that Jakob watched, the more he realized that the nemerahl was being drawn back into the fibers. It was almost as if the fibers were attempting to reclaim the nemerahl.

      Power surged around the creature, but his physical presence had faded in the time that they’d been there. The nemerahl was becoming less, and very soon, he would disappear completely.

      “All that you need already exists, damahne.”

      “It doesn’t exist. All that I need is not there. There is too much strength to those groeliin for me to lead the Magi—or the Antrilii—against them.”

      Jakob could easily imagine what would happen if he were to attempt to bring either Roelle and her warriors or the Antrilii against those groeliin. They might be skilled with the sword, and fearsome warriors, but with the creatures’ control over their own ahmaean, they would quickly destroy any and all who opposed them.

      The only person who rivaled what he had seen from the groeliin had been Raime, and that had been when he had been at the height of his powers, and had somehow been able to control those creatures.

      He frowned to himself.

      If Raime had been controlling them, and if he had forced them to do his will, what would happen now that he no longer had the same strength? Who controlled the groeliin now?

      Jakob hadn’t thought of the consequences of what would happen when he removed Raime as a threat. He hadn’t expected that there would be something worse that existed, something that could be even more terrifying Raime, but if the High Priest had been controlling those groeliin, and now he was gone…

      There was a sense of energy that touched him. It was the nemerahl.

      “You possess all that you need. You will grow stronger, and you will learn more about what you’re capable of doing, and in time, you will begin to anticipate what it is that you will need to do.”

      The nemerahl’s voice grew fainter.

      Jakob tried holding on to him and tried to keep that connection, but he could sense that the nemerahl did not want him to, that the nemerahl wanted to return to the fibers.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      The nemerahl laughed. It was more of a soft, gentle sound. It came from everywhere, and seemingly from every time, as well. “You have done more than you realize.”

      “I couldn’t leave you there.”

      “No. You have returned me to the fibers.”

      The brightness that was the nemerahl continued to fade. Jakob could feel the pulling from the fibers and sensed that they wanted to push him back outside, back into the rest of the world. And he needed to return. He needed to come up with his next plan, and the next, and now that he had learned of these dangerous groeliin, he had to come up with some way to stop them, especially as he wondered whether Raime was even capable of doing so any longer.

      “I will miss having a nemerahl as my companion,” Jakob said. It seemed unfair that he would not have the companionship of the nemerahl that many of the damahne had enjoyed during their time. Even Alyta had connection to her nemerahl that gave her strength and support. Jakob would not have that same advantage.

      “You will have more advantage than you realize. In time, you will understand.

      “How do you know?”

      The nemerahl chuckled. “As I told you, the nemerahl are part of the fibers. We are all times, and all places. You will come to understand.”

      The translucent light that surrounded the nemerahl continued to increase, leaving him as little more than a blur. The fibers were reclaiming him.

      Jakob bathed in the light of the fibers, feeling a warmth that radiated from it. There came a surge, a final blast from the fibers, and not only from the fibers but from the nemerahl—at least what remained of him.

      As the light washed over Jakob, almost penetrating him, he had a sense of peace.

      Possibilities opened up before him, and he saw the fibers as they unfurled front of him.

      It was a gift. Perhaps the final parting gift from the nemerahl, but a gift, nonetheless.

      Understanding of the fibers, and how he was connected to them, came to him with more certainty than he had known before. He could see along the fibers, and could finally see what he needed to do.

      “Thank you.”

      A trail of light within the fibers pulsed. It extended along them for as far as Jakob could see. The nemerahl’s connection was massive and greater than he could have imagined.

      Then again, as the nemerahl had said, the creatures were a part of the fibers and a part of the fabric of time.

      Jakob pulled on his ahmaean and stepped back out of the fibers, alone.
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      The night was blessedly cool, and Roelle did nothing to warm herself. She wore the same clothing she wore day in and day out, with her cloak hanging over her sword, concealing it. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself, but she also didn’t want to be unprepared. She would be ready.

      Selton patrolled with her. Roelle tried not to think about what that implied, and the fact that he likely doubted her ability to remain alert long enough to be effective, but reading into Selton’s motivation was never good. They had known each other too long, and they had been close for too long, for her to think that he had any sort of ulterior motive.

      They were near the temple, the dark symbol of the Deshmahne might rising high overhead. This close to it, she had a sense of power pressing off of it, and that, more than anything else, nearly made her shiver.

      They had seen nothing out of the ordinary. They searched for signs of the Lashiin priests, and so far, had not come upon any. Other than the night in the tavern, an incident that had been more happenstance than anything else, she had seen no evidence of the priests.

      Rumors of their presence still spread throughout the city.

      Roelle trailed after a pair of darkly dressed Deshmahne priests. She did so with as much of a casual interest as she could feign, though was prepared to reveal herself if need be. In the occasional lamplight along the streets, she had noted the dark tattoos twining along both men’s arms.

      Trailing after these Deshmahne reminded her of when she had gone to the Deshmahne in Rondalin in hope of finding answers, and the hope the Deshmahne would join them in their fight against the groeliin. When they had not, Roelle felt betrayed, and more than a little disappointed. The Deshmahne she had traveled with—and fought alongside—had seemingly understood the danger of these creatures. Why would they not have agreed to work with them?

      “You’ve been quiet,” Selton said as they made their way along the street. He spoke in a hushed whisper, and it was loud enough that she could easily hear him, but not so loud as to draw attention from the Deshmahne they trailed.

      “Out of necessity,” she said.

      “I don’t mean just tonight.”

      “That’s out of necessity, as well,” Roelle said.

      “What necessity? The Magi need you. We need your leadership.”

      The Deshmahne turned a corner, making their way closer toward the temple. How much farther was she willing to track them? How long until the Deshmahne realized that they were behind them, following closely?

      So far, the Deshmahne hadn’t seemed to realize that they were even there. Roelle hoped to keep it that way. She wanted to see what they might be up to, but if she and Selton were discovered, she wasn’t certain how the Deshmahne would react.

      “You’ve proven yourself more than a competent leader,” Roelle told Selton.

      “When I had to. The others follow you, Roelle. When you were sick, everyone was willing to do whatever it took to find a way to get you the healing you needed. If that involved heading back to Vasha, or even trying to find a way around the Great Valley, all of us were willing to do it.”

      She thought it interesting that Selton mentioned the Great Valley. She and Selton both had suspicions that Brohmin and the Mage Elder had traveled to the Unknown Lands. She didn’t know how that was possible, but she believed it after everything they had seen.

      “They follow me because they think they have to, but when I was incapacitated, they followed you just as well.”

      She needed for Selton to believe he could be their leader. The Magi warriors were soldiers now. They were no longer the apprentices that had departed Vasha. As soldiers, they needed a chain of command, which meant establishing a strong second-in-command, in the event something were to happen to Roelle.

      “You discount the role you play in leading the Magi,” Selton said. “When you were injured, everyone worried for you. Everyone wanted you to recover as quickly as possible. Not only for your own sake but because we know we have the best chance of success when you’re leading us.”

      She glanced over to him, trying to think of what to say. There didn’t seem to be anything she could say. Did Selton recognize the struggle she’d gone through since Jakob healed her? Did he know that her continued weakness left her questioning whether she still had a role with the Magi warriors?

      Knowing Selton as she did, and having fought alongside him during this mission, it was likely that he understood all too well, and recognized that her struggle came mainly from concern that she would not be able to serve in the way that she had. Had Roelle never become a warrior, if she had simply been a Mage as Vasha had trained for the last century and had never experienced what it was like to fight, and to overcome, she wasn’t certain she would feel the same.

      “If you would pay attention more often, you might be better equipped to help defend as well,” she said, smiling.

      Selton touched her arm. “I see how much you work. I know how hard this has been on you. At the same time, you need to know and believe that we need you. We need the Roelle who studied tactics and learned from Endric. We need your mind as much as we need your skill with the sword.”

      She took a deep breath, enjoying the cool night breeze. “There are times when I wish it were easier. There are times when I wish all it required of me were to fight, to do as Endric trained me to do.”

      “Are you so certain he hasn’t trained you for this?”

      She stared at the two Deshmahne walking ahead of them. Endric had taught her sword techniques, drilling her on catahs until she became more than proficient, she became deadly with them. Now that those skills were beyond her reach, now that she was no longer the soldier she had been, she needed to find another way to serve.

      Maybe Selton was right. Maybe it was her mind the Magi needed.

      Hadn’t Endric trained her for that, as well? He had provided her books on tactics and had ensured that she had men like Hester to provide additional guidance when he wasn’t able to be there. Without Hester, would she have understood exactly what Endric had wanted from her? If nothing else, she recognized that Endric was always supremely prepared. He would have something in mind for her even now.

      All she had to do was discover what that was.

      The two Deshmahne they were following stopped and turned in her direction.

      Roelle hesitated. Had they been following too closely? She hadn’t wanted to draw their attention and had wanted only to see where they would go. Was it only about returning to the temple, or had they been searching for something?

      Selton placed a hand on her shoulder, pulling her back into the dark shadows. He raised a finger to his lips, nodding toward the Deshmahne. “They know we’re here.”

      “Then it doesn’t make any sense to remain hidden,” she said.

      “We don’t know what they might do.”

      “You traveled with the Deshmahne from Rondalin and learned the same as I did,” she said. “Most of them wanted nothing more than to have a sense of the gods.”

      “And use that power to attack and destroy,” he said.

      She sighed. There was more to it than that, but they didn’t know the Deshmahne well enough to understand what it was. “They didn’t think they were destroying. Most of the Deshmahne believed they were protecting their people. That’s no different from what you and I intend.”

      One of the Deshmahne waved his hand toward the temple, and the other man hesitated, but then turned and left. The remaining man began advancing toward them. Selton reached for his sword, and she stayed his hand, placing hers on top of his arm.

      She shook her head. “Wait.”

      Drawing on her connection to the manehlin, she stepped forward, approaching the Deshmahne, leaving Selton in shadow. She debated what to say to him, not certain there was anything that she could say, but wanting to keep his attention only on her. Roelle kept her hand off her sword, not wanting to pose an intimidating threat.

      “Greetings,” she said, approaching with her palms held out. She didn’t want him to think that she approached with any weapons. It was dark enough, and late enough, that the Deshmahne might simply attack, though if their intention had been to attack, he’d not have let his companion leave.

      “Why are you following us?” the Deshmahne asked.

      “I’m not following,” she said.

      “No? You haven’t been trailing us since the center of the city, making every move that we make? Did you think we wouldn’t notice?”

      “I was hoping you would notice,” Roelle said.

      “If you’re looking for a fight, know that it’s one you will not win,” the Deshmahne said.

      She cocked her head, studying the Deshmahne. He had a few markings along his arms, but none around the base of his neck, and none on his face. This would be a moderately powerful man, but nothing like some she had faced.

      “I’m not looking for a fight,” she said.

      “If not a fight, then what are you looking for?”

      “Understanding.”

      The Deshmahne considered her for a moment before dismissing her with a turn. “Don’t attempt to follow me again.”

      As he started away, Roelle took a step toward him. “You don’t even want to know why one of the Magi is in Paliis?”

      He paused and turned back toward her, his jaw clenched. “Where have you seen Magi?”

      Roelle flashed a smile. “There’s one standing in front of you.”

      His gaze drifted from her face to her cloak, noting the sword concealed beneath it. “Magi? No Mage wears a sword.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      The Deshmahne reached for his sword, and Roelle shook her head, raising her hands.

      “I didn’t tell you that so you would attack,” she said. “I told you so that you would understand who is in your city.”

      He frowned at her. “Why would you tell us this?”

      “Because there are others in the city, as well. I think I understand what the Deshmahne intend, but these others… I have no idea what their intentions are. So far, I’ve seen them attack three men, leaving them convulsing on the ground.”

      She watched his face as she said it, and noted from the way his eyes twitched that this was something that the Deshmahne were familiar with.

      “Where did you see this?”

      She shrugged. “A tavern on the edge of town. I followed them…”

      “The Deshmahne will take care of them.”

      “Do you realize they claim allegiance to the Urmahne?”

      He grunted. “The Urmahne would not attack. They are too afraid. They know nothing about appealing to the gods.”

      “If you believe them too afraid, they already have you beaten. They have shown a willingness to attack. I believe the same men, people we have taken to calling priests of the Lashiin, have been abducting children from the city.” His jaw clenched again. “Now I see I have your attention. There is a man I know who has worked on behalf of the Deshmahne. He helped save several of your children.”

      Would this Deshmahne know what Brohmin had done? She took a risk in sharing this, but it was a risk she thought she must take.

      “How do you know of this?”

      “As I told you, a man I know helped the Deshmahne.”

      The Deshmahne glanced up the street before turning his attention back to her. Was the other Deshmahne still there, waiting, possibly hidden or ready to attack?

      “What’s this man’s name?”

      She debated whether to answer. Did she tell the Deshmahne about Brohmin? It was possible that he already knew.

      “His name is Brohmin,” she said. She watched the Deshmahne, uncertain how he would react. Would there be any sign of recognition with the name?

      “You know the Hunter?”

      That was a title she hadn’t heard before, though she didn’t know Brohmin that well to begin with. All she knew was what Jakob had said about him, and that Jakob trusted him. She gathered there was more to Brohmin than she had seen, especially with the way he fought, though she didn’t know—or necessarily care—what secrets he hid.

      “I know him,” she said. She resisted the urge to glance back at Selton.

      The Deshmahne made that easy for her. “What about him?” he asked, nodding over her shoulder and motioning toward Selton.

      “What about him?” she asked.

      “Does he know the Hunter?”

      She turned carefully and considered Selton. He leaned against one of the nearby buildings—one that had a sign signaling a seamstress. His hand remained near his sword, hovering there.

      “He knows him better even than I do,” she said.

      Which was true. Selton had been the one to make contact with him. That had come after the Magi had mistakenly offered their help to the priests, something Selton took the blame for, but Roelle knew she deserved. Had she been thinking clearly, and had she been willing to look at the Deshmahne with an open mind, she might have seen the Lashiin priests for what they were sooner. They were fortunate that Selton had accidentally engaged in battle with Brohmin and ultimately joined forces after learning the truth about the priests.

      The Deshmahne studied the two of them for a long moment. “You will come with me,” he said.

      “With you?”

      The Deshmahne nodded. “Come.”

      He started down the street, not waiting for her.

      Roelle motioned to Selton, and when they caught up with the Deshmahne man, she asked, “Where are we going?”

      “You said you know the Hunter.”

      “I do,” she said carefully.

      “We are going to him.”
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      As Roelle entered the temple, a strange tingling sensation washed over her skin. She glanced over to Selton, and from the set of his jaw, she suspected he felt the same thing. Neither of them attempted to reach for their swords, not wanting to risk aggravating the Deshmahne, but she had a growing uncertainty about staying here.

      Neither of them knew what the Deshmahne had in mind. The man had been silent during the entire walk to the temple, their boots on the cobbles and the occasional gust of wind being the only sounds on the deserted streets. It had grown warmer the closer they came to the temple, and Roelle wondered why that would be.

      She wasn’t certain what she had expected inside the temple, but certainly not what she encountered. Lanterns glowed brightly along the hall, and she noted sculptures stationed along the hall much like any she would have seen in the palace within Vasha. Tapestries hung on the walls, and she was impressed by the artistry. Everything about the temple struck her as similar to what she would have seen within any Urmahne church.

      She glanced over to Selton and saw him staring at the walls with the same intensity as she did. His brow was furrowed, and he walked stiffly, more so than he usually did.

      “Where are you leading us?” she asked. Her voice sounded loud in the hallway and seemed to echo off the walls. It was a trick more than anything else, but it still left her feeling unsettled.

      The Deshmahne paused. He turned, and in the light from the lanterns, she noted his youthful features. Outside, and in the darkness of night, he had seemed older, perhaps more mature, but this was a younger man. Unlike many of the Deshmahne she had seen, there was no sign of anger on his face. Most of the Deshmahne she’d encountered had enjoyed violence and had enjoyed the power they were given because of their growing abilities, but Roelle was left with the sense that this man was not like that.

      Perhaps she read him wrong. She had read Fenick wrong when she had thought he would offer assistance in their fight against the groeliin. It was possible the sergeant had been unable to convince the other Deshmahne in Rondalin to join the Magi, but more likely, the Deshmahne were complicit in the groeliin attack.

      “You mentioned you knew the Hunter.”

      She glanced at Selton before returning her attention to the Deshmahne. “He’s here?”

      The Deshmahne nodded. “He is here.”

      Why would Brohmin be in the Deshmahne temple? That didn’t make any sense, though if he was here, did that mean the Mage Elder was also here? Roelle had questions for her, though she wondered if the Elder would answer them or if she would defer them to Brohmin.

      The Deshmahne continued down the hall. “The Hunter asked that any who sought him be brought to him.”

      A nervous energy washed over her. A different question came to her, and she began to wonder if perhaps there was something she had overlooked. Was it possible that Brohmin had converted?

      She didn’t know him well, and the fact that he was close to Jakob made that unlikely, but if he had, it would give the Deshmahne a powerful ally. The Deshmahne didn’t need any more powerful allies.

      Then again, it was possible Jakob had asked Brohmin to investigate the Deshmahne, even to infiltrate them. If that were true, then her presence might disrupt something here.

      She wished she’d taken more time to think things through. Wasn’t that what Endric had suggested before she left? He had wanted her to continue to develop her ability to anticipate, to plan, to strategize. Was that what she was doing now?

      They stopped at a doorway leading off the hall. The Deshmahne fished a massive key ring out of his pocket and unlocked the door. What were the chances that she had found one of the Deshmahne who knew where to find Brohmin, and could reach him in a locked room?

      She tensed, reaching for her sword without fully meaning to. If this Deshmahne intended to capture her, she had to be ready. She pulled on her manehlin, but could she control it in her weakened condition?

      Her ability to use it had changed since leaving Vasha. It was honed through fighting with the groeliin. Before her poisoning, she had found it easier to use her manehlin during attacks, something she once would have struggled with. But she’d not been in battle since her poisoning.

      With the door open, the Deshmahne stepped inside.

      She glanced over to Selton, and he shrugged. “We’re already here.”

      They were already here, but that didn’t mean staying here was the right decision. She feared the farther they got into the temple, the more they exposed themselves to whatever the Deshmahne might plan.

      With a sigh, Roelle followed the Deshmahne into the room.

      It wasn’t a room at all. Rather, it was a narrow hall that led toward a stairway at the end. The Deshmahne reached the stairs and started climbing, quickly ascending to a landing two stories above. The farther she climbed, the more uncomfortable Roelle became. Power pressed around her, and she could practically see it. It seemed to come from the walls, from everything, including the Deshmahne.

      It reminded her of the dark energy that surrounded the groeliin.

      She looked over her shoulder to Selton who followed behind her, but he didn’t seem to notice anything.

      Why should she see it and Selton did not?

      A troubling question came to her. Was it because she had been poisoned by the groeliin? Had that somehow sensitized her to it?

      If so, she had been more injured than she realized. That wasn’t a connection that she desired.

      The Deshmahne took them along the hallway, and it curved, following the contour of the tower itself. It reminded her of what she would have imagined the Tower of the Gods being like were she ever to enter it. There was power present there, as well, the kind of power that she had felt as they’d approached the city of Thealon. It had radiated out from the Tower in a physical presence that she could feel. That presence—that power—had given her strength and reassured her that she could detect the presence of the gods.

      What did the Deshmahne feel when they approached their temple? Did they feel similarly emboldened? Was that the reason that a temple like this had been created?

      If it was, how did they generate such power within the temple? How was it that she could feel this?

      The Deshmahne stopped at a door and nodded to her. “You will find the Hunter on the other side.”

      The Deshmahne stepped aside and allowed Roelle to open the door. She did so tentatively, uncertain what she would find.

      On the other side, she was shocked to see a room similar to what one would find in the Magi palace in Vasha. It was comfortably appointed with a massive bed pushed along one wall. Two chairs were stationed nearby. A desk sat near the door. A thick, plush rug was covered most of the floor. Two lanterns glowed with a bright, orange light, filling the room with warmth.

      Brohmin looked up from one of the chairs. He flicked his gaze from her to Selton and then to the Deshmahne.

      “Thank you for bringing them here, Bardin.”

      Bardin nodded and ignored both Roelle and Selton. “Is there anything else that you require, Hunter?”

      Brohmin smiled slightly. “There is nothing. You have done well, Bardin.”

      The Deshmahne nodded again and pulled the door closed as he departed. He left Roelle and Selton standing by the door, surprise working through Roelle, probably more than it did Selton. Selton had some interaction with Brohmin recently and had seen the man since Thealon.

      Roelle had not. Brohmin looked much different than she remembered. He still had a vibrancy to him, and there was a deep wisdom that burned in his eyes, but he no longer had the overwhelming strength that he’d radiated when she had seen him before. Then, he had reminded her of Endric, and having witnessed him fighting the groeliin, the way that he had used his sword, she could imagine them brothers.

      Brohmin appeared to have aged nearly ten years in the time since she’d seen him.

      What had happened? Had he been injured? Roelle had been so focused on what had happened to her that she had never asked what happened to others.

      From what Lendra had said, Brohmin had entered the Tower and faced the High Priest alongside Jakob and the strange, exotic woman Jakob had brought with him.

      “Brohmin.”

      Brohmin stood and motioned for them to enter, offering them the two chairs. “Please. Sit.”

      Brohmin took a seat on his bed and waited.

      Roelle glanced over to Selton before taking one of the chairs. Where was the Mage Elder? Why would Brohmin have not brought her with him to the Deshmahne temple?

      Unless something had happened to her.

      “You look well,” Roelle said.

      Brohmin smiled and shook his head. “I look as I feel, Roelle. Old.”

      “Old?”

      He might have aged following the battle, but he still could be no older than forty or fifty. While that was generally old, it was nothing compared to the age some of the Mage Elders managed. There was something about their abilities that allowed them to age more slowly than others. Her uncle was nearly one hundred years old, though he truly was one of the oldest of the Magi.

      “Yes, Roelle, I am old. I have lived many years, more than most men can claim.”

      “Brohmin—”

      Brohmin raised a hand, cutting her off. “You have fought groeliin, Roelle. You will know the truth. If this most recent battle has taught me anything, it’s that too much has been concealed from the world, those of power and influence thinking that it was necessary. By doing so, all we have done is prevent others from taking over when they should have, losing out on another generation to assume the responsibility.”

      “What are you talking about?” She had wanted to find Brohmin, but mostly to understand what he knew of the Lashiin priests. Brohmin seemed to be talking about something else entirely.

      “In all my years, I never expected the Magi to once more face groeliin.”

      “How many years are we talking about?” Roelle asked with a smile.

      Brohmin sighed. “Salindra discovered this during our journeys. It is time that you learn, as well. I don’t know how much time I have remaining, and I think it’s going to be necessary for another to carry on the mantle.”

      “The mantle?”

      “That of the Hunter. It is a title bestowed upon me by those with more knowledge than most. They are the ones who have sought to prevent devastation over the years, and for the most part, they have succeeded.”

      Roelle sat leaning forward, confusion washing over her. What was Brohmin trying to tell her? What was this that he was sharing?

      “My name is Brohmin Ulruuy. I was born centuries ago, and named Uniter first by the Magi and then by the Conclave. I have served as well as I could over my lifetime.” Brohmin looked up and held her gaze. “And now, I feel that time coming to a close. It might not be days or weeks, but even if it is years, I sense an end looming where I have not before.”

      Roelle glanced over to Selton. Both of them recognized the name. She had thought Brohmin’s name a simple coincidence, but could he really mean that he was the same man chosen by the Magi, the one they referred to as the Great Mistake?

      “We learned about you in classes,” Selton said.

      “I imagine what you learned is quite a bit different from what I experienced.”

      “Why tell us this?”

      “Because Jakob is something more than I think even the Conclave ever expected. Certainly, he is more than what Alyta expected, and she was the greatest among us.”

      “She was the goddess?” Roelle asked.

      Brohmin smiled, as if in response to a joke that only he understood. “She was.”

      “And she knew that Jakob was one of the gods?” Selton asked.

      “I no longer know what she knew, or when. Jakob still is developing his connection to those abilities, and I think he is different from any who came before him.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments before Selton leaned forward in his chair. “Why did you have us brought to you?”

      “Salindra has been searching through Paliis, but she has not had any luck finding you. I asked the Deshmahne to search, as well. I’m thankful Bardin was the one who brought you to me. Not all of the Deshmahne are so… accommodating.”

      “We’ve been looking for you, too, to understand what happened with the Lashiin priests,” Roelle said. “We encountered two of them in a tavern. They did something to one of the patrons, and two kitchen workers. They convulsed.”

      Brohmin frowned. “The priests convulsed?”

      Roelle shook her head. “The patron convulsed after the priests touched him in some way. When we tried to help him, the priests fled through the kitchen, attacking two cooks in the same way. We tried to follow them, but they disappeared.”

      “I thought they were only after the children,” Brohmin said.

      “That’s what they led me to understand, as well,” Selton said.

      Brohmin studied him a moment. “That’s right. You worked with them, supporting them. Was there anything else that you might have overheard them say?”

      “There was nothing,” Selton said. “They told us that they were rescuing the children, that in doing so, they would bring them to the north lands, and the children would be safe from the Deshmahne.”

      She had spoken to Selton about this before, but he still struggled with being deceived in that way. The Lashiin priests had preyed upon their interest in protecting children, especially children they believed might have been mistreated by the Deshmahne. It was an understandable mistake, one that Roelle certainly did not blame Selton for, though he was hard enough on himself for it.

      “I thought the same,” Brohmin said. He sighed deeply. “I was in Polle Pal and saw a man attacked. I made the mistake of helping him. Had I known what I do now, I would have left him on the street in the rain. I would have left him to suffer, the same way he intended to make those children suffer.”

      “How did Jakob find you? We know that he rescued you.” They hadn’t heard how Jakob had managed to reach Brohmin, or where he had found him. They’d only heard the rumors about how a man had appeared and saved the Deshmahne children. The rumors also spoke of one of the gods appearing, and choosing those children. It had only served to strengthen the Deshmahne position in Paliis.

      “Jakob,” Brohmin said, breathing out heavily. “Yes. Had he not come…”

      “How did he know to come?”

      Brohmin looked up at her, meeting her gaze. “He is coming into his abilities. He was able to look forward and see possibilities. Thankfully, they showed him that he needed to find me.”

      Roelle gasped. “Jakob has developed the gift of prophecy?”

      Brohmin chuckled. “It is nothing quite like what the Magi have known with prophecy. This is a different ability, though I suspect they are related. Much of what the Magi possess is related to abilities such as Jakob now has.”

      “If Jakob has the gift of prophecy, and he could use it to save you, why doesn’t he use that to stop the High Priest, and stop additional fighting?”

      Brohmin’s expression clouded. “I have not discovered that answer. I suspect there is something Jakob has learned that makes him reluctant to use it in such a way. Or, just as likely, he does not know enough about his abilities yet to have fully mastered them. Either way, we must continue as we have been.”

      “And how is that? What have we been doing? Jakob brought us here, moving us in the blink of an eye, but he told us only that he wanted us to work with the Deshmahne.”

      Brohmin nodded slowly. “I was in a little bit of a hurry when I saw your friend before.” He nodded toward Shelton. “I didn’t learn how you managed to make it so far. Knowing Jakob brought you here makes much more sense.” He looked over, meeting her gaze once more. “I have been trying to find a way to work with the Deshmahne. That’s why I am here.”

      He shifted, and as he did, one of his sleeves pulled up, and Roelle caught a glimpse of dark markings along his arm. Tattoos much like what the Deshmahne wore.

      She looked up, meeting his eyes, her heart racing. She hadn’t expected that Brohmin would have converted, but seeing those markings…

      “Easy,” Brohmin said. He held his arms up, and as he did, the markings faded. “A trick, nothing else. It allows me to fit in, and to learn from the Deshmahne, and to find a way to work with them.”

      Roelle breathed out. A trick, but it was a good one that had nearly convinced her.

      “You’re going to need to work with them, as well. We need to find a way to understand the Deshmahne, and more than that, we need to find a way to prevent the High Priest from gaining power once more.”

      Roelle glanced at Selton before turning her attention back to Brohmin. “How are we supposed to do that?”

      Brohmin shook his head. “I thought that I would learn something by spending time in the temple, but I haven’t.” He met her eyes. “I hoped that you might have some thoughts, as I have no idea.”
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      Isandra waited near the edge of Farsea as the procession approached. Jassan stood next to her, saying nothing. She still wore the clothing given to her by the Antrilii, a combination of their traditional garb, and the thick, warm cloak that they wore when trekking through the mountains. The slender sword that she wore remained strapped to her waist, a constant companion for her.

      “You would be welcome to ride ahead and greet them,” Jassan said.

      “I’d prefer to approach this more cautiously,” she said.

      There were other Antrilii waiting with her. Some were warriors, those like Jassan and his men, who had survived not only the attack that had taken them to the south, but also fighting through the mountains as they searched for the breeding ground. Many Antrilii had been lost during the attack, and those who survived were hardened, Antrilii who had faced something few men could ever claim.

      There were children here, as well. Isandra still marveled at the joyful way the children played, running through the streets of Farsea no differently than they would have in any other city. These were children who would grow up to face brutality, and they would be forced to fight, with many of them dying. Yet, at this age, they were happy and acted the way that children should act.

      The women of the Antrilii had always troubled her. Some—like those of the Yahinv—served a leadership role within the Antrilii. Isandra had yet to learn what role the rest of the women of the Antrilii played. Given the regimented nature of their existence, there had to be some dedicated role for them.

      In the distance, she made out the approaching caravan. Nearly a dozen in the party, half of them Magi—and she noted Alriyn sitting tall in his saddle, his weathered face surveying everything intently. Several Denraen were among them, as was a petite-looking woman Isandra had never seen.

      Alriyn had made a career out of traveling. It was one of the things that made him interesting. He had willingly left Vasha when so few others had been interested in doing so. In that, he was more like the Eldest than many of the others on the Council.

      Isandra had to remind herself that Alriyn was the Eldest now. With Jostephon having abandoned the Magi and having betrayed everything that their people believed in, Alriyn would have claimed the title of Eldest. It was fitting for him. Alriyn was among the greatest of the Magi, and none could deny that he had served a long time, and that he served with the best interest of the Magi in mind. But Alriyn had never wanted leadership, not the way that Jostephon had sought it. She was curious how it might have changed him.

      “What is it?” Jassan asked.

      Isandra motioned toward Alriyn. “The last time I saw him, I had agreed to travel north to learn what was happening in the lands where we once served as advisors.”

      “Where you were injured,” he said, nodding toward her ankle.

      Isandra glanced down at her ankle and had to suppress the frustration that she felt every time she did. Referring to it as an injury seemed a disservice to how she had suffered, but what else was it but an injury?

      “Where I was attacked,” she clarified.

      “They will have worried about you.”

      She sighed. “It’s possible.”

      “Do they even know that you live?”

      Isandra frowned. She didn’t know what the Magi knew about her. How much had Nahrsin shared, if anything? She had been gone so long that they likely assumed she had died. A part of her had, and maybe that part was what had made her Mageborn.

      “I don’t know.”

      Two-dozen Antrilii rode behind the procession, and Isandra caught sight of Nahrsin among them. One of the men she had thought was Antrilii was actually Endric.

      He looked no different than when she’d seen him last. The general of the Denraen did not share the same size as the Antrilii—he certainly wasn’t as large as Jassan or Nahrsin—but he carried himself with the same dangerous grace. Knowing what she did now, she suspected he would be able to face groeliin, though none of the other Denraen accompanying them would.

      “There’s Endric,” she said.

      Jassan glanced over and smiled. “Yes. I have some experience with Endric.”

      “How many of the Antrilii know him?”

      “Many of us know Endric quite well. He is well respected among the Antrilii, though he has chosen not to live as one of us.”

      “But he wasn’t always well respected.”

      “No. There are those who felt that his father was an oathbreaker, and by extension, Endric was an oathbreaker. He served his penance, and he returned to the Antrilii, making a choice that few ever make.”

      “What choice is that?”

      “You will have to ask him.”

      When the procession reached them, Isandra realized that Haerlin was with them, as was her sister Karrin. She would have to go to her and meet with her, but she would rather do so outside of the prying eyes of others on the Council. The other Magi that had come were not on the Council, and Isandra was somewhat surprised that they had been selected to visit the Antrilii lands.

      She was equally surprised to see Karrin. Her sister preferred the comfort of Vasha, so for her to make the journey made Isandra wonder whether Karrin had known that she was here or if she simply had come as a representative of the Council. There would be questions later.

      Alriyn’s gaze swept over the surrounding crowd, and Isandra thought for a moment that she might escape without him noticing her, but Alriyn paused and turned toward her before finally climbing from the saddle.

      Isandra stood in place, feeling frozen. She knew that she should not, but there was a certain reluctance, and fear, at stepping forward and revealing what she had done and what she had become.

      “Isandra?” Alriyn asked.

      She saw Karrin jerked her head around at the sound of her name. Her sister had been looking at the Antrilii gathered around them, and the city itself. Much as Isandra had when she first came here, she suspected the Magi would feel shock at the presence of such a developed place. The Antrilii were not the simple warriors they were made out to be.

      “Alriyn,” she said with the tip of her head. “Or should I say, Eldest?”

      Alriyn waved his hand dismissively. There was something about him that had changed, as well. He carried a slender staff, and she noted markings worked along the length of it. Teralin. She was certain of it.

      Could Alriyn have discovered the secret of using teralin?

      If any of the Magi could, it would have been he.

      Suddenly, his ability to overwhelm Jostephon made more sense, though she still didn’t know how Alriyn would have managed to overcome the Eldest powered as he was by his Deshmahne abilities.

      He stepped toward her and wrapped her in a tight embrace. “Titles are not as important as we think, are they?”

      As he released her, Karrin rushed forward and embraced her sister for a long moment. Stepping back to take in Isandra’s presence, she appeared startled. After eyeing her for a moment, she lifted the edge of her sister’s cloak, revealing the sword Isandra wore. “When did you start wearing a sword?”

      “When my life depended on my ability to defend myself,” she said.

      Alriyn glanced back at Nahrsin, and Isandra saw that the Antrilii wore a tight smile. She thought Endric was smiling, too.

      Had the general been told of what she had done? Why had Nahrsin shared that she was here with Endric and not Alriyn?

      “Nahrsin brought word that Jostephon was caught,” Alriyn said.

      She nodded.

      “How were you able to overwhelm him?” Alriyn asked.

      “You don’t think I’m capable enough to overpower the Eldest?” she asked, arching a brow at him. Even though she hadn’t been responsible for stopping Jostephon, she didn’t like Alriyn questioning her about it.

      Alriyn chuckled. “I was barely able to overwhelm him, and that was after forcing my mind wider than I’d ever attempted before, tearing it open. It’s not that I doubt your abilities, it’s that I know how difficult it was for us to stop him the first time.”

      Isandra absorbed what he said, struggling through what it meant. There had been other Magi who had attempted to push their minds open, to stretch them beyond what would happen naturally, and those who had tried had been tormented by the effort. Was Alriyn telling her that he had succeeded?

      “I had help,” she said.

      Alriyn glanced at Jassan before turning and looking at the other Antrilii. Did he know that the Antrilii possessed power that was similar to theirs? Endric most certainly had known, which meant that he probably had shared with the other Magi who made the journey north.

      “The Antrilii,” Isandra said. “And the merahl.” She shrugged. “Perhaps more the merahl than the Antrilii,” she added with a hint of a smile.

      Jassan laughed. “I think the merahl can take all the credit for this. I don’t want them to be offended by me claiming a capture that they completed.”

      “How?” Karrin asked. “What happened to you? You disappeared in Rondalin. You were there, and then you were not. We heard word that the Denraen sent with you all fell, but nothing more was heard about you.”

      Isandra squeezed her eyes closed. She had become friends with the Denraen who had fallen. They had sacrificed themselves to protect her, to ensure that she reached Rondalin. They had known when they left what they might experience, and they had willingly laid down their lives for her.

      Had she only been willing to pick up a sword before now, she might have been able to help. With her abilities, wouldn’t she have been better equipped to do even more to help in the fight? Perhaps the Deshmahne might not have surprised them. That might have been all the help they needed to be prepared for the attack and come away with their lives.

      “They were lost. I was captured in Rondalin by the High Priest. And I was… injured.”

      Alriyn’s eyes widened. “They stole from you?” His gaze drifted to her ankles.

      They were familiar with what the Deshmahne did. Considering the attack that must’ve taken place in Vasha, she should not have been surprised, yet still was.

      “How are you able to function?” Alriyn asked. “Most of the Magi who were injured as you were are not able to do anything more than sleep. They’re so weakened that they aren’t able to function.”

      “For a long time, that’s all I was able to do. I barely made it to Farsea. Once I was here, they stabilized me.”

      “Stabilized?” Karrin asked.

      “I’m not healed, if that’s what you’re asking. They were able to stop my powers from leaking out, but that which I once possessed is not there as it should be.”

      “Maybe we can help with that.” It was the slender woman she’d seen riding with the caravan. Isandra hadn’t realized she was standing behind Alriyn. She stood close to his shoulder, a comfort between them.

      Isandra looked down at her. The woman was small and had dark hair with streaks of gray running through it. She carried an air of confidence about her, and with as close as she stood to Alriyn, Isandra had to wonder whether some relationship had grown between these two. Alriyn had always been a bachelor and had never shown any interest in seeking anything more, preferring solitude to companionship. Perhaps more had changed in the time that she’d been gone than she realized.

      “Who are you?”

      The woman smiled. “Me? Most Magi would prefer that I be nothing.”

      Alriyn shook his head. “Don’t mind her. Alison is the chancellor of the university in Vasha. And she still struggles with feeling like she belongs. It’s a bit of a problem for her. We try not to make her feel too bad, but…”

      Alison glared at him. Isandra couldn’t help but be amused by the relationship between them. It was clear to her that there was a relationship, though it wasn’t yet clear the extent of it. She glanced over to Karrin, catching her sister looking at the university chancellor with a measure of disgust.

      Was there more that she had missed out on?

      Karrin had been much like Alriyn in the way that she had never wanted any companionship. She had been content serving on the Council, having that fulfill her.

      But there had been the excited way that Karrin had worked with Alriyn while planning—more like plotting—in Vasha.

      “How are you able to help?” she asked the chancellor.

      Alison glanced at Alriyn. “We have discovered how the Deshmahne steal their abilities.”

      “I’m sure it has to do with teralin,” Isandra said.

      Alison frowned. “Yes. How did you know?”

      Isandra sighed and glanced over at Jassan, whose eyes tightened. “Because it seems that everything has to do with teralin. It’s good that you’ve come. We have much to discuss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Near the edge of Farsea, Isandra sat alone under the dense foliage of a massive tree. A soft breeze fluttered the upper branches, creating that rattling sound made by the strange leaves. Well, not alone. The merahl sat next to her, resting his enormous head on his paws, and watching her.

      She had been waiting for Karrin to come. Her sister remained with the Magi delegation, and they were meeting with the Yahinv. Isandra had been invited, but she had chosen not to join them. There was no need for her to be there, to hear what she knew the Magi were going to tell her. The Magi wanted to take Jostephon, and she still didn’t feel they should. Taking him away—allowing him free of the neutral teralin that constrained his power—created a danger she was unwilling to risk.

      She heard the sound of feet crunching through the dried grasses, and she looked over. The person approaching was the last person that she would have expected to see.

      Isandra climbed to her feet. “General,” she said. “I wouldn’t have expected you to make your way out here.”

      Endric might have been a handsome man in his youth, but a multitude of scars covered him and made him less so. The scars did add to an air of confidence, as if whatever he’d endured and survived must’ve been impressive. He had a ropey musculature and walked with a smooth grace that she’d never paid much attention to before. It was similar to the way Nahrsin and Jassan walked. In the time that she’d been with the Antrilii, she’d seen that grace in all they did. Every move seemed choreographed to maximize the efficiency of their efforts.

      “Elder,” he said. He crouched next to the merahl and held his hand out, a soft whine coming from him that sounded very much like the merahl. The merahl sniffed his hand and batted at it with one of his enormous paws.

      Endric only laughed, and then stood, turning to face her.

      “You must have impressed Rebecca,” Endric said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I have known Rebecca for many years. She does not often welcome outsiders.”

      “From what I hear, you are the only other outsider that has been welcomed here.”

      Endric flashed a half smile. “I’m not exactly an outsider. And I’m not the only other person who has been granted access to the Yahinv, but you are right.”

      He studied her for a moment, and she felt the weight of his gaze, as if he were taking stock of her. What did the general’s eyes see when he watched her in the way that he did? Did he see her lacking? Or did he judge her as less than Roelle? There was no doubt that Roelle had been favored by the general, and given all that she had achieved in the time since she left Vasha, it likely was earned.

      “You did well,” Endric said after the silence had become uncomfortable.

      “I did nothing. I accompanied the Antrilii.”

      “You accompanied them, and you survived. You faced what few of the Antrilii have encountered and survived over the last thousand years.”

      “You mean the breeding ground?”

      When Endric nodded, she breathed out heavily and looked over to the merahl. He just sat there, lounging lazily beneath the tree. There was a hint of tension in the way the muscles of his back twitched, and she suspected that he would be able to lunge at any moment. The merahl had welcomed Endric, but he remained prepared for any possibility.

      “There were stories that you have encountered a breeding ground before.”

      “More than stories, but yes. They are difficult to find and infrequent enough that the Antrilii have not since had an opportunity to come across them.” There seemed to be a hint of disappointment in his voice, and she wondered if Nahrsin had acted on Endric’s recommendation and had searched for the breeding grounds. “But that is not all I mean.” His gaze shifted, falling to the merahl. “You are the first person not Antrilii that a merahl has claimed.”

      She looked over at the creature. “The merahl aren’t pets, General. They are powerful creatures, and they choose to hunt with the Antrilii and—”

      He cut her off with a laugh. “You don’t have to convince me of their intelligence and their utility. I have known many merahl, as well.”

      “Have any claimed you?”

      He shook his head. “As I said, you are the first person not Antrilii claimed by the merahl.”

      Isandra arched a brow at him. “The way I hear it, you are at least partly Antrilii.”

      He shrugged. “My father had a better claim to it than I did. When I came to these lands the first time, they sought to make an example out of him.”

      “You were called an oathbreaker,” Isandra said, remembering what Jassan had said.

      “Yes. An oathbreaker for not following an oath I never made.”

      “What happened?”

      He squeezed his eyes closed. “Something that helped me better understand who I was. It was a long time ago.”

      It might’ve been a long time ago, but Isandra sensed that the memories were still fresh. “Why have you come to me?”

      “So direct. I think I might have enjoyed getting to know you better when we were in Vasha.”

      Isandra looked over to the merahl. “When we were in Vasha, I never would have been all that interesting.”

      “You think you’re only interesting because of what’s happened since then?”

      “I have changed since leaving Vasha. That’s all that matters.”

      “If there’s anything the Antrilii have taught me, it’s that we all must change. Remaining stagnant is the only way we will fail. What I want to know is what you’ve learned from Jostephon.”

      “You could ask him.”

      “I will. There are things that I suspect he might have said to you that he would not say to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he knows not to underestimate me.” It wasn’t said as a boast. From what she knew of Endric, she suspected it was completely true.

      “And you think he will underestimate me?”

      Endric sniffed. “He underestimates all the Magi. That’s the reason he was defeated. I’m hopeful that you will have discovered something we can use against him.”

      “The only thing I’ve discovered is that he resents that he was captured by Alriyn.”

      “As I said.”

      “I’ve been trying to understand what he intends with the groeliin.”

      “Why do you think he intends anything?”

      “They were breeding them for a purpose. When we encountered the groeliin, there were some among them that carried swords and fought as if trained by men. He said something about an army of groeliin, but I suspect he means an army different from the one Nahrsin faced in the south.”

      Endric’s brow furrowed as he frowned. “That… is a change for the groeliin.”

      “They were larger. Easier for me to see.”

      “That’s an interesting observation.”

      “Is it?”

      “Few who encounter the groeliin ever consider why some are difficult to see while others are not.”

      “I assumed it was because they use their connection to the destructive teralin to conceal themselves.”

      Endric motioned to the ground, before taking a seat. He waited for Isandra to follow. “Destructive teralin. You have spoken to the Yahinv about this, haven’t you?”

      “More to Jassan than to the Yahinv. He’s been more willing to discuss what he knows about teralin.”

      “What did you find when you discovered the breeding grounds?”

      Isandra closed her eyes, thinking back to when she had been within the breeding grounds, and what she had endured. “We found one of their females lying atop what seemed to be the destructive teralin.”

      Endric nodded slowly. “The negatively charged teralin.”

      “They are one in the same, are they not?”

      “They are. The groeliin have always fed on the negatively charged teralin. I suspect that’s how they gain their power.”

      “Have you ever wondered what would happen if they were fed on the creative teralin?”

      Endric smiled at her use of the term. The merahl sitting near them crawled slightly forward, keeping a space between her and Endric. She patted the merahl’s head. It might not be a pet, but it still seemed to enjoy it when she petted him this way.

      “The groeliin should not be able to feed on the positively charged teralin.”

      “Jassan thought the same thing.”

      “Thought? As in you have attempted offer it to them?” Endric asked.

      “As in we took one of the infant groeliin and enclosed it within a cell with the positive teralin bars.”

      “And?”

      She shrugged. “And the creature has none of the violence we saw in those that fed on the destructive teralin. I don’t know if it really made a difference, or if it is only that we have separated it from the other groeliin, but so far, we have not seen any signs of the same destruction from it.”

      “Interesting. I would be intrigued to see this creature, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “You intended to speak to Jostephon.”

      “Yes.”

      “The groeliin is kept near him.”

      Endric sat for a moment, staring thoughtfully into the distance. Even sitting, there was something about his posture, a sort of fluidity to the way that he made small movements, that made him appear dangerous.

      A strange thought came to her: she would very much like to spar with him.

      “When the summons came, when Nahrsin sent word, I wasn’t certain whether making this journey was wise. The Magi have barely begun to leave Vasha, and for Alriyn to venture all the way north…” Endric shook his head. “And now that we’re here, I wonder if perhaps this may be the key to everything.”

      “The key? You mean stopping the High Priest?”

      “Stopping the High Priest. Controlling the Deshmahne. Bringing peace to these lands once more.”

      Isandra stared down at her hands. “How do you rationalize it, General?”

      “I presume that you mean the violence that the Denraen must engage in?”

      She glanced up and nodded. “When I was in Rondalin, I… I had to kill the delegate that we chose.” She swallowed and licked her lips that were suddenly dry. “He had converted to the Deshmahne, and he threatened me on a daily basis. It was in the days after they had branded me, when my abilities had begun to separate from me. I… I think that he would have killed me had I done nothing, so I attacked first. I killed him.”

      She sat with her eyes closed, unable to shake the memory of that day. It was one that she tried not to revisit, but it came to her in nightmares, and often enough that she struggled with it. It had happened less often when she’d been off fighting the groeliin, fearing for her life on a near daily basis. The nightmares had not plagued her with the same intensity. Isandra couldn’t say if it was because of the fatigue and exhaustion that claimed her each night, or if she had just finally come to terms with what she had done. But when they had returned to Farsea, the nightmares returned.

      “Many have questioned the role of the Denraen and serving the Urmahne over the years. How can one justify using force and violence when the gods have asked for peace?”

      “And? How can you justify it?”

      “There are those in the world who seek instability and want to prosper from it. There are those who seek violence simply because they enjoy it. There are those who embrace destruction in the darkness, not because they have to, but because they want to. For us to have the world that we want, the world the gods saw for us, there must be others willing to oppose those who seek to destroy, others willing to stand up and say no, and to push back with the same kind of violence that is brought to bear on those who would serve peace. That is the role the Denraen have played, one that they have willingly served. Not because they do not approve of the Urmahne peace, but because they do.”

      Isandra studied Endric. She had always known him to be an intelligent man, with a keen mind, but what she saw—and heard—was a man who had given more thought to his position than she would have imagined.

      “The Antrilii think much the same way,” Endric said. “They do not love the tasks placed upon them. They hunt and destroy the groeliin because they believe it is a duty given to them by the gods, one that only they can complete.”

      “Jassan tells me that they long for the day when they can lay down their swords much as the Magi did.”

      “One day, when the fighting has come to an end, when peace has been reestablished and the groeliin have been defeated for good, the Antrilii will lay down their swords. Until that time, they will serve as has been asked of them, and they will fulfill an oath that they made over one thousand years ago, and continue to honor every day, serving in a way that no man can understand.”

      “They are noble,” she said.

      “They are among the noblest people I know.”

      Considering that Endric would have been well traveled, Isandra knew that to be the highest praise that he could offer. Then again, he was descended from the Antrilii, so in effect, he was praising himself.

      “You said the Magi have begun leaving Vasha?” she asked.

      “After the attack, and at the encouragement of Alriyn and the Council, many of the Magi have begun leaving the city. Alriyn wants them to serve as advisors once more, and to influence the rest of the world as they once did. We have gained a presence in places where the Magi had none. They have easily reestablished themselves in Thealon, and Gom Aaldia has reluctantly granted them access. It would be easier there, but the new king was attacked by the Mage advisor who had been sent with him. The Mage had converted to the Deshmahne. We have managed to push the Deshmahne back from the north, though there remain some small factions.”

      She sensed his irritation with that. “New king?”

      “Allay. King Richard’s son. He was one of your delegates. He is an interesting man, and he leads his people well. He is respected by the regional kings. If given a chance, he will bring stability that Gom Aaldia has not had in many years.”

      “What of the south lands?”

      These were questions she should be asking of Alriyn, but she wondered how much he would share with her. He had looked at her differently when he had learned that she had lost her abilities. She wasn’t surprised, and there was the implied promise that either he or his friend Alison might be able to heal her, but there was still that look of sadness when she’d told him.

      “Roelle has led her warriors south. They are hopeful that they can bridge an alliance with the Deshmahne.”

      “An alliance? The Deshmahne need to be destroyed, removed entirely—”

      “The Deshmahne need to be treated carefully. Not all followed the High Priest with the same devotion. There are men and women of the Deshmahne who can be used for good. They must, otherwise, we will face a brutal war in the south. There are too many Deshmahne there.”

      It surprised her that Endric, of all people, would view the Deshmahne in such a way. He had been fighting them for years. He had lost his brother to the Deshmahne. Something like that was enough for any man to want nothing but violence for them, but that didn’t seem to be at all what Endric was after.

      “I’m not sure anymore what I need to be doing.”

      “We need to work together to remove the threat of the High Priest. That has always been what we’ve needed to do. If you’re willing, I’d like to see this groeliin you’ve captured, and then I hope you will be willing to come with me and see what Jostephon will share about his master’s plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Isandra approached the cave entrance cautiously. Before when she would come here, it was in pursuit of answers, to force Jostephon to share what he had done, and what he intended. Jassan had usually come with her, lending her support, but she took the lead with the inquiry.

      “You don’t want to wait for Alriyn?” she asked.

      Endric glanced over to her. “Alriyn still sees the world a little differently.”

      “Why me, then?”

      “I wasn’t sure about you, Mage Isandra. Nahrsin spoke highly of you on the journey here, and Jassan… Well, let’s just say that Jassan speaks even more highly than Nahrsin.” He said that without any smile, but there was almost an edge of amusement in his tone. “There is much that we need to know, and I have begun to realize that those who have searched for answers over the years have done more harm than they realized by their approach.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that I think you are well suited to ask Jostephon what he might know.”

      “And not Alriyn?” There was something afoot, but she didn’t know if it was anything she should worry about. She trusted Endric. It was a trust that had been built on years of his service to the Denraen, but, in all honesty, the true reason for her trust stemmed from the fact that the Antrilii felt so strongly about Endric.

      “Alriyn will get there, eventually. I think he holds his disappointment too tightly. When Jostephon escaped, it troubled him on a personal level.”

      “It’s personal for me, as well,” she said.

      “If it were personal, you would have killed him.”

      She glanced over to Endric before her gaze drifted to the merahl that had followed them. Isandra wasn’t surprised that the merahl had accompanied her, and she was pleased that he had. Having the creature along provided her with a sense of reassurance. The merahl had the ability to ignore Jostephon’s Deshmahne skill if he somehow managed to escape the bars of teralin.

      “What happened in Vasha?”

      She knew that there had been an attack, but that was all she knew. She’d not seen anyone who could tell her exactly what had happened. Maybe she didn’t want to know, or maybe she did. She knew many Magi had suffered, even died. She had once been an Elder on the Council, but now… now she could no longer make that claim, nor was she certain that she wanted to.

      “The Deshmahne infiltrated Vasha. They infiltrated the Denraen as well as the Magi. Alriyn took the latter to heart, and it troubled him. Despite that, he fought the Deshmahne, and he watched men die. He attempted something few Magi ever attempted and managed to overcome a Mage who borrowed from dark magic that should not have been introduced into the world.”

      Isandra studied Endric. “How is it that you know so much about these things?”

      “I have faced men like Jostephon for many years.”

      They entered the cave. Almost immediately, Isandra could sense that something was off. She reached for her sword, unsheathing.

      Endric flicked his gaze to her but did the same.

      “What do you sense?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. There’s something different.”

      Her merahl prowled forward, hackles on his back raised. He sniffed the air, and his ears were swiveling as he walked.

      The cave wasn’t deep. There had been no need for it.

      “How have you held him?”

      “Neutral teralin. It seemed to contain him. If it didn’t, the merahl would be able to.”

      “Neutral? Jostephon has learned to charge the teralin. There would be no neutral teralin for him.”

      She jerked her head around and looked at him. “How?”

      “It’s not well understood. Some are born with the ability to charge teralin. Not all can. Those who can, often never learn of it.”

      “Those with abilities?”

      “You would think so, but it’s not quite so easy. There are those without any abilities who are able to impact the teralin.”

      “Why would he have remained here?”

      “It is as you say. If the merahl were here, he would need some other way of escaping.”

      The bars of teralin were set into the stone, and placed deeply enough that he should not have been able to overpower them, but if he did have some way of turning the neutral teralin into the destructive form, could he have used that in some way? She didn’t think he could have, but maybe that had been her mistake.

      When they reached the holding area, she recognized that the bars of teralin had been changed. Power remained here, but it pressed against her, a slick, almost oily sensation that came from the metal bars. She reached for them, and Endric grabbed her hand, pulling back.

      “Don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Even the strongest can be influenced by the negatively charged teralin. It takes someone able to change the metal, to charge it, to avoid that effect.”

      Endric approached, and he pushed on the bars, but they didn’t budge. She didn’t expect that they would.

      “You said not to… You can charge teralin, can’t you?”

      “I can. I discovered it when Vasha was attacked by the Deshmahne the first time. Had I not been able to, I doubt I would have survived, and Vasha would have fallen to the Deshmahne long ago.”

      Like most on the Council, she knew they had been attacked once before, but knew few of the details, other than that Tresten had been involved with it.

      Isandra approached the bars and, making a point of not touching them, peered through them. Each of the bars had changed, becoming a darker metal, rather than the dull gray of the uncharged teralin.

      “How could he have done this without the merahl knowing?” She looked around and saw no sign of the three merahl that should have been watching.

      “I suspect they did know. There would have been little they could have done. Not only could they not have reached him inside the cell, but the negatively charged teralin would push them back.”

      Endric glanced over at the merahl at Isandra’s side. He whistled softly, something that sounded a bit like one of the merahl’s soft cries, and the merahl turned and streaked from the cave. “I hope you don’t mind, but I asked him to find the others, and to send word that Jostephon has escaped.”

      “I don’t mind. I wish I knew how to communicate as well with them as you do.”

      “Spend enough time with them, and you will learn. They’ll make certain that you do.”

      Endric reached the section of the cell that had a door worked in it, and he triggered the latch. It should have required a key, and for him not to have needed one made her smile to herself. For years, Endric had been viewed as skilled, but nothing more than one of the Denraen. When she’d come here and learned that he was Antrilii and that the Antrilii had abilities, she had made the connection that Endric likely had as much talent as any of the Mageborn.

      With the door open, power streamed out.

      Endric swore under his breath and jumped back, bringing his sword up.

      Power surged from it, and it glowed softly. There appeared to be letters worked along the blade, and she noted something in the ancient language.

      “Jostephon,” Endric said.

      Jostephon stepped free from the cell, swinging a bar of dark teralin. Had he managed to pull it from the rock? That shouldn’t have been possible, but how else would he have managed to obtain it?

      Jostephon’s face was twisted with rage. “Endric,” he sneered.

      Endric darted forward, the fluid grace of his movements allowed him to attack with more speed than Isandra would have believed possible. Jostephon blocked him, parrying each thrust.

      When had Jostephon learned to use a sword as well as he did?

      But she saw how. It was all in the way that he pulled on his Deshmahne ability, swirling that dark manehlin around him. She couldn’t see manehlin around herself, then again, she doubted that she would, especially as her abilities had been drained. She saw no such manehlin around Endric, either.

      Endric was incredibly skilled, gifted with the sword in such a way that he should defeat any challenger, but Jostephon had dark power that granted him something that Endric did not possess.

      Endric fell back against the onslaught.

      She acted without thinking.

      Isandra lunged forward, stabbing with the sword.

      Jostephon spun, blocking her thrust, and raised his sword as if to attack, but Endric slipped in, piercing Jostephon’s arm.

      As Jostephon turned, this time, it was Isandra who reacted, attacking him from behind. He turned back and caught her blade, but as he did, he was exposed once more, and Endric pushed forward.

      Back and forth they worked. She didn’t have any of Endric’s fluid movement, but she had enough that allowed her to work with him, to force Jostephon into more of a defensive approach. If she had not acted, Endric would have been pushed back, and possibly defeated.

      With a roar, Jostephon pressed out.

      She knew of no way to describe what happened, other than she saw something of a dark cloud push her away. She attempted to resist and noted Endric doing the same, but neither of them could move past the cloud, and neither of them was able to reach Jostephon.

      Power swirled around him. “You should not have come here, Endric.”

      “Not come here? This is my homeland.”

      “Your father abandoned your homeland. Your home is in Vasha.”

      “Which you attacked first. You will not get free of this cave.”

      “Will not? With the merahl sent away, what do you think you can do to contain me? Do you think that the Highest brought me so close to power without me having any way to use it?”

      He pulled on the dark manehlin once more, and it pressed out like a fog.

      Had he done the same when they were in the breeding grounds, Isandra doubted that she would have been able to reach him. She wondered whether the merahl would have been able to reach him. They were immune to being influenced by the dark power, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t be harmed by it, or even held back by it.

      Endric attempted to lunge forward, his blade blazing with a bright white light. She had never seen teralin used in such a way. He was pushed backward and flung into the stone.

      Jostephon turned his attention to her. The same power pushed at her, and she swiped at it with her sword.

      Surprisingly, it parted the darkness, preventing it from reaching her.

      Jostephon glared at her. “You should have returned to Vasha. I think I will take great pleasure in removing what remains of your power.”

      He pressed out with his manehlin, and this time, she noted it as thin tendrils. She struck at them but was unable to catch each of them. Those that she did reach, peeled away, but others—too many others—reached her.

      Pain burned through her. Isandra howled with it.

      It was the same pain that she had experienced when attacked near the breeding grounds. There, she had barely managed to escape. It was only because of her merahl companion that she survived the attack. Now that Endric had sent her merahl away, she had no companion, and she had no way of getting to safety.

      She sank to her knees.

      As Jostephon approached, she held her sword tightly. She could not move, muscles in her arms and legs tense, but she refused to let go of the blade. She had no connection to her abilities, but she had learned enough that all she needed was one chance.

      “I offered you a trade. Information. You could have been healed by now. You have made a mistake.”

      “You would not have honored any trade,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Are you so certain? Are you so certain that the path you’ve chosen is the correct one? You have more strength than I ever would have given you credit for, but”—he shrugged, a dark sneer on his face—“just not enough to defeat me.”

      Pain surged through her again, and Isandra cried out. She wanted to hold it in, she wanted to avoid screaming, but she couldn’t. She felt nothing but agony that burned through her.

      Through it all, she continued to hold on to her sword.

      Jostephon took another step toward her. The pain increased, now more like fire that burned along her entire body, working through her insides. She forced her eyes to remain open and forced herself to watch him, determined to take at least one shot, even if she failed.

      “Perhaps I will take you with me, and show you even more torment. Maybe you would like to know the torment that I experienced when I first began studying with the Highest. Would you like that?”

      The pain intensified. She hadn’t thought it possible to become any worse, but now it was constant, a fire that she could not ignore. She felt her grip on the sword begin to slip.

      No! She couldn’t let go of it. She had to maintain that connection. If she lost her sword, she would lose any chance at defending herself.

      That chance might already have been gone. She couldn’t feel her muscles. They weren’t reacting to her command to move. All she could feel was the intense burn as the fire raged through her body.

      She felt him approach.

      Isandra gathered everything she had remaining, and she lunged.

      Her sword met resistance.

      It wasn’t that he blocked her; it was more that she pierced some part of him.

      The pain tearing through her eased, if only for a moment.

      Isandra slammed forward with her sword, determined to have one minor victory, if nothing else.

      There came a violent roar.

      The pain—the fire—abated.

      She blinked, her vision clearing, and she saw the merahl prowling near her. Had he managed to stop Jostephon?

      That was the only thought she had before she faded, her vision going black.
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      Jakob shifted.

      He appeared in the daneamiin lands, letting the energy and ahmaean of their lands surround him. The forest had changed in the time since the daneamiin had left it, having to abandon it following Raime’s attack. He could still see ahmaean around him, but without the same intensity, and without the same vibrancy of color. Jakob pulled on it, recognizing the strange way that it resonated with them, alerting him once more to the fact that this ahmaean was not intended for his connection.

      The air smelled of rotting fruit, and there was a hint of an earthy odor to it, as well as a sense of rain. Much had changed since the daneamiin had left here.

      The house of the Cala maah still rose in the center of the clearing. Power filled this place. Power that came from the people who had once called this home. Power they had then returned to the forest when they departed this life.

      What did Jakob expect to find here?

      Not answers. The fibers had called him here.

      The final parting gift of the nemerahl had been for him to have a greater understanding of his connection to the fibers, and to have the capacity to glimpse the future, to untangle the possibilities and look along the pathways, without the need to return to the Old Forest. He still wasn’t certain it was something he wanted to do, or if he would be better suited remaining uncertain about the future. Having the choice gave him greater strength.

      Still, the fibers seemed to draw him back to the daneamiin lands.

      This was where much had changed for him. This was the place where he had felt his sword awaken, and where he had begun to understand his own connection to ahmaean as well as learning that it swirled around everything. There was an emptiness in coming here alone, in coming here without either the nemerahl or Anda, but Jakob had a feeling that he needed to be here, and that he needed to understand this place better.

      He breathed in, letting the sense of these lands fill him.

      As he did, he heard motion.

      Jakob spun around, looking for what he’d heard, but saw nothing.

      He unsheathed his sword, one side of the blade blazing brightly while the other seemed to pull away light. As it so often did, the effect left him with a sense of awe at the power the sword possessed, and what the daneamiin had sacrificed in its creation.

      Why had the daneamiin been willing to create a weapon like this? They were peaceful people, and there should have been no reason for them to create a weapon of destruction.

      Jakob shifted, appearing in the heart of the Cala maah. The sense of ahmaean filled him, an amazing collection this deep within the structure. It was everywhere around him, coming from the earth itself as well as the branches that comprised the walls. There was a heaviness in the air that had not been here before, one that made his breathing more difficult.

      Pushing out with his ahmaean, he found resistance.

      Darkness swirled near him.

      Groeliin.

      Had Raime left groeliin in the daneamiin lands when he had departed? Jakob thought he had pushed them away, that he had managed to destroy all the creatures that had remained, but what if he had missed one—or more?

      Approaching carefully, he held his sword at the ready. There was the pressure against his senses, and he wasn’t certain where the groeliin would be found, only that it was somewhere nearby.

      Jakob pushed outward. Standing in this place, drawing from the ahmaean of the Cala maah, he was able to push with more strength, and when he did, he felt resistance.

      Where was the creature?

      It seemed to move, but not as he would have expected.

      Shifting.

      His breath caught.

      Had he been followed by one of the twelve powerful groeliin?

      Jakob pushed out with more strength, drawing as much of the surrounding ahmaean as he could. He took a single step, shifting with it, just to make certain that he could. There was no resistance to his ability.

      With a deep breath, he pushed out again, sending the ahmaean pressing into the walls, and into where he detected the groeliin.

      Jakob shifted toward it.

      There was nothing.

      He shifted again, appearing outside of the Cala maah. The sense of the forest had changed, leaving everything with a darkness. The ahmaean still came to him, but it did so slowly.

      He shifted, appearing in the trees. Looking down, he saw no sign of the groeliin, but he knew the creature was still there. It had to be.

      Jakob readied his sword and shifted again. This time, he flickered as he moved. There was a swiftness to the movements, but it didn’t prevent him from seeing everything around him as he did.

      He pressed out with the ahmaean, creating a bubble around the groeliin, forcing it into an ever-tightening ring. The ahmaean constricted, drawing from the edge of the forest as it swept toward the Cala maah. Jakob forced the connection toward the heart of the daneamiin lands, granting him a sense of where the groeliin was. This technique did more than that. It also prevented the groeliin from shifting, though he wasn’t sure how well it would be contained.

      The groeliin began to resist, thrashing against the pressure Jakob placed with his connection to the ahmaean.

      Jakob shifted, appearing now in the center of where he constricted the groeliin.

      The creature before him was large, and marked with dozens of brands, all running along the length of its arms and up onto its neck, making the creature appear more like one of the Deshmahne than groeliin.

      The groeliin hissed at Jakob and lashed out with its dark ahmaean.

      It wasn’t one of the large groeliin, not like the ones that he’d faced in the mountains. They’d had control over their own ahmaean. And could shift. This one was the size of those that had fought him with swords. If the sword-bearing groeliin had now developed control of their ahmaean, as he suspected from this groeliin’s behavior, then they were in even more trouble than Jakob realized.

      He pulled on his connection, delving into the earth, drawing upon ahmaean trapped there. As he did, he swirled it around the groeliin, ensnaring the creature. Once held, he severed its head with a quick strike from his sword.

      Jakob released his connection to the ahmaean.

      He felt no guilt or remorse at destroying this creature. Perhaps he should. Perhaps he should feel guilty for all the killing and destroying he’d done of late, but there was no guilt for him, and there was no remorse in his heart.

      He didn’t like the idea of leaving the groeliin in the middle of the forest, and reluctantly grabbed the creature and shifted to the edge of the Great Valley. Once there, he tossed the body into the Valley. Jakob stood at the edge, watching the creature fall into the depths below. The bottom of the Valley was an impossible distance below him, and he was tempted to shift toward it but decided against it. He didn’t know how far down he would have to descend to safely reach it.

      He thought of the bridge that had once been here. As he stared over the edge, looking down toward the floor of the Valley, he wondered what it must’ve been like to cross that bridge back when it had been the only physical way to reach these lands. He turned away from the Valley and stood so that he could take in the daneamiin forest. From here, he could see the trees rising ever higher, and could still see a trace of ahmaean swirling around them.

      What did he need to do now?

      Somehow, he had to figure out what the nemerahl thought he was meant to do, and he had to stop Raime before Raime managed to gain any more power. At the same time, the groeliin needed to be stopped. They were destructive and dangerous, and he would have to do something, if only he could figure out what that was. How was it that he was now so alone in all of this? Who could help him?

      All he could think to do was to once again walk back along the fibers, and try to find answers that the damahne of the past—and Shoren in particular—might know. But they might not know. Did he risk wasting too much time doing so? How much time did he have before Raime gained so much strength that Jakob would be unable to stop him?

      It was possible that Raime had already lost control of the groeliin, and that was the reason for their change in tactics. If so, Jakob would need to figure out what Raime had done to control them before he had lost his connection.

      What could he do to find that out?

      Possibly nothing. The groeliin were too powerful for him to approach, and without capturing Raime, and forcing him to help, there might be no way of stopping them.

      Was it possible that defeating Raime, and weakening him, had allowed these groeliin to gain strength?

      Answers.

      He could look back along the fibers, and he could search for answers that way, but perhaps a better way of understanding involved finding those in his own time who held the knowledge he sought. That meant reaching out to the Conclave, and to Novan, if Jakob could find him.
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      The palace of Magi in Vasha looked much as Jakob remembered. When he’d last been here, he had come with Novan, and had come to work with the Magi, trying to understand more about reaching through the fibers, so that he could understand his connection.

      When he’d shifted, he had appeared outside of the palace, arriving on a pile of rock. There was a tingling sense that washed over him, and he suspected that the damahne had once spent time here. Each time he’d felt the same tingling, it had been in a place that the damahne had once called home, a place where they had built towers and burrowed into the side of the mountain.

      He’d come to Vasha looking for Novan, but perhaps he needed to pause and search for understanding first. The rocks were piled in such a way that it was difficult to imagine that anything had ever been here before. They seemed to have been left after whatever trick the Magi had used to carve the top of the mountain away.

      Jakob took a deep breath and traced backward along the fibers. With the Magi, he knew how long ago their Founding had been, and traced far enough that he could see the shape of the mountain evolve. It was almost as if he turned time back, watching as the palace was pulled from the stone, the mountain itself carved away. He was tempted to remain here for a moment so that he could understand how the Magi had created the palace, but he was drawn backward, drifting along the fibers, until he saw another structure rise up from the stone.

      This one was made of slender turrets, dozens of them, that protruded from the rock, rising high atop the mountain in such a way that they seemed stacked precariously. Clouds swirled around the upper portions of the turrets much as they did around the Magi palace. Jakob expected movement but saw none.

      His host stood on the mountainside, looking up at the turrets, with what Jakob sensed was admiration. He reached through the connection to the host and realized that the turrets were not places the damahne lived but were instead meant as something of beauty.

      Where would the damahne have stayed when they were here?

      He knew from his previous visit to Vasha that the damahne had been tied to the teralin, and had used it as a way to create abilities and connections that were not otherwise there. Perhaps this place was never meant as a residence for the damahne. That had been the purpose of the Tower in what was now Thealon, which meant that there was another purpose for what he saw here.

      Jakob searched through the memories of his host and came up with a name for this place.

      Lashiin.

      Jakob recognized the voice of the host, surprised that it would be Gareth. What is it?

      It is a place for the damahne to demonstrate a connection to the world, a purity of our abilities, and to use teralin in ways that can express that.

      It is beautiful.

      It is.

      Why is it here?

      Where else should it be?

      I don’t know. It seemed Gareth prevented him from reaching more of his knowledge, much like Shoren often did. Is there a reason for it?

      Does creation require a reason? It is a demonstration of power over the world. We show how teralin might be used. There is beauty in that.

      Jakob couldn’t deny that he sensed the beauty around him. He strained to understand more from Gareth and was pushed forward again, back out of the fibers.

      He released his connection to the ahmaean as he slipped back toward his time, and opened his eyes to look around him once more. The fallen stone around him had once been the turrets he’d seen, impossibly tall, and made simply as a demonstration. When he closed his eyes, he could see them again, and though they had no real purpose other than as a way to demonstrate the damahne’s connection to their abilities, there had been a sense of creation from them.

      How many such places had been created for simply that purpose? So the damahne could practice with their abilities, and create as they did? Maybe Gareth would answer those questions another time.

      The Tower of the Gods had a purpose, and had been used as a residence for the damahne, but there weren’t too many other places that had a similar purpose.

      He still thought he needed to understand teralin better, but that would come later.

      Jakob shifted, appearing within the palace.

      The halls here were empty. Dozens of tapestries hung along the walls, each woven with exquisite workmanship. The Magi who had made them had clearly taken pride in their work. There were statues here, and Jakob glanced at them as he made his way through the halls. The corridors had a sense of age to them, and the air a musty quality that hung with not only a sense of age, but of a weight.

      Jakob had no easy way of finding Novan other than checking where the historian had been before. He shifted, traveling to the rooms Novan had claimed as his own. The quarters were empty, with no sign of the historian here. Jakob stepped back into the hallway, looking around him and searching for other signs of the historian. If he remembered correctly, there had been a library here. That had been where Novan had thought to come the very first time he’d traveled to Vasha.

      Jakob wandered the halls, allowing himself the luxury of walking, searching for any sign of Novan. He reached through his connection to the ahmaean, pressing out, thinking that he could use that to find the historian. As he did, there came a reverberation that echoed against him. It was a familiar sense, and he paused, realizing where he sensed it.

      Jakob shifted again, this time appearing in a large room, with books lining shelves that towered high overhead. A few lanterns glowed softly along the wall, not of a flickering candlelight, and not of a city oil, but glowing softly.

      The historian sat at a table, dozens of books sprawled around him, his face pressed close to the one nearest him. The long staff he carried rested against a chair behind him.

      Jakob moved around the table and took a seat opposite Novan. The historian looked up and blinked. It seemed to take a moment for him to recognize Jakob, and when he finally did, he smiled.

      “I didn’t expect you to return to Vasha so soon.”

      “I didn’t expect to need to return to Vasha so soon.”

      Novan sat up, pushing the book to the side as he leaned forward. “Need?”

      Jakob nodded. “Unfortunately, there is a need. I have discovered a new kind of groeliin. The nemerahl led me to them before we were attacked.”

      Novan frowned, and he rubbed the corners of his eyes, ink-stained fingers smearing a dark smudge across his brow. “The groeliin shouldn’t be able to attack the nemerahl,” Novan said.

      “Why wouldn’t they be able to? The groeliin attack everything else.”

      “The nemerahl are immune to many sorts of attack. That has always been one of their features. None but the damahne have understood it. Ahmaean has little effect against them, especially groeliin ahmaean.”

      If Novan didn’t know how the nemerahl were connected to the fibers, and how they drew power from them, Jakob wasn’t going to be the one to reveal that secret. Yet, he needed Novan’s knowledge, and he needed the historian’s understanding, so that he could see what more he needed to do to defeat them.

      “There were twelve groeliin, each marked up heavily with tattoos that were similar to the Deshmahne, and each with exquisite control over their ahmaean. These groeliin trapped us. We couldn’t shift away.”

      “Even the nemerahl?”

      Jakob closed his eyes and nodded. “Even the nemerahl. Neither of us could shift, and”—Jakob debated whether he should tell Novan how they had attempted to escape, before deciding to go ahead and do so—“I had to ride on his back as we attempted to escape. There were too many groeliin for us to outrun, and we were forced to fight.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you being forced to fight was not the outcome that you desired?”

      Jakob sighed. “The nemerahl was injured.”

      Novan sucked in a breath. “There are few enough nemerahl remaining. Were you able to heal him?”

      “I tried. I think the nemerahl knew his time was short. In that, I suspect he was much like Alyta, and willingly allowed himself to go.”

      “They were bonded, but I thought you would bond with him, as well.”

      Jakob nodded. He had once thought the same. What would happen to him now if there were no nemerahl left? Without a nemerahl to help guide and assist him, how would he succeed? All of the other damahne had nemerahl to assist, and for him to not have that placed him at a disadvantage.

      “You didn’t come here to tell me about the nemerahl, did you?” Novan asked.

      Jakob shook his head. “I need to know what the Conclave knows about the groeliin. The nemerahl was aware of these massive creatures, and claimed that they led the broods, but I would have expected to have heard about attacks from creatures like that.”

      Novan steepled his hands together and leaned back, his eyes searching the inside of the library for a moment. “The Antrilii would be your best place to discover answers about the groeliin. They have hunted them for far longer than anyone else.”

      “Assuming the Antrilii don’t know about these groeliin, what does the Conclave know?” Jakob believed the Conclave had to know something. They had been convening for centuries, and the greatest minds were all members of the Conclave. How could they not know something?

      “The groeliin have been difficult for us to fully understand. They are migratory, much like most believe the Antrilii to be, and only those creatures forming the hordes are seen outside of the mountains.”

      “You don’t seem surprised by the suggestion that there might be a more powerful groeliin.”

      “Not surprised. We’ve long suspected that there must be another type. The markings found on members of each brood speak of knowledge and study. They would not be made by mindless creatures such as the hordes that have been rampaging through the north and south. The problem is that we have never seen anything that would indicate the presence of others beyond the members of each brood.”

      “And the Deshmahne.”

      Novan nodded. “When the Deshmahne first appeared and used their markings to create a dark power, we knew that it must have come from the groeliin. I never suspected that Raime would have controlled the groeliin.”

      “What if he’s been controlling them for hundreds of years? What if he’s been keeping these more powerful groeliin in check?”

      A troubled look clouded Novan’s brow. “That would be possible. Raime has always felt himself to be something more than what he is. For him to control the groeliin, for him to think that doing so makes sense, there would have to be a reason.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Brohmin tells me that you saw the first Choosing. If you did, then you know that the Conclave has been trying to establish peace for generations. Raime was one of the first men to sit on the Conclave. But when he became too curious about power not meant for him, he was exiled. He searched for—and acquired—knowledge that he should never have possessed.”

      Jakob had forgotten that Raime had been a member of the Conclave from the beginning. Brohmin had told him the story a while back.

      Had Shoren known? He would have been one of the damahne on the first Conclave, so he would have known Raime, wouldn’t he?

      Jakob thought back to when he had been in Shoren’s mind, traveling back in time to listen to him and to borrow from his knowledge. Raime had attacked then, but had Shoren known that was who they’d faced? Raime had appeared in the form of a groeliin, so Shoren wouldn’t have known, and Jakob didn’t think that he’d shared that with him.

      “What do the records of the Conclave say of Raime?” Jakob asked. Brohmin’s words were coming back to him from that night when he explained who Raime really was. He had been revered by those on the Conclave as a brilliant mind, a brilliant strategist. But how did he serve them? And what turned him to seek what was forbidden? They would have had years of experience with him, years when they would have worked closely with him, gotten to know him firsthand. They would have more knowledge about Raime than anyone else.

      “Brohmin has shared with you what we know about Raime.”

      “Only that he was a part of the Conclave and that, though thought brilliant, he sought power and knowledge that he should not have possessed.”

      “That is about all there is to know about Raime. The Conclave has resisted him for centuries, placing Brohmin in the role of the Hunter, asking him to slow Raime if he could.”

      Novan sat silently for a while, holding Jakob’s gaze.

      “If only you would have finished him off when you had the chance,” Novan said.

      “I tried,” Jakob said. He hadn’t known enough at the time, and he’d been more concerned about Alyta, and what had happened to her, to be worried about stopping Raime for good.

      “I know that you did. It’s just… It’s just that we have faced him for so long, and now he has outlived the last of the damahne who knew enough about him to help stop him.”

      “I can walk the fibers and see what I can learn.”

      “It isn’t the same. What Raime has done over the years is difficult to explain, even for those of us who have faced him. He has chased power, but he hasn’t attempted outright violence that often.”

      “Was he the reason for the first groeliin invasion?”

      “We have always suspected that he was.”

      “Suspected? You didn’t know?”

      “We weren’t able to prove it. Not with any certainty.”

      “How weren’t you able to prove it? There wasn’t a question about what Raime did.”

      Novan studied his hands. “The Conclave keeps records, but they don’t tell us everything about what the Conclave has experienced in the past. I have tried to increase the rigor of the documentation”—he smiled, and Jakob could imagine Novan’s frustration with trying to search through what he would have considered substandard documentation when it came to the Conclave—“but what I offer is too late for what we need.”

      Jakob questioned whether there was any way he could find what he needed. There had to be some way of him discovering more about what had happened in the past and to understand what the Conclave had done with Raime without him needing to search through all the journals over the years. And if what Novan said was right, there might not be much there that he could learn, anyway. If the Conclave had kept poor records, the information that he needed might not even be there.

      He glanced at the stacks of books around him. The Magi kept records, and the university did as well. How many places like this were there throughout the world? There was a university in Thealon, as well as one in Masetohl, and then there were the records kept by the damahne. Even the Historians’ Guild kept their own records. All of them separate accounts of history, knowledge kept from the public—and each other.

      Eventually, they would have to bring all of these scholars together. The world could not tolerate such separation in the future. There was a need for everyone to work together, and for everyone to share what they knew. Perhaps if they had, they wouldn’t be facing the issues they had now. Perhaps Raime wouldn’t be roaming the world, using his anger against everyone else.

      Jakob stood, and Novan watched him. “Where are you going now?”

      “I need you to take me to the Conclave.”

      “You’ve met members of the Conclave.”

      “Members of it, but not its entirety. I don’t even know who all sits on it.”

      Novan studied him for a moment. “None outside of the Conclave are granted access to it, Jakob.”

      Jakob smiled at him. “You would deny the last remaining damahne?”

      Novan breathed out heavily. “The others will not see things quite in the same way.”

      “Why not? Aren’t the others of the Conclave aware of what’s taken place?”

      “They are aware of it, but they see the Conclave’s role as one of maintaining peace. Several of us have become far too involved in the politics of the world for their liking.”

      “You?” Novan nodded. “Endric?” Another nod. “Brohmin is the Hunter, so he is by his title expected to be involved.”

      Novan met his eyes. “If you think the Magi have been reluctant to engage in the activity of the world, you will find that the others of the Conclave are worse.”

      “The Conclave’s purpose is to maintain peace. Why would they not want to be involved?”

      Jakob watched Novan, and the historian didn’t say anything for a moment. It was then that he thought he understood.

      “There is division within the Conclave, isn’t there?”

      “Jakob—”

      “Why?”

      “The Conclave would rather that we try to reestablish a connection to Raime,” Novan said.

      “Even as Brohmin has been sent to hunt him?”

      “Brohmin never had a chance to actually capture him. Raime has gained far too much strength, and far too much experience over the years, for Brohmin to be able to counter, even with the gifts that have been given to him.”

      Jakob imagined Brohmin’s response if he were told that he would never have been able to capture Raime. Brohmin was a proud man and took his role seriously. Now that he was in the south lands, he was serving differently, trying to help establish a connection to the Deshmahne, so that if Raime were to attempt to reestablish himself, there might be hesitation from the Deshmahne, at least not a blind decision to simply follow.

      “Where is the Conclave?” Jakob asked. He knew where he would have to go now, and he knew what he would have to do. He needed to meet and understand the others on the Conclave, and he needed to know whether they had anyone in contact with Raime. If they did, Jakob needed to reach out to him. The man was evil and far too powerful, but if he has lost control of the groeliin, it might be that he needed to work with Raime.

      Novan squeezed his eyes closed and let out a heavy sigh. “Salvat. The Conclave is housed in Salvat.”
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      The streets remained darkened, but Roelle had grown accustomed to the darkness, feeling that it was necessary for the work that she did. The air was still and didn’t have any of the chill that it had the first night that she’d met Brohmin. The heaviness that hung with the dampness of Paliis had returned, though she seemed to be the only one bothered by it.

      Selton walked near her, patrolling the street with his eyes flicking all around.

      Roelle struggled with the patrol, weakened by the effort she’d exerted over the last few days. It was almost too much for her. She would not say anything to Selton, but the way that he watched her, keeping close by her side, told her that he was concerned.

      She smiled over at him. “I’m fine,” she said.

      He watched her for a moment. “Fine doesn’t seem to describe you these days, Roelle. You may be many things, but fine isn’t one of them. I can see the toll all of this is taking on you.”

      It was the first time he had approached her with his concerns. He, of course, had seen that she was tired and that the effort of maintaining the patrol had taken a toll on her, but Selton being who he was had never said anything to her.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said.

      He considered her another moment, then he nodded down the street. “Do you think Brohmin will do what he’s promised?”

      She looked along the street front. She still wasn’t quite certain what to make of Brohmin, or what he’d shared with them. It all seemed so impossible to believe, but they had faced many impossible things over the last two months. That seemed to be their specialty.

      “We have no reason not to believe him.”

      “We have no reason to believe him, either. This is a man we know very little about.”

      “Other than the fact that Jakob trusts him.”

      When Selton frowned, she shot him an amused look.

      Selton shrugged. “I know what Jakob has done for you, and I know what he is, but I’m still not certain that we should trust him quite as much as you seem to want to.”

      She saw movement down the street and nodded, starting toward it. Brohmin had given them a place for them to search, and she hoped to have answers soon. Selton followed more quietly than she could manage. It hadn’t always been that way. There once was a time when she had been the most silent of them. Now, she feared that her breathing was too loud, that she panted as she walked, though she suspected that was an unnecessary fear.

      “Jakob trusts Brohmin. That’s enough for me. He fought groeliin with us. That alone should give him a pass and should be enough for us to trust him.”

      “He fought the groeliin, but now he’s in the Deshmahne temple. I don’t know what that means, but it makes me uncomfortable.”

      She smiled but doubted it was enough to placate Selton. When he had something in mind, he became determined, and often was stubborn. It was this stubbornness that she appreciated most of the time, but right now, she needed him to focus and help her. They needed…

      “There,” Selton said, pointing along the street. He raised his hand and made a quick signal, alerting the other Magi watching along with them. They had brought six others, all of them battle tested, and all of them willing to do what was necessary to help maintain peace.

      “I see it,” she said.

      The movement that had drawn her attention happened again. This time, it was clear where it came from. There was an alley mouth, and someone moved within it.

      She stepped toward the alley, resting her hand on the hilt of her sword, ready for an attack, but uncertain whether it would come. If it did, she wondered if she would have the strength to fight alongside Selton and the others to eliminate the threat from these Lashiin priests.

      She wasn’t given an opportunity to decide.

      A brown-robed man lunged toward her.

      Roelle didn’t have a chance to unsheathe. She twisted, sliding to the side, and allowed the man to stumble past her. Selton reached for him, but the man lowered his shoulder and plowed into her much larger friend. He let out a breath of air in a grunt.

      The man streaked down the street, and neither of them made an effort to reach for him. The other Magi would grab him.

      Roelle stepped into the alleyway and nearly had her head taken off.

      She ducked, and the sword crashed into the stone of the building near her. Roelle spun, unsheathing as she did, and brought her sword around in a rapid arc. She heard Selton fighting nearby, and realized someone else had engaged him.

      She didn’t have a chance to consider much about the attack. She had to fight, or she wouldn’t last long. She allowed her mind to go blank, to fall into the patterns that she’d learned from Endric over the years. Each thrust required more exertion than it should, but she forced herself through it, pushing herself so that she could withstand this swordsman.

      In the dim light of the alley, she could see that this man was one of the Lashiin priests. He had the shaved head and the dark brown robes that the other priests had worn. She’d never battled against the priests. This one was a decent swordsman, though not of the skill that she should have difficulty defeating.

      Selton grunted behind her.

      Was he struggling as well?

      Unless there were more priests that they faced.

      Roelle pushed out with her manehlin, using it to slow the priest she fought. That should have been her first action, and that it wasn’t said more about her state of mind than anything else. The priest slashed with the sword and freed himself.

      She frowned. Even when facing the Deshmahne, they hadn’t been able to slice through her connection to the manehlin. Either her connection wasn’t a strong as what she expected, or the Lashiin priests had some technique that allowed them to overwhelm her connection. She hoped it was not the latter.

      Roelle drew on the manehlin once again and pushed outward, trying once more to wrap energy around the priest. As before, the priest managed to slice through what she did, and lunged forward and attacked.

      Was there another way she could use her connection to the manehlin? She had used it to slow him by wrapping energy around him, but maybe there was another way that she would need to act.

      She pushed her connection into the priest, reaching inside. It was not anything she’d ever done before, and as she did this, she reached for the small parts that comprised this man.

      He screamed.

      Roelle lunged forward, piercing his shoulder.

      The man dropped his sword.

      He threw himself forward, and she braced for his collision, bringing the hilt of her sword around as he crashed into her. It struck his temple, and he collapsed.

      Roelle took a steadying breath and turned to see Selton finishing with two other swordsmen. Had he faced more than that? The one she had faced had taken enough energy from her. It embarrassed her that a single fighter had almost bested her.

      “Did Brohmin know there would be so many?” Selton asked as he approached her and took in the priest on the ground beside her.

      She shook her head slowly. She didn’t think Brohmin had expected they’d encounter nearly this many Lashiin priests, but then, she wasn’t certain. Maybe this was the reason Brohmin had sent her.

      “What do we do with them now?” Selton asked.

      “Now we question them.”

      “Where would you have us take them?”

      They couldn’t keep the fallen Lashiin priests in the city. They needed to ensure that they found answers, and staying within the city risked the Deshmahne learning what they had done, and possibly coming for the priests themselves. Roelle would prefer to have a chance to speak with them before the Deshmahne did.

      “You said they had a manor house on the edge of the city?”

      “They have something. We only knew how to find it.”

      “That’s where we’ll go.”

      Selton stepped out of the alley and made a motion with his hand, and several Magi appeared and quickly lifted the fallen Lashiin priests, swinging them over their shoulders as they carried them away from the street, and out of the city.

      As Roelle followed, she cast a glance back at the temple. For a moment, she wondered if she should be sending word to Brohmin, alerting him of what they found, but decided against it. Brohmin had told her enough. And Brohmin had implied that he needed the Magi to take care of the Lashiin priests. She would see that they did what was necessary. As they did, she hoped the gods would forgive them.
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      The inside of the manor home was comfortable, at least on this level. There were chairs that surrounded the table, and a few plush chairs angled toward the hearth along one wall. The fire that once had glowed in the hearth had long been extinguished, and now there was nothing more than ash and the charred remains of a log within it. The air stank, a hint of rot, as if remnants of decay had lingered. Roelle wondered if some animal had crawled in here and died while the owners had been gone.

      Selton appeared at the top of the stairs, his face ashen. “Roelle. There’s something down here that you need to see.”

      She breathed out heavily. The walk from the city up the gentle slope leading to the manor house had winded her, leaving her exhausted. It didn’t help that she’d felt that way for weeks, each day thinking that her strength would return, and each day hoping that somehow she would regain the capabilities she once had. But each passing day left her knowing that she was unlikely to recover—at least fully. The way that Selton looked at her told her that he had begun to believe that, as well.

      She followed him down the stairs, and the wood creaked beneath her. What would have drawn Selton’s attention and have upset him as much as he clearly seemed to be? Selton had battled groeliin and had nearly died as many times as Roelle.

      At the bottom of the stairs, the stench that she’d noted in the house intensified. She covered her nose, breathing through the fabric of her jacket, but even that wasn’t enough to prevent her from smelling the horrors that must have taken place on this level.

      “What happened here?” Roelle asked. She caught sight of a scrap of fabric, and boots, and realized that at least one body lay nearby. There were possibly others, but a few of her Magi warriors obscured her vision.

      “There was an attack,” Selton said.

      “Who died?”

      Stefan, a younger Mage with a sharp nose and a scruff of beard adorning his chin, stepped forward. “We think they are Lashiin priests.”

      “How can you be sure?” Roelle asked.

      “We’re not. Their clothing is similar to what we’ve encountered with other Lashiin priests, and…”

      Roelle arched a brow, encouraging him to complete his thought. “And what?”

      “And this one,” he said, motioning toward one of the bodies that she now could see, “was one who had convinced… us… to help them.”

      Selton shook his head. “Me. I’m the one he convinced to help,” Selton said.

      “How were we to know?” Stefan asked.

      “I should have thought to question more,” Selton said.

      Roelle touched her friend on the shoulder and wished there was something she could do to soothe him, but Selton did not like the idea that he had somehow caused the warriors to be in harm’s way. Roelle understood that feeling better than anyone. It had been the same for her when they had traveled north, and when they had agreed to abandon their mission of simply finding the Antrilii to focus on fighting the groeliin. She had known that doing so would lead them into danger, and that danger would cause them to lose several of the warriors. They had lost far more than that.

      “Who did this?” she asked.

      Selton sighed. “Possibly Brohmin?” He glanced back, and his gaze took in the fallen bodies. “He pursued them from the city. I wonder if he somehow tracked them here when he went in search of the missing children.”

      Roelle breathed out. Could she blame Brohmin for slaughtering these men if they really were responsible for abducting children?

      At the same time, these were priests, and she had to believe that they could be reformed, and that if given enough time, they would be able to once more serve the gods.

      “Burn their remains,” Roelle said. She turned away and headed back up the stairs, leaning on the railing more heavily than she liked.

      Selton followed her up, and she could feel his eyes on her back. He said nothing, but then she knew that her friend would not, not wanting to draw attention to it around others. As she often was, she was thankful for her friend, and thankful for the discretion he showed, but suspected her diminishing strength was becoming more and more obvious. Eventually, transition would have to take place that would force her to hand over the authority that she had claimed over the warriors, and allow Selton to lead them.

      At the top of the stairs, she turned to him. “Selton—”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to say,” she said.

      Selton laughed softly. “I’ve known you much of my life, Roelle. If anyone is going to know what you might say, it would be me. So, no.”

      “I can barely keep standing, especially after a night like tonight,” she said, pitching her voice low and in a whisper.

      “Yet you do keep standing. You force yourself on. You don’t recognize it, but the others see that. They see how much of an effort it is, and yet you still fight. You inspire them. It’s something I could never do.” He smiled at her, his strong chin fixed in a way that told her that he would listen to no argument. “So, no.”

      Roelle shook her head. “Fine. The next time we’re attacked by groeliin, you won’t have me to help save you,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Nahrsin has the groeliin. We have a different responsibility.”

      It was one that she wished she understood better and wished that she had some way of completing. It was an open-ended task, nothing like what she had done before. There was nothing she could study, no knowledge for her to master, that would allow her to finish their assignment here so that they could return to Vasha.

      And even if there were, did she want to return to Vasha?

      There were other Magi in Vasha, but Roelle no longer felt like a Mage. She was a soldier now, for better or worse, and that meant that she needed to serve in a way that the Magi could not. Maybe she’d be better off heading north and joining the Antrilii, inviting the rest of her soldiers to follow. She had little doubt that they would agree to it, that they would want to continue their fight against the groeliin.

      They had come to this house to interrogate the Lashiin priests, and so far, they had only discovered dead ones. The others that they had captured and brought here remained unconscious. How much longer would they remain that way?

      Roelle wasn’t sure how long she would be able to stomach the smell here. It was a foul odor that left her nearly gagging. How had Selton managed as long as he had?

      Once again, she was reminded of how strong Selton was, and of all the value that he brought to the Magi warriors. Without him, they likely would not have been nearly as successful as they had. Without him, she wouldn’t have been challenged in the way that she was. Without him, she would have died before managing to return to the Great Forest where Jakob was able to find and heal her.

      She stepped outside of the manor home and stood looking over the city in the distance. The air was clear and cool, still somewhat humid, but less than it had been earlier in the day. The moon was full and fat as it hung in the sky. A few lanterns burned in windows within the city, giving a faint glowing light. Roelle simply stood there, taking in the view, feeling a sense of unease that still filled her.

      “You could ask him to try and heal you again,” Selton said, stepping up behind her.

      She turned to her friend and shook her head. “I’m not sure what else he can do. This might be the extent of the healing offered to me.”

      That was something she feared. If this was it, if this was as strong as she got, how would she serve? What would she be able to do?

      “He is your friend,” Selton said. “Don’t you think he would do whatever you need to continue to get stronger?”

      “I think he has done everything that he can,” Roelle said. “I’m not sure that Jakob knows his abilities any better than we do.”

      That surprised her the most. In her mind, and in the minds of the Magi who had spent centuries studying the gods, they were infallible. The gods knew how to use their abilities, and knew how to do things that others simply did not. Learning about Jakob, and learning about the way his powers were connected to him, and the fact that they developed in someone she had known as a common man, made her question everything that she had been taught.

      Selton stood next to her, and neither of them spoke, letting the silence of the night press around them.

      After a while, Wanda stepped out of the house and approached them. Wanda was a slender Mage, slightly shorter than Roelle, and had blonde hair that had a reddish tint to it. “One of them is awake, Roelle.”

      Roelle breathed out and nodded at Selton. “Are you ready?”

      “I think this is yours to lead,” Selton said.

      She sighed. Perhaps it was, at least for now.

      Wanda led them back inside, and Roelle tried to ignore the stench, now augmented by what burned in the hearth. She tried not to think about it, and for the most part, she managed.

      The Lashiin priests they had brought out of the city were tied to a post in the center of the room. One of them watched her as she approached, his eyes flat, and his expression neutral. She crouched down in front of him, staying out of reach of the possibility of flailing legs, and fixed him with a hard expression. Given how tired she was, Roelle wasn’t sure how successful her glare was, but it was all she had.

      “I thought the Magi served the Urmahne,” the man said.

      Roelle crossed her arms over her chest. “And I thought the Urmahne served peace.”

      “We do serve peace,” the man said.

      “You have come here to incite violence.”

      “We’ve come here to convert, the same way the Deshmahne came to these lands decades ago seeking conversion.”

      “The Deshmahne claim to honor the gods.” Roelle remained doubtful that the way the Deshmahne attacked did anything to honor the gods, but at least their intentions were predictable, if not pure. “Is what you do your way of honoring the gods?”

      “You don’t understand. You have been shielded for too long from too much.”

      Roelle chuckled. “Perhaps I have been shielded, but I also have spent the last few months cleansing the north lands of creatures of darkness and horror. Had I not, everything you know and care about would have been destroyed before you even had a chance to recognize it was there.”

      The man glared at her. “You risk the wrath of the gods by restraining me.”

      “I risk nothing. I am far closer to the gods than you will ever understand,” Roelle said.

      “If you were closer to the gods, you would understand that what we do serves them. By destroying the Deshmahne, and destroying their way of tormenting the people of this land, we honor them so much more than even the Magi do.”

      She stared at him. It was hard to argue with the fact that the Magi had done so little to honor the gods, and they had done so little to intervene in the function of the world, but that had changed. The Lashiin priests were not a better change than the Magi warriors.

      Yet this man would not see it. She doubted she could convince him. This was the ramblings of a man of devotion, and the ramblings of someone who believed in what he was called to do.

      Was she so different?

      A flash of metal on his hand caught her attention, and she moved forward, grabbing the ring off of his finger. He tried jerking his hand back, but Roelle held it in place and pried the ring free.

      She stepped back, holding the ring up to the light. It was made of teralin, and she could feel the heat coming from it, but there was something else to it as well. There was a pulsating sense to it.

      “What is this?” she asked him.

      “It’s a marker of the Lashiin. If you would not have abandoned your oath, you might understand.”

      She frowned at him. “My oath? I made no oath.”

      “You who live in Vasha know so little about the place you call home.”

      “And what is there to know?”

      “There once was a powerful place that rose above the mountain. It was a place known as Lashiin, a place where the gods were celebrated, a place they called home long before they ever called the Tower home. That is what we celebrate.”

      “What happened to this place?”

      “Lashiin was one of the few places where there was purity.”

      “Purity?”

      The man sneered at her. “The gods were not all infallible. Some succumbed to urges of man and flesh, and from them stemmed darkness.”

      He seemed as if he were reciting something from memory, as if he had found something in an ancient text and decided that it mattered, and that it was an answer to his religion.

      “What darkness are you referring to?”

      “The darkness that caused Lashiin to fall. It’s the same darkness that caused many of the gods’ homes to fall. It has no name. It is simply the darkness. Had the gods not dabbled with mankind, they would have remained pure, and peace would have survived.”

      “That’s quite the story,” Roelle said.

      “If only it were a story.”

      “How is it that you know this?”

      “All peoples keep records,” he said.

      “And you have found the records of the gods?” If the Lashiin priests had found records from the gods, she would need to let Jakob know, so that he could do whatever he could to recover them.

      “We have found records even the historians don’t know exist,” the man said.

      “Who found them?” she asked, glancing over to Selton. She could imagine the historian’s irritation in learning that there might be records the Guild didn’t know about. The historian didn’t take too well to remaining ignorant about such things, and she suspected that he would not be pleased about it.

      The Lashiin priest watched her, an unreadable expression on his face. There seemed to be a satisfied smirk residing there that she suspected meant that he wouldn’t tell her. He surprised her by answering.

      “The High Priest of the Urmahne discovered a text in Thealon. There were messages there that have not been seen in generations. From that, we have learned that the gods did not all view the days of the past the same way. The gods were divided, and despite that division, they have sought to create stability, and to reverse the mistake of those earliest gods.”

      “Where is this text now?”

      “One like you would never be allowed to see it.”

      “And why not?”

      “Because you are the result of the tainting. And the Magi think that they can influence the world when, in fact, they are part of the problem.”

      Roelle stared at him, wondering what else he might share, but he fell silent.

      She sighed. There might be nothing for her to learn from him. In which case, it was time for her to return to the city. She could go to Brohmin and ask him what he might know and if there was some way for him to reach Jakob.

      “What now?” Selton asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “What do we do with them?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, thinking of what they should do with them. “We’ll let the Deshmahne deal with them.” She made a point of pitching her voice loud enough for the Lashiin priest to hear. She was pleased when the priest’s eyes narrowed into a glare.
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      When Isandra woke, she half expected the fire to remain. There was a part of her that feared that Jostephon had captured her, and that she would be his prisoner, tormented as he had promised. She was pleasantly surprised to find that she was lying on a comfortable bed, sunlight streaming through the window, the sound of birds chirping drifting through, and the scent of incense burning somewhere near her.

      Her body ached, but it was not the same fire, the same torment that she had experienced when Jostephon was attacking her.

      She took a shaky breath and sat up.

      Jassan was sitting in a chair on the opposite side of the small room. As she sat up, he hurried over and sat on the side of the bed, watching her intently.

      “He escaped,” she said in almost a whisper. “It’s my fault, I thought the teralin would hold him, but—”

      “It is not your fault. He is powerful. I think even Endric was surprised by how powerful that one has become.”

      Endric. The last she remembered of him he had been thrown back against the wall of the cave, slammed into the stone. Had he been tormented with the same fire she had?

      “How is Endric?”

      “Bruised.”

      “Bruises will heal,” she said. At least that was all it was. With the violence that Jostephon had shown, it was possible that he could have been more severely injured. She was thankful that he had not.

      “They will. Even the kind that he sustained.”

      “What kind did he sustain?”

      Jassan chuckled. “I suspect it has been many years since Endric has been bested, and then for him to have been bested by a Mage, no less.”

      “I’m a Mage.”

      Jassan snorted. “You are something, Isandra.”

      She looked up at him, meeting his dark eyes, and saw the concern etched within them despite his laughter.

      “You should not have gone there alone.”

      “We weren’t alone. The merahl came with us.”

      “And then you sent him away.”

      “Endric sent him away.” The room spun for a moment, and she decided to lie back. She kept her eyes closed until it passed. “How much damage did he do as he escaped?”

      “No damage.”

      “But he would have had to fight his way free,” she said.

      “He did not.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Endric suspects he has gained a similar ability as the High Priest of the Deshmahne.”

      She opened her eyes. “What does that have to do with his ability to escape? Either he had to fight his way free or he did not.”

      “The High Priest has another way of moving. He has been observed in one place and then another, distances that should not be possible for him to travel, yet somehow he manages.”

      If that was how Jostephon managed to escape, they might not have any way of capturing him. If he could travel distances that were impossible for any others, how would they stop him?

      For that matter, how would they find him at all?

      “I thought the teralin would contain him indefinitely, and that we would be able to find out what he was planning.”

      “We thought the same thing. This is not on you,” Jassan said.

      Isandra sighed. She couldn’t help but think that it was partly her fault. She had believed that the neutral teralin would hold him, but clearly it had not been enough.

      “There is something else,” Jassan said.

      “What?”

      “When he escaped, he appeared in the House of the Yahinv.”

      “Why would he have done that?”

      As she asked, she suspected the reason. He had gone after the complete copy of the mahne. Had he been playing her?

      But why? It couldn’t have been that important, otherwise the Antrilii would have stored it more safely. Was there something in it that she had overlooked?

      “I need to go and see what else he might have taken.”

      “The Yahinv have said there is nothing else missing.”

      She found it difficult to believe. If he had risked entering the House of the Yahinv, there had to have been something else he wanted. It couldn’t have only been the mahne.

      She sat up again, this time ignoring the way her head swam. Jassan watched her, concern in his eyes.

      “Help me,” she said.

      He held out his hand, and she took it. It was the first time that she had taken his hand, and it was strange that it required her demanding it of him. He gently pulled her from the bed, and she stood, unsteady for a moment until that passed. She noted her sword resting against a wall, and she nodded to it. Jassan picked it up and helped her as she secured the sheath around her waist.

      “Where am I?” She hadn’t given much thought to where they had taken her following her injury. Was she in the House of the Yahinv? Or somewhere else, someplace where she could recover closer to the Antrilii healers?

      “You are in my home,” Jassan said.

      “Yours? I didn’t know that you had your home in Farsea.”

      And if it was his home, that meant that it was possibly his bed that she had lain in while recovering. For some reason, knowing that made his holding of her hand even more intimate.

      “The Yahinv were willing to house you, but I suggested that you remain with me. I could keep an eye on you better that way.”

      She stood at the doorway and took in the simple yet warm and comfortable-looking room on the other side. She was not surprised to see that Jassan had a sparsely decorated home, though she was surprised to note the paintings that hung on the walls. They were all done with skill. She wondered how many of the Antrilii were artists, and which one Jassan favored.

      “You felt the need to keep an eye on me?”

      “I have encountered men like him before. You escaped him. Not only that, you are the reason he was captured in the first place. Such men seek revenge.”

      “What of the others? The Magi that came with Endric?”

      “They are unharmed. He did not make an attempt on them.”

      Did that mean that he dismissed them as being any sort of threat or that he feared them more than he had feared her?

      Knowing her weakness, knowing that she had been branded and had lost most of her abilities, she suspected the latter.

      Not that she could blame him. Endric hadn’t even been much of a threat to him.

      But the merahl were.

      “I need to find the merahl.”

      “They hunt for him. It is unlikely they will be successful. If he has the ability to travel great distances as suspected, he could be far from here.”

      He could be, but something told her that he wouldn’t be. There was something Jostephon was after, some reason that he had tried to breed the groeliin. There was something more the High Priest needed than only an army of groeliin.

      If only she had been able to discover what it was.

      It frustrated her that she had not. The opportunity had been there, and all she’d needed was more time with him, and she could have discovered what he was doing with the groeliin. Instead, he had outmaneuvered her.

      “If not the merahl, I need to speak to the other Magi and Endric.”

      “I will take you.”

      They left Jassan’s home and emerged on a street near the edge of the city. A tree grew nearby, branches heavy with the strange leaves that rattled with the breeze. The air carried the fragrance from the tree that was pleasant and soothing. The sun was not particularly warm today, but her cloak kept her more than comfortable.

      Jassan guided her along the street, and she watched the children running, playing happily. They passed a few Antrilii men, all of them armed, but none nearly as fearsome as they were when outside the city and on their patrols. There were a few women, and most of them nodded politely as they passed.

      Jassan took her toward the center of the city, where a two-story building stood near the edge of a central clearing. Inside was a large room, with tables running along the center. She thought maybe it was a meeting hall of sorts, though right now it was empty except for three Magi sitting at one table with Endric across from them.

      She hadn’t spent any time talking to her sister—or Alriyn and Haerlin for that matter—since they had arrived. The only person she’d spoken to had been Endric.

      “I can go with you, if you prefer.”

      She looked over to Jassan and smiled. “I think this is something I must do on my own.”

      “I will remain nearby in case you change your mind.”

      Isandra smiled at him, and wanted to say something more, but what was there for her to say? She appreciated his support and the fact that he was willing to be there for her.

      She crossed the room and took a seat next to Endric. The general studied her a moment, his inquisitive eyes taking in everything before he nodded.

      “It’s good to see you up again,” Endric said.

      “I would say the same.”

      He grunted. “It takes a little more than that to slow me down.”

      “You lost Jostephon,” Alriyn said.

      Isandra turned to face him. He had changed in the time that she’d been away. There was a hardness to him that had never been there before. “I lost nothing. Neither did Endric.” She suspected that Endric had taken the brunt of Alriyn’s accusation before now. “Jostephon managed to escape you also, if I understand correctly.”

      Alriyn’s jaw clenched.

      Isandra noted Karrin watching her, the corners of her eyes twitching. What must her sister be thinking?

      Then there was Haerlin. The man had the gift of prophecy, and though it was weak, he was one of few Magi ever to have been born with such an ability. That gift had all but guaranteed that Haerlin would claim a position on the Council of Elders. What did Haerlin see when he looked at her? Was there anything? Isandra wasn’t completely sure how his ability worked. She knew he caught glimpses, but not much more than that.

      “We have to find him. We have to find what he plans with the groeliin before he manages to cause even more harm,” Isandra said.

      “We?” Alriyn asked.

      She shot him a hard glare. “If you think to exclude me from this, Alriyn, you are mistaken. I was here when he was captured.”

      “And you were gone from Vasha when the Deshmahne attacked us. When we learned of Jostephon’s conversion. We know what he’s willing to do. We know what he’s capable of doing.”

      Isandra glanced at her sister before shifting her gaze to Haerlin and then finally to Alriyn. She didn’t look over at Endric. She had the sense that the general waited for her to say something else, but she wasn’t certain what that was. Endric had come to her, hadn’t he?

      “I was here when Jostephon brought the Deshmahne to the northern mountains. I was here when he attempted to breed dangerous groeliin. I survived the attack on the breeding grounds. I think I have a very distinct understanding of what Jostephon is capable of these days. Perhaps even more than you.”

      “Isandra—” Karrin counseled.

      She looked to her sister. “Would you have me sit silently?”

      “I don’t know what you’ve been through, but you need to recognize that much has changed for us, as well.”

      “So I have heard,” she said, glancing to Endric. It troubled her that Jostephon would wait until now to make his escape. If he’d had the ability to escape this whole time, why wouldn’t he have done so before now? Why wait until the Magi were in Farsea?

      Had he escaped before, he would have drawn more notice. The Antrilii hadn’t anything else to focus on other than Jostephon… and the captured groeliin.

      Which Jostephon didn’t know about.

      As far as she recalled, she hadn’t said anything to him about the groeliin. He wouldn’t have known that she was trying to feed it on the positively charged teralin.

      Did that matter?

      Better yet, could they use it?

      “Why didn’t you return to Vasha?” Karrin asked.

      “Because there was much for me to learn about here.”

      “You knew that Roelle had come north and that she was studying the Antrilii.”

      “I didn’t come north to study the Antrilii. They found me after I’d escaped the Rondalin prison where I’d been held after the Deshmahne branded me. Jassan and his men saved me and honored me with their trust, bringing me to their lands. Had I wanted to study the Antrilii, I could have gone with Roelle.”

      She doubted that she would have been able to join Roelle then anyway. She didn’t have the necessary strength—or the necessary ability with the sword. Before coming to Farsea, she would have resisted learning the sword. Had she gone with Roelle, she likely would have died, destroyed by the very groeliin she now sought to understand.

      “But you stayed here. Why else would you have been here if not for the Antrilii?”

      “I am here to study the groeliin. Nothing more.”

      Endric watched her, and she saw a hint of a smirk on his face that seemed to challenge her assertion that she was here for nothing more. She resisted the urge to look back to Jassan standing near the door. He did not need to know that he was part of the reason she had wanted to remain in the Antrilii lands. Isandra hadn’t even known that he was at first.

      “The Antrilii don’t study the groeliin. They hunt them,” Alriyn said.

      “From what I’ve seen, the women of the House of Yahinv study them, and what they have learned over the years could be of value to the Magi,” she said. “Would the Council disagree with that?”

      No one answered her for long moments.

      “What now?” Karrin asked. “Will you return and rejoin the Council?”

      Isandra took a deep breath. She had given it much thought, and each time she did, she came up with the same answer each time. How could she rejoin the Council? How could she leave these lands and abandon all that she had seen, especially now that she knew what she did?

      How could she hope to rejoin the Magi now that she had no abilities?

      She could use the sword, and she had some capacity to use the manehlin, but nothing like what the other Magi possessed.

      Perhaps she should have taken Jostephon up on his offer. If she had, would she have regained her connection to her abilities, or would he have betrayed her?

      Probably betrayed her.

      Which left her in no different a place than she was now.

      “The Antrilii might not realize it, but I’m needed here,” Isandra said. She felt that with certainty. She needed to help them find a way to capture Jostephon and discover what he had been up to.

      And an idea had begun to come to her. One she didn’t think Jostephon would even expect, and one she wasn’t certain would work, but all the time that she had spent with the captured groeliin had to have been worth something, didn’t it?

      She noticed Endric watching her. Did he know what she was contemplating? It was unlikely. He didn’t know what she had done with the groeliin. She wasn’t sure that it would even work. But it was worth trying.

      “Isandra?” Karrin asked.

      She blinked, clearing those thoughts from her mind, focusing her attention back on her sister. They had once been so close, but that was before, a time when Isandra had wanted to sit on the Council of Elders, a time when such things seemed important. It no longer did, not as it once had. Now, she saw other things as important, though she wasn’t sure that she was strong enough to do what needed to be done. She was strong enough to try, and she would. The gods knew that she would.
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      “If this works, you will feel a soft burning on your skin.”

      Isandra looked up at the petite head of the university. She held a length of metal—and Isandra had not been surprised to see that it was teralin. It seemed that teralin was used in many more things—and in many more ways—than she had ever imagined. What surprised her was the fact that this woman—the chancellor at the university—knew how to manipulate teralin.

      Alriyn stood behind Alison in the small room. There were no windows. Other than the cot, and a table near the door that contained a few of Alison’s items as well as Isandra’s belongings, the room was empty. Alriyn allowed Alison to be the one to use the teralin rod. He watched her carefully, and Isandra was aware of the swirl of manehlin around him. It was subtle, but visible enough that she noticed it. She didn’t recall seeing manehlin around the Mage before. And when she had been in the meeting hall with the others, she didn’t think that she had seen it, either, but now that there were fewer people, she was aware of it.

      “Why are you frowning? We haven’t done anything yet.”

      Isandra pulled her attention back over to Alison. “I’m sorry. I’m distracted.”

      “You should focus. I need to know if this works as we expect it to.”

      “Why do you expect it will work?”

      “You aren’t the first Mage that we’ve attempted this with,” Alison said.

      Isandra glanced from Alison to Alriyn, but neither elaborated.

      “Get it over with,” she said. She had little faith that it would work. If all it took was a connection to the metal, then she would have expected the Yahinv to have known about it. That they did not made it less likely that the metal would do anything to heal her. Isandra had long ago moved past the belief that she would find actual healing. There was a hope, but that was all she had. She did not believe that she would find restoration.

      Alison brought the rod of metal up and touched it against Isandra’s ankle. Her skin was exposed, revealing the scars that had healed, the work of the women of the House of the Yahinv enough to prevent her from continuing to lose any more of her abilities. What remained was weak, enough that she was able to sense the presence of manehlin, but could not use it herself.

      The metal touched her skin, searing.

      It was a burst of cold and heat mixed together. There was a flash of pain that was brief yet piercing, and then it disappeared. Alison brought the slender rod of metal over to her other leg before she had a chance to react. She pressed it against the flesh of her ankle. This time, there came another burst of pain, another mix of heat and cold, though it faded more slowly than the last.

      “Well?” Alison asked.

      Isandra studied her breathing, tears streaming from her eyes. “Well, what?”

      Alison slipped the length of metal into her pocket and shot Isandra a quizzical look. “Have your abilities been restored?”

      Isandra tried reaching for her connection to the manehlin. It had been a while since she had effectively reached it, and part of her forgot what it was like to delve into that deep part of her mind. As she attempted to do so, she allowed herself a twinge of hope, little more than the barest sliver of belief that she might succeed. Could it be possible that Alriyn and Alison had discovered a secret to restoring those who lost their abilities, stolen from them by the Deshmahne? If any of the Magi could have managed that, she wasn’t surprised that Alriyn would be among them. He nearly rivaled Jostephon with his intelligence and depth of understanding. As chancellor of the university, Alison would likely have a similar intelligence.

      The connection was not there.

      She shook her head. “Nothing has changed.” She sat up, pushing the hem of her long dress down, and shifted to dangle her legs over the edge of the bed. Pain throbbed in her ankles, a surprising sensation considering all Alison had done was touch the teralin to her skin. “Did it work on others immediately?”

      “Most were able to regain at least a portion of their abilities,” Alriyn said from behind Alison. “They did not regain the strength they’d once had, but they did not describe the continued oozing of their abilities away from them.”

      Isandra sighed. Oozing was as good a description as any. That was very much what it felt like when she was first branded. There had been the sense that her connection to the manehlin, that connection to a greater part of herself, what she believed was born to her, had oozed away.

      She stood and stepped over to the table near the door that held her cloak and her sword. She worked quickly, buckling her sword back around her waist. Alison watched her with an interested expression, but she said nothing.

      “If others were healed more rapidly, I suspect they weren’t injured for as long as I was. I traveled for weeks before I reached the Antrilii lands, and even once I was here, it took a while for them to discover how to halt what had happened to me.”

      Alriyn took a few steps toward her and looked down, staring at her ankle. “How is it that they knew how to halt the damage done to you?”

      “Because they’ve faced the groeliin for centuries,” Isandra said.

      Alriyn looked up. “What do the groeliin have to do with the Deshmahne?”

      She studied him. “How is it that you don’t know?”

      They had fought the Deshmahne, and they had come north with Endric, a man who knew about the groeliin. How could they not know about the connection between the Deshmahne in the groeliin?

      “There is a connection?” Alison asked.

      Isandra pulled her dress up, revealing the branding on her ankle. “There is a connection. The Deshmahne learned what they did about their dark magic from the groeliin. That’s how they’ve been able to steal from others. That’s how they were able to steal from me.”

      She dropped the dress once more, hiding her brands. Her ankles still throbbed where the teralin had touched them. How long would that last? Was there something in the way that they used the metal that had irritated her skin? Or was it something else? Could they have healed her in some way that had yet to manifest?

      Isandra doubted that was possible. It had been too long since the injury for her to recover. It had been too long since the Deshmahne had branded her, stealing her birthright.

      “It’s possible that time is a factor, Alriyn,” Alison said. Isandra looked over and noted the chancellor staring up at the Eldest of the Magi. “Those we worked on in Vasha had all been injured for days.”

      “Some were injured for longer,” Alriyn said.

      “Some were,” Alison agreed. “And those were the ones who recovered the least. Don’t you remember?”

      “We thought that was because we hadn’t understood how to restore them,” Alriyn said.

      “What if it’s because they were injured for longer? That has always been part of the question. Seeing how Isandra responded to the healing lends evidence to that theory.”

      “There’s another possibility. What if what the Antrilii did interrupted the restorative nature of the teralin?”

      Alison tapped the side of her face with one short finger. Her mouth was pinched into a tight line, leaving her jaw clenched. “It is… possible. More likely, I think, is that the duration of time between her injury and our attempt to restore her has been too long.”

      Isandra found the communication between Alriyn and Alison amusing. The Eldest had always been so serious, a focused Mage. This was the Mage who had traveled north and had seen the desolation of the mining villages and had felt that it was necessary for them to discover more about what was taking place. This was the Mage who had long fought for the rest of the Magi to leave the city, to expand their reach. This was the Mage who had resisted her joining the Council, thinking her sister Karrin was a better fit. Perhaps he was right in all of those things.

      Karrin was a better fit for the Council than she was. That had been the case long before she had lost her connection to her Mage abilities. Karrin was more like Alriyn, though she had a little more anxiety than Alriyn ever exhibited.

      “Maybe it’s both,” Isandra said.

      The other two paused in their conversation just long enough to look over at her before returning to their discussion.

      Isandra shook her head and left the room with a smile, leaving them there. There was no harm in her having tried, much as there was no harm in the fact that they had failed. What mattered was that Alriyn and Alison had a way of restoring the Magi if they managed to get to them soon enough. And that there was a way of halting the progression before they lost too much of their abilities.

      She paused in the street, glancing toward the edge of the city and the House of the Yahinv. She considered heading there, searching for Rebecca or others of the Yahinv, thinking that perhaps she might find answers there, but decided against it.

      Instead, she left the city and traveled toward the lower foothills. The walk was good for her. Her legs throbbed. The pain from her ankles where Alison had placed the teralin seemed to be working its way from the brands up into her calves, but it was not an unpleasant sensation. It was more of an ache, the sense that she had over exerted herself, rather than any real pain.

      She passed a few other Antrilii along the road and waved cordially to them. Isandra had been enough of a presence within Farsea that she no longer drew attention as she once had. She didn’t think they had accepted her as one of their own, but they didn’t view her in the same way that the Antrilii had been viewing the Magi, as well as the Denraen, since their arrival.

      She heard movement near her and glanced over to see the massive form of the merahl approaching. Isandra smiled, reaching out until the merahl pressed up against her, and she could ruffle the fur on the back of his neck. “You don’t have to come with me,” she said.

      The merahl made a soft whine that she interpreted as a slight annoyance.

      Isandra chuckled. “Fine. You can come with me. I’m not sure that you will approve of where I’m going.”

      The merahl sniffed at the air but made no other sound.

      They continued along the road, following it until it reached the rocky lower slopes. The path would continue up into the mountains themselves, taking an ever increasing slope upward, and ultimately toward the south,. That was the way she had traveled with Jassan and the others of his Antrilii warriors as they sought the groeliin breeding grounds. There were other paths that led different directions, but she had not taken the time to explore them. She suspected one of them was the path the Antrilii had followed into Farsea when they brought her here the first time. She had come with Jassan seeking protection, not much else. She hadn’t known what to expect when she had accepted his invitation and had found something much greater than she could ever have imagined.

      A few dark caves dotted the slopes. One of them had once held Jostephon. She knew from the merahl and from Jassan that there had been no sign of him. Isandra had not expected any, especially if he had discovered some way of transporting himself without walking. That would make him dangerous, and unpredictable. They had been lucky to have captured him the first time.

      She passed the cave that had held Jostephon and followed along the slope until she reached the cave holding the groeliin.

      As she started toward it, the merahl ran in front of her.

      Isandra scratched the merahl’s ears/ and started to make her way around, but he moved to block her once more.

      “What is it?”

      He remained there, unmoving.

      A flutter worked through Isandra. She reached for her sword at the same instant she noted a mist moving out of the cave mouth.

      Not a mist, but manehlin, similar to what she had seen around Alriyn.

      This was dense, a thick fog that reminded her of what she had seen around the groeliin, but without the same darkness and without the same sense of bleakness from it.

      What was this?

      She unsheathed her sword and patted the merahl. “It’s okay. I need to see what this is.”

      She took a careful step forward. The merahl stayed alongside her, padding silently. His ears were perked, but the hackles on his back were not raised, not as they had been when she had been attacked in the past. Whatever was here, whatever the merahl detected and caused this strange fog, she didn’t think she needed to fear it.

      A streak of movement drew her attention, and her eyes followed it. The movement headed up the mountains, away from the mouth of the cave. It moved quickly, but not so quickly that she could not follow it.

      “Can you trail it for me and let me know where you are?” she asked.

      The merahl stalked off, leaving her alone.

      Isandra knew that it was a bad idea for her to enter the cave by herself, but she needed to know what had come out of it. Had someone harmed the groeliin inside?

      She wouldn’t put it past the Magi to think the groeliin needed to be destroyed. Possibly even Endric would have attempted to destroy the creature. The Antrilii had been willing to give her time, but Isandra wasn’t certain how much time they were comfortable with granting her before they decided it was time to put an end to the groeliin.

      The fog lifted from the cave, and she entered.

      When she did, the first thing she noticed were the damaged bars of teralin near the back. They were bent, twisted into an opening, and the groeliin was nowhere to be seen.

      Isandra clutched her sword more tightly, prepared for the possibility that the groeliin might attack her. She had thought she was getting to the creature, that by working with it, and offering it the positively charged teralin, it would not harm her. Had she been wrong?

      She scanned the inside of the cave and saw nothing.

      Where were the merahl?

      Much like with Jostephon, there should have been three merahl standing guard, but she saw no sign of them.

      She approached the bars of the cage and touched them. They were warm, and the metal had a bright sheen to it that matched her sword, the creative form of teralin.

      What had happened here?

      A low howl came from outside the cave, and up the mountain. The merahl called for her.
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      The island of Salvat was situated off the coast of Gom Aaldia. A salt wind whipped across, plucking at Jakob’s cloak and whipping his hair back. He stood on a sandy shore, with waves crashing around him, the sound a soothing rhythm. Were there not for his need to understand more about the Conclave, Jakob might have simply sat on the shore, enjoying the sound of the waves and the feeling of the sand beneath his feet.

      Novan stood behind him, staring out toward a distant cluster of rocks, what appeared to be nothing more than ruins similar to what he’d seen in Vasha, or even similar to the ruins that were in the daneamiin lands, the remains of their ancient city.

      “The Conclave meets here?”

      Novan nodded slowly. “Most of us only meet here. Reaching it, as you have seen, is difficult, especially back when Salvat was enslaved. We should have moved, but there was value in remaining here.”

      “What’s the value?”

      Novan shifted his staff and tapped it once in the sand. It didn’t ring out as loudly as it did on the stones, but the teralin worked into the staff took on a soft glow, what appeared to be a reflection of light from the sun. Power surged, and ahmaean flared from it. Jakob wondered how much of that effect Novan was aware of. He had control over his ahmaean, but Jakob still wasn’t certain how much Novan was aware of what he did.

      “Not all born within Vasha have Mage abilities,” Novan said carefully.

      “Lendra was one born to Magi parents without any abilities.”

      Novan nodded, a hint of a smile coming to his face. “Yes. I think it bothered her parents, as it does many of the Magi who have children without gifts. They struggle with what it means for their family when their children are not able to reach for the same abilities they have. Lendra was lucky in that her parents took her from the city, and they sought to provide her with opportunities that she would not have had in Vasha. As someone not Mageborn, she would have been offered an education, and she would have been tolerated, but she would never have been fulfilled.”

      Jakob took a deep breath, enjoying the salty air. A particularly large wave crashed behind him, sending spray moistening his neck. His father would have enjoyed standing on this beach. He suspected his mother would have, as well.

      “You’re talking about the Teachers,” Jakob said.

      “Very good. Yes. Teachers are often exiles from Vasha, those who have left because they were not born with Mage abilities, though that is not the only reason. Some are simply scholars who have taken a love for education. Others come from different areas.”

      “Such as the Guild?”

      Novan shrugged. “Few leave the Guild in order to search for an opportunity to teach.”

      “Why did you leave the Guild?”

      “What makes you think that I have?”

      Jakob shrugged. “It’s not any single thing. It’s that you have never spoken of the Guild in all the time that I’ve spent with you. I think that something happened a while ago that pulled you away from the Guild, at least far enough away that you feel a greater connection to the Conclave than you do to the Guild of Historians.”

      Novan sighed. “I feel a connection to those who seek knowledge and understanding, and as you have seen, I’m not content with simply recording.”

      Jakob laughed. “I don’t think anyone would ever accuse you of doing anything simply.”

      Novan tapped his staff, and light surged from it once more. “I suppose not. Too often, I have chosen to become involved, even to the detriment of myself.”

      “Your detriment?” Jakob asked with another laugh. “What about those you push, forcing to do as you request?”

      Jakob thought of how Novan had forced himself along with the Magi, the way that he had pressed his will upon Haerlin, back when Jakob was impressed by such things. It had surprised him that the historian had been willing to push around one of the Magi, almost as much as it surprised him that the Magi had allowed it. Then there had been the way that Endric had treated Novan. There was a sense of respect, and of mutual admiration.

      “Where is the Conclave headquartered?” Jakob asked. “I see nothing here other than sand and the waves and the ruins in the distance.”

      “What you see as ruins are the beginning of the Conclave headquarters.”

      Novan stood with one hand out, waiting on Jakob.

      Jakob shook his head and took the historian’s hand, shifting them forward.

      The distance was much greater than Jakob had expected. From the shore, it had seemed as if the rocks were close, and that they were a cluster of debris, the remnants of the city, or perhaps even some sort of display of artwork, a creation much like he had seen atop Vasha, the Lashiin ruins.

      From here, there was no sense of ruins. There were rocks that had tumbled and fallen, but behind them, there were solid buildings, a series of them in a pattern that reminded him of the markings that the Deshmahne used when creating their tattoos.

      Jakob stood atop the rock, looking down upon it. He frowned as he studied it, trying to make sense of the shape of the buildings. Where he higher, he thought he might be able to better perceive the shape, but from here, there was nothing clear, and no obvious way for him to recognize what shape these buildings had been set in.

      “What is this pattern?” Jakob asked.

      Novan followed the direction of his gaze, and a deep frown furrowed his brow. “How is it that you see it so clearly?”

      “How could I not? The pattern practically jumps out at me.”

      Novan leaned forward on his staff, and the tip of it pressed into the rock. “There are not many outside of the Conclave who recognize that there is any pattern here.”

      Jakob looked over to him and frowned. “How many outside of the Conclave have faced the Deshmahne as often as I have?”

      “Probably not that many.”

      “What does the pattern mean?”

      Novan dragged the tip of his staff across the ground, re-creating the pattern. “There is protection in the shape. Long ago, some of the first members of the Conclave imbued this area with their ahmaean, and they used that to create this pattern, concealing the location from outsiders.”

      “Others can’t find this place?”

      “Not easily. Others have found it, but they struggle in doing so. Imagine had I not led you here, would you have discovered it?”

      Jakob arched a brow at him. “I doubt I would’ve looked on Salvat.”

      “Even had you looked on Salvat, without having guidance, would you have known this was here?”

      “I would have suspected there were ruins here,” Jakob said.

      “Are you certain? From the shore, you knew where to look only because I showed you.”

      “I knew where to look because I could see the ruins, Novan.”

      He frowned, studying Jakob intently. “Sometimes, I forget that you are damahne. You shift us, which means that you must be damahne, but when I look at you, I still see the inexperienced—and uncertain—young man who came to work with me in Chrysia.”

      Jakob patted Novan on the shoulder. "Most of the time, I still feel like that person. It still amazes me that I have these abilities and can do these things.”

      “I never asked Alyta if she was able to see past the distraction placed here to disguise the Conclave. Perhaps she was, even without knowing what was here.”

      “There must have been other damahne who visited here over the years.”

      “Not as many as there once had been. The damahne have dwindled over time, and he last few had taken varying levels of interest in the Conclave. Alyta was active, as was the damahne who was nearly the last.”

      Jakob still hadn’t learned about all of the damahne, but he knew that there would have to have been others before Alyta. He assumed all of them would have been involved with the Conclave, but perhaps that wasn’t true.

      “Where now?” Jakob asked.

      Novan tipped his head in a nod toward the buildings. “Now we need to enter.”

      “Is there some trick?” Jakob asked. He was thinking of what he’d needed to do in the heart of the Great Forest, the way he had to rearrange the stones so that he could create the opening, and enter the hidden area of the damahne.

      “No trick. This is not a place only for damahne, or only for Magi. Many of those who have been chosen to serve the Conclave over the years have no abilities.”

      Novan hopped down from the rock and made his way toward the nearest set of buildings. He approached slowly, and Jakob noted the way that he dragged his staff across the ground, the tip scratching along the stones, the sound reverberating from the rock.

      Jakob followed but kept a careful distance. There is something about this place that made him somewhat uncomfortable. He’d asked to come, and he needed to hear what the Conclave might know about Raime. They had to know something, and he needed to discover what it was.

      Once they entered the space between the buildings, Jakob felt a tingle wash over his skin. This was the same as every other ruins that he’d visited. He drew upon his ahmaean, pulling it toward him, uncertain what he might need to do next. Perhaps there would be no need for any response, but everything he’d been through had taught him that he needed to remain prepared for the possibility that he could be attacked, or surprised by someone else.

      Novan motioned to him, signaling for him to hurry along.

      “There’s no need to be so reticent.”

      “But you are,” Jakob said.

      “My reluctance comes from a different source. I have been away from here for many years.”

      Jakob looked over at him, frowning as he did. “You’ve been away, but you continue to serve the Conclave.”

      Novan leaned on his staff, and he twisted a dark ring on his finger while staring ahead. “I have never stopped serving the Conclave. From the moment they welcomed me, I have done nothing but serve the cause.”

      “You’re nervous about something.”

      Novan blinked and turned to look at Jakob. “You’ve met those of the Conclave who have remained a part of the world, and who have sought to influence it. Endric, in particular, has remained an integral part of the world. Even Brohmin, for all of the ways that he remains hidden, and moves in shadows, has remained a part of the world. There are others here, many who have a great understanding and experience, but who have taken themselves out, removing themselves from the rest of the world.”

      “You don’t think they will understand?”

      “I don’t know whether they’ll believe what we have to tell them. That troubles me more than anything else.”

      Novan started forward again, and as his staff dragged across the stones, he began to lift it periodically, and drop it with a strange rhythm. Every few steps, he lifted the staff and dropped it to the ground, letting it make a soft thunk as it hit.

      The ahmaean flowing from Novan into his staff increased. The power surged, and Jakob realized how careful Novan was being.

      They reached a doorway, and Novan stopped in front of it. The door was made of stone and was carved with intricate patterns along the surface. It blended into the rest of the stone surrounding it, practically trying to conceal it. Up close, it was obvious that it was a doorway, but from a distance, Jakob imagined that it would be less obvious, and harder for him to see.

      Novan closed his eyes and took a deep breath before opening the door, tapping his staff against the stone. With each tap, his ahmaean flowed from the end of the staff and into the patterns along the door.

      “I thought you said you didn’t need to have any powers to reach this place.”

      Novan glanced over at him. “You do not.”

      “And yet you’re using your ahmaean in such a way that it appears that it is necessary.”

      Novan smiled. “Only to announce myself. This way, there will be fewer questions about my arrival.” Novan glanced down at Jakob’s sword and shrugged. “And yours.”

      They waited, and when nothing happened, Novan once again tapped on the door with his staff. This time, the sound was louder, reverberating across the stone. He pressed even more ahmaean through his patterns along his staff, and even more ahmaean flowed from him and into the staff, before swirling into the stone itself.

      Novan muttered something under his breath that Jakob could not hear.

      Jakob was prepared for them to depart, thinking that Novan had been mistaken, or that perhaps he had been away from the Conclave long enough that they no longer welcomed him, when the door began to open.

      It moved slowly, and dust rained down from the top of the door, making Jakob think that it had not been opened in ages. An older man, who looked as if he might have been muscular in his youth, stood on the other side of the door, an intensity to his eyes that almost forced Jakob to take a step back.

      The man fixed his gaze on Novan, seemingly ignoring Jakob. “Historian. You’ve been gone for many years. What brings you back now?”

      Novan glanced over to Jakob, as did the older man. He studied Jakob fleetingly, long enough to flick his gaze down to Jakob’s sword before looking back up and meeting Jakob’s eyes.

      “You brought another with you. Do you think to introduce others to the Conclave now?”

      “I think that much has happened since you’ve been outside of these walls.”

      “We are fully apprised of the situation with the Deshmahne.”

      “And with the groeliin?” Novan asked.

      “Only that they moved south in numbers.”

      “And they moved against Thealon. There were ten thousand groeliin in that horde. Was the Conclave aware of that?”

      The man met Novan’s gaze. “Yes.”

      Novan smiled slightly. “Endric sent word?”

      The older man’s jaw clenched slightly. “Endric has been faithful to the vows he made to the Conclave.”

      “Endric made vows to the Denraen. Any vows he made to the Conclave would be superseded by those to the Denraen.”

      “You don’t need to lecture me about the vows of the Denraen,” the man said.

      An uneasy silence settled between them, and Novan tapped his staff on the ground. “Are you going to let us in, or are you going to hold us here?”

      The older man’s gaze drifted back and considered Jakob once more. “This is not how it’s done, historian. The Conclave simply doesn’t welcome a new member because one member—and particularly you—choose it.”

      Novan took a quick breath, and Jakob recognized the frustration within him. He’d seen it from Novan before, but that had been back in Chrysia, and usually at the expense of the city leaders. Occasionally, he’d seen it drawn out from the Ur, especially when they had left the city searching for raiders. Novan had been irritated then, though he had made an effort to hide it.

      “Do you know what happened with Alyta?”

      “Alyta often remains silent for stretches of time.”

      “She’s gone.”

      With those two words, Novan elicited the most response that Jakob had seen from the older man. “Gone? How can she be gone?”

      Novan sniffed. “If you would have been willing to leave this place, you would have seen that she knew her time was coming to an end. She had been growing weaker, and knew that she wouldn’t be able to last much longer.”

      “She was the last.”

      Novan arched a brow. “Was she?”

      “What does that mean? How did she pass?”

      “Raime captured her.”

      “Raime would have no way of stealing from one of the damahne.”

      “He has learned more than any of the Conclave. If anyone would have learned how to steal from the damahne, it would have been Raime.”

      The older man crossed his arms over his chest, and Jakob had a sense of the strength that once would have existed within the man. “What about your comment that she is not the last?”

      Novan turned and looked at Jakob once more.

      The older man chuckled. “You would have me believe that this young man is damahne?”

      Novan shrugged. “I admit that it surprised even me. The only person who might not have been surprised was Endric. He trained this young man and sent him on a mission that we had intended for Endric.”

      The older man’s gaze drifted once more to Jakob’s sword. “Endric trained him?”

      “He did.”

      “No damahne has ever used a sword.”

      “Until now. Alyta passed on her abilities to him as she was dying. That was the only way she was going to prevent Raime from taking them.”

      The older man frowned again, and Jakob realized that he had a faint ring of ahmaean around him. It was subtle, and not nearly as much as what even Novan had. There was something to it that was familiar, though Jakob was uncertain why that would be.

      “This is unorthodox, historian.”

      Novan sighed. “All of this is.”

      The older man seemed to consider for a long moment, and his gaze lingered on Jakob, and on his sword the longest. He didn’t know why that would be, or why there should be something about the man’s ahmaean that resonated with Jakob, that seemed to remind him of another he had known, though Jakob couldn’t tell who that was.

      Finally, the older man stepped aside and motioned for them to follow. “You can enter, but he cannot.”

      Novan started to open his mouth, but the man shook his head, cutting Novan off.

      “Until we know for certain, we will not invite another into the inner sanctum of the Conclave.”

      “All you’re doing is delaying things.”

      “Delaying? The Conclave has searched for peace for hundreds of years. There is no delay in waiting for a few more moments.”

      When Novan started to object, Jakob rested his hand on the historian’s arm. “He’s right, Novan. What’s a few more moments, considering the centuries that the Conclave has sought the Uniter?”

      Novan closed his mouth and nodded slowly.

      The older man looked at Jakob, a new interest hiding behind his eyes.

      “I’ll wait here.”

      Novan nodded again. He turned away and followed the older man inside the building. When the door closed, there was a sense of heaviness to it that seemed designed to close Jakob off and seal him out.

      Now there was nothing for him to do but to wait.
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      Jakob tried not to grow impatient. It would serve no purpose here, not when he wanted answers. It was unfortunate that even the Conclave seemed divided. He thought of the first Conclave he’d seen, and the way those damahne, as well as the men who served, had worked together. They had wanted only peace and had been willing to do all that was necessary to establish it.

      Would he find the same here?

      He wasn’t certain. It was possible that the rest of the Conclave still searched for peace, and still wanted the same as what Jakob—and Novan—wanted, but what if there was a different type of separation that created barriers to him reaching what he needed?

      He wandered the clearing in between the buildings. There was a cluster of five buildings, and they created something like points on a star, with the stone set between them creating a different pattern that drew him toward a central area. Jakob couldn’t tell why he was compelled to go to this place, or why he felt the urge to sit once he reached it, but when he was there, all he could think about was taking a seat.

      Jakob looked around him, pressing out with his ahmaean. Whatever had compelled him to come here and take a seat seemed to want him to press out with his ahmaean.

      As he did, he noted a pattern in the stones.

      Why should there be a pattern in the stones here?

      Jakob stood and looked around the buildings once more. Novan said the Conclave had constructed these, and Jakob knew that the damahne had served as part of the Conclave. Several of the damahne had been among the founders of the Conclave. If this was a place constructed for the Conclave, then perhaps the damahne had created it.

      The buildings were simply made, not exquisitely crafted like the Tower in Thealon, or even the fallen Lashiin ruins that he’d seen in his vision. These were the construct of men, or possibly even of Magi, though the palace of the Magi was far nicer than any of these buildings.

      The stonework beneath him was done by skilled craftsmen. There was a pattern to it that seemed as if it attempted to blend into the stone. Jakob could feel it pushing against his ahmaean, especially as he sat there, holding on to his connection to that energy.

      Could they have used teralin here, as well?

      From his time in Vasha, and even visiting the Tower in Thealon, Jakob knew the damahne had known of teralin and had known ways to use it. Had there been something about that here?

      Would he be able to find the answers here?

      If it was a place of the damahne, then could he trace it along the fibers? Shoren had sat on the first Conclave and had been there for the first Choosing, so Jakob had a connection to those damahne. It would be far easier to walk back and explore what those damahne might have known, especially with a connection to Shoren.

      He closed his eyes, and pulled on his ahmaean, pushing himself along the fibers.

      Something felt different this time.

      The fibers surged with energy that tingled against him. It took a moment for him to realize that he detected light within the fibers that he had not detected before.

      One of the nemerahl?

      When he’d been in Vasha, and when he had attempted to reach back along the fibers to understand the Lashiin ruins, he had no sense of the nemerahl, but then, he had pushed himself back thousand years so that he could try to see what had been there before. This time, Jakob didn’t push himself quite so far back. He drifted along the fibers, going back a hundred years, and then two hundred. As he did, the power that he detected within the fibers remained present. It had never been there before, not that he was aware of.

      The nemerahl had claimed power from the fibers.

      Raime had somehow drawn power from the fibers, as well, though Jakob had assumed he had taken it from others in the past, not the fibers themselves.

      What if taking power from others in the past wasn’t how he’d used the fibers?

      Jakob stared around him, searching for answers, but there were none. He wished the nemerahl wouldn’t have passed, and that he could have the creature here to answer his questions.

      Perhaps he still could. Jakob could step back into one of his ancestors and could question them about the nemerahl, and their connection to the fibers, but each time he had raised the question of the nemerahl to the damahne, he was not given a clear answer.

      Jakob pushed forward, drifting along the pathway of the fibers that led to his future.

      He found no connection to this place.

      It was the first time the fibers had failed him.

      Not that they failed him, but they did not connect him directly to the Conclave.

      Jakob pressed himself farther and searched for one particular connection that he was most familiar with. It was a thick band that seemed to be a main trunk of the fibers leading to his future. Finding Shoren was always easy. When he reached back far enough, he had to look for the thickest connection, one that was one of the strongest ties to the past for him.

      When Jakob appeared, he looked out through Shoren’s eyes, retreating to the back of his mind.

      Shoren stood in the heart of the Great Forest. Jakob recognized it from the trees, though they were younger now than they were in his time. He’d seen them through Shoren’s eyes before and recognized the ahmaean around them. The air had a sweetness to it, and a hint of decay, and a soft breeze ruffled the leaves. In his time, the trees were so thick that the wind rarely reached deep into the Forest. Only the topmost branches were subjected to the wind.

      Do you intend to declare yourself or will you remain hidden?

      You recognize that I come? Jakob asked.

      How can I not? You come, and your thoughts infiltrate mine. I have visions of this Forest developing into something massive, trees that are nothing like these, that are more like the Old Forest.

      In my time, the Great Forest is beautiful. Many find it intimidating, though I think that’s because they feel the presence of the damahne.

      You said that the damahne have disappeared in your time.

      They have, but remnants of the damahne energy have remained. Even before I was aware of my connection, I could feel it. I think others can, as well.

      Shoren strode around the Forest, his feet carrying him quickly, and Jakob realized that he flickered, moving more like the daneamiin than like the damahne.

      Yes. I learned the trick from you.

      Would Shoren always have learned that trick? Had Jakob changed anything by teaching him, or had Shoren only developed what he was meant to develop?

      We’ve gone through this before. You cannot change the past.

      I understand that you don’t think I can change the past, but I still wonder if my visits have altered anything.

      Shoren fell silent, and as much as Jakob wanted to press him, he doubted that Shoren would be able to answer him any differently.

      He needed to know about Raime and wanted to know if Shoren had any experience with him, but still feared that his presence altered the fibers, and somehow made his connection to the fibers of time different. None of the damahne that he had visited believed that it was possible, but then again, none of the damahne he had visited was able to step so deeply back into the past, not as Jakob was able to do.

      You’ve come for some purpose.

      The same purpose with which I come each time. I struggle to understand.

      You are isolated. I think that you will always struggle to understand. There is a disadvantage to your experience compared to mine. In my time, we may not have known what you know, but there were more of us, and we often worked well together, searching for answers.

      What can you tell me about the nemerahl?

      There are secrets to the nemerahl. They are not mine to share.

      I had worked with one of the nemerahl, but he was lost during an attack.

      Jakob sensed surprise from Shoren.

      Lost? The nemerahl are never lost.

      Because of their connection to the fibers?

      Jakob sensed Shoren smiling. You said you had not bonded.

      I had the sense that he was not interested in bonding. The damahne that he was connected to is the one who passed on to me. I think he was reluctant to make another such connection.

      If he shared with you his connection to the fibers, then you are more bonded than you realize.

      Only because of the sacrifice that he nearly made. We were attacked by groeliin.

      You should not have risked yourself—or the nemerahl—facing those creatures. Doing so upsets the balance, Shoren said.

      I don’t know how that would upset the balance any more than simply facing them in the first place. Leaving them to roam, not doing anything to stop them, places everyone in danger, doesn’t it? How can there be peace—or balance—if the groeliin are allowed to attack, and if none are willing to stop them?

      The hunters are tasked with that responsibility.

      Jakob wished he could see Shoren’s face, and wished he could react to him. Speaking this way was more intimate, but it didn’t give him any way of easily understanding what—or how—Shoren felt about things.

      In my time, they are referred to as the Antrilii.

      Antrilii?

      Yes, why?

      You speak the language. Do you not recognize the origin of the word?

      I don’t know it well enough to recognize it.

      Shoren chuckled. You should ask one of the Antrilii. See what they know about the origin of the name they’ve claimed.

      Jakob sensed amusement from him but wished he understood what it was that drove it.

      The nemerahl was injured by a very powerful groeliin. This creature not only had its own ahmaean, but was able to manipulate it, and used it to prevent us from shifting.

      We have not experienced that before.

      Jakob wasn’t surprised. The damahne of this time did nothing to attempt to control the groeliin. They allowed the Antrilii—or their ancestors—to hunt them, but were unwilling to intervene.

      That wasn’t entirely true. Some of the damahne must have intervened in the past. When Jakob had shifted back and had the vision where he was first attacked, taking the spear in the shoulder, the damahne had told him that he’d faced many groeliin before.

      How many other damahne were like that?

      There is another question you wish to ask.

      It’s the reason I came back. I am trying to meet with the Conclave of my time.

      Conclave?

      That’s the name they have taken. It’s similar to the gathering of damahne who chose Aalleyn.

      You were there.

      Not intentionally. It was one of my first visions, the first time I stepped so far back, and nearly lost myself.

      If you were there, then you understand what we faced at that time. There were many wars, and men fought over whether the damahne were deities or not.

      You allowed them to think that.

      Because it served a purpose. There is value in men thinking us gods so that we can help maintain peace.

      But if wars have been fought over it, doesn’t that value change?

      It does.

      How many sat upon your version of the Conclave?

      We never sat upon anything. We were simply a few who had an interest in ensuring that peace was maintained.

      Not all of the damahne wanted that?

      Not all of the damahne were interested in intervening. Doing so placed us in danger. You forget that, in my time, we were only coming to terms with the fact that our lives were finite, and that we were mortal. Many of us lived for many years.

      What was that like?

      The first of the damahne simply came into existence. They had little knowledge of what they had been before, and little knowledge of anything else, only that they were unique in the world. There was a separation between them and the rest of mankind. From them, all of the other damahne have descended.

      Did you know them?

      They were old even in my time. Their passing marked the beginning of the end of the damahne. They had lived several thousand years, which gave us an idea of how long we would live. Our time is not infinite.

      And there are damahne who fear dying?

      Do you not fear dying?

      I’ve always known that I would die. Death is a part of life, at least a part of my life. My mother died when I was young, and my father died recently.

      Perhaps your experience is better than mine. Knowing that you will pass, knowing that you do not have an infinite amount of time, probably prepares you to do what must be done. It is not the same for the damahne of my time. Most think that we have much time and that despite what the fibers show us, we continue to avoid involving ourselves, especially if it places us in danger.

      Jakob couldn’t imagine what it would have been like for the damahne but understood why they would not get involved. Had he not seen the same from the damahne that he’d stepped back into before? But he’d had visions in which the damahne had attempted to oppose the groeliin.

      You still have not asked the question that you came to ask.

      You can tell that?

      I can tell that you hold back. If I push, if I attempt to reach within your mind the way that you reach within mine, I suspect that is what I will see. When you travel back in this way, there is a mingling.

      Which is why I fear that I influence events by doing so, Jakob said.

      Do you, or do I see what I would be able to see looking forward along the fibers? It could be that all you do is give me the same glimpse of the possibilities I would already have.

      When I look forward, I see strands, threads that must be woven together to form the fibers. I don’t see anything with certainty. In your case, what I know has come to pass. I can tell you with certainty what happens, Jakob said.

      Along this branch.

      What does that mean?

      Only that it’s possible there are multiple branches. It could be that the fibers are not one continuous strand, but many strands, that are woven together creating a tapestry of possibilities, and a tapestry of reality.

      I thought you said that the fibers are one strand.

      Since your first visit, and since you came back with such… strength… I have given much thought to things. I don’t know if our understanding of the fibers is even accurate. It could be that what we think we know and understand about the fibers is not accurate. You have challenged me. As someone who enjoys the study, and enjoys such mental challenges, I have appreciated the opportunity to give this greater thought than I had before.

      Jakob couldn’t imagine what it would be like if the fibers were multiple branches, but even that made a certain sort of sense. He could see them as multiple possibilities, but what of his own strand? Were his experiences only one such possibility?

      It would mean that he never could change the past. It would mean that his actions could influence only one possible branching, not the entire strand.

      Is there a man among you, among those serving the peace, by the name of Raime sen’Rohn?

      How is it that you know that name?

      You know him, don’t you?

      We know Raime. He was one of the first brought into our inner circle. Raime is a man of scholarship and a man of much wisdom, but he seeks power that he is not meant to possess. We have banished him from our inner circle.

      By banishing him, you have given him a chance to become stronger than he was before. Raime has learned arcane abilities, and he has used those to not only grow stronger but to control the groeliin.

      The creatures cannot be controlled. They feed on darkness.

      Something has controlled them. We think it’s Raime.

      Shoren seemed to hesitate and remained quiet, almost pensive. We will look into this in our time.

      And if you find him?

      We are already aware of his desire for power. We already know that he searches for what he should not.

      He has discovered secrets of teralin. He has used this to transfer power.

      Teralin has many arcane properties. We are learning about them in our time.

      You should know that teralin can be used to force the transfer of power. He has used a dark form of it to steal from daneamiin as well as from Magi.

      We will remain vigilant. Do you have any other questions for me today?

      There are many things I question, Shoren. Today, I came seeking answers about the groeliin and Raime. You have shared much with me, including helping me understand the nemerahl, as well as the damahne and how they serve the peace. I am thankful.

      I fail to see how those answers are helpful to you.

      I don’t know how they will be helpful, either, Jakob said. I think they’re things I needed to know.

      You have changed.

      Jakob knew he had changed in many ways, but he was curious to know what Shoren saw. Changed? How have I changed?

      I suspect your time walking the fibers has begun to influence you. You have taken on qualities that are more like the damahne. When you first walked back, when you first inserted yourself into my mind, you were very clearly something else. The more time you spend in the past, the more I suspect your hosts influence you.

      Is this a problem?

      I don’t know. Perhaps no more than the fact that you influence me. You are here, and you speak of dying as a natural thing, something that no damahne ever would. So it would seem we influence each other along the fibers.

      And in doing so, I change things.

      Perhaps you do.

      What does that mean?

      I don’t know. I’m not sure that we can know. As I said, I didn’t think it was possible for the fibers to be influenced in such a way. You have begun to convince me that such a thing might be possible. As with the other idea you have brought to me, I must spend time thinking on them.

      Jakob hoped that he wasn’t influencing the fibers in a way that was detrimental to the damahne, or in a way that was dangerous to Shoren, but it was possible that he needed to influence him, and that he needed to find a way to influence the future. If he could, could he change things for himself?

      And if he did, was that what he wanted to do?

      There are many things that Jakob would have changed over time, but there were very few that he thought were necessary changes. He would love to have had more time with his mother, and he would’ve loved to not have lost his father in the explosion at the temple, but when he thought about the loss of his father, he realized that, had he not died, Jakob would never have traveled north, which meant that he might never have learned of his abilities. He might never have continued training with the sword. And Raime might never have been stopped and would have taken Alyta’s abilities.

      If given the opportunity, what would he change?

      Perhaps he would only change Raime’s strength. If he could limit how powerful the man became, wouldn’t that allow Jakob to defeat him more easily?

      Or would it change other things in the future? Would it make it so that he never had the opportunity to stop Raime?

      There was so much that he didn’t understand about the fibers, and he suspected Shoren didn’t understand, either.

      If Shoren didn’t understand it, how was Jakob to understand?

      I need to return to my time, Jakob said.

      Think about what we’ve talked about, Jakob. You have a bright mind, and you must use it. Apply yourself to thinking through what you have learned, and what you have seen, and trust that you will make the decision that is necessary.

      Thank you.

      With that, Jakob pulled on his ahmaean and traveled back to his time.
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      When he opened his eyes, Jakob was sitting in the clearing, amidst the buildings of the Conclave. He was aware of his ahmaean, and how focused it was, turned inward so that he could travel back along the fibers. He pressed out, sending it toward each of the buildings, curious how many others were here.

      He remained alone. Novan had not returned, something that he suspected should give him pause, but for which he was thankful. Had he not been left alone, he would not have had the opportunity to look back, and to walk along the fibers to speak to Shoren.

      Jakob looked up at the sky. The sun was bright and warm—much warmer than it had been in Vasha, though Vasha was warmed less by the sun and more by the teralin deep within the mountain. A hint of a wind blew through here, and it carried the scents of flowers and of grasses, neither of which was familiar to him. There was something foreign about the way they smelled, but something pleasant, as well.

      He felt movement nearby and turned to see the older man who had greeted them at the door. He watched Jakob with an interested expression. A simple gray cloak hung from his shoulders, and Jakob noted the sword strapped to his side. Had the man worn a sword when he had greeted them? He couldn’t remember.

      “Did you really train with Endric?” The man asked when he realized Jakob was watching him.

      Jakob nodded. “Endric was the first instructor who allowed me to progress. I was never much of a swordsman before then.” That had always been his brother. Now, he wondered how much skill Scottan would regain as he healed from the madness. As he put on weight, would Scottan become more like the man he once had been, or would he always remain less, weakened in some ways?

      “What kind of instructor was he?”

      Jakob thought back to the days he’d spent with Endric. “When I first learned from him, he was patient. I was apprenticed to Novan then, and while I was not a soldier, Endric had willingly allowed me to learn from him.”

      “You teach those who want to learn,” the man said.

      Jakob smiled. It was something that Endric would have said. “You must have known him.”

      The man nodded slightly. “I know him.”

      “Did you train with him, as well?”

      Jakob thought that this man could be Denraen, which might explain the way he’d treated Novan. Many within Vasha had been annoyed by Novan.

      “You could say that.”

      Jakob glanced to the man’s sword. “Do you still practice?”

      “Not as often as I once did.”

      “Would you care to spar? I could blunt the blades so there would be no risk of injury.”

      The man smiled slightly. “There’s no need.”

      Jakob nodded. “I understand.” He started to turn, thinking the man was not interested in sparring when he heard him unsheathe his sword. When he looked back, the man had stepped into a ready stance, the beginning of many of the catahs that Endric had taught him.

      Jakob studied him. “We shouldn’t fight with sharpened blades.”

      “I did when working with Endric.”

      Jakob couldn’t imagine Endric working with anything but the practice staves. When the soldiers came to him each evening to practice, he could not imagine Endric willingly facing them with a weapon that could harm them. Endric might have control, but how many of the other soldiers had enough control?

      He looked at this man with a renewed interest. He must have been an incredibly skilled swordsman once.

      “Did you ever practice with Brohmin?” Jakob asked. Here with the Conclave, he expected that many would have experience with Brohmin.

      “Brohmin is skilled.”

      Jakob nodded. “He is.”

      “It has been a long time since Brohmin needed practice.”

      “Brohmin told me once that he had trained with Endric.”

      “Perhaps. He and Endric knew each other better than I ever knew the Hunter. Now, are we going to talk, or would you like to spar?”

      Jakob smiled to himself and unsheathed his sword.

      It had been many months since he had unsheathed simply to spar. Even then, he had blunted the edge of the blade, not wanting to harm his opponent. Brohmin had sparred with him from time to time, but the last time he had practiced with much intensity had been with Endric, and when camped with the Denraen.

      There was something different about sparring, when the focus was simply on practice and improving his skill. So often lately, he had been focused on staying alive. First, it had been when facing the Deshmahne, and then when facing the groeliin. There was a sense of peace that came when using the sword, when moving through the forms and patterns that he didn’t have anywhere else. It had been the first time that his mind had opened, and perhaps the first time that he had never really understood the connection to the ahmaean.

      Jakob stepped back into his ready posture and waited.

      “You may begin,” the older man said.

      Jakob eyed him for a moment before shrugging. “I’ll take it easy on you.”

      “I won’t do the same with you.”

      Jakob chuckled to himself. There were many similarities between this man and Endric, and he suspected that they had trained together, and perhaps knew each other well.

      Jakob stepped forward, darting in a complicated catah, but it was one that Endric had taught him. He thought that it would be a good way to gauge how much this man knew, and how well he had practiced with Endric.

      The old man was quick, his movements still fluid. He blocked each of Jakob’s thrusts, moving through the defense of the catah easily.

      Jakob transitioned from one form to the next, continuing his attack. He maintained a smooth attack, but not with the same intensity that he would have fought when facing the groeliin. For that matter, it wasn’t nearly the same intensity as he used when facing the Deshmahne.

      The older man grunted and parried Jakob’s attack, blocking one of his blows before turning on the offensive. He used a modified combination of several catahs that forced Jakob to step backward, focusing on his defense.

      The man was quick.

      Despite his age, he managed to press Jakob back with surprising skill.

      Jakob resisted the urge to pull on his ahmaean and slow the fight. When he had practiced with Endric, he had not done that, though he had not been in control of his abilities so he might have done so unintentionally.

      Instead, he allowed his mind to empty, focusing only on his movements, and on the other man’s blade.

      Their movements became a dance. Back and forth, catah flowing into catah, each of them recognizing the movement of the other. As he fought, it became quite clear that this man had much of Endric’s knowledge and shared the same efficient movements and skill, though perhaps diminished only slightly by age. The older man had some creativity with his attacks, and forced Jakob back at times, demanding that he attempt a different approach.

      They circled the entirety of the clearing, and Jakob left his mind empty. As he fought, he used the knowledge that he had gained from Endric, as well as from Brohmin, but awareness of other techniques drifted into his mind, and Jakob realized that they came from Niall. When he’d stepped back along the fibers as Niall, he had known these techniques. Somehow, Jakob had absorbed them during that time and had claimed them as his own.

      They were patterns that Jakob knew—and they were modifications of patterns that Endric or Brohmin had taught him—but modifications, nonetheless.

      The older man grunted under the effort of their fight. A hint of a smile played across his lips, and his breathing became labored. But eventually, the man began to slow.

      Finally, he stepped back, lowering his sword. “I concede.”

      There was something about the way he said it that told Jakob the man was not accustomed to losing.

      “I imagine you would have given Endric quite a challenge,” Jakob said.

      “You have it wrong.”

      Jakob frowned, and movement behind him drew his attention. He saw Novan approaching with three others. Two were women, physical opposites of one another. One was an incredibly wide woman, wearing a dress that looked like it had been cut from a tent, while the other was petite, so tiny as to likely only come up to his waist. The third newcomer was another older man, this one with a deeply furrowed brow and bushy eyebrows, but a bald head.

      “How do I have it wrong?” Jakob asked.

      “I never gave Endric a challenge,” the man said.

      “With the way you fight, you would have to have given Endric a challenge.”

      A hint of a smile spread across his face.

      “Were you Denraen?” Jakob asked. He suspected the man was more than just Denraen but didn’t want to make any assumptions.

      “I once claimed that title,” the man said.

      Novan approached, and Jakob saw him take note of his sword, as well as the old man’s. “We’ve been here but a few hours, and already you challenged him?” he asked the old man.

      The man shrugged. “Anyone who has trained with Endric—and claims to be damahne—would be an interesting challenge, wouldn’t you say?”

      “I don’t know what you would say,” Novan said.

      The old man shot Novan a hard look. “I’ve seen you with your staff, historian. Don’t pretend that you aren’t as skilled as any.”

      “I pretend nothing. I’ve actually had to use my staff to defend myself in the last few years. And what have you done?”

      “Only what I have promised.”

      “You never promised to abandon your skills,” Novan said.

      The man grunted. “Why would I abandon them? It took years of training to acquire them.”

      “And all he has now is time,” the tiny woman said. She had a high-pitched voice that was slightly scratchy, and she looked at the older swordsman with an amused expression. There seemed to be a comfort between them, and Jakob suspected a connection existed.

      “Time? You never seem to mind watching him as he spends hours moving through his patterns,” the older woman said.

      “Why would I mind? He still has most of the strength he once did. My mind fills in the rest.” She giggled, and the sound was piercing.

      Jakob looked over to Novan, searching for confirmation that these were members of the Conclave. These are the people the historian had feared bringing him to? The woman who seemed more interested in ogling an old swordsman, as well as the rest of them?

      “I’ve lost some of my strength, but I can maintain my skill,” the old man said.

      The heavier-set woman chuckled. “Maintain? It seems to me that from watching you over the years, you have increased your skill.”

      “Were that the case, I would be obligated to return.”

      “Return to where?” Jakob asked with a frown.

      Novan brought his staff around in a sharp movement, swinging it toward the old swordsman. The man brought his blade up more quickly than Jakob would have believed, and blocked the blow. The sound of metal against metal rang out, a sharp crack that echoed off the nearby buildings.

      “Do not think that I need to spar with you, historian,” the old man said.

      Novan smiled as he turned to Jakob. “Have you figured it out yet?”

      “Figured out what?”

      “Have you figured out who this man is?” Novan started to sweep his staff around again, but a withering glare from the old man seemed to stop him more than anything else. Novan grinned and cut his movement short. “I figured that by facing him, you would have recognized him by now.”

      “Should I have?”

      “Well, maybe not him directly, but I figured you would have recognized the patterns he used, and perhaps would have understood where Endric learned them.”

      Jakob looked at the older man—really looked at him for the first time. He had much of the same build as Endric, even down to the way that he stood, coiled as if ready to strike even while at ease. This was a man used to holding a sword and used to command.

      It was the same way that Endric had always appeared, the same type posture, the same obvious competence, and the same dangerous sort of grace.

      The man would be decades older than Endric.

      Could it be?

      He never spoke much to Endric about his family, much as Jakob rarely spoke about his family.

      He glanced from the old man back to Novan.

      Novan nodded and tapped his staff on the ground, leading to another loud crack, and a swirl of ahmaean along the length of the staff radiated out from the historian. The older man’s ahmaean seemed to answer in return. It was faint, and subtle, and as Jakob watched, he realized that it was obscured somewhat, almost as if intentionally so.

      “Jakob, this is Dendril. Endric’s father.”
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      The room was not well decorated. Jakob wasn’t sure what he had expected, but certainly not the sparseness that he found on the inside of the sanctum for the Conclave. He thought there might have been tapestries or sculptures or many of the same ornate decorations that were found throughout the palace of the Magi, but there were none. Instead, blank stone walls surrounded him.

      This wasn’t the entirety of their sanctum.

      It couldn’t be. He had been led in here by Dendril, following the old man, watching him and noting more and more signs that he was much like Endric. They had a similar walk, though Endric had a hint of a limp, as if some ancient scar had left him more injured than he seemed on the outside.

      Novan stood to his side, leaning on his staff. He stared at the walls, almost as if waiting for something to change. Perhaps he was. Perhaps Novan knew the secret of the sanctum and knew how they would be able to open it up to something much grander.

      “This is still unconventional,” the small woman said. Jakob had learned her name was Tamera, and that she came from one of the south lands, though he couldn’t remember which one. He’d looked at her for signs of Deshmahne markings, and when she had seen him staring, she’d glared at him.

      “Unconventional or not, he has studied with Endric, and the historian vouches for him.” Dendril looked at the two women before his gaze drifted to the third of their group.

      The bald man smoothed his thick eyebrows, and the wrinkles along his brow furrowed quite deeply. Jakob noted ahmaean around him, though it was strange. There was something about it that seemed off. It was more than just the fact that it was less translucent than what he was accustomed to seeing. There was a milkiness to it that reminded him less of the Magi and more of the damahne in his visions.

      Jakob studied the man, curious about him. He had not been offered the man’s name, and the others seemed to defer to him, if only by giving him more space. He’d learned that the large woman’s name was Bollah.

      At first, Jakob assumed that Novan’s reluctance to come here had stemmed from a concern about the reaction of these two women, or possibly Dendril, but the longer that he was here, the more certain he was that Novan either feared—or respected—this man.

      “He walks the fibers,” the bald man said.

      The two women looked over at him. “Are you certain?” Bollah asked.

      “While we were in here discussing whether or not he should be allowed entrance, he remained in the courtyard, and he walked the fibers.”

      Jakob stared at him and looked at the ahmaean, wondering if perhaps Alyta had not been the last of the damahne. Was it possible for this man to also be damahne? Or was he more like Brohmin, and simply gifted with abilities that he would not have otherwise?

      “How do you know?” Tamera said.

      “There is a certain signature when it occurs.”

      Even Brohmin, gifted by the damahne as he was, couldn’t detect when Jakob walked back along the fibers. Brohmin had not been able to reach the fibers himself.

      “Are you damahne?” Jakob asked.

      The bald man smoothed his eyebrows once more. “An interesting question, but unfortunately, I am not.”

      There was none of the musical quality to his voice that Jakob typically associated with the damahne, but the man did have a hint of the sweetness to him that he smelled from other damahne when he traveled. They had a distinctive scent, one that smelled like fresh rain; perhaps that was the scent of the ahmaean. Jakob had never considered that possibility before.

      “How are you aware that I walked back along the fibers?”

      “As I said, there is a certain signature when it occurs.”

      “What signature is that?”

      “In this place, the signature stems from the way the stones resonate.” The man smiled and twisted the end of one of his eyebrows. “I imagine you were hoping for something more exotic.”

      Jakob shrugged. He wasn’t sure what he had hoped for but was surprised that there was anyone here able to detect when he walked backward. He had not known there was anyone who could detect that.

      “And what did you see?” the man asked.

      “I was curious about the extent of the damahne construction here. I thought that perhaps I could see what this place was like before it was built.”

      The two women’s eyes widened. “You have such a grasp of the fibers that you can do that?” Tamera asked.

      The bald man shook his head. “That control is not possible. He would need to have ancestors here for him to walk back and visit.”

      Novan pressed his lips together, but he remained silent.

      Jakob wondered again who this man was, and why he seemed to know so much about the fibers, but more than that, he wanted to know if the man could teach him anything. He wasn’t above learning from someone who was not damahne. He would learn from anyone who could teach, much as he had when he had attempted to first learn the sword.

      “I did not have any ancestors here. Instead, I walked back and spoke to Shoren.”

      Tamera gasped. “Shoren? As in Shoren?”

      “He is descended from Shoren and Aimielen,” Novan said.

      The bald man studied Jakob for a moment. He had stopped twirling his eyebrows and instead tapped his lips thoughtfully. “Having a capacity to walk back and learn from Shoren would be valuable. I imagine that you can observe much by looking through his eyes.”

      “I speak to him, as well,” Jakob said.

      “Speak to him? That would be dangerous,” the small woman said.

      “Perhaps it is dangerous, but Shoren welcomes me, so I think that if it was too dangerous, he would not.”

      “What is it like?” the larger woman, Bollah, asked.

      “Talking to Shoren?”

      “Yes.”

      The man led Jakob toward the back wall where he pushed out with his connection to the ahmaean. As he did, a section of the wall opened, revealing stairs leading down. Lanterns hung on the wall, glowing with a bright while light that reminded him of the lanterns found within the Tower.

      “He is…” Jakob struggled to think about how to describe Shoren in a way that would do him service. The damahne had been helpful and had seemed to understand that Jakob needed to learn as much as he could, and had been willing to teach. “Interesting. He knows that I do not belong, but he still doesn’t banish me. He is willing to have me sit in the back of his mind even though it grants me much of his knowledge. And he has taken the time to communicate with me, listening to my questions and answering what he can.”

      The bald man paused at the bottom of the stairs where another door greeted them. Jakob noted that Novan and the others had followed them down the stairs, but they maintained a respectable distance.

      With another press of his ahmaean, the milky energy moving with as much control as any that Jakob had ever seen, another door opened, this time, revealing a massive library built deep beneath the ground.

      Jakob blinked.

      This was what he had expected to find when he first came to the Conclave. He had expected that they would store knowledge and have an unrivaled library, and he had been disappointed when he hadn’t seen it.

      “What do you mean that remaining there grants you much of his knowledge?” the smaller woman asked.

      Jakob tore his attention away from the library. “Only that my presence in the past, at least in the way that I walk back along the fibers, places me very deep in his mind. When I am that deeply connected to him, it’s possible that I can reach for his thoughts and his memories, but he can reach for mine, as well.”

      The larger woman gasped. “You would run the risk of influencing his choices.”

      “Shoren doesn’t think that likely.” At least, he hadn’t before. Now, Jakob was less certain what Shoren thought was likely.

      “The fibers have long been thought to be fixed,” the bald man began, taking on the same sort of tone with Jakob that the damahne he’d used as hosts had taken. Even the daneamiin Aruhn had used a similar tone, practically chastising Jakob for believing that there might be some way to influence the past, to possibly find a way to change it. “They are woven together in our past,” he went on, twining his fingers together, “and spread out into possibilities of our future,” he finished, spreading his fingers apart.

      “But if I can go back and bring with me what I know, it’s possible that it isn’t nearly as fixed as believed,” Jakob said.

      The bald man pressed his lips together into a tight line and shook his head.

      “It shouldn’t be possible. There is no way that those in our time can influence those in a previous one,” the man said.

      Jakob looked back at the library, letting his attention be drawn to the rows of books, and the shelves lining the walls. How much knowledge was hidden here? How much was kept from the outside world by the Conclave, hidden—and separate—so that others had no access to it?

      Jakob took a step past the man, ignoring his mild protestations. Once inside, it was apparent that the interior of the room was enormous. Given the size, he suspected that it stretched beneath the entirety of all the buildings above, likely occupying the space beneath the courtyard as well.

      The same glowing orbs that he’d seen along the stairs leading down were present throughout the library. They glowed with the same steady light, and Jakob studied them for a moment, realizing that the light came from a mixture of teralin and ahmaean stored within it. When he’d seen them before, he had never been clear about how the lights were created, but then he’d never taken the time to try to understand.

      Jakob looked around at all of the books, wondering if there might be something here about Raime that he could use. That was the entire reason that he’d come here, hoping to find answers about the man, and perhaps find something that might guide him so that he could defeat him.

      “Only the Conclave has access to these records?” Jakob asked.

      Novan stopped next to him and leaned on his staff. His gaze darted to the bald man, and he looked at him with caution. “Only those of the Conclave can reach this place. Without having someone from the Conclave, you would not have known it was here, would you?”

      Jakob doubted that he would. And even if he had, the door probably wouldn’t have opened for him, even using his connection to his ahmaean.

      “You’ve been here,” Jakob said to Novan.

      The historian nodded. “When I was first raised to the Conclave, I spent many days here.”

      “What do you know about their records regarding Raime?”

      “Jakob—”

      “Novan, we can’t conceal what might help us find answers. Raime isn’t going to stop whatever it is he’s trying to do, and he’s not going to stop attacking us—or me. There has to be a way of negating his influence. And I need to understand what he’s intending. Just because he’s been stopped once doesn’t mean he no longer reaches for power. As we both know, he grows stronger with every day that passes.”

      For Jakob, it was more than just the need to stop Raime. He needed to understand more about the groeliin, and somehow find a way of stopping them, too. If he could defeat Raime, as well as those powerful, darker groeliin, then he thought that he might be able to bring a lasting peace. Maybe then Jakob could finally stop fighting and could begin to understand his abilities.

      It was a luxury he had not had. Since learning of what he could do, he had been confronted by challenges he didn’t understand, from Raime, who had centuries of experience and knowledge more than he did, to the groeliin, who were no longer the groeliin of years past, but creatures with power and the ability to control their own ahmaean. Jakob had not been given the opportunity to simply learn what it meant for him to be damahne, not as those in the past had. He had no guide as the others had, and now, he had no nemerahl.

      Shoren thought that Jakob had an advantage because he wasn’t born a damahne; he had not anticipated immortality. But Jakob thought Shoren had an advantage because he’d not only grown up a damahne, but had been surrounded by others like him, and had a lifetime to work through what his abilities meant, and how they could be used.

      “Anything we find here won’t help us understand what Raime will do,” Novan said. “Even when he was a part of the Conclave, it was a thousand years ago. He was banished so long ago that any record that we possess will not be accurate anymore.”

      The bald man watched him, one finger tapping his lips, the other squeezing the fabric of his pants. He watched Jakob with an unreadable expression and had a deep frown on his face. “You seek Raime?”

      “The Conclave should seek Raime,” Jakob said. He had come thinking that he could use the Conclave to help him find information about Raime, but more than that, he had hoped that the Conclave could help him, perhaps even ally with him, but that didn’t seem likely. What could these two women, a balding old man, and an aged Denraen general do to help? They had hidden themselves from the world, much as the Magi had hidden.

      It was ironic, really, that both the Conclave and the Magi, in trying to establish peace, had removed themselves from the world, choosing avoidance rather than intervention.

      “The Conclave does seek Raime. The Hunter—”

      Jakob rounded on the balding man, anger surging through him. “Brohmin searches for Raime, but even Brohmin isn’t strong enough to stop him. When we confronted Raime in the Tower, Brohmin was easily defeated. How did you think that one man would be able to stop someone like Raime?”

      Jakob turned, glaring at each of the others from the Conclave. None of them would meet his eyes.

      Jakob let out a deep sigh. There was knowledge here, knowledge stored by the Conclave, but it was lost to time. It would take far too long for him to attempt to understand what was hidden here. Novan might know some, but even that would be difficult. Novan couldn’t have read all of these books, even if he’d spent a lifetime here. One person could not read all of these books. There was no way for them to know if there might be anything helpful hidden here.

      He had come hoping for answers, but there were none here.

      Jakob let out a frustrated sigh. He turned to the others, the two women’s gazes still toward the floor, unable to look him in the eye. That was probably for the best. The only one who did meet his gaze was the bald man. Jakob thought it spoke to his position of seniority, and maybe responsibility.

      “What is it that you’d hoped to learn here?” the man asked.

      “I’d hoped to learn what the Conclave might have known about Raime. I’d hoped to learn whether there was anything known here about groeliin with power that rivals the damahne. I’d hoped to learn…” Jakob shrugged. What else had he hoped to learn? After everything that Novan had shared with him about the Conclave, Jakob had hoped they would have more answers than they did. Instead, the Conclave only left him with new questions. They might be knowledgeable, and they might once have sought peace, using their knowledge of the world to establish it, but they—like the Magi—had changed. They no longer intervened, not as they needed to. Not as the world needed of them.

      “If you have faced Raime, then you likely know as much as the Conclave has learned of him over the last few hundred years,” the man said. “Raime has avoided us, and has used his knowledge of the workings of the Conclave to cause more destruction.”

      “And of the groeliin?”

      “The Antrilii would be your best source of information about the groeliin,” the balding man said.

      “And even the Antrilii know little about the groeliin.”

      Jakob looked back to see who’d spoken and found Dendril watching him with a clenched jaw.

      “Endric spent time with the Antrilii and discovered something about the groeliin that the Antrilii had not, even in all the years they have spent hunting them.”

      “How is it that no one else has ever tried to learn anything about the groeliin?”

      “The Conclave has taken the same approach as the damahne. There has never been a desire to hunt them, other than allowing the Antrilii to do so.”

      “Why?”

      It seemed to Jakob that hunting the groeliin was what they needed to be doing. With his abilities and his connection to the ahmaean, he was better suited to destroy them. Certainly, he was better suited to fight them than a common soldier who could not even see them coming. Had the damahne been willing to take up arms and fight, the groeliin threat might have been eliminated long ago.

      “We never learned,” Dendril said.

      Jakob looked to Novan. “Even you? That’s not like you, Novan. You are the first one to question, to challenge. Why did you not do that with this?”

      Novan flushed slightly. “Anytime I asked any questions, Alyta, in particular, chose not answer.”

      “Do we even know where the groeliin came from?”

      Novan shook his head. “All we know is that a thousand years ago or so, a horde of groeliin emerged from the northern mountains, sweeping south in numbers that quickly destroyed most of the north. It was during that time that the Magi were founded.”

      “That’s all that’s known?” Jakob looked from Novan to the bald man, but neither of them answered. They knew how the daneamiin came into existence, the way that they had sprung from the damahne mingling with mankind. Considering the power they possessed, and the connection to ahmaean, was there something similar with the groeliin?

      “Unfortunately, that’s all that’s known.” Novan looked at the rows of books, the shelves lining the walls, and shook his head.

      If that were all that was known, then Jakob would have to discover more, especially if he planned to stop the groeliin and prevent them from attacking again.

      Doing so meant that he would likely need to find Raime or someone else who knew about the groeliin.

      Maybe the answer had been there the entire time.

      He’d been searching for some way to find Raime, and he needed to find out more about the groeliin, but hadn’t he been told of a resource he could use? Hadn’t the Magi shared with him how the Eldest had betrayed them and had gone to serve the Deshmahne?

      Jakob frowned to himself. That had to be the answer. That had to be what he would do. If he could find that man, and if he could find a way to use him, he would have a way to finally reach Raime, and perhaps discover the secret of the groeliin.

      Jakob turned to Novan. “It’s time for me to go,” he said.

      “I thought you came here for answers.”

      Jakob looked around him, staring at the others of the Conclave. They were a disappointment, rather than any sort of resource that could be used. “I think I found the answers I needed.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You don’t have to come with me,” Jakob said.

      “I think that I do. In this, I serve more as a historian, observing the actions of a damahne, and one who is unlike any others. There is value in recording this for the future.”

      “I will come with you, as well, if you will have me,” Dendril said.

      “Dendril!” Tamera said.

      He turned and looked at her. “I’ve grown tired of practicing.”

      “If you’re seen—”

      Dendril grunted, sounding much like Endric as he did. “If I’m seen, then I’m little more than an old man with the sword. None other than Endric will remember me as Dendril, and Endric is quite aware that I still live.”

      He turned to Jakob, nodding once. “If you’ll have me, I will accompany you, and will serve as your sword, though I might be limited in how useful I am.”

      Jakob thought of their brief spar and was thankful that Dendril offered himself. Having another skilled swordsman—regardless of his age—would help, and might even protect him if it came to it. Novan was skilled with the staff, though Jakob had yet to see him truly use it in battle, and Jakob missed having someone like Brohmin with him. Perhaps Dendril could serve a similar role.

      “You can come, but I don’t know exactly where I’m going.”

      “I thought you were searching for Raime,” Novan said.

      “I am, but I think there’s another I can find first, and when I do, I think he will give us the answers I need.”

      “Who are you seeking?” the bald man asked, twisting one of his eyebrows as he did.

      “Before I can find Raime, I need to find Jostephon.”

      Dendril surprised him by laughing. “If that’s the case, then I definitely want to join you.”
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      Roelle and Selton had returned from the manor house and now waited for Brohmin outside the Deshmahne temple, but they’d seen no sign of him yet. The early morning sun rose behind her, adding heat to the already warm day. The sounds of the city echoed around them, and already she could hear the shouts from the market. It was the one place she visited within Paliis that was unique as well as welcoming.

      She stared at the temple, feeling a sense of energy pulsating against her. It was a strange awareness. Roelle still hadn’t determined why she should sense the temple itself push against her, yet there was no question that was what she detected.

      She had rested very little over the last day, and simply standing where she did left her tired, exhaustion threatening to topple her over. Selton watched nearby, and she wondered whether he was there for support, or out of concern that she might actually fall over.

      Roelle flashed him a smile. “I’ll be okay,” she said.

      Selton nodded. “Where do you think he is?”

      She appreciated the change in topic. She didn’t need more conversation about her, or about what had happened, or the way that she no longer seemed to have the same strength she once did. She needed rest and hoped that once she had enough sleep, she would recover, but didn’t think that likely.

      A figure approached that Roelle still didn’t fully understand. She’d seen the Mage Elder when they had fought the groeliin, and when Brohmin along with Jakob and the historian had traveled with them to Thealon. There had been something about her that was different from other Magi, though she still wasn’t certain what it was.

      “You search for Brohmin,” the Elder said.

      Roelle fixed her with a hard-eyed stare. The Mage had dark brown hair that she tied back with a ribbon of blue silk. She was dressed in the style of Paliis, all thin fabrics that flowed with each movement, accentuating the Mage’s curves. It was the kind of clothing that never would have fit in in Vasha, but the Mage somehow made it appear less exotic and more appropriate. Roelle could never wear something like that. She needed something practical that would allow her to have freedom of movement, and that would allow her to attack. Silks would likely get in the way.

      She glanced over to Selton. They had sent word through the Deshmahne for Brohmin but had not expected to have the Elder be the one to respond. “We sent word.”

      “Brohmin is… preoccupied.”

      “Is that why he had us attack the Lashiin priests?”

      The Elder’s lips pressed together. “Brohmin had you attack the priests?”

      “Not in so many words. He asked that we follow a certain trail within the city. I suspect he knew it led to the priests.”

      “He has dealt with the priests before, but you know that.” She turned her attention to Selton, and he flushed.

      Roelle almost grinned. After everything they had been through, Selton could still feel shame at something one of the Magi Elders said to him? She had thought him beyond that—and thought all the Magi warriors were beyond that.

      “The priests requested protection while they were in these lands,” Selton said.

      “You don’t have to explain to me. Brohmin was betrayed by them, as well. He came here thinking that he would chase down child abductors, not realizing that the priests themselves were to blame.”

      “We need to see Brohmin,” Roelle said. She had questions about what the Lashiin priest had said. Was there more to the Lashiin priests than she realized? Could there be more than even Brohmin had known? If there was some ancient text, something that indicated that the gods had battled over their mingling with mankind, Brohmin was one person she thought could help.

      During her walk back to the city, she had felt a growing certainty that she needed to get word to Jakob. He was now one of the gods, though she doubted that he understood all that entailed. If he didn’t know, and if there was something greater than what he knew taking place, perhaps she could help.

      “Brohmin is unavailable,” the Mage Elder said.

      “He was in the temple the last time we were here. There is something important that I need to share—”

      “Brohmin is unavailable,” the Mage Elder repeated.

      Selton turned his attention toward the temple and stared at it. “He was in the temple, but now is not?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” she said.

      “Then what are you saying?” Roelle asked.

      The Elder breathed out heavily. “Brohmin… is unique. He has lived a long time.”

      “So he told me.”

      The Elder arched a brow. “He shared that with you? Interesting. It’s something he usually waits a few months before he shares with someone.”

      “We did have the connection in that we fought the groeliin,” Roelle said with a shrug.

      The Elder studied her a moment, and a hint of a grin came to her mouth. “There is that connection.” She paused, considering Roelle for a moment. “What did you need to see Brohmin about?”

      Roelle glanced to the temple. She could feel it, even when she wasn’t paying attention to it. It wasn’t a dark energy, not as she would have expected. Instead, it reminded her of the way she had felt energy pressing upon her from the Tower in Thealon. There had been strength, and a sense of something greater than her, and it surprised her that the Deshmahne could have something so similar.

      Could they honor the gods in a similar way?

      The Deshmahne she’d interacted with—and fought groeliin with—had not been the same as the terrible priests she’d seen elsewhere in the north lands. There had to be some good among the Deshmahne, and there had to be some who sought to truly honor the gods. No longer did she feel that peace was the only way to bring them honor. She’d seen far too much and had experienced the way the Antrilii celebrated the gods, for her to believe that the Urmahne path was the only one—or the right one.

      Still, it surprised her to feel such a connection to the temple here.

      The Mage Elder watched her, her expression unreadable. Roelle waited, and breathed out heavily. She was tired—so very tired.

      “The priests. There is something about the priests that Brohmin needs to know.”

      “What have you discovered?”

      Roelle glanced over to Selton, and he nodded, encouraging her to share. “I’m not sure if it’s anything,” Roelle said. “The priests claim to have come into possession of some ancient text that they claim was from the gods. They claim it explains the reason for their behavior.”

      “Why do you need Brohmin for this?”

      “Because he has knowledge I do not. And because he might be able to put me in contact with Jakob. He’s the one I think needs to hear this more than anyone else.”

      “Brohmin doesn’t have any way of reaching Jakob,” the Elder said.

      “Then I need to share what I know with Brohmin.” There had to be something he could tell her. What the priest had shared with her troubled her—and she didn’t entirely know why. “Please…”

      A wave of weakness settled through her, and she pulled on her manehlin to strengthen her but realized that she had been doing the same thing for the last few hours. Had that been how she had managed to remain upright for as long as she had? She hadn’t known how she had managed to handle it and hadn’t thought that she had been pulling on the strength of her abilities, but it made sense that she would have been. How else would she have been able to stay on her feet?

      “Roelle?”

      She started to look over to Selton but couldn’t focus on him.

      Everything had gone blurry. A hot flush worked along her back, and she tried to hold on, to force herself to stay on her feet, but she couldn’t.

      She felt hands beneath her and then knew nothing else.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Roelle awoke to a dry mouth and bitter notes in the air. She tried sitting up but found that she was restrained. Her heart hammered a moment. Had she been captured?

      She flicked her eyes open and saw a small room around her. The walls were a dark stone, and the same pressure she’d detected out in the street pulsed against her here, as well.

      The temple.

      That had to be where she’d been brought, but why here? Selton wouldn’t have brought her here. He would have known that all she needed was rest. They had a better—and safer—place for her to do that, and one that didn’t place her in danger.

      She shifted, and the blanket covering her dislodged. Not restrained at all then. The blankets covering her had been tucked in tightly around her, making it so that she had thought she was restrained, but she was not.

      After she peeled the blankets down—something that was much harder than it had any right to be—she propped herself up and looked around the room. It was a plain room, with no decorations. Other than the bed, there was a basin full of water near the door. A small trunk had been pushed against the wall. Her cloak lay overtop the trunk with her sword on top of it.

      Seeing her sword like that got her moving.

      Roelle climbed out of the bed and stepped slowly over to the trunk to retrieve the sword, which she buckled to her waist. There was something about wearing the sword that gave her a sense of calm, and she forced her heart to slow now that she wore her sword again.

      As she lifted her cloak from the trunk, the door to her room opened.

      Brohmin stepped in.

      He took in the way she held her cloak, and she saw his eyes catch sight of her sword on her waist. “I didn’t expect to see you up so soon.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “A few hours.”

      Roelle took a deep breath. She could live with a few hours. Anything longer was too much for her. “Why did Selton let me come here?”

      “Let you?”

      “He wouldn’t have brought me here. We have rooms rented on the edge of town. Why here?”

      “Your friend is nothing if not faithful, and he did want to take you somewhere else, but Salindra insisted that you come to me.”

      “Because of what I had told her?”

      “Told her?” Brohmin repeated, frowning. “Not what you told her. What you needed.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Healing.”

      She sniffed. “Jakob attempted to heal me. If he couldn’t, then there’s not much that can be done for me.”

      Brohmin shrugged. There was more of a sag to his shoulders than had been there before, and the intensity within his eyes had faded, leaving less of a luster to them. How much longer could he go on like this?

      She had thought herself weakened—and she was—but Brohmin had changed nearly as much. Still, he smiled when he looked at her, and he moved with the same grace that she had seen before, and there was a calm about him that had not been there before. Whatever had happened to him since she had seen him with Jakob had been a good change.

      “There might not be, but Jakob did what he could with what he knew at the time. He continues to develop and grow. In time, he will be powerful, but he doesn’t have the same knowledge of those who have preceded him—not yet.”

      “And you think that you do?”

      “I recognize someone tainted by negatively charged teralin.”

      “What?”

      “I once suffered from the same, so I recognize it in others. I doubt Jakob has ever seen it firsthand.”

      “What makes you think it was negatively charged teralin?” She had minimal understanding of teralin, not as much as what Brohmin seemed to know.

      “You were attacked by groeliin?”

      She nodded. “When I was injured, it was one of the groeliin that cut through me.” She made a motion to her stomach, and then each arm where she had sustained the deepest injuries. Those had healed well. Jakob’s treatment had restored her, leaving only the faintest of scars. She wondered if he had left those as a way for her to remember. As one of the gods, even one who wasn’t completely aware of his abilities, he would surely have a way of healing her so that she would not even have that.

      “Few understand that a groeliin attack can leave you influenced by the negatively charged teralin. Few enough survive groeliin attacks for it to matter. Those who do never fully understand what has happened to them.”

      “How is it that you know this?”

      “I’ve faced the groeliin,” Brohmin said.

      He scratched at his arm where she had seen the illusion of the Deshmahne marks before. Were they still only illusions? Roelle met his gaze and saw a hint of darkness there. “This is more than about facing the groeliin,” she said.

      He sighed and nodded slowly. “And I’ve been influenced by teralin as well. I hated that I was, but it helps me understand the way the metal can influence even those who seek peace.”

      “Is there anything that can be done?”

      Roelle wasn’t certain that was what had happened to her, but the explanation made as much sense as anything. If it were true, why wouldn’t Nahrsin have known? The Antrilii knew more about the groeliin than anyone, and she’d spent enough time with Nahrsin that he should have offered those secrets, especially if it had any way of restoring her.

      Brohmin watched her, and she began to suspect that he would tell her that nothing could be done. Yet if he had been tainted, it meant that he had also been restored.

      “There’s always something that can be done,” Brohmin said.

      “If it’s the dark teralin, why am I so weak? I’ve seen the Deshmahne—I’ve faced the Deshmahne, and they aren’t affected by the dark teralin in such a way.”

      “It’s because your body is warring within itself. You use manehlin meant for creation, and you use power that was never meant to be aligned with such destruction. The fatigue you feel is your body coming to grips with what you’re experiencing.”

      “Will one side eventually win?” That seemed her best outcome. If she could have her Mage side eventually overpower the influence of the negatively charged teralin, then she would no longer have to suffer and struggle as she did.

      “Eventually, you may come to a neutrality. Think of it like the teralin. It rests within the ground in a neutral state. It takes someone able to charge it, to turn its polarity either positive or negative, and only then can it have a purpose. Before then, the metal itself has no purpose, and is essentially prepared for either use.”

      “So if I am healed, it means that I’ll lose my Mage connection.”

      Brohmin watched her for a moment, then nodded slowly. “That is a possibility.”

      “Is there anything that can be done?”

      “Were we somewhere else, I might have a way to help you, but here in Paliis, there is only one way that you might find restoration, though doing so will require you to trust the Deshmahne. Is that something you would be willing to do?”

      “Why would I need to trust the Deshmahne?” she asked.

      “Because the Deshmahne might be the only ones able to remove the dark teralin taint.”

      He watched her, as if he expected some great reaction from her, but Roelle still felt fatigued, and still felt the effects of the injury. How could she do anything other than accept an opportunity for healing?

      “I will try it.”

      Brohmin sighed. “Good. Now comes the difficult part.”

      “What difficult part?”

      “Now we have to convince the Deshmahne to help.”
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      Selton met Roelle as she and Brohmin hurried through the hallways, and grabbed her arm, pulling her back. “Roelle. You can’t do this.”

      She breathed out heavily. “How do you know what I’m going to do?”

      “I know you.”

      “Brohmin explained what’s happening to me. He thinks the Deshmahne can help.”

      “Help? You’re going to rely on the Deshmahne to help you after everything that they’ve done to us?”

      “What choice do I have?”

      Selton threw his hands up. “Choice? There are countless other choices. We return to Vasha, and you get healed by someone there.”

      She lowered her voice and leaned into him. “I don’t think I can make it back to Vasha.” She let out a long sigh and glanced over to Brohmin who stood separate from her, watching. She was thankful that he gave her space to have this discussion. “I’m growing weaker, Selton, and with every passing day, I feel less and less like myself. Brohmin has explained what’s happening, and if the Deshmahne can help, I need to try it.”

      Selton looked over at Brohmin and then brought his gaze back to her. “What if they try to convert you? We’ve seen what they do in other places. They force it, and the receiver cannot resist.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “What if they’ve converted him?”

      “They haven’t. He’s not.” She squeezed her eyes shut, praying that was true. “And Brohmin will be there. He’ll ensure that they don’t force anything on me.”

      It was placing a lot of faith in Brohmin, and she knew that it might be too much, but she also knew that any attempt to travel back to Vasha would be too difficult for her now. Maybe it would be better if she simply didn’t try. If she just allowed herself to fade away, to gradually lose her abilities. Once that settled out, she could still lead the Magi, couldn’t she?

      She wasn’t certain that she could. She might not even be able to see the groeliin if she lost her connection to her abilities entirely.

      “The Magi need you,” Selton said.

      She took his hands and smiled at him. “The Magi have the leadership they need,” she said with a smile.

      “Roelle—”

      A sense of fatigue washed through her, the same fatigue that she’d been feeling every day for weeks. If there was anything that could reverse it, if there was any way for her to finally get relief from this, she was willing to try it. How could she not?

      “I have to try this for me to be of any use to you. To all of the warriors.”

      Selton shook his head. “That’s just it. You don’t have to do this to be of use to us. You’re of use to us simply by being who you are and because of the knowledge that you possess.”

      “It’s the same knowledge that you possess, Selton.”

      “I don’t think so,” he said, holding her with an intensity to his gaze. “You’ve trained for this, and you have a knowledge and understanding that the rest of us still strive for. Tactics come naturally to you. I think of the fight in the street, and the way that you helped control that, preventing it from becoming anything more significant. That’s not anything I would have been able to coordinate.”

      “You sell yourself short, Selton.” He never had the confidence that she knew he deserved. Selton had as much experience as she did with fighting, and of all the Magi warriors, he was the one she trusted the most if things took a turn. “Promise me that you’ll lead the warriors if this doesn’t work out.”

      “Roelle—”

      “No. Promise me, Selton.”

      “I will do what you ask.”

      She studied his face for a moment before nodding. He would abide by her wishes, and that was all that she could ask. Selton was reliable. And he was a good friend.

      She released his hands and turned away, rejoining Brohmin.

      The man referred to as the Hunter nodded to her. “Are you ready?”

      “As much as I can be,” she said.

      Brohmin pushed the door open, and the other side was dark. Her eyesight—enhanced by her Mage abilities—parted the darkness, allowing her to note the black stone of the walls. No lanterns lit the room. As far as she could tell, the entirety of this room was empty other than a single Deshmahne standing at the center of it.

      Her heart hammered.

      What was she risking entering here? Was this really what she wanted to do? Was this where she needed to go?

      If they could help—if they could reverse the effect of the teralin that Brohmin claimed coursed through her, leaving her to remain weakened, then she had to attempt it.

      Brohmin watched her, and when she stepped forward, he nodded.

      Brohmin approached the Deshmahne and whispered something softly. Roelle couldn’t hear what he said other than catching snippets, something about teralin, and she heard her name, but nothing more than that.

      Brohmin waited, and the Deshmahne turned to her and studied her with a deep frown. She could tell nothing more about him other than his frown. His features were shadowed, and she had only the vaguest sense of anything more from him.

      There was power in this room that she felt reflected in the stone of the temple itself, and she wondered again why she should feel this. What was it about the temple that had such power? What was there about her that she could detect it?

      The Deshmahne approached, and her heart fluttered again.

      She was prepared to turn, to be dismissed from the Deshmahne. Coming here seemed a foolish venture, fraught with more than just danger; it risked setting the Deshmahne and the Magi at odds. Alriyn would have Magi here soon enough and needed for her to not disrupt the tentative peace before then. If she did, if she was the reason that peace failed here, more than only her abilities would be lost.

      “You are Roelle of the Magi?” The man’s voice was coarse and deep and carried an accent she didn’t recognize.

      “I am Roelle,” she said.

      “The Hunter tells me that you fought the creatures.”

      “I fought as many as I could. I was injured by them.”

      “Injured, and yet you have recovered.”

      “I had the help of one of the gods.”

      The Deshmahne stopped and watched her for a moment. His face was unreadable, and she doubted that even were she out in the open, and even were they to have more that she could see, she wouldn’t be able to know what he was thinking.

      “We heard rumors that the Magi serve the gods in a new way,” the Deshmahne said.

      “I don’t serve the gods in a new way. I simply recognized that the gods gifted me as they did so that I could oppose this threat.”

      “As I said, serving them in a new way.”

      Roelle met his gaze, deciding not argue. “Brohmin thinks that you might be able to help me.”

      “The Hunter gets ahead of himself.”

      “You won’t be able to help?”

      “You traveled to Rondalin recently.”

      Roelle frowned. “We did. There were groeliin there.”

      “The creatures. We are aware of them now.”

      “You weren’t aware of them before?”

      “We weren’t aware of the creatures, and we weren’t aware of how we were to be used.”

      The comment took Roelle aback. “You weren’t aware that you were used to distract attention away from what was taking place in the north?”

      “No.”

      Roelle’s heart hammered for a moment. “You should know that I have fought Deshmahne.”

      She wasn’t entirely certain why she admitted that, other than the fact that she didn’t want the Deshmahne priest to find out later. If he was to help her, and if there was any help that might actually be offered, she wanted to be on honest terms. She felt little remorse about what had been required of her, especially considering that if she had not, her warriors would have been slaughtered. More than slaughtered, she suspected that if she had not fought the Deshmahne, they would have had their abilities stolen from them.

      “I am aware of what you have done,” the Deshmahne said.

      A sweat broke out on her brow. She felt a rising wave of uncertainty, and it mixed with nausea that rolled through her, beginning at the pit of her stomach.

      This was a mistake.

      She shouldn’t have listened to Brohmin, not with this, and not with potentially exposing herself to these Deshmahne. For all she knew, they would attempt to brand her, and steal her abilities.

      “It seems I might have wasted your time.”

      The Deshmahne took a step forward. He smelled of smoke, a strange odor that filled her nostrils, and left her head swimming. “You have wasted nothing, Mage.”

      “If you’re unable to help, I am going to return to Vasha.”

      “You will return nowhere.”

      She glanced over to Brohmin, but he refused to meet her gaze, instead scratching at his arm once more.

      Had he brought her here knowing he placed her in danger?

      That didn’t seem like Brohmin. That wasn’t what she would’ve expected from him, but perhaps he had. Was he using her—and perhaps all of the Magi—to ingratiate himself with the Deshmahne? Would Jakob have known?

      She started to turn but felt held in place.

      The sheen of sweat became a cold sweat. Her heart fluttered, hammering faster and faster in her chest, and she tried to move, but couldn’t. She tried reaching for her manehlin, but it did not respond.

      The dark pressure continued, filling her.

      The darkness in the room lightened, and she glanced to Brohmin, searching for answers. He’d pulled his sleeves up, and she caught a glimpse of the markings on his arms, the ones that he had shown her were not real, but this time, they seemed different. The patterns seemed to move and slide around his skin.

      She had seen something like that before, but only on true Deshmahne.

      Had Brohmin betrayed her? It seemed impossible to believe, but what other answer was there? “Brohmin?”

      He looked at her, holding her gaze, but saying nothing.

      It seemed answer enough.

      If only she could reach for her sword, she might be able to free herself. If she could reach her sword, she thought that she could give herself a fighting chance. That was all she wanted. She didn’t want to fall this way. She didn’t want Selton not to know what happened to her.

      The Deshmahne took a step toward her.

      The markings on his arms swirled, matching what happened to Brohmin’s.

      Selton had worried about her being forcibly converted, and somehow the Deshmahne had managed to convert Brohmin. She had thought him committed to the gods, but perhaps losing the goddess had caused something to snap in him.

      “You don’t need to do this,” Roelle said. Her mouth seemed to be the only thing that still worked.

      “On the contrary, I do. You’re the one who came to us.”

      “Because Brohmin suggested that you might be able to help.”

      Her eyes were growing heavy, and she fought against the fatigue that washed over her. Her head swam, and it made it difficult for her to concentrate. What had they been talking about?

      She looked to Brohmin, and he watched her, the intensity of his gaze that she had thought missing still there. How had she ever thought it missing?

      The Deshmahne took another step, and she swooned.

      She started to fall but managed to catch herself.

      The bead of sweat that formed on her brow now seemed to run throughout her entire body. Pain surged, and she started to fall again, before catching herself.

      She looked up and saw Brohmin watching her still. Had his expression changed?

      No. It had not. If anything, it was more intense.

      The Deshmahne stood across from her. He reached for something, and she thought it was a blade of metal. The metal hummed, pressing against her. Heat radiated off of it.

      She couldn’t see straight but knew that he had teralin.

      A branding. That was what this was.

      Brohmin had sacrificed her.

      Her mind spun, and she could not focus. This time when she fell, she had no strength to support herself, and no strength to right herself.

      As she fell, she called out, “Selton.”

      As s lost consciousness, she knew that he would not hear her.
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      Jakob shifted, carrying them to Vasha. When they appeared, they stood upon the third terrace of the city, the Denraen barracks below buzzing with activity. Far beneath them, far enough that Jakob couldn’t easily see it, was the first terrace, and the main part of the city.

      What he needed was here, on the third terrace.

      He needed to find Alriyn and to learn what he could about where Jostephon had gone. Jakob should have paid more attention to this before and should have troubled himself about it, but he had chosen not to, thinking that Raime was more his concern.

      When he shifted from Salvat, he’d brought them to the Lashiin ruins, something about them seeming more welcoming to him, and made it easier for him to shift to this place. There was a familiarity to it that seemed to stem from his walking back along the fibers, and searching for answers there. Clouds surrounded this level of the city, wispy here, but growing much thicker as they rose overhead.

      “Why here?” Novan asked.

      “Because here is where Jostephon was last seen,” Jakob said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Novan told him.

      “What?”

      “Before you came for me, there was word out of the north that Jostephon had been captured by the Antrilii. Alriyn led several Magi, including Haerlin, north with Endric. They went to see what they could do about containing him.”

      Containing might not be all they were interested in. Jakob feared what might happen if the Magi decided to take vengeance. Too many had been injured because of the Eldest, and too many had been lost because of his desire for power. Would the Magi be petty?

      He wouldn’t be surprised if they were. The Magi had not been hurt in that way before. Jostephon had injured them in ways that they had never experienced. It didn’t take a great leap of imagination to believe that they could wanted vengeance.

      Jakob glanced to Dendril. “How well do you know the north lands?”

      Dendril pinched one of his cheeks as he frowned. “It has been many years since I have been there. When I made the choice to serve the Denraen, I was choosing not to serve the Antrilii. There are some who never got past that choice.

      Finding the Antrilii wasn’t necessarily the hardest part, but finding someone there who could provide him with what he needed would be difficult. Somehow, he not only had to find the Antrilii, but he had to find what they knew.

      “Can you tell me who I could contact to find information if I go to the Antrilii?”

      “There is a place near Farsea. It is north of the mountains, and a place of study and scholarship for the Antrilii.”

      “What is this place?”

      “They call it the House of the Yahinv. It is a place for those who lead the Antrilii.”

      “You have some connection to ahmaean?”

      Jakob didn’t see it swirling around Dendril, not as he expected to. Dendril was Antrilii, much like Endric, which meant that both of them had ahmaean. They were connected to it, much like Novan was, and if they had that connection, then he should be able to see it.

      “Some. My connection has changed over the years.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I lent my strength to Endric when he assumed command of the Denraen.”

      “You can simply lend strength in such a way?”

      “There is nothing simple about doing so.”

      “Is teralin used in this way?”

      “It is. There is a ceremony the Denraen have used for generations. There is a particular item of power that the general possesses.”

      Jakob smiled. He had seen the item of power, but he hadn’t known what it was at the time.

      “The sword,” Jakob said.

      “Trill. Its name is Trill.”

      Jakob wasn’t surprised that Endric would have a named sword, as well. What did surprise him was that the Denraen had handed power down over generations. Doing so was similar to what the damahne had done. It would explain why Endric had grown so strong, and why he was so difficult to defeat. It would explain why Endric was even able to defeat Roelle, as skilled as she had become.

      “I will need you to think about the House of the Yahinv,” Jakob said.

      “Why?” Dendril asked.

      “You are going to guide our next step.”

      Dendril studied him before turning and looking down at the barracks. “It has been… many years since I have seen this place. Endric has kept it well.”

      “Endric is a skilled soldier, and has led the Denraen well,” Novan said. “Did you expect anything less from him?”

      Dendril sniffed. “There was a time when I wasn’t certain.”

      “Andril would have served equally well,” Novan said.

      “Would he? I think Andril would have been too rigid in his thinking. He was a faithful soldier, and perhaps even more skilled with the sword than Endric, but he was inflexible at times.”

      “What happened to him?” Jakob asked.

      Dendril sighed. “We were betrayed by one of our own.”

      “Not just one of your own,” Novan said.

      Dendril frowned. “Fine. He was both historian and Denraen. A combination that I thought would serve us well.”

      “Had he not done what he did, would we have learned about the Deshmahne threat when we did?” Novan asked.

      “There would’ve been another way. There is always another way.”

      “Urik didn’t see it that way.”

      “No. He did not. And because of it, many suffered.”

      “Is this the attack on the city that I’ve heard of?” Jakob asked.

      There had been a Deshmahne attack on Vasha before, though Jakob had not learned much about it. He had gathered that Endric was involved, but hadn’t known much more than that.

      “Yes. The Deshmahne attempted a dark ceremony in the city that was meant to destabilize the Magi influence.” Dendril stared at the palace, his eyes going distant.

      “The attack was not meant to destabilize the Magi influence,” Novan said. “The attack was for a different reason entirely.”

      “They would never have managed to reach them,” Dendril said.

      “We thought not, but Raime continued his attempts, and eventually—”

      Dendril grunted. “Storing those artifacts here had always been a risk, especially with what they were capable of doing.”

      Jakob glanced at the two men. It seemed that this was an old argument for them, one that they’d had many times before. Could they have prevented Raime’s attack long ago?

      “If Jostephon was captured by the Antrilii, then we need to depart, we need to reach the Antrilii lands,” Jakob said.

      “He is captured. There is no urgency. Let me look upon my old command for one moment longer,” Dendril said.

      Jakob took a deep breath and stepped to the side, watching Dendril. The old general approach the teralin wall that lined the third terrace, and leaned against it, staring down at the barracks. What thoughts must be going through his head? What types of things did he think about as he saw the Denraen and saw what Endric had done? Everything Jakob had heard about Dendril told him that he had been an extremely capable and successful general. Only Endric had exceeded his ability.

      Novan whispered something to Dendril, but Jakob didn’t attempt to overhear. There was value in giving them a chance to speak privately to each other, and rather than interrupting, he wanted Dendril to have that time, to have a moment of peace.

      Finally, Dendril turned back to him. “I’m ready.”

      “I’ll need you to fix this place in your mind. When you do it, then we can use it, and I can shift us to it.”

      “I think that I can do this.”

      “How long has it been since you’ve been to Farsea?” Novan asked.

      “Years.”

      “Perhaps I should be the one to guide us, then.”

      “Farsea was once my home. I think that I know the way, don’t you?”

      Novan tipped his head.

      Dendril began to manipulate his ahmaean, and Jakob saw it as a faint haze swirling around him. There was no real intention to it, but Jakob sensed from the way that he used it, that Dendril was attempting to focus on where he wanted to take them. With a soft tug at his mind, they shifted.

      When they reappeared, they were in a grassy field. Wind blew all around them, and strange trees dotted the landscape. In the distance, there was a squat tower that resembled many of the Urmahne temples as well as the Tower of the Gods.

      “I take it that is the House of Yahinv?” Jakob asked.

      Dendril nodded. “That is the Yahinv. The women there guide the Antrilii. If Jostephon has been captured and kept here by the Antrilii, then this is where he would have been taken.”

      Novan studied the building with a bemused expression. “They don’t particularly care for me here.”

      Dendril grunted. “There aren’t many who do, historian.”

      “What did you do here?” Jakob asked.

      “I challenged the Antrilii to study the groeliin. They have hunted them for generations, but—as you now know—there was much more that we could’ve learned if they would have agreed to attempt to learn from them.”

      “The Antrilii would not want to study them. Their mission has always been to destroy them. These are creatures we have hunted for generations.”

      Jakob nodded. “The hunters.”

      Dendril looked at him sharply. “You say that as if it has some meaning.”

      Jakob shrugged. “The damahne referred to the Antrilii as hunters. They thought I would know what it meant since I’m damahne, but I do not know the ancient language well. I was told I should find out what it meant.”

      Dendril eyes narrowed. “That is a secret of the Antrilii.”

      “It seems that there are many secrets,” Jakob said. “There are the secrets the Conclave keeps. There are those the Magi have kept. Even the damahne have their own secrets. Why can’t there be a sharing of knowledge? We’ve lost too much because of this isolation.”

      “Knowledge can be dangerous,” Novan said.

      “Knowledge can be freeing,” Jakob said.

      “It depends on what knowledge we’re referring to,” Novan said. “Think of what you know of the damahne. There has been value in keeping the sense of the gods, a belief in a higher being, one that allows us to maintain peace. Without that, how much chaos would we have suffered? How much destruction would there have been?”

      “Wars have been fought over the damahne,” Jakob said.

      “They have,” Novan said. “A war of faiths. It happened so long ago that few even know of it, but those on the Conclave know. That is the knowledge that we keep, the kind of knowledge that we recognize needs to be protected. Imagine what would happen if the damahne were revealed for what they were now?”

      “Wouldn’t it be enough for people to know about the Maker?”

      Novan smiled sadly. “Do you believe in the Maker?”

      Jakob frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Novan shrugged. “Only that when you and I first met, Jakob, you struggled with your faith. I seem to recall traveling with you and having discussions about your belief and how the gods had abandoned you. I got the sense that it started when your mother was lost. And then when your father fell to the Deshmahne attack, your belief was shattered. Have you found faith once more?”

      Jakob hadn’t given it much thought. The members of the Conclave all had a faith in a higher being, claiming that the Maker existed, and had placed the damahne into the world as a way of maintaining a balance. Jakob hadn’t been damahne long enough to know what he believed. Did he share in those beliefs? Was he willing to agree that he served a higher power?

      Perhaps that was the greatest question for him. Maybe once he came to terms with what he was, and what he was meant to do, he would be better equipped to know how to stop Raime.

      “Does it matter what I believe if I do what is right?” Jakob asked.

      Dendril chuckled, and Novan shot him a hard look. “Does it, historian? Does it matter what one believes if he does what must be done?” Dendril looked over at Jakob. “When I was leading the Denraen, I would rather have had one man who fought for what he believed was right than a dozen men who fought because of blind belief.”

      “What do you believe?” Jakob asked him.

      Dendril smiled again. “I am not so certain that it matters what I believe. Like you, I intend to do what is right. If that means that we need to go to the House of the Yahinv and violate centuries of tradition with the Antrilii, then so be it.”

      “Why would that violate tradition?”

      “Because to go to the House of Yahinv, one must be led there by an Antrilii. As none of us is Antrilii, it would be violating these traditions.”

      “I thought you were Antrilii,” Jakob said.

      “I gave up any right to claiming Antrilii heritage when I left and led the Denraen. Endric attempted to restore that, but there is only so much that can be done.”

      “The Antrilii would welcome you back,” Novan said. “Nahrsin reveres you.”

      “Nahrsin reveres me because I’m his uncle. And it’s not Nahrsin who must be convinced.”

      Dendril nodded to the tower in the distance. “Will you shift us there?”

      Jakob used his ahmaean, and a tug within his mind shifted them forward, appearing in front of the tower. There was a hint of ahmaean around it, just the faintest amount that gave him a sense of the similarity to the Tower of the Gods, but there were significant differences as well. This tower was not nearly as tall and had not been pulled out of the earth using ahmaean. Stones were stacked, and mortar was placed between them, producing a well-made structure, but one that obviously had been made by man.

      A stout wooden door was the only entrance. Dendril stared at it for a long moment, before nodding to himself and stepping forward. He knocked loudly on the wood and then stepped back, waiting.

      There was no response for long moments, and then the door opened. When it did, the face on the other side was familiar, and a surprise to Jakob.

      “Haerlin?” Jakob asked.

      The older Mage glanced from Jakob to Novan, before his gaze settled on Dendril. His eyes widened a moment. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      Dendril shrugged and stepped into the building. “And you’re not supposed to be here. I guess neither of us knows what’s going on.”
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      The inside of the House of the Yahinv was comfortable. Jakob sat in a plush chair facing the hearth along the far wall. Shelves lined one of the walls, with books stacked in them, a library of Antrilii knowledge. The air smelled of spice and cut flowers, and a crackling fire pressed back the chill.

      Jakob watched Alriyn. He had not been surprised when they appeared, though had not said much since their arrival. Haerlin stood near the wall, and another Mage—who was introduced as Karrin—remained near Alriyn. Surprisingly, the university chancellor was there, as well, and she seemed to hover near Alriyn.

      The other woman in the room drew Jacob’s eye the most. She had a stern countenance and dark brown eyes that seemed to take in everything. Dendril had fidgeted when he’d caught sight of her, and Jakob realized that she was the one he was most nervous about seeing.

      “You should not have returned,” the woman said.

      “I would not have, if I’d had any other choice, Rebecca.”

      She glared at him, and Jakob would have chuckled under other circumstances. Dendril was a hard man—Jakob could see that about him—but he physically took a step back to keep his distance from Rebecca.

      “You’ve always had a choice, and you’ve always made it clear what your preference was.”

      “Preference? My preference has always been to serve. I could not do what I was asked to do here.”

      “So, you had to go south and serve the Magi?”

      Dendril took yet another step back then. “I’m sure Endric explained—”

      “Endric explained, but I would hear it from you. Endric came back and served his penance as oathbreaker.”

      “I never broke my oaths. I made new ones that required modification of what I had previously committed to.”

      Rebecca snorted. “That is a fancy way of admitting that you broke your oath.”

      Dendril looked around, practically pleading for someone to step in and help him. Novan watched with an amused expression. Jakob sensed that Novan had suffered under Rebecca’s wrath before. None of the Magi seemed interested in stepping up and intervening.

      “We understand the former Eldest Jostephon is here. We need to speak with him,” Jakob said, standing and drawing Rebecca’s attention to him. Dendril gave him a relieved smile. “I need to learn what he knows so that I can find Raime. Jostephon serves him, which means that he can likely help me find him.”

      “We all want to find the High Priest,” Alriyn said. “We don’t want him to harm any more of us.”

      “It’s more than about him harming the Magi,” Jakob said. “I think Raime has some way of controlling the groeliin. In his absence, there is danger to these groeliin we have not faced in years.”

      “Nahrsin tells us that Raime directed them south,” Rebecca said.

      “As far as I know, he did. But I think he has also somehow bred another kind of groeliin that is incredibly powerful and now roams freely.”

      “We’ve seen no evidence of a powerful groeliin,” Rebecca said.

      Dendril shot her a look. “We know there’s evidence of other types of groeliin. Just because the Antrilii haven’t seen them doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

      “I’ve seen them,” Jakob said. “There are twelve of them. Each incredibly powerful. They have, and can control, their own ahmaean. They direct another type of groeliin that fights with sword.”

      “Such a groeliin does not exist,” Rebecca said.

      “Perhaps it does.”

      Jakob spun, recognizing the voice. Endric stood in the doorway, and his gaze drifted around the room quickly before settling on his father. He nodded to him briefly, and the older man nodded back, neither of them saying anything.

      “Endric. I need to speak with Jostephon,” Jakob said.

      The general grunted. “Unfortunately, that will not be possible.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Jostephon escaped,” Endric said. “We believe that he has discovered a way to charge the teralin. It’s possible that he has always been able to. We thought him confined when he was in Vasha, but even there he managed to escape. We should have known better.”

      “Teralin?” Dendril asked. “That was all you used?”

      “There were merahl watching over him,” Rebecca said.

      “He shouldn’t have been able to escape from the merahl,” Dendril said.

      “He should not have. I suspect he somehow discovered a way to send them away. Jostephon is nothing if not intelligent,” Endric said.

      “Intelligent, but arrogant,” Dendril said.

      “I seem to recall you calling me arrogant,” Endric said.

      “Because you were.”

      “Where is Isandra?” Alriyn asked.

      Jakob gave him a puzzled look. “Who’s Isandra?”

      “Isandra is a Mage who traveled to Rondalin where she was captured by Raime and branded, losing her Mage abilities.”

      “Which we healed,” Rebecca said.

      “Healed? You stopped her from losing more of her abilities, but I would not say that she was healed,” Alriyn said.

      “There is no complete healing from what happened to her,” Rebecca said.

      “We have discovered a way—”

      “You have discovered a way of doing the same as the Yahinv,” she said as she cut Alriyn off. She glanced at the university chancellor, as well, including her in her gaze. “They are the same. Either way, the branding would have left her weakened. There is no recovering from that.”

      Jakob debated whether to tell what had happened to Salindra, then decided against it. That sort of healing was not for everyone and would require the daneamiin to participate. Now that they were in the Old Forest, separated from their home, he wasn’t even sure if it would be possible. Was that type of healing only possible within the Cala maah?

      “Where is Isandra now?” Jakob asked.

      Endric clenched his jaw. “When Jostephon broke free from his cell, he assaulted both Isandra and me. He has grown quite powerful with his connection to the Deshmahne abilities.”

      “The Mage beat you?” Dendril asked.

      Endric grunted. “The Mage threw me against the wall. He employed some mental power over Isandra, and she fell unconscious. When I came to, he was gone. Isandra had been taken to one of the Antrilii homes to recover. But that’s not all. We have just discovered that the captured groeliin is missing.”

      Jakob frowned. “You had a captured groeliin here?”

      “Isandra believed there was something different about the creature,” Endric said. “She thought to study it.”

      He would like Isandra, he thought. Studying the groeliin was something he would have expected the Antrilii to have done before now, but from what he’d learned about them from Novan, they had not. Why had no one thought to pursue that? Not even the damahne or the Conclave thought to study them. To have a Mage express an interest was encouraging.

      “The merahl will alert us if the creature attempts to enter the city,” Rebecca said.

      “The merahl have headed into the mountains, which is the same place I intend to go,” Endric said.

      “Why?” Jakob asked.

      “Isandra searches for something. She wouldn’t have traveled into the mountains alone otherwise. Either she has decided to follow the groeliin she captured, or she’s on the trail of Jostephon, though that would be more difficult for her to follow. Jostephon has discovered how to shift.”

      Dendril’s eyes widened slightly. “There is only one Deshmahne who knows of that trick.”

      Jakob shook his head. “The powerful groeliin can shift. And if there were a Deshmahne that would be capable of discovering how to shift, it would be one who has Mage abilities.”

      It was hard enough finding Raime, since he, too, could shift the same way that Jakob could. If Jostephon had the same ability, he would be equally difficult to find.

      “I witnessed it myself,” Endric said. “He was within the cave, and then he was not. There is only one way he would have been able to do so.”

      “What is this shifting?” Rebecca asked.

      Alriyn and the other Magi all nodded.

      “It’s the way that the gods once traveled,” Endric said, casting a sideways glance at Jakob. “We’ve known that Raime has been able to do so for some time. It would be the only way he could travel between places like Rondalin and Gom Aaldia as quickly as he did. I would not have expected him to have taught Jostephon, but as Jakob says, if one of the Deshmahne were able to do this, it would be one with Mage abilities.”

      “We won’t be able to find him then,” Jakob said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Dendril suggested. “He had been captured?” He looked at Alriyn and then over to Endric. Both of them nodded. “If he managed to escape, he would want to travel someplace where he could regain his strength.”

      “He was captured in the mountains here,” Alriyn said. “Would he have remained near the mountains?”

      Endric frowned. “I don’t know why he would remain near the mountains. Doing so would only risk him getting captured again.”

      “He was captured near the breeding grounds,” Rebecca said.

      Could Jostephon be involved in what was happening with the groeliin?

      It was possible that during Raime’s absence, Jostephon had stepped in and taken a larger role. If he had, finding Jostephon took on greater importance than he had realized.

      He couldn’t confront the powerful groeliin, not alone, and not even with these Magi. Endric might be able to help, and Dendril for that matter, but first, he needed to learn what he could, and see if there was anything he could discover about what Jostephon—and Raime—knew of controlling the groeliin.

      He turned to Endric. “What do you intend to do?”

      “I intend to find Isandra. If she’s gone into the mountains on her own, I know how dangerous that can be.”

      “How dangerous?” Jakob asked with a small smile.

      “For a Mage?” Endric asked, glancing to Alriyn. “It would be quite dangerous. Most of the Magi would refuse to fight, and would not be willing to engage in the attack they would need to, but for Isandra… It would be less so.”

      “Why less so for her?”

      “Isandra has followed Roelle in learning more about what the Founders knew, and in learning about how to fight with a sword. From what I understand, she has regularly trained with Jassan, and has grown quite skilled.”

      Jakob glanced at the Magi and noticed a frown creeping across Alriyn’s face. He could easily imagine how annoyed they were at having Isandra—one of their Elders—choosing to take up the sword. He suspected it had been bad enough when Roelle did, but now that it was someone on their Council? That would be even worse.

      “Find her. See if she has discovered anything about Jostephon,” Jakob said.

      Endric nodded. “What of you?”

      Jakob shrugged. “I will search for Jostephon, too.”

      “How?”

      “I know where the groeliin are in the north. If he is there, I suspect I can track him down if I can separate his ahmaean from the groeliin’s.”

      “If he’s not there?” Endric asked.

      If he wasn’t, Jakob had what, in reality, was an easier option, which meant that he probably should attempt it first, but it seemed more likely that he’d find Jostephon in the north, rather than in the south lands. The Deshmahne had changed since Raime’s defeat, and with both Brohmin and Roelle with her Magi in the south, Jakob thought it less likely that Jostephon was there.

      But going with the easier option, he could know immediately. After the nemerahl’s return to the fibers, Jakob had been gifted with an ability to see into the future and glimpse along the fibers more easily. He had resisted, but perhaps it was time for him to change that.

      Jakob sighed. “The fibers will show me.”
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      Isandra lost track of how long she’d been climbing. The sun dipped behind the mountains, leaving the sky streaked with color. A cold wind gusted out of the north, fluttering her cloak. She was unprepared for a long hike.

      She still had not reached the merahl.

      Every so often, she heard the steady cry coming from the merahl, and it spurred her forward. She didn’t think the merahl was injured. There was no sound of urgency or pain, merely a summons for her to follow.

      What was the merahl following?

      Could it have the trail of the groeliin?

      The groeliin must have escaped, but how? There had been no sign of the body, and no sign of anyone else that would make her think that someone had broken it free, or even killed it and dragged it free.

      And there was that strange fog that had emanated from the mouth of the cave.

      She should have gone back for Jassan, but now, it was too late. If she could catch up to the merahl, she could ask it to send word to others and have Jassan come after her, but to do so, she had to reach the merahl first.

      The howl was closer this time, telling her that she was nearing the merahl.

      The path led upward, continuing to climb deeper into the mountains, the dense grasses that were more common on the lower slopes now changing over to intermittent shrubs. Higher up in the mountains, she knew stunted pine trees grew. A few snowcapped peaks were visible in the distance, though even when she had traveled with the Antrilii, she had not gone so far as to reach those mountains. She didn’t recall them when she had come through here before, either. Jassan had led her on a more direct route, taking the pass that prevented them from fighting through snow, and weather that she had not been dressed for.

      The trail led around a pile of rocks, and she paused. She saw the merahl crouched nearby, looking down from the trail and into a valley far below.

      Isandra settled down next to the merahl and rested her hand on his back, ruffling his fur. The merahl pushed his head against her hand and made a soft rumbling sound deep in his chest. It was one she recognized as a welcome, something that seemed almost satisfied.

      “What is it?” she asked merahl.

      She turned her attention toward the valley and the direction the merahl had been looking. Far below, she saw traces of the same fog she had seen near the cave mouth. It had a translucent quality to it, like a haze that hung over the ground, but it carried none of the darkness that she had seen from the groeliin fog.

      Could this be the groeliin they’d captured?

      She waited, watching for movement, and when she saw none, she started down the slope. The footing was more treacherous, and she had to descend carefully, searching for handholds and navigating the rocks on her hands and knees.

      At one point, the distance was too great for her to easily climb down, and the merahl jumped down before her and waited.

      Isandra took a moment before she realized that the merahl intended for her to use him for support as she continued to climb down.

      When she finally managed to reach the valley floor, she remained hidden by the rocks, concealing her presence. The merahl crept up next to her, breathing more easily than Isandra managed after the descent, though she did much better this time than she had in the past. When she had first started out with the Antrilii on the hunt for the breeding grounds, she had still been weak. Hiking through the mountains as they searched had toughened and strengthened her. Now she was tired, but not as exhausted as she had been before.

      The daylight was long gone. With her Magi eyesight, despite the faint traces of moonlight being all the night sky offered, she could see well but would be at a disadvantage if she were attacked.

      She assumed the merahl had better eyesight in the darkness, though she wasn’t certain that was true. He continued to sniff the air, and his ears shifted, twitching from time to time as he focused his attention on their surroundings. The Magi might have excellent eyesight, but they did not have the same enhancement of their sense of smell. It had never been an issue for her, but now that the merahl seemed to detect something, she wondered what he might notice that she could not.

      The haze that she had noted from up above was still present. Down here, it was even more prominent. What was it that she detected?

      She needed to move closer to find out.

      As she did, the merahl tried to block her. It was the same thing he had done back near the cave.

      “I need to see what this is,” she said.

      The merahl’s ears twitched, and he moved so that she could slip forward. Isandra made her way around the rock, and out into the open. There had to be something here, even though she saw nothing.

      She crept forward, moving slowly.

      The haze became denser as she went.

      Isandra hadn’t determined what it was that she’d seen surround the groeliin during her previous encounters. It had much the same appearance as what she saw now, but that had been more of a dark fog.

      She reached for the distant part of her mind. Could she reach her abilities?

      She had tried it before when Alison had placed the teralin rod upon her flesh, and nothing had seemed any different for her. Isandra didn’t expect anything this time, either.

      Surprisingly, there was a faint connection.

      It didn’t come from within her, not as it once had. This came from around her.

      Was it manehlin?

      She felt as if she could touch it, and that if she were to focus, she could reach for it. Except, she wasn’t strong enough.

      The damage that had been inflicted upon her made it impossible for her to reach for anything. Her head throbbed even thinking of it.

      What had Alriyn said? He had mentioned pushing through the weakness.

      Doing so would only tear her mind open, and the Magi had been warned over the years that doing such a thing could lead to damage, even insanity. A few who had tried had never been the same.

      Did she dare attempt it?

      Alriyn had survived, which made her think that she could survive.

      More likely than not, nothing would even happen. She might push, and she might cause her mind to split, but she might still not be able to reach anything more than what she already could.

      She tried anyway.

      There was the faintest sense that she grabbed at the manehlin.

      It was wispy, little more than a sense of reaching for the fog that she saw, but nothing came of it. Isandra pushed, and when she felt the beginning of pain throbbing behind her eyes, she attempted to grab at the manehlin again. This time, she was even more certain that it was manehlin she detected.

      As she tried again, she heard the merahl whine softly.

      Isandra stopped and looked over at him. “What is—”

      Movement caught her attention and she cut off.

      The merahl crouched, muscles tense, but he remained silent, simply standing where he was.

      The lack of reaction from the merahl put her more at ease. Had it been groeliin, she would have expected him to have a greater reaction, and to race off and attack. Unless he didn’t want to leave her alone.

      Could it be groeliin here?

      She unsheathed her sword, holding it ready.

      Isandra knew she to investigate, but something in her mind warned that she should not, that she should return to Farsea and summon Jassan. But if she did, she might lose out on the opportunity to investigate what she found here. It didn’t seem that whatever this was presented a serious threat. If it were a threat, the merahl would protect her.

      She stepped into the midst of the now dense haze.

      As she moved deeper into it, the merahl howled.

      Isandra recognized that sound. She had heard it countless times when hunting with the merahl while searching for the breeding grounds.

      Groeliin.

      “Show me,” Isandra said.

      She couldn’t see anything, so she kept one hand gripping the fur on the nape of his neck. The merahl crept forward, sniffing, and then began growling.

      The haze cleared, but not completely.

      That wasn’t quite right. The haze had cleared, but now what she saw was the dark fog of the groeliin.

      Where were they?

      They had to be nearby, especially if she saw the fog that surrounded them, but she saw no sign of them. The merahl guided her forward, and she continued to hold on to his fur, her heart racing as she feared when she might run into one of the groeliin.

      Then one of the creatures appeared.

      It was one of the taller groeliin, and it carried a dark blade. He swung it in an arc toward her.

      Isandra’s training with Jassan set in. She dropped, blocking the attack, and swept her sword up in a controlled strike, catching the groeliin in the shoulder.

      The creature was fast, as all like it seemed to be. It recovered and attacked again. Its blows were heavy, and it attacked with strength that Isandra could not match.

      The merahl had left her, and she heard his breathless snarls as he attacked other groeliin that she could not see. When she’d faced these larger groeliin before, they had come with a single leader, with several others who followed. How many others might there be? Would the merahl be able to handle them on his own?

      Isandra forced those worries out of her mind, needing to focus on the fight. This creature was powerful and more skilled than the first groeliin with a sword that she’d faced. Had she faced one like this the first time, she would probably have fallen.

      It meant they were training.

      The thought struck her, nearly slowing her, but she managed to regroup, and danced through movements, letting her mind go blank as she worked through patterns Jassan had taught her. She had continued to practice in the time since they had returned from the breeding grounds. It had been a distraction, and something she realized that she enjoyed, but now it turned out that it had been essential. Had she not, she likely would have fallen by now.

      She twisted, leaping backward, and the large groeliin stumbled.

      Isandra took that opening, and darted forward, bringing her sword around and beheading the creature. He twitched once before he stopped moving.

      Where were the others?

      She heard the merahl attacking, but saw no sign of the other groeliin. The dark fog hung over everything, preventing her from seeing clearly.

      She needed to help him.

      She whistled softly, trying to re-create the sound of the merahl. Jassan and Nahrsin had managed to make a whistle that the merahl would answer to, but Isandra had never managed to mimic it. Until now.

      The merahl howled, and she knew where to find him.

      She hurried forward, attacking as quickly as she could, and reached the space where the dark fog lifted enough for her to see another of the sword-wielding groeliin.

      Not only one, she realized with a growing horror. There were two. Both were enormous and larger than the last one she had fought.

      Isandra’s heart sank. She could face one, and possibly even survive against one this size, but against two? That was more than what she could withstand. If she did nothing, the merahl would fall. She realized that he had been bloodied, and his movements were not nearly as swift as they normally would be.

      She had no choice but to attack.

      It had been foolishness that had brought her this deep into the mountains. She had made a mistake not summoning help, and now that mistake would kill her. If she could help it, it would not kill the merahl.

      She screamed, drawing the attention of one of the groeliin, but not of both.

      The groeliin leaped at her.

      The last creature she had faced had been skilled. It had more talent with the sword than any of the others that she had faced when they had found the breeding grounds, but this one put the last to shame.

      The creature was too fast for her to track.

      She fell back, retreating against its assault. Isandra barely managed to block each attack, and barely managed to stay on her feet. She slipped once and gathered herself in time to bring her sword up before a killing blow would have taken her head off.

      Any hope she had that the merahl might jump in and assist her had faded. The merahl was injured, and likely had enough trouble keeping away from the groeliin it attempted to face.

      As she staggered, that translucent haze returned and thickened around her.

      It obscured her and gave her a chance to scramble back and gather herself.

      Her heart pounded. She heard the merahl, a soft, hurt cry that was mixed with the threat of an attack. She whistled, letting the merahl know that she still lived. She didn’t know if the groeliin could hear the merahl, and she suspected they could hear her, but she needed her friend to know that she still lived and that she would still fight.

      The dark fog of the groeliin pushed against the translucent haze, but it could not penetrate it.

      Was she safe here?

      How was it possible?

      She licked her lips. Her mouth was dry from fighting, as well as from the effort of climbing for the last few hours. Had she only planned better, she would have been equipped for such a journey. She should have known better than to leave Farsea by herself, and she should have known better than to engage in an attack on some strangeness without having a good sense of what she would encounter.

      Something brushed up against her, and she jerked, realizing that it was the merahl.

      “Are you hurt?”

      It no longer felt strange to speak to the merahl, and when he gave a soft whine in reply, she recognized what he told her, and she knew that he had sustained enough of an injury that would slow him.

      “We should try to get back to Farsea,” she said.

      She backed up, and the merahl went with her, keeping close by her side. This time, she suspected he remained near her for his benefit rather than for hers. With the haze surrounding them, they had cover, but how long would that last? How long before it cleared, and the groeliin saw them and managed to attack?

      The haze continued to grow thicker.

      What was it? What caused it to be so dense here?

      She took another step back and bumped into something.

      She turned, expecting to see the merahl, but he was still pressed up against her side.

      She saw a groeliin.

      Isandra brought her sword up, preparing to attack, but the look of surprise—and one that she would almost call fear—on the groeliin’s face halted her attack.

      The merahl sniffed, but he didn’t growl, and he didn’t attempt to attack.

      This was the groeliin she had saved. This was the groeliin she had attempted to feed fruits. The one that had fed on the positively charged teralin.

      The dark fog pressed the dense haze inward, growing increasingly thicker.

      Understanding came to her then. The infant groeliin was protecting himself with this haze. The other groeliin had come not for her, but for this creature.

      She looked down at the merahl. “We can’t leave it,” she said.

      She didn’t know whether this groeliin was a him or her, but she knew with absolute certainty that she couldn’t allow the other groeliin to claim it. If nothing else, they still needed to study it, and they still needed to know whether feeding it with the positively charged teralin had somehow changed something for it.

      They needed to know something that she never before believed even possible. Could the groeliin be saved?
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      Though the dark fog continued to thicken around them, pressing upon Isandra with something like a physical weight, she sheathed her sword and turned to the infant groeliin, holding her hands out. The air had a cool bite to it, and the scent of a coming rain mixed with the strange stink of the groeliin. She stood before the creature, unarmed, and for the first time since capturing it in the breeding grounds, she did so with nothing between her and it.

      “Let me help you,” she said.

      The groeliin watched her, before turning its gaze to the ever-thickening dark fog.

      “We’ll get you away from them,” she said. She wasn’t certain that was what the groeliin wanted, or if it feared something else, but she was determined to save this creature, if only because she wasn’t convinced that it was the same as the others.

      The groeliin made a strange sound, a sort of noise that sounded almost like a word. It was different from anything she’d heard from other groeliin, but not clear enough for her to understand.

      “I want to help,” she said. “Let me get you away from here.”

      The groeliin flicked its gaze toward her again, and back to the dark fog that surrounded them. She would have to fight, and she didn’t know whether she was strong enough to overpower the two groeliin. There might even be more.

      “How many of the large ones are there?” she asked the merahl.

      The merahl sniffed the air and then howled softly three times.

      Three.

      That was too many for her. Even if the merahl were uninjured, that would be too many for the two of them. The groeliin might not fight, and even if it would, she wasn’t certain she wanted it to. What would happen to it if it did fight? What would change? Would it become violent like the rest of the groeliin? Did feeding it on the positively charged teralin allow it to change its countenance enough for the creature to be more peaceful?

      She needed to know. It deserved that chance.

      This one might have been born of destruction and chaos, but did that mean it had to stay that way? It had been just an infant when she had rescued it and brought it north with them.

      Fighting their way free would be nearly impossible if there were three groeliin, especially if they were all armed with swords. And if there were three, that meant there were possibly dozens of smaller groeliin, more than she could stop, and more than the merahl could stop.

      They had to escape, and quickly, but with the dark fog of the groeliin surrounding them, they could do nothing.

      She looked down at the merahl. For the first time, she realized that he was bleeding from a long gash down his side. He couldn’t fight; he barely remained standing.

      If they were to survive, it would have to be on her.

      There was only one way she could think of to save them.

      The last few times she had tried reaching deeper into her mind and tried reaching for the manehlin, she had failed. What she needed now was a way to reach for that power, that part of her that had once been there, and had been stolen by the Deshmahne.

      What she would have to do required her to risk tearing open her mind, and risked her going insane if she failed. Even if she were successful, would she be able to reach enough of a connection to the manehlin for her to succeed?

      The merahl growled softly. She recognized the urgency in the tone, as well as a resignation. The merahl expected to die in this fight.

      The infant groeliin made a sound something like a cry, nothing like the hissing the other groeliin had made during their battles.

      Isandra took a deep breath.

      She again reached for that portion of her mind that granted access to her Mage abilities.

      As before, it slipped away. There was the wispy sense that they were there, but she couldn’t quite reach them, she couldn’t quite grasp the manehlin, though she desperately wanted to—and needed to.

      Isandra pushed.

      Pain shot through her mind.

      There was a greater awareness of the manehlin, and once again, she reached for it, straining to grasp it, to control it as had once been easy for her.

      Again, she failed.

      The groeliin closed in.

      She could feel them as much as she could see the changing of the black cloud around them. The air stunk of them.

      She would have to try harder. She would have to strain with everything she could, reaching despite pain. Could she withstand it? Could she tolerate the agony she knew she would experience as she attempted to push her mind open?

      Isandra knew that she could.

      The Deshmahne had unintentionally prepared her for this moment. They had tortured her, branded her, and stolen her powers, abilities given to her by the gods. She had suffered. But she had survived.

      She had reached the Antrilii, and she had learned that she was stronger than a mere Mage. She was more than that. Perhaps all the Magi were more than that if only they would push themselves.

      Could she draw on that now?

      Isandra reached deep into her mind, and this time, she felt it tearing.

      She screamed.

      It was agony, but it was no worse than anything she had endured at the hand of the Deshmahne.

      Her head split.

      As it did, awareness of the manehlin opened up to her.

      It swirled around her, but not only her, she saw it swirling around the infant groeliin. It emanated from the creature.

      How was that possible?

      She pulled the manehlin toward her, controlling it. It was a nearly forgotten skill. She had been out of practice for so long that doing so felt awkward, and strange.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      It wasn’t that using the manehlin felt strange, it was that her connection to it had changed. Maybe it was the groeliin’s connection to it that was different, that made it feel unusual to her.

      Either way, she drew it in, and then pushed out.

      Her mind roared with pain once more, but what she did felt right. She was filled with a desire to protect the merahl, and to protect the groeliin, even more than she was filled with the desire to protect herself. The merahl was injured and needed her protection, and the groeliin was helpless, and if she was right, possibly innocent, as well.

      The dark fog halted.

      The groeliin pressed against her, a force of energy that pushed, but she resisted.

      Her head throbbed. The manehlin had a texture to it that she could grasp, and she used it in a way she had never thought of before. She thickened the manehlin.

      “Protect this groeliin,” she said to the merahl.

      Isandra unsheathed her sword and darted out into the dark fog.

      She had to fight. That much was clear. If there were three groeliin swordsmen, that meant that she had to find them first. The other groeliin would be easier to bring down once she did. Filled with the manehlin, she felt light and faster than she had before. It was truly as if she had been given strength and power from the gods.

      She reached the boundary of the dark fog, and through her connection to the manehlin, she felt where the first groeliin was.

      Isandra pressed out with her connection to the manehlin. She thickened it, encasing the groeliin in the manehlin. All she needed was to slow the creature. The effort caused her mind to scream in agony, resisting her attempt, but it worked. She struck the groeliin, cutting the creature down.

      Pain caused her to lose some of her connection to the manehlin.

      How much longer would she be able to maintain this?

      She might be able to hold out long enough to stop the groeliin.

      How could she not? She had to if she wanted to protect the merahl and the infant groeliin. She had no choice but to do so.

      Her connection to the manehlin told her where to find the next groeliin. This creature was enormous. As before, she attempted to wrap her manehlin around it, but it pushed back. The strength of its connection to the dark fog—likely a dark connection to manehlin—overpowered hers. Isandra pushed again, straining through the darkness, and reached into the groeliin.

      The creature hesitated.

      Isandra used that momentary hesitation and attacked, striking down the groeliin with a rain of blows enhanced by her connection to the manehlin.

      As the groeliin fell, her connection to the manehlin faded.

      Where was the last groeliin? She needed to attack quickly. If she didn’t, she would fail the merahl and the infant groeliin.

      She found the one remaining groeliin at the same time as she heard the merahl howl.

      It was a pained sound, and it tore through her, putting her on edge.

      Isandra raced toward the sound and found the merahl biting at the sword the last groeliin was wielding but missing. The merahl was slow, the injury sapping his strength as well as his speed and ferocity.

      Isandra raced forward, screaming as she did.

      The groeliin looked up and pressed out with the fog.

      Isandra was thrown back.

      She was reminded of what Jostephon had done to Endric. There was control here that she had not seen from the groeliin before. Could she do something similar?

      She focused on the manehlin and pushed.

      Her mind resisted, pain causing her to scream in agony, and she knew she had to suffer through it. She had suffered through worse before.

      The force of her connection to the manehlin threw the groeliin back, and away from the merahl.

      She staggered forward. Her body was slower, and she could feel her connection to the manehlin fading. But still, she tried.

      The groeliin rose, coming at her with the same intensity as before, the same speed enhanced by the dark connection to the manehlin. The creature swung its sword, and Isandra managed to block the attack, and stumbled back, planting her feet so that she could push off.

      She reached for the manehlin, but her connection had slipped away. Pain throbbed in her head, making it difficult for her to focus, and impossible for her to reach for that power again. If she survived, she wondered if she would be able to access it again, or if it was gone for good. Had she somehow drawn on the last of what remained within her?

      The infant groeliin made a sound much like a cry mixed with a hiss.

      The dark groeliin turned toward it, bringing its sword around, readying a strike.

      “No!”

      Isandra staggered forward and jabbed her sword at the groeliin.

      Stumbling forward, she drove her sword as deep as she could into its side.

      The move took her to her knees.

      The groeliin turned, and she watched as the dark teralin blade swung toward her head. She knew that she could do nothing. Her own sword was lodged in the groeliin’s side, but even if it weren’t, her mind throbbed from the pain she had put it through as she had attempted to force it open to reach for the manehlin. And muscles ached from the climb and then the fight.

      The merahl barely moved. Had he not been injured, Isandra knew he would have attacked, throwing himself at the groeliin on her behalf.

      She would die here.

      The merahl would die, and then the groeliin she had attempted to save would die as well.

      Everything she had tried to do would be for nothing.

      Isandra attempted once more to reach for the manehlin, but her mind would not allow it.

      She heard a merahl howl and looked over to see her merahl lying motionless, barely breathing. It was not her merahl.

      Someone shouted near her.

      Isandra didn’t recognize the voice, but it was a shout. Someone had come.

      She blinked, trying to focus her mind, but found it difficult.

      And then help came from a surprising source. Endric appeared, his sword practically glowing, moving with speed that she couldn’t fathom, yet still the groeliin managed to keep up, pushing him back.

      Other merahl howled.

      Their snarls echoed through the valley.

      She recognized one of the merahl. Was Jassan here, as well?

      Her mind wasn’t working as well as it should. She struggled to keep her thoughts straight. All that mattered was that someone was here.

      Endric pushed the groeliin back.

      Suddenly, one of the Antrilii was there. And then another.

      The three of them blocked the groeliin, and they worked together in a way that forced the groeliin to turn and fight, but the sword penetrating its side prevented it from moving as quickly as it had before.

      Isandra realized what they were doing. They were letting it expend its energy, and letting the creature gradually bleed itself out.

      The groeliin hissed, and Endric slipped through its defenses and cut off one of its arms. Another Antrilii brought it down from behind. Jassan finished the creature off, beheading it.

      Endric spun back toward her before taking in the groeliin near the merahl. He leapt forward, his sword blazing.

      “Stop!” Isandra cried, using the last of her energy.

      Endric hesitated and turned toward her.

      “Not this one. This creature is…” She wasn’t sure what the creature was. It wasn’t like the others. It had not attempted to attack her. It had not wanted to fight like the other groeliin. It was different. “Not this one,” she said again.

      Endric glanced at Jassan who nodded.

      As Jassan approached, Isandra let out a relieved sigh.
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      “What is this creature?” Endric asked.

      They sat around a crackling fire, upwind of the stench of the bodies of the groeliin burning in a blaze nearby. Isandra no longer minded the stink of their burning flesh, not as she once had. There was something satisfying about watching them burn. It meant that they had won another victory, and she had survived.

      Despite that, it was strange to sit near the groeliin she had saved that now sat unmoving, staring at the bodies of others like it engulfed in flames. They weren’t quite like this one, but near enough that it still was strange.

      “This was the one we rescued when we found the breeding grounds. I’ve been keeping it near positively charged teralin.”

      “What happened?” Jassan asked.

      “It escaped.”

      Isandra ran her hand over the injured merahl. Jassan had stitched up the wounds and then had rubbed ointment across his skin. Isandra wondered whether her merahl friend would survive, but he was tough, and she suspected he had been through much worse and survived. The merahl breathed, and it relieved her to see his breaths coming more regularly. He would need to be carried out of the valley, but considering all that he had done to protect her, and to help her fight, she would gladly bear that burden.

      “How did it escape?” Jassan asked. “I saw the cage.”

      Isandra shook her head as she pulled her gaze away from the injured merahl to look over at the groeliin. “I’m not certain.”

      “Those bars of teralin should have been too thick for even an adult groeliin to move,” Jassan said.

      “I think he has a connection to manehlin,” she said. “When he and the merahl were injured, I could reach it, and borrow from his manehlin.”

      Her mind still throbbed, pounding with the pain of what she had done. She wasn’t insane, at least not yet. The pain slowly receded, and as it did, she had a sense of that distant connection she once had. Would the connection be permanent? Would she be able to access manehlin once more?

      Her mind was too raw to think through it clearly, but once rested, she would try again. If she could reach it, she might finally be healed.

      Endric frowned. “It should not have a connection to manehlin like that.”

      “What do you mean like that?” Isandra asked.

      “Only that the groeliin have a different connection to manehlin than the Magi or the Antrilii do.”

      Isandra shifted and turned her attention to Endric. “You seem to know quite a bit about the groeliin connection to manehlin.”

      Endric sighed. “Others call it ahmaean. The Magi can reach it, though not all do equally well. The groeliin are connected to it, though what they are connected to is a darker ahmaean.”

      Isandra had heard the word ahmaean in the ancient language before but didn’t remember what it meant. “This creature, the one that we saved, does not have the dark manehlin.”

      Endric studied the groeliin, his frown deepening. “I do not know what this means.”

      “It means the gods can change them,” Isandra said.

      Endric looked over at her. “I don’t think the gods have changed the groeliin. I don’t know what it means, but…”

      Isandra studied the groeliin. She hadn’t known what to make of the creature ever since she had rescued it. The groeliin had shown no signs of violence and had been passive if anything. Then there was the way the manehlin created a cloud around the groeliin. It was nothing like the dark manehlin that she saw around the other groeliin. This was something that appeared to be unlike anything else that she had ever seen.

      “If not the gods themselves, then they have given me the ability to change the groeliin,” she said. “Why can’t the groeliin be changed? I’ve changed. From what I understand of your experiences in Farsea, you changed, General Endric.”

      Endric studied her. His eyes were bright with intensity. “This is something I will have to think about.”

      “Why do you have to think about it?”

      “Because there is an implication to this that I had never considered before. I don’t know that any on the Conclave have ever considered it.”

      Isandra turned her attention to the fire crackling in front of her. As she did, something Endric said stuck out. “The Conclave?”

      He sighed. “There are those who seek knowledge and truth. They seek to maintain a balance of peace. That is the Conclave.”

      “Is this something you are a part of?” she asked him.

      “For a long time.”

      “Why would it matter whether the groeliin can be changed?”

      “We have never fully understood the origin of the groeliin.”

      “The gods make all things,” Jassan said.

      Endric stared at him a moment. “Perhaps. But if the gods made the groeliin, then we must ask why. We need to understand what intent they had in creating such destructive creatures.”

      “But they aren’t destructive, not at birth,” Isandra said.

      Endric followed the direction of her gaze as she looked upon the groeliin she had rescued. “You will be the first person to have discovered this.”

      “Because none has ever found a breeding ground before.”

      Endric took a deep breath and let it out slowly, a deep frown furrowing his brow. “That’s not entirely true.” The general stood and wiped his hands on his pants. “I need to return to Vasha.”

      Isandra looked up at him. “Now?”

      “There is something I need to look into.” He turned to Jassan. “Have Nahrsin send my men after me. The Magi should come with them.”

      Jassan shook his head slightly. “The Antrilii will provide an escort for the Magi through the mountains,” Jassan said.

      “Thank you.” Endric looked to Isandra, and he studied her for a long moment. “You could be useful, Isandra.”

      “Useful?” she asked.

      “You have a unique way of thinking. And you have shown resiliency that few ever do. I think you could be an asset as we try to stop the High Priest.”

      “That’s what this is all about? It seems that there is more taking place than just the High Priest or just Jostephon. We still haven’t discovered where he’s gone.”

      Endric motioned toward the burning groeliin. “It seems he’s training an army of groeliin. That’s something even Raime has never attempted. I wonder if the High Priest made a mistake in elevating Jostephon as high as he did.”

      “Jostephon made a comment while he was captured,” Isandra said. She thought back to one of the conversations that she had with Jostephon. “He felt as if they weren’t doing enough. He thought that the Deshmahne were not pushing as hard as they could.”

      “That explains why there was another breeding season,” Endric said.

      “I thought it was to help the High Priest regain his power?”

      From what Endric had told her, the High Priest had been defeated by someone with more power than he himself possessed. It had caused the High Priest to take a step back, and to search for another way to gain more power. If not using the groeliin, what way to power would he take?

      “I thought so, as well, but this has never been Raime’s way. I think this, all of this, is something else,” Endric said.

      “You think this is all Jostephon?”

      Endric shrugged. “It is possible. The Eldest as a sharp mind and might be even smarter than Raime. Raime has experience, and many years spent studying these things, but Jostephon was born to power whereas Raime had to claim it. This makes Jostephon dangerous in a way that Raime may not be.”

      “If you go to Vasha, what do we do?” she asked.

      “As I said, I think you would be valuable, especially given what you’ve seen. You could come with me. If you’re right about the groeliin and positively charged teralin, there is something we’ve missed for many years.”

      “We?” she asked. “This would be the Conclave that you speak of?”

      He nodded.

      “What is it that you fear you missed?”

      “A connection. It’s one that makes no sense, but one that I have to check on.”

      “How will you look into this?”

      “There is only one way. There’s only one person who can. Somehow, I must find him.”

      “Who do you need to find?”

      Endric fixed her with a hard gaze. “One of the gods.”
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      The northern mountains were colder than what Jakob remembered from the last time he had come, when he’d battled the massive groeliin with the nemerahl at his side. Coming here made him miss the nemerahl. Had it not been for the creature, he would not have survived.

      This time, he came with others. Dendril and Novan traveled with him, an unlikely combination, but he was thankful for them, nonetheless.

      “I don’t see anything,” Novan said.

      Dendril stared intently up at the mountain. Jakob had shifted them to the same location he’d been with the nemerahl.

      Small scrub plants grew around them, most with thick, sharp needles that gave a pungent, sweet aroma to the air. The sky was cloudy, obscuring the sun, leaving everything with a dreary sense.

      Coming this way ran the risk of appearing in the midst of groeliin, but they had not come upon any yet.

      “They were here,” Jakob said.

      He knew all too well the powers they had, so he was surprised none had approached since their arrival. But even without them here, he should have seen some evidence of them, given the battle he and the nemerahl had with them. There should be signs of blood from when he had cut through the groeliin. Instead, there was nothing. There was no sign that anything had happened here.

      Had he come to the wrong place?

      When he had come here before, the nemerahl had shifted them here. Now that Jakob understood the connection between the fibers and the nemerahl, he suspected that was how he knew where to find the groeliin, but had he known what was going to happen to him? If he had, why would he have so willingly risk himself this way?

      Unless he had known something else that Jakob had not known.

      The fibers had been clear about one thing. When Jakob had looked forward and attempted to understand where to find Jostephon, all strands led him here. He at least knew that if he was going to find Jostephon, he was in the right place. Just because he was here, didn’t mean that he would be able to reach him, especially if there were as many groeliin as he had seen.

      “I don’t detect anything here,” Dendril said.

      Jakob suppressed a sigh. He didn’t, either, which frustrated him. Then again, maybe it shouldn’t. If the groeliin weren’t here, then he didn’t have to worry about being attacked.

      The fibers had led him here, that much he was certain of. It was the same place he had been before when he had traveled with the nemerahl—at least he thought it was. Maybe it was something different.

      From here, he couldn’t tell well enough what he needed to do. The fibers weren’t clear about that. He had seen a location, and had seen the Eldest, but nothing more than that.

      Was there a way for him to use his connection to the ahmaean?

      He had used it in countless other ways and had seen the damahne using it to reach out between each other, connecting to one another. Jakob had not attempted it quite that way.

      He pressed out with the ahmaean. It came out slowly, and the connection came gradually, with increasing strength behind it. He surged on it, letting the ahmaean surge away from him. He felt Novan and Dendril against him, the presence of both men pulsating against his connection. Jakob pressed further and wondered if he would detect other life out in the mountains, but there was none. Had the groeliin chased them away, or had the massive creatures destroyed any life they encountered as they’d made their way here to face Jakob and the nemerahl in battle?

      As he continued to stretch out, he began to feel a strain against his ahmaean. Having not used it in this way before, he was not sure how far out he could push. He felt the mountain slopes sweeping around him. There was nothing that moved, nothing with any sense of life.

      Perhaps he went the wrong way.

      Could the Eldest have gone underground?

      According to Endric, the groeliin needed teralin, and if Jostephon had attempted to continue to use the groeliin, he might have gone underground in search of a source for teralin.

      Jakob changed the way that he pressed out his ahmaean, probing downward.

      This was strange. The sensation as he pressed was unusual, requiring that he push through the rock, and probe deep beneath him. As above ground, there was no life here.

      Jakob had nearly abandoned his search when he detected an opening.

      It was a strange sensation that caused a surge of his ahmaean.

      Teralin.

      There was resistance and something that he hadn’t noticed with teralin before. Was this neutral teralin? When he had worked with buried teralin before, he had always found it to be neutral—where he couldn’t do anything with it.

      Jakob hesitated.

      When had he worked with teralin before?

      He hadn’t. Which meant memories that weren’t his were entering his mind. That had been the warning that he’d been given by the damahne hosts, that he would draw away memories from his hosts, the same way they could borrow from his memories. Jakob hadn’t experienced it before now. There had been the sense of the memories that he had gleaned from his hosts, but never anything quite like this… where he felt as if the memories merged.

      What experience with teralin could he borrow from those memories?

      If it were neutral teralin, it would resist him. If it were positively charged teralin, it would augment him. Then there was the negatively charged teralin. With that, there was a connection that he wouldn’t be able to reach. It would push against him, resisting him.

      Which was this?

      Jakob pushed into the void. Could he know the type of teralin by connecting in this way?

      What did his memories tell him?

      None of them would be his; they would be borrowed memories. Which of those memories could he use, or were none of them useful to him?

      Jakob focused on the teralin and tried to think about what he knew of it, and what he knew of the way it filled the space in the mountains. As he did, memories flooded him.

      They came from damahne hosts he’d stepped into before, even if he didn’t know which host they stemmed from. Jakob had visited so many hosts since the time that he’d begun to walk the fibers that the memories could have come from any of them.

      The resistance was familiar.

      It was slippery. Dark. The kind of influence that would leave him tainted if he remained here too long.

      Negatively charged teralin then.

      Was there any way to change it? If it was the negatively charged teralin, it meant that it could be used by the groeliin. Jakob couldn’t leave it here, not if it meant that the groeliin could feed off it.

      He didn’t know how to change the polarity of the teralin.

      Endric did. Jakob was certain that he’d heard Endric mention how he’d changed teralin in the past, but how?

      Maybe there wasn’t anything that he could do. As a damahne, maybe that wasn’t one of his gifts.

      Yet Raime must have been able to change the metal’s polarity. And he had learned that Jostephon had been able to, as well, which left Jakob wondering why he couldn’t.

      Novan watched him, saying nothing. Dendril stared at the mountains, as if searching for answers. Neither bothered him as he searched for whether he could probe into the teralin and change the polarity of it.

      Jakob would have to look back along the fibers.

      He turned his ahmaean inward and searched back along the fibers.

      Jakob worked quickly, not wanting to linger too long in the past. He needed answers, which meant that he had to hurry. If he stayed in this groeliin territory too long—and if he pressed too much upon the teralin—he ran the risk of others knowing that he was here. He didn’t know who else might be here, and who else might be paying attention to him, but if they discovered that he intended to reverse the polarity of the teralin, he suspected he would be in for a fight.

      Could that pocket of teralin be the reason that all the groeliin had been here?

      If this were another breeding ground, it would explain why Jostephon had come here.

      And gave him even more reason to attempt to reverse it.

      As he looked along the fibers, he saw memories of teralin. Jakob focused his search on what he could find of the strange metal, borrowing snippets from as many damahne as he could along the fibers, wanting knowledge and nothing more, dipping into host after host as he searched. He didn’t have time for subtlety and didn’t allow himself to worry that he might be risking the damahne as he went. He knew he would not be harming them, not by borrowing only a little of the connection.

      When he decided that he had learned enough, Jakob returned to the present.

      He understood what he had to do.

      As a damahne, he could change the polarity of the metal.

      Could he work on such a scale? He didn’t have that answer. During his walk of the fibers, he had seen damahne change small quantities of teralin, but never an amount as massive as what he detected here. There was an enormous amount of the metal to change, which meant that there had been an enormous amount of the metal for the groeliin to feed on.

      Jakob had to change what remained.

      Pushing his ahmaean out and down, he searched for the void beneath him again.

      It was there, and more obvious that it was from the negatively charged teralin. Now that he had reached through the memories of others in the past, he understood the teralin differently. There was power to the metal, but it was a power that even the damahne had not completely understood. Jakob suspected that Raime understood it better than any of the damahne, especially as he had started using it for such dangerous purposes.

      When he pressed, there was resistance.

      To change the polarity, he would have to push with even more strength. It would take the strongest connection that he could manage.

      He focused, and with another push, he pressed again.

      There was resistance that seemed as if it wanted to slide over his connection. Jakob tried grabbing for the connection, but he was unable to easily reach for it as the teralin slipped past him.

      How would he be able to hold on to it long enough for him to change the polarity?

      Was there anything in his memories that would help him?

      There might be, but Jakob wasn’t certain that he remembered the connection well enough to know how to do it on such a scale.

      He pressed out with the ahmaean, and then pulled back, drawing toward himself once more. This created a movement that allowed him to somewhat hook into the sense of the teralin, and he grabbed it.

      Changing the polarity required him to press his ahmaean through it, but to do so with a particular intent. The metal seemed to recognize and appreciate the intentions of the person using it.

      What could he offer that would change it from negative to positive?

      There had to be something that would demonstrate his intent, but what was it?

      All he could think about was the last time he had been here, and how the nemerahl had been lost. He wanted to ensure that didn’t happen again and was willing to do whatever it took to make certain that the groeliin couldn’t continue to gain strength and couldn’t harm another great creature like the nemerahl.

      There came a slow change to the void where he detected the metal that increased the more that he pushed. Finally, the sense of the metal changed.

      He pushed into the teralin. As he did, he had a greater awareness and could use it to concentrate and augment his connection to the ahmaean. The awareness expanded away from him, flooding out from him into the now positively charged teralin.

      Jakob took a deep breath.

      It had worked.

      Could he do it again?

      There were other pockets of teralin staggered throughout the mountain. Would he be able to reach them all and find a way to change their polarity, as well?

      He used the augmented teralin to reach out, stretching far beyond himself.

      Going this way, he found another pocket of teralin, and then another. Each time, he focused on his intent, using the memory of the nemerahl as a sort of focus, and shifted the polarity.

      Each time he succeeded, he was able to concentrate and augment his ahmaean, stretching even farther than he would have otherwise.

      How many different deposits of teralin were there?

      If he continued to press, would he be able to stretch throughout the entire northern mountain chain? How many had the groeliin—or whoever had done this—charged over the years? Was that why they were able to move so easily, and why they had been able to breed throughout the mountains?

      Jakob jumped from pocket to pocket, changing as many as he could detect. There came a point when he couldn’t reach any farther, and he finally had to take a break, drawing back his connection to the ahmaean.

      He blinked, looking around.

      “Something changed here,” Dendril said.

      “The teralin,” Jakob answered.

      Novan and Dendril looked over to him. “What about the teralin?” Novan asked.

      “There were pockets of negatively charged teralin throughout the mountain around us. I’ve changed them to positively charged teralin.” It had exhausted him, but he had done it. He had the sense that he would need to do much more.

      “You were able to reverse the polarity of this much teralin yourself?” Novan asked.

      “As much as I could,” Jakob answered. He suspected that if he could find a way to reverse more of it, he could deplete the dark food source for the groeliin, but he had done all that he could, at least for now. Anything more would require strength and a connection that he did not have—at least not yet.

      “How much teralin were you able to change?” Novan asked.

      “There was quite a bit. Most of it was negatively charged; enough that I had to work against the effect.”

      “How did you know how to change the polarity?” Dendril asked.

      “You walked back along the fibers, didn’t you?” Novan asked.

      “I did.”

      “When we were here?” Dendril asked. “You do it with such skill now that you can simply stand there and walk along the fibers?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I wouldn’t call my way of walking along the fibers anything with much skill. I do what I can and am able to navigate the fibers well enough that I can see what I need.”

      Dendril glanced to Novan, and they shared a knowing look. “If you’re able to walk along the fibers, and gather what you need about teralin in that brief a time, you have grown far more skilled than you give yourself credit for,” Dendril said.

      He hadn’t anyone to compare to but didn’t think that he was skilled. Certainly, he was not as skilled as someone like Shoren, though he suspected there were few damahne who possessed Shoren’s connection to the fibers.

      Then again, he had grown more skilled with reaching the fibers. It had been a necessity for him, and the only way that he was ever going to learn anything about his abilities. Without discovering what he had about the fibers, and without finding the way to walk back as he had, Jakob doubted he would have ever learned how to control his ahmaean.

      “Where did you learn about the teralin?” Novan asked.

      “Where, or from whom?” Jakob asked.

      “I suppose that both are appropriate questions. Maybe we start with the first.”

      Jakob glanced from Novan to Dendril, uncertain what answer they were expecting, and what answer might surprise them. He didn’t want to upset them, but at the same time, Novan knew things that Jakob could learn from. If there was anyone that might be able to help him understand what he was going through, and the way that his connections existed, he suspected it would be the historian.

      “I suppose I managed to gain knowledge from several damahne. When I reached back, I searched for information about teralin and maintained my focus on it. Using that connection, I traced backward along the fibers until I found several others who had knowledge I could borrow from.”

      That had been what he had done, but there had been more to it. He had used that connection to help him reach backward, and with each step back along the fibers, Jakob had searched the hosts, unwitting as they may have been, and plucked knowledge of teralin from them. An idea came to him that he hadn’t considered before. Could he do the same thing with other hosts and other issues that he wanted to understand? Why did it have to be confined to teralin?

      It was a consideration for another time. Now, his focus needed to be on teralin.

      Dendril chuckled. “As I said, I think you underestimate your abilities. I don’t recall Alyta having such facility with the fibers, do you?”

      Novan stared at Jakob. “Alyta had a different talent.”

      Jakob wished he’d had a chance to work with Alyta and to know what talents she possessed.

      Was he in any way connected to her? He was connected to many of the damahne, possibly to most of the damahne, especially the more recent ones, but he had seen and learned nothing that would make him believe a connection to Alyta existed.

      “Using the fibers to master a subject in such a short time. I don’t impress easily,” Dendril said.

      Novan snorted. “That might be the greatest understatement you ever made.” Novan turned his attention to Jakob, staring at him for a long moment. “Why would there be so much negatively charged teralin here?” Novan asked.

      Jakob thought about what he had discovered and wondered if there was more to it than what he had seen. Could it have been only for the groeliin? Could that have been the sole purpose for the pockets of teralin that he had detected? Not knowing the answer seemed like a missed opportunity for them to do something more, for there to be something more.

      “To feed the groeliin,” Dendril answered. Jakob looked over to the old man, and his eyes had narrowed, He studied the mountains, anger leading his jaw to clench. “They use the Blood of the Maker in order to destroy.”

      Jakob frowned. “Blood of the Maker?”

      “That was how many of the ancients referred to teralin,” Dendril said. “If you ask me, it is a bit dramatic, but I think it is fitting, as well. It speaks to how teralin is involved in everything we do and is a part of everything we create. It explains the importance placed on teralin, to the point that wars have been fought over it, though the last was many years ago.”

      The extensive presence of teralin beneath the ground left Jakob thinking that Dendril was right about the reason for the negatively charge teralin here. It likely had been used to feed the groeliin, and considering the hundreds of years where the groeliin had bred, it wasn’t surprising. That didn’t make it any easier to overcome.

      Jakob looked around them. There still was no sign of anything moving, and he still detected nothing when he pushed out with his ahmaean. There was no way for him to know where to look for Jostephon, though the fibers had seemed to guide him here. Perhaps they had guided him here for the purpose of finding and changing the polarity of teralin. Would the fibers care about such things? Did they have any interest in the outcome of events that took place? The fibers were not alive, at least they should not seem alive.

      Maybe what he needed to do next was search for other pockets of teralin. If he could find these locations and reverse the charge of the teralin, it would eliminate those pockets as potential breeding grounds. If he could do that—if he could actually prevent the groeliin from breeding, perhaps he could stop future groeliin attacks. The Antrilii could intervene, and they could finally exterminate the groeliin. It would require Jakob to confront the twelve dark-powered groeliin, but he would need help.

      Jakob readied to shift them away, to go in search of other pockets of teralin when he felt something against him.

      Dendril’s gasp told him that the old general felt it, as well.

      Jakob looked over to see both Dendril and Novan frowning. Both of them connected to their ahmaean, and both of them pressed out with it, using it to sweep away from them, a great swirl of power that they seemed to use to push out over the mountains, much as Jakob had.

      He marveled at the strength of the connection that both Novan and Dendril had to their ahmaean. Both were able to use that connection, and both were able to reach quite a bit farther than Jakob would have expected.

      He focused his own energy outward and around the mountains.

      At first, he didn’t detect anything. There was a sense of the mountain below him, mixed with the same sense of teralin that had drawn him in the beginning. The longer he focused, the clearer that connection became.

      Then he began to feel pressure against him.

      That pressure slowly intensified.

      What was it? Jakob listened to the sense of the ahmaean, and when that wasn’t enough, he probed into the teralin, using it as a reserve, augmenting his strength. Had he not changed the polarity, he wouldn’t have been able to do that.

      The sense of pressure against him persisted.

      Jakob felt where it was coming from, and debated shifting toward it, before deciding against doing so. All that would do was put him at risk, and he needed to know what he was facing before he did so.

      Novan and Dendril both had concerned expressions, and Jakob suspected they were aware of what he detected.

      “There’s something here,” Dendril said.

      “I detect it, as well,” Jakob said.

      “It’s him. He’s here.” Novan’s eyes had gone distant, and he seemed to stare into the distance than only he could see.

      “Him?” Jakob asked.

      Novan nodded. “Jostephon. He is here.”
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      If it was Jostephon, Jakob needed to find some way to prevent him from shifting away. Jostephon was probably aware of what Jakob had done, and could detect the change in the teralin. As Jakob wondered, he began to feel pressure upon the teralin, and he suspected it was Jostephon attempting to change the polarity back. He slipped more of his ahmaean into the teralin, pressing his will, and his intent, using the memory of the nemerahl as he did. It would be enough. It had to be enough.

      Somehow, he had to find a way to hold Jostephon here, if it was even possible for him to do so.

      Was there anything in his memories of teralin that would help him?

      He searched through those memories, trying to discover what secrets the damahne he had borrowed from might have known. All he could come up with was that neutral teralin prevented the damahne from shifting, but there was nothing about charged teralin, and its effect on Magi—or one of the Deshmahne. More than anything else, that was what he had to understand.

      He discovered no answer to that.

      Yet if it was Jostephon, he had so far not shifted away.

      Could he have been held here by Jakob changing the polarity of the teralin?

      Jakob thought about how the dark groeliin had used their connection to their ahmaean, and he wondered if there was anything he could learn from them. Could he press out through the teralin, augment his ahmaean, and use that to contain Jostephon?

      He glanced at the two men with him and realized that he didn’t have to attempt it on his own. There were others who had strength, and both had experience using ahmaean. Dendril’s might be weakened, especially if he had gifted some of his abilities to Endric, but Novan remained strong with his connection to the ahmaean.

      “Can you detect the teralin beneath us?” Jakob asked.

      “I feel the warmth from the teralin,” Dendril said. “After years spent in Vasha, I don’t know that I would ever forget that sense.”

      “I feel it, as well,” Novan said.

      “Good. Novan, I need you to treat it as you do your staff. And Dendril, the way that you use your sword, and force your connection into the teralin deposit.”

      “Why?” Novan asked.

      “I think that using the teralin, the connection can make us stronger than what Jostephon can achieve with the same connection, especially since I’ve changed the teralin polarity from negative to positive.”

      “If he’s here, there is a reason,” Novan said.

      “I think the reason is that the teralin here has been negatively charged, and he had no reason to believe that would change,” Jakob said. “Now that I have changed it to the positively charged, I don’t know that he’s able to shift away.”

      “What do you intend to do?” Novan asked.

      Jakob hadn’t given it much thought. He needed to use whatever connection he could to contain Jostephon, but wasn’t certain if there was any way to do so with the teralin, or if he needed to find some other way to hold him in place. He had not confronted Jostephon before, and didn’t know much about him, other than that he was the Eldest of the Council of Magi—or had been. It would mean that he was powerful, and Jakob had no illusions that he would find him easy to stop, but hoped that he would be easier to contain than Raime had been.

      And capturing him would bring them closer to finding the answers that he needed, and closer to the possibility of finally stopping Raime.

      The pressure intensified.

      What he needed was to use Dendril and Novan.

      “I’m going to have to separate us,” Jakob said.

      To their credit, the other two men both watched him, neither saying anything.

      “Novan, can you stay here?”

      Novan surveyed the mountainous landscape and tapped his staff on the ground once with a sharp crack. The teralin within his staff flared with a bright light, and ahmaean swirled around him and flowed into the staff. “I’ll stay here. All you need is for me to somehow delve into the teralin beneath the ground?”

      Jakob nodded. “Dendril will form another point on a triangle, and when we are in place, I am hopeful that we can force him toward me.”

      “Be careful,” Novan said.

      Jakob could tell how difficult it was for Novan to not attempt to tell him what to do. Their relationship had changed, especially of late. But Jakob had never had the sense that Novan didn’t care for him. Now it seemed even more pronounced, a true concern for his well-being, and a desire for him to be safe.

      “This is necessary,” Jakob said.

      He felt that with total certainty. And he was sure that if they managed to stop Jostephon, it was only the first of many steps yet to be taken, but he knew it was a dangerous one.

      He nodded to Dendril, and the old Denraen general clenched his jaw and took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

      He shifted. Jakob carried them to another point on the mountain near enough that they were still able to detect the teralin deposit where he’d left Novan, but here, there was another deposit deep within the earth. He didn’t think that Jostephon was here, but he wasn’t too far away.

      As Jakob turned, readying to shift away, to form another point on the triangle as they attempted to contain Jostephon, Dendril grabbed Jakob’s arm.

      “Be careful. I don’t know Jostephon well—not anymore—but when I did, he had a bright mind.”

      “Raime has a bright mind, and we managed to stop him.”

      “This will be different. Raime works from a place of knowledge, but it’s been one he has had to work at. Jostephon was born to his abilities, and there is something quite different about having them from birth and taking them.”

      “I didn’t have any abilities at birth, either,” Jakob said.

      “Which is why I want you to be careful. You must be powerful. I imagine after Alyta gifting you with the ahmaean from generations of damahne that you would be, but having power and knowing how to use it are very different things. Jostephon knows how to use his power.”

      Jakob could only nod.

      He left Dendril, and he shifted.

      This one took him to the far side of the mountains. There was an enormous deposit of now positively charged teralin beneath him, and Jakob reached into it, connecting to it so that it augmented his ability to draw upon the ahmaean. The connection was strong, and he continued to pull upon it, feeling the way that it surged.

      A trail of blackness began filling the space between them, within their triangle.

      Groeliin.

      They hadn’t been here before, which meant they had either shifted here, or they appeared from somewhere beneath the ground. If it was beneath the ground, Jakob thought he would have detected them when he was probing with his ahmaean, and he’d sensed nothing.

      Now there was a very distinct sense of groeliin.

      It pressed against him and pressed against his ahmaean.

      Jakob reached toward the teralin and drew more strength. With that, he connected to the other deposits of teralin, using that connection to reach toward Novan and Dendril, and they created a barrier out of their ahmaean.

      Dark groeliin energy bulged against it.

      How long could he hold this?

      It would have to be long enough to not only contain the groeliin, but to find a way to capture Jostephon. Now, he was even more certain that Jostephon was here. The man wouldn’t have brought the groeliin here, either summoning them or finding a way to shift them here, were there not some reason.

      Jakob maintained his connection to the teralin and started forward.

      As he did, he constricted the barrier that he’d erected, much like he had done with the groeliin in the daneamiin forest. With that came an increased pressure upon him, and Jakob was forced to fight against it. Even with his strength augmented by the teralin, as well as the added ahmaean and connection with Dendril and Novan, he wasn’t sure how long he could he hold this. It would depend on how many groeliin were present, and he suspected it would depend on how much strength Jostephon was able to manage as he attempted to counter him.

      More darkness began to fill the mountain valley.

      He needed to act quickly. If he didn’t, and the groeliin increased in number, they might have more than they would be able to withstand. If any of the powerful groeliin appeared, Jakob worried that he might be prevented from shifting—much as he attempted to prevent Jostephon from shifting.

      Jakob continued forward. As he did, he drew upon the teralin, using it to help him solidify his connection to his ahmaean, and the energy that he saw around everything became a solid sheet.

      He would hold this as long as he had to.

      Another step, and at least it didn’t seem as if more groeliin were appearing. There remained a pressure upon him, and there remained the sense of pounding, but nothing else.

      Moving forward again, shapes began to appear ahead of him. At first, he saw three, then five, before seven shapes became clear to him.

      These groeliin were like the ones he’d encountered here before, and then again in the daneamiin lands after leaving the nemerahl in the fibers. Each of them carried a sword—and their swords were black as night, negatively charged teralin.

      The groeliin pressed their ahmaean through the swords, using it to augment their own abilities. Jakob didn’t need to search back through the memories that he could track along the fibers to know that was something different, and unusual, for the groeliin to do. He’d experienced it before.

      If he eased his connection to the teralin, he could lose the chance to trap Jostephon, if he was indeed here, and he wouldn’t be able to augment his speed and ability.

      He would only be able to fight the groeliin with his sword, using his knowledge of catahs and his natural speed and ability.

      The groeliin moved all at once.

      Jakob had faced massive groeliin before. They were the ones that had formed a cage around Alyta in the Tower and had held her in place. If these groeliin surrounded him, he suspected a similar outcome. Seven creatures would be too many for him to manage.

      Somehow, he would have to find a way.

      Jakob took a deep breath and unsheathed.

      Connected to the teralin as he was, his ahmaean augmented as it was, his sword blazed brightly.

      There was no darkness to Neamiin, not as there had been before. That worried him for a moment—but only a moment. He didn’t have time to focus and consider what else might have happened to his sword. It was forged by the daneamiin, a creation of brightness and darkness, and seemed to have traits of both positively and negatively charged teralin, yet it was neither.

      He attacked.

      His goal was to reduce the numbers of groeliin he faced, but three of the creatures reached him at once.

      Jakob flowed through his patterns, emptying his mind, drawing upon his connection to the ahmaean, his mind splitting, but with a soft sensation, none of the pain that he once had experienced.

      Time seemed to slow.

      The groeliin pushed against his shifting of time, but he was too fast, and he cut down two of them before they could react. Two more took their place, and Jakob continued to spin, dancing through his patterns, letting the catahs fill him.

      He wouldn’t be fast enough.

      The idea of causing the ground tremble and open, as he had in his first encounter with the groeliin, posed a different challenge this time. Even if he thought he could do so in a safe way, he wasn’t sure it would be effective in stopping these groeliin. More than that, he ran the risk of exposing them to the teralin and allowing them a chance to change the polarity. He needed to maintain this connection to it if he was to hold Jostephon.

      Jakob diverted a slightly larger amount of ahmaean his way, using it to help open his mind even further.

      There was a pinching feeling within him, a tugging that threatened to tear at his mind, and then once more, time slowed.

      Two more groeliin fell.

      Three remained.

      They fought together, attacking him in sequence, pushing him from one to the other, and fighting with an amazing level of skill. Jakob marveled at how the groeliin had mastered the sword so quickly.

      But then, had he not mastered the sword as quickly?

      Jakob had to defeat these groeliin, and pulled on his ahmaean again, drawing as much as he dared.

      His mind shattered.

      He forced himself to ignore the pain and felt as if the fibers of time stopped moving.

      He could see everything with an immediacy and could see the way the groeliin might attack, the movements they might make, and the likelihood that each attack would come.

      Was this a gift from the nemerahl?

      When he had rejoined the fibers, the nemerahl had gifted Jakob that connection to them, and granted him the ability to finally look forward and peer more easily into the future, to see the possibilities. Was this a result of that?

      He cut down the three groeliin.

      They fell, the swords released from their grip, and Jakob allowed time to surge forward once more.

      With a sigh, he reasserted his connection to the teralin deposit.

      He noted pressure, but it was on the far side of the triangle he’d formed.

      Novan and Dendril.

      How are they faring? Jakob had needed to slow time to defeat the groeliin, but neither man had a similar ability. Both had experience fighting groeliin, and both had enough skill to hold their own against the groeliin, but these weren’t ordinary groeliin.

      Jakob continued forward, squeezing the barrier that he directed in front of him.

      If nothing else, he could assist the other two by compressing the barrier. If he could do that, he could force the groeliin toward the center of the triangle, and toward where he suspected Jostephon would be found.

      Two more groeliin appeared, and Jakob drew upon his ahmaean enough to slightly slowing time, enough to defeat these two groeliin.

      He continued forward.

      With each step, he pressed outward, using the teralin deposit deep beneath the ground to augment his abilities.

      Jakob lost count of how many groeliin appeared. When they did, he redirected his connection to the ahmaean, using it to slow things enough for him to cut them down. So far, it seemed as if Novan and Dendril still stood, and still fought, drawing on the connection to the teralin.

      How much longer would they be able to withstand the groeliin attack?

      Jakob suspected that he drew the brunt of the attack, but if even three groeliin attacked Novan—or Dendril—they might be more than what either man was able to withstand.

      There was a faltering of the connection.

      One of the others was either injured—or nearly so.

      Jakob needed to hurry. If he didn’t, someone would fall. Jakob needed Novan and didn’t want to lose everything that Novan knew, everything that he had mastered from years spent studying a multitude of books during his travels, but he didn’t want to lose Dendril, either. He suspected there was much that the old Denraen general would be able to teach with his years of experience.

      Another pair of groeliin appeared, and Jakob rushed forward, cutting them down.

      Now he ran, dragging with him the barrier that he’d created, forcing it into place. It came slowly, and he felt resistance against it, but he ignored that resistance as he formed it.

      And then, he saw a Mage standing near the center of the triangle that Jakob formed.

      The man was tall—as most Magi were. He had close-cropped, gray hair and his skin was wrinkled, distorting the dark tattoos working along his arms and up onto his neck and even on his face. A cloud of dark ahmaean swirled around him. Three groeliin surrounded him, each bearing a sword, and each more massive than any of the others Jakob had faced while reaching this point.

      Jostephon looked away from Jakob, his attention directed toward Novan as the historian approached, his staff blazing through a series of movements that seemed impossibly fast. Dendril approached, his sword slicing with cruel efficiency as he cut down groeliin after groeliin.

      Jakob had worried about them, and perhaps he still should, but both men fared as well as he could hope. Novan had blood streaming down one arm, but it didn’t seem to affect his ability to use the staff. Dendril also had sustained injuries, and he continued forward, ignoring the effect of those wounds.

      They used ahmaean to seal off their injuries.

      They wouldn’t be able to do so for very long. At some point, the connection to the ahmaean would weaken—especially for Dendril who already had a lessened connection to it. Anything that Jakob did now would have to be quick. He would have to be the one to confront those groeliin surrounding Jostephon.

      Jakob dragged the barrier forward with him. He felt pressure from behind him now, as if groeliin were attempting to arrive and attack, but were unable to do so. He would have to deal with them next, but first, he needed to end this and stop Jostephon.

      The Eldest used his control of his dark ahmaean and pushed outward.

      That was the resistance Jakob detected.

      He attempted to squeeze his barrier forward but was limited by Jostephon’s resistance.

      This would be as far as he could go.

      Jakob took a deep breath, drawing upon his ahmaean, pulling it through the teralin as a way to augment it, and stepped forward.

      The first of the three groeliin faced him. The creature carried a great sword that he swung with two hands. The groeliin towered over Jakob and rippled with muscle, but it was the dark markings branded upon its flesh that drew his attention. Ahmaean flowed around the creature, and into the sword it carried.

      This would be a difficult fight against even a single groeliin. If the other two turned toward him, would he even have a chance?

      Jakob surged through his sword, using Neamiin as a way to focus his connection to his ahmaean. He needed more focus and needed to intensify it, but feared that he would not be able to hold the barrier if he pulled too much.

      It would have to work.

      He needed to slow time, but the way the groeliin used his ahmaean told Jakob that what he’d done before would likely not work now. This was a creature that could oppose him and was more dangerous than any save the twelve groeliin he’d seen in these mountains before.

      There was something he could try, but he wasn’t sure whether it would work.

      He needed control over the fibers. There was only one way he knew how to do that, one way that had worked for him in the past. He turned the ahmaean upon himself.

      Everything slowed.

      Jakob stepped into attack, and even as he did, the groeliin managed to counter.

      With his connection being what it was, he hadn’t expected the creature to resist.

      Already he could see the way that Jostephon’s ahmaean—the darkness that he controlled—bulged against the barrier. Jakob held it, but how much longer would he be able to maintain it? His mind already ached, threatening to shatter if he pushed too hard, and he doubted that he would be able to use his abilities if that happened. They would be trapped here then, no way to shift away, and no way for him to capture Jostephon.

      If he couldn’t capture Jostephon, what hope did he have of capturing and stopping Raime?

      Jakob focused on the catahs.

      If nothing else, that had to be the advantage he had over the groeliin. Jakob had trained with Endric, and with Brohmin, both swordmasters. Who could these groeliin have trained with that could rival that training?

      The groeliin moved quickly, but more slowly than they would have had Jakob not slowed time. He didn’t want to think of what it would have been like had he faced these groeliin without attempting to slow time.

      He heard a grunt nearby.

      The barrier trembled.

      Dark ahmaean pressed against it, and Jakob could feel his control weakening.

      He knew that he had to not only act quickly, he had to fight efficiently, and intelligently. Any loss of concentration would expose him to danger and cause him to make a mistake. Against a creature like this, a mistake would be deadly.

      Jakob continued to move through his patterns, using that as his way of having an advantage over the groeliin. He darted through the catahs, slicing with the efficiency that had been drilled into his mind during the practice sessions with Endric and then with Brohmin, and honed during his previous battles with the groeliin.

      He was more skilled than this creature.

      The massive groeliin might have size and strength on him, and clearly had a connection to the ahmaean that allowed it to use powers that were similar to Jacob’s, but he was not a swordmaster. Jakob was.

      The groeliin made a mistake. The massive blade faltering in its movement, and Jakob took advantage, cutting into the creature’s massive chest, before stabbing through its neck.

      The groeliin staggered to the side before falling.

      Novan and Dendril both fought the other two groeliin.

      Neither fared as well as Jakob had.

      Jostephon remained fixed in place, pushing out with his dark ahmaean. Jakob was surprised for a moment that he didn’t move, and didn’t attempt to attack, but realized the pressure Jakob used with his ahmaean—being augmented by the positively charged teralin—prevented Jostephon from moving.

      He had a moment—perhaps nothing more than that—to help both Novan and Dendril.

      Dendril staggered, slipping. A massive blade swung toward his head.

      Jakob screamed and jumped across the distance to Dendril, his sword gripped in both hands, and he stabbed the back of the groeliin.

      The creature fell forward, crushing Dendril.

      Jakob pulled his sword free and spun toward Novan.

      The historian was a blur with his staff, teralin along its length flaring with a bright, brilliant light, but he had been cut; blood streamed down his sides, and his normally bright eyes had lost some of their luster.

      The historian would not last much longer.

      Jakob slipped forward, dropping to the ground, and sliced across the back of the groeliin’s legs before launching up and swinging his blade around, cutting off the groeliin’s arm.

      Novan smacked the creature with his staff, knocking it down, and Jakob stabbed it in the chest, finally ending it.

      He took a shaky breath and turned toward Jostephon. The dark ahmaean continued to swirl around him, but the pressure on his barrier had changed. There was a faint seeping through the barrier, and he glanced over to see Dendril trying to throw the groeliin body off of him.

      “I will go to him,” Novan said.

      Jakob nodded and took a step toward Jostephon.

      The former Eldest of the Magi glared at him. Jakob continued to augment his strength with the teralin. He no longer had to worry about groeliin near him. Though he felt the pressure from others on the opposite side of the barrier, he saw no sign of them and knew he could deal with them later.

      “You have much to answer for,” Jakob said.

      Jostephon sneered at him. “I have much to answer for? You have captured the wrong man.”

      “Have I?” Jakob looked at the fallen groeliin. Novan had rolled the one large creature off of Dendril. The old soldier groaned but managed to get free from the fallen groeliin. He nodded to Jakob. Both he and Novan were injured, and Jakob would have to help them with those injuries, but that would happen later. He could feel the way they both attempted to hold on to their connections to the teralin barrier, but they also used their connection to their ahmaean to give them strength. Eventually, that would fail.

      “I don’t know how to find the Highest.”

      “Perhaps you don’t. But you do know about the groeliin. Those are the answers I need first.”

      The Eldest glanced at the groeliin that had fallen. “These creatures? They are but a beginning.”

      “Maybe,” Jakob said. “But they will find it harder to breed with the teralin polarity changed.”

      Jostephon laughed. “These mountains are full of teralin. And the mountains to the south are full of teralin. You can change the polarity of some, but not all, and you can’t maintain it, not against one who can simply reverse it once more.” Jostephon’s sneer deepened. “And if you think you can hold me, I have escaped twice before. The Magi weren’t able to hold me, and neither were the Antrilii.”

      “Neither of them was me.”

      Jostephon laughed, a dark sound that carried out across the mountains, echoing off the rock. “And who are you but some boy who was gifted by the damahne?”

      “Perhaps no one.”

      “Then how do you think you can hold me?”

      “I don’t intend to hold you.”

      Jakob walked over to Dendril and leaned close to the old general. “Can I borrow your sword?”

      Dendril frowned but handed him the blade.

      Jakob turned back to Jostephon and pushed against him, forcing his ahmaean to compress. It was effective, but not completely so.

      There was something else that he had done when he had faced Raime, another type of attack that he thought he could use against Jostephon.

      Diverting a small amount of his ahmaean, Jakob honed it to a sharp edge, and sliced through the ahmaean swirling around Jostephon, severing it.

      The Mage’s eyes widened before returning to their deep glare. “You’re a fool.”

      “And you will soon lose the connection you have stolen,” Jakob said. He took the positively charged teralin sword and placed it against Jostephon’s neck. Trapped as he was, with the barrier that Jakob along with Novan and Dendril pressed against him, he could not move, even if he were to want to. Jakob pressed through the teralin and burned a brand atop the Deshmahne marks.

      Jostephon screamed.

      Jakob ignored the screams as he moved the sword around, undoing the brandings that Jostephon had placed upon himself. Each one had been a theft from either a Mage, or possibly Antrilii, or even daneamiin—though he thought that less likely. He felt no remorse at the piercing screams that Jostephon cried out. With each reversal of the branding, the dark ahmaean swirling around Jostephon faded, until there was very little remaining.

      That would have to be enough.

      He handed the sword back to Dendril, who took it with a satisfied look on his face.

      “Come. You both need healing. Where would you like to go?”

      Dendril glanced at Jostephon, before looking over to Jakob. “Farsea,” he said.

      “Are you ready?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The Old Forest spread around him, the trees dark and shadowed, and a sense of foreboding filled him as he approached, dragging Jostephon with him. The air in the Old Forest smelled nothing like it did near the daneamiin lands. There was an edge to it, a sense of bitterness, and a hint of something that Jakob would almost call rot, but overtop it was a burning odor. It was a strange combination that mixed with the earthiness of the forest itself.

      “What is this place?” Jostephon demanded.

      Jakob glanced over at him. Since his capture, and the reversing of the markings that he had across his body, Jostephon had been compliant. He had made one attempt to use his Magi abilities on Jakob, but Jakob was able to easily counter it.

      “This is where you will stay.”

      “You think the forest will hold me?”

      “This one will.”

      He dragged Jostephon with him, ignoring the Eldest’s objections. There was nothing the man would be able to say to Jakob that would convince him to do anything else.

      “I will escape. I will find you. And I will destroy you. I will add your strength—”

      Jakob turned to him, shooting him a dark glare. “You will add no more from any others again. The ahmaean you stole from others may not be able to be returned”—Jakob wasn’t certain about that yet, but he intended to determine whether reversing the brandings on the Deshmahne who had stolen from the Magi would allow those Magi to regain their strength—“but you will not steal from anyone else ever again.”

      Movement caused Jakob to turn, and he saw Anda standing at the edge of the forest.

      “Jakob Nialsen?”

      “I’m sorry to ask this of the daneamiin, but I need to ask whether your people can hold this Mage here.”

      Jostephon started laughing. “You would have them hold me? Do you think that these creatures can contain me?”

      Jakob shrugged. “Perhaps not before you had your brandings removed, but now? I think the daneamiin can hold you.”

      Anda stepped forward in the flickering movement of the daneamiin. When she reached him, she took his hand, and a wave of warmth settled through him, a soothing sense that Jakob appreciated every time he felt it from her. “You have not returned.”

      “There was much that I needed to do.”

      “I know that there was.”

      “And much still must be done. Now that I’ve captured Jostephon, he will help us find Raime.”

      “I’ve told you that I won’t share anything about the Highest,” Jostephon said.

      “If you won’t, then the fibers will,” Jakob said.

      “The fibers? You think that the Highest doesn’t have a way of manipulating what you can see along the fibers?”

      “If he had a way of manipulating it, how is it that I was able to capture you?”

      Jostephon frowned but said nothing more.

      “He can remain here if the forest allows it,” Anda said.

      “I imagine the forest would have refused our entry if it was not in agreement.”

      Anda smiled. “In that, you are right, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “Have you settled in here?” Jakob asked.

      “It is not our home, but the trees are welcoming, and we are finding a way to be at peace here.”

      “Hopefully, this will not have to be permanent,” Jakob said.

      Anda glanced over to the trees, her brow darkening. “My people have feared this place for many years. Perhaps it’s good that we learn there is nothing here to fear.”

      Jakob thought about the last time he’d been here, and how the nemerahl had been the one to go with him when he left. Would the nemerahl have gone had he known that he wouldn’t survive?

      Jakob suspected that he would have. Considering how connected the nemerahl was to the fibers, it was likely that he knew what was going to happen to him.

      Jakob followed Anda, pulling the Eldest along with him. When they reached the edge of the line of trees that marked the border to the Old Forest, a sense of tingling washed over his skin. He glanced over at Jostephon and noted the way he cringed as they passed through.

      “Do you still think you can escape from the forest?” Jakob asked.

      He eased back on his connection to the Eldest, no longer using his ahmaean to contain him. He needed to know if Jostephon would be able to escape when he was gone. Jakob couldn’t remain here indefinitely—not with what he knew he needed to do.

      He felt a hint of pressure from Jostephon and could sense how he attempted to use his ahmaean, but he failed to shift away. Considering the way Jakob had reversed the brandings, the markings that had given him the Deshmahne abilities, he wasn’t certain Jostephon would be able to shift anyway, but it was a relief to feel the trees themselves practically push against Jostephon, refusing to allow him to escape.

      “What did you do to me?” Jostephon asked.

      Jakob shook his head. “I did nothing. This is all the Old Forest. This is a place even Raime is unwilling to come.”

      He released Jostephon and allowed him to walk on his own. Daneamiin appeared, and Jakob caught sight of Aruhn, who he nodded to. There were others of the daneamiin that he recognized, and each watched him for a moment before moving on.

      There was less of a sense of excitement here than there had been in the daneamiin forest. There was the ahmaean that flowed around the trees, hovering like a fog, but it was ahmaean that belong to the Old Forest, not the daneamiin. They no longer had their ahmaean, and no longer had their forest. Jakob could only imagine how difficult that was for them.

      At least they were safe. That was the reason he had brought them here, convincing them to come here rather than to remain in their lands.

      Aruhn approached and nodded to Jakob. “Your welcome warms me, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “The trees welcome my return,” Jakob said. It was not the expected response, but it felt right. There was something about the trees here, and the way that they allowed him to be here, that felt as if they welcomed him. “I’m sorry to ask this of the daneamiin, but this man knows the groeliin. There is much we can learn from him.”

      “What do you seek to learn of the groeliin?” Aruhn asked, a strange edge to his voice.

      “There is a powerful kind of groeliin,” Jakob said, looking over to Jostephon. The Eldest watched him, hatred burning in his eyes, but he remained a distance from Aruhn and Anda, and a distance from most of the daneamiin. His ahmaean swirled around him, but every time he tried to use it, there was pressure that pushed back on him. The forest itself opposed Jostephon attempting to do anything that might harm the daneamiin.

      “I need to find a way to defeat them. I suspect Jostephon will have those answers, but I’m not sure how we will get it from him.”

      Aruhn studied Jostephon, watching him for a long moment. “We will allow him to remain here. If there is anything that he knows about these powerful creatures, then we will see that he provides us answers. If he does not, then perhaps he will answer to the trees.”

      Jakob frowned, thinking that he might expand on that, but he did not.

      Aruhn left him and made his way over to Jostephon. When Jostephon attempted to use ahmaean to attack, Aruhn deflected it, smoothing out his use of ahmaean, corralling it with more subtlety than anything Jakob had ever attempted.

      “He will be safe here,” Anda said.

      “It’s not his safety that I worry about,” Jakob said.

      Anda smiled at him. “Do not worry about us, Jakob Nialsen. The trees do offer their protection. They are not our trees, but this is a place of safety, at least for now. What of you? What will you do now that you have captured this man?”

      He sighed. “I would like to remain here, and question him, but…”

      “There is something else that you must do,” Anda said.

      He considered her for a moment. He needed to return to Farsea to speak with the Antrilii as well as those of the Magi Council still there. He also needed to go to Salvat and approach the rest of the Conclave. He needed to go to his brother to ensure that he continued to progress. If he lost that connection after all of this, what would he have? But before he could attend to any of those things, there was something else he needed to do.

      Anda could help, if she were willing.

      She smiled at him and blinked, her strangely exotic eyes closing. A hint of the glamour flickered into place, and she reached out her hand, waiting for him. “I will go with you.”

      “You don’t know what I’m going to ask yet.”

      She took his hand and squeezed it, her gift of relaxation washing over him. “I can see in the way that you look at me the question you want to ask.”

      “I don’t want to use you in this way.”

      “There is no using. There is only asking. If I were unwilling, I would not agree.”

      Jakob breathed out and looked over at Jostephon. The Mage continued to attempt to attack Aruhn, using his ahmaean to try and batter the daneamiin leader, but Aruhn simply deflected each attack. He did nothing else, and the times that Aruhn did not manage to stop the attack, the trees did, keeping Jostephon from harming the daneamiin.

      He hoped it was enough. He hoped this would contain him, and that holding him here would allow them to obtain answers that they needed. Jostephon had escaped two other times. This time had to be different, and this time, Jakob had to ensure that there was nothing Jostephon could do to break himself free. If he managed to do so, the daneamiin could be harmed.

      Yet as he watched, he saw that there seemed to be no way for Jostephon to harm the others. He was limited in his attack, and there was even a limitation to the way he could use his ahmaean. This would work.

      Jakob turned away, squeezed Anda’s hand, and shifted.

      He brought them to the center of Chrysia.

      He looked around at the activity here, at the various priests that made their way along the lawn, and took a deep breath, welcoming the scents of the city once more. There had been a time when he wanted nothing more than to escape Chrysia. Now each time he returned, he wondered if he would ever have a sense of home. Could he call any of the damahne places home? The Tower didn’t feel quite right. It was too empty, and there were memories from the other damahne that weren’t his. The Great Forest was a place of study and scholarship, but it was not home to him.

      Maybe he would need to make his own home and would need to find a place where he could settle and relax. Perhaps Scottan would join him, and as he held Anda’s hand, he wondered if perhaps there was a future where she could be with him, as well.

      She watched him, almost reading his thoughts.

      Jakob ignored the flush that rose in his cheeks, just as she ignored the fact that he could look forward along the fibers and see what possible future he might have. What would that do other than influence how he had to function? He needed to act without worrying about how it might impact his future and his connection to the fibers, and instead do what was necessary.

      He debated whether he should simply shift into the temple and appear before the High Priest of the Urmahne, but decided against it. He would approach more cautiously, especially since he wanted to observe, to see if the others healed in the santrium had been brought here as he’d asked.

      All he saw were priests, no sign of those who had been healed of their madness.

      They made their way into the yard, and Jakob kept his distance from the priests. Being here reminded him of his youth, and of his father, and for the first time in as long as he remembered, he didn’t feel anger at losing his father. His father had done what he thought was necessary, and had served the gods in the way that he had believed he should. Wasn’t that much like what Jakob did now? He might not have the faith or the same depth of belief that his father had, but it wasn’t as if Jakob had no belief, or that he was faithless.

      As they made their way toward the temple, Jakob had a sense of ahmaean being used.

      He frowned, hesitating for a moment.

      Anda squeezed his hand, encouraging him forward.

      “You feel it,” he said.

      “I feel it, but I recognize what it is.”

      Jakob frowned. “What is it?”

      “Something you must see for yourself. I cannot answer.”

      They continued into the temple, and Jakob continued to feel a hint of ahmaean being used. It was not a strong sensation, but there was something familiar about it, but unlike what he felt when the Magi used their connection to the ahmaean, and unlike the daneamiin connection to their ahmaean.

      They weren’t stopped as they reached the inside of the temple. Jakob had not expected them to be, and he glanced around him, taking in the decoration and the priests here. His gaze was drawn toward the far wall, where lanterns hung and incense burned, marking an offering to the gods.

      That was where he detected ahmaean.

      Jakob was drawn there, and as he was, he realized why the sense of ahmaean felt so familiar. It was the same way that he used his ahmaean.

      Was there another damahne? Had he not been the last?

      His heart began to skip. If there was a damahne in this time that he could ask questions of, he thought that the chances of them succeeding, and finally defeating Raime were increased.

      But as he reached the other side of the room, he saw no one that appeared to be damahne. There were two people that he had seen within the santrium, one was the woman he’d spoken to, the one who had spoken in the ancient language.

      Faint, milky ahmaean swirled around her.

      He’d seen ahmaean around her before, but nothing like this.

      He glanced over to Anda, but as he did, his eyes were drawn to another on the other side of the room. Scottan stood there, wearing the robes of a priest, and carrying a book in his hands. Neither of those visuals drew his eyes quite like the ahmaean that swirled around him.

      “Jakob?” Scottan asked.

      Jakob smiled and sent a probing of ahmaean toward him. When it reached Scottan, there was a reverberation, and a sense of connection. It was the same sort of connection that Jakob had experienced in his vision. Scottan’s eyes widened slightly, and he must’ve felt what Jakob did.

      As he made his way to Scottan, he began to understand.

      There were other damahne here, but not as he had hoped.

      Could all of those afflicted by the madness have the same potential Jakob did?

      Anda squeezed his hand and smiled at him. For the first time, Jakob wondered if perhaps they would succeed.
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      Brohmin met Salindra outside the temple. It was nearly noon, and the hot sun shone down, bringing a sweat to his back immediately. She was dressed in royal blue silks, and they flowed over her, casting a striking figure. He released the glamour that he’d been holding, and the markings along his arms faded. His connection to the ahmaean did not.

      “Is it done?” Salindra asked.

      Brohmin glanced over to the temple before nodding. “It’s done.”

      “Why do we have to depart so quickly?”

      “Because of what she told you.”

      “Why is that important?”

      Brohmin bit the inside of his lip. “She was right.”

      “Right?”

      “There’s something off about everything that we’ve discovered.”

      “After what you’ve just done, you’re the one thinking that something is off?”

      “What I did was necessary. We needed to take care of this here before we do anything else.”

      “And now?” she asked.

      “Now we need to travel to Salvat.”

      “Why there?”

      “Because that is where we will find the Conclave. I have some unfinished business with them.”

      Salindra watched him with a determined set to her jaw. She glanced back to the temple, as Brohmin made a point of avoiding it. There was nothing for him there, not now, and not after what he had seen—and done.

      With what was to come, he hoped the gods understood.
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      As Raime prepares for another attack, those with the power to oppose him begin their preparations.

      Finally fully healed, Roelle is tasked with helping an ex-soldier recover his skills, but nothing she tries is effective. Worse, she begins to suspect success in the coming war will require her to make an alliance with the Deshmahne, but not all the Magi warriors feel the same.

      With the discovery that he is not the last of the damahne, Jakob works with those once afflicted by the madness, trying to awaken their power, knowing they will be the key to victory. He must succeed before Raime steals ahmaean from them as he once tried to take from the damahne. This time, there might be no stopping him. Succeeding requires Jakob to discover the origin of the groeliin for him to confront powerful groeliin unlike any he has ever faced.

      The penultimate book in The Lost Prophecy series.
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      Dear Reader,

      THANK YOU SO MUCH for reading The Last Conclave. 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 as vital to an author’s success as a good GPA is to a student’s. Reviews like yours are how other readers will find my work.

      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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