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      The sword arced toward Endric’s face and he ducked, swinging his blade around as he did. The movement happened almost faster than he could see, fast enough that he barely had time to react. His long blade reverberated with the sound as it crashed against the other, but the massive sword Trill pushed him back.

      His father, general of the Denraen, protector of the Urmahne faith and the Magi, stepped back, sweeping his sword into position for another attack.

      Crouched near the ground, Endric lunged forward, attempting to catch his father off guard.

      Dendril swung the hilt down, colliding with Endric’s shoulder, knocking him back to the ground. Trill swept toward his neck, stopping just short of severing his head.

      “You’re still too eager,” Dendril said, pulling his sword back and sheathing it. “Wait for the fight to slow.”

      Endric rubbed his neck as he stood. The damned blade had come close enough to shave him. What was his father thinking, having him practice with steel? The rest of the troops used practice staves, the wood balanced in such a way that it was close enough to the right weight for combat. One wrong move, and he’d end up with another scar—or worse.

      Then again, Dendril rarely made a wrong move.

      Endric sheathed his sword, glancing around the practice yard in the middle of the barracks. A few Denraen who had been watching turned away, returning to whatever assignment they had. Seeing Endric beaten by his father was no longer unique—they trained like this nearly every day, and Endric lost every time—but there was still something about watching a swordmaster like Dendril demonstrating his skill. Had it not been him on the receiving end, Endric would have enjoyed watching as well.

      “I think if I have to face the Deshmahne, the fight will speed, not slow.”

      “Then you haven’t been paying attention. Like I said, you’re eager.”

      “Eager to knock you back, at least,” Endric said, wiping sweat from his brow. The day wasn’t hot—this high up in the mountain, Vasha should not be hot—but the mixture of his exertion and the undercurrent of heat from the teralin mines left him sweating.

      “Eagerness leads to defeat. It’s your willingness to attack that I exploit, Endric. When you see that, when you learn patience and planning, you’ll be difficult to defeat. For now, you are not.” Dendril nodded for Endric to follow, turning away from him and starting his morning survey of the barracks.

      Endric stared after him. The comment was something of mixed praise, typical of his father. Had it been the same with Andril? Endric had never known how his father treated his brother when they sparred, knowing only that the two of them had been known to have epic duels, though they were typically closed to the rest of the Denraen. Endric suspected that had been Andril’s request rather than his father’s. Had Andril won, he would have the right to assume command of the Denraen. There was no chance that Endric would defeat Dendril anytime soon.

      How had he ever thought that he could?

      Probably through the same fault that his father commented upon now. He had been too eager, too willing to attack rather than to sit back and wait for more information. It had nearly ended him, and he had the scar across his chest—and the residual embarrassment from the ease with which his father had defeated him—to remind him of that mistake.

      But then, had he not made the mistake and been sent from the city, he wouldn’t have been in a position to stop Urik and his plan to allow the dark priests access to the city. That was the reason he felt like Dendril rarely made mistakes. There had been one, though, and it had resulted in the loss of Andril.

      Endric trailed his father as they made a circuit of the Denraen. Now that he’d assumed the title of en’raen, the position that had been vacated by the loss of his brother, Endric understood the reasoning behind the morning surveys. There were thousands of Denraen stationed in Vasha at any given time. Squads trained here before their deployment into the surrounding lands, tasked with maintaining peace, but they always returned to Vasha to train. It was this training that made them as formidable as they were. Few soldiers were their match.

      His father watched a squadron of men marching in formation, his face neutral. The men were guided by a young sergeant, a dark-haired man from Coamdon City by the name of Thern. In the last year, Endric had come to know the names of most of the soldiers in the city. It was an expectation his father had of him.

      “Do you see how he focuses on minutia?” Dendril asked, his voice pitched low.

      Endric watched, noting the way that Thern measured the distance between the men as they marched, pausing them every so often to ensure they kept a precise distance. Other times, he would check to see how the men held their swords, or whether their shields had shifted on their arms. Each time, he found something to correct, as well as something to praise.

      “I see attention to detail.”

      “Is that all you see?” Dendril asked.

      The squad shifted, marching toward them for a dozen steps. None of the Denraen paid any mind to the fact that their general observed them during the march. They moved crisply, their boots ringing along the stone street, before turning once more at a command from Thern and marching up the street, away from Dendril and Endric.

      “What did you want for me to see?” he asked.

      Dendril glanced over. Even at his age—well into his forties—he had a chiseled face. Some gray peppered his hair, not much, but his weathered face bore the weight of his responsibility. Permanent wrinkles were etched at the corners of his eyes, and his forehead remained lined as well, a constant frown on his face. Unlike Thern, praise from Dendril was rare.

      “I wanted you to see the patience he practices with the men. That is your lesson for today, son. In everything, you need to have patience. Those troops didn’t start off as coordinated as you saw. It took countless hours, a commitment to shaping them. Patience. And now that squad could join any other squad in the Denraen army, and they would fit in.”

      Endric studied the squad as they marched. Every so often, Thern would halt the march and speak to the men before moving them onward again. They weren’t unique among the Denraen. Endric saw the same practice within the other squadrons daily. Soldiers marching in formation, troops gathered at the squad level, sometimes more, moving through the barracks. Most sergeants were much like Thern.

      “I have patience with the men,” Endric said, following his father as they continued their patrol around the Denraen barracks.

      They neared the back wall, the mountain rising above them. Vasha was situated on terraces, each cut into the mountain itself. The second terrace, that which housed the Denraen, was nearly as large as the first terrace, which comprised most of the city. There were hundreds of buildings on this level, all Denraen, and all surrounded by a massive wall. Endric spent most of his time on this level, not visiting the first terrace—or the taverns—quite as often as he once had. Responsibility had changed him, but he’d changed even before he’d agreed to serve as en’raen.

      Above them, on the third terrace, rose the palace of the Magi, the reason many traveled to Vasha. The palace had a certain majesty to it, one that was only augmented by the fact that clouds seemed to swirl around each of the three massive towers. The stone was a pale white and completely smooth, appearing as if it had been carved from the mountain itself. The walls around the city matched, giving a splendor to Vasha, something that Endric had begun to forget before his exile. It was a privilege to remain in the city, and a privilege to serve the Denraen. That had been another lesson his father had wanted him to learn.

      “Perhaps you do have patience,” Dendril said, turning them back toward the command section of the barracks.

      Another squad passed, this led by a hard woman by the name of Martha, a slender blond from Rondalin. In another time, Endric might have found her attractive—well, he still did, but Senda would have his skin if he thought about acting on anything. Dendril remained silent as the squad passed, and Endric noted that Martha treated her soldiers much the same way that Thern had. Had his father walked him to this end of the barracks simply for that lesson?

      It was difficult knowing what his father wanted him to learn. In the last year, he’d grown closer to his father than he’d ever been, serving at his side as Endric came to know the assignment he’d agreed to take, but there was still a distance between them that wasn’t completely removed by the fact that they spoke daily. In some ways, the distance was even greater, mostly because Dendril expected something different from Endric.

      “What is it you’re trying to show me today?” he asked.

      His father paused a moment, studying Endric with the same flat, unreadable expression that he wore while staring at the squads. It was the same way he studied everything as if he tried to puzzle out an answer to a question he hadn’t asked. The gaze made Endric uncomfortable, if only because his father had such a sharp mind. What did he find when he stared at his newest en’raen? Did he find him lacking in some quality that he expected? Endric would never be the same soldier that Andril had been, regardless of how much he tried. Did that offend his father?

      “You’ve grown, Endric. You agree to lead. This pleases me.”

      Endric blinked. That wasn’t what he’d expected. Leadership had been handed to him, but it still didn’t fit him. Maybe it would in time, but now it felt as if he still had so much to learn.

      “You have taken on the challenge I asked of you, and you continue to learn. For now, that is what you must do.”

      “For now?”

      Dendril nodded. “There may come a time when you will lead the Denraen.”

      It was to have been Andril, and he had trained for nearly a decade for that role. His brother had been more than only a better soldier than Endric ever could be, he had been a better son. Endric had stopped fighting the memory of his brother and had accepted the fact that he couldn’t replace him, but he could honor him.

      “When you do, you will need to know how to balance between patience and assertiveness. You have shown assertiveness. When you face me, you do not hesitate to attack, much as you have never hesitated to attack, yet you fail to see the times when this poses a disadvantage. There are others with abilities in the world, and you have already seen how there are others who exceed your skill with the sword. You must be tactical and anticipate every move your opponent might make.”

      Endric nodded. It was rare for his father to be so clear with his expectations. Most of the time, the lessons were more opaque, similar to how he had shown him the movements of the squad. But this seemed as if it came from someplace else, a different interest.

      “You’ve received word of something, haven’t you? It’s Urik,” Endric said. That had to be the reason that his father chose a lesson on patience.

      There were many reasons for him to ask Endric to remain patient, and the lesson with the soldiers was a good one for him to know, but there were few reasons that Endric would attack without waiting, and Dendril knew that finding Urik was one. The man had betrayed them. Because of Urik, Endric had lost his brother. Dendril had lost his son. And the Denraen had lost the next general.

      “You have always had a sharp mind. It’s the reason I should have trusted you a year ago.” He studied Endric, scratching his chin as he did. “I have received word of Urik. I wanted you to hear it from me, along with a warning, before you heard it from Senda.”

      Endric looked up, waiting to hear what his father would say about Senda. In the year since he’d returned from his exile, when the attempt on the city had been deterred, and Urik had disappeared, Dendril hadn’t commented on Endric’s growing relationship with her. There were few women among the Denraen, making the situation with Endric unique, though there were some. Many served as something other than common soldiers, trained much like Senda had been trained, to serve as informants. Spies.

      Listain, the second in command of the Denraen, used his network of spies to provide necessary information for the Denraen. Since assuming his role as en’raen, Endric had begun to better understand just how much information Listain was able to acquire, and he marveled at how the man was able to pull it all together to make conclusions. He was rarely wrong.

      Senda had been one of Endric’s oldest friends, but they had grown to be something more in the last year. Yet, she served beneath Listain, which meant she had access to the same information as Listain.

      “Senda is careful to share only what I am permitted to know,” Endric said.

      Dendril sniffed. “If that were true, then much would be different between you and I.” His father shook his head. “But in this case, I wanted you to have my analysis before you began your own. You would learn eventually. Serving as en’raen, you would have every right to know that word of Urik has cropped up. But you need to know that I request we exercise caution in chasing after these rumors.”

      Endric took a deep breath. His father was right. If there was one person who would compel him to act without thinking, it would be Urik. His betrayal had nearly destroyed the Denraen. Had Urik his way, not only Andril would have died, but Endric as well.

      Did his father know that Senda had provided information to him over the last year about possible appearances?

      Probably.

      Listain would likely have known. The spymaster was even more skilled than Senda, and Endric knew how skilled she was at drawing out information and synthesizing it into something useful. And if Listain had known, then his father would as well.

      Which was the reason for the warning.

      “Where did Listain find him?”

      They had nearly reached the command quarters, and Dendril paused. They stood out in the open, with the occasional sound of shouting troops mixing into the still mountain air. Distantly, Endric heard the steady clatter of men working with practice staves. Shouts mingled as well, as did the muted sounds from the first terrace.

      Endric ignored them all, focusing instead on his father.

      “You remain eager. I can see it in your face,” Dendril said.

      Endric took a steadying breath, trying to slow his heart. “Urik betrayed us, sir. He knows enough about the Denraen to damage us, and we need—”

      Dendril shook his head, cutting him off. “He has not done anything that would damage the Denraen.”

      “Other than sending Andril to die.”

      Dendril clenched his jaw, the only marker of his frustration. “Even in that, I don’t know that Urik truly wanted Andril to die. He wanted the Denraen to recognize the threat of the Deshmahne. I think that you would agree with that need.”

      “You’re defending him?”

      “Not defending. There’s a reason I have Listain searching for him. Urik will not escape justice, Endric, but we cannot think that he acted with the same malicious intent that you seem determined to believe.” Dendril grabbed Endric’s shoulder and squeezed. There was something surprisingly fatherly about the gesture, a show of affection Dendril rarely displayed. “Patience. That is what I ask of you, and what you need to understand. We will find him, and he will be brought back to Vasha to face penance for his crimes, but you must not forget that he is a skilled soldier. Skilled enough to convince even Listain, saying nothing of myself. More than that, Urik has a skilled mind. You are not yet prepared for that.”

      Endric stood fixed in place. He wouldn’t defy his father in this. That was how he’d gotten into trouble in the first place. But he would find out more about what they’d heard of Urik. Senda might know more.

      “You haven’t told me where he’s been heard from,” Endric said.

      “Thealon.”

      “The city?”

      Dendril nodded.

      “Why would he go to Thealon? The priests would report him.”

      “Would they?” Dendril asked. “I never had the feeling that Urik was nothing if not faithful to the Urmahne. If he went to Thealon, it’s possible that he went to serve the faith.”

      “Surely Listain has ways of knowing,” Endric said.

      “He has ways,” Dendril agreed.

      Endric stared at his father, but Dendril’s face was unreadable. He took a deep breath to suppress his frustration. It wouldn’t serve to get mad at his father, not when Dendril shared with him for the purpose of preventing that anger.

      “What do you intend?” Endric asked.

      “Listain seeks more information. That is all we can do for now.”

      Endric couldn’t help but think that it was much the same as the way that Dendril had approached the threat of the Deshmahne. He had watched, and they had grown strong, until it was nearly too late and the city was attacked.

      Would the same happen with Urik?

      Was there anything that he could do if he wanted?

      Endric didn’t dare go against his father in this. He needed to do what his father asked of him, and he needed to find a way to have the patience his father wanted him to learn. Only, even now it was difficult, especially when it came to Urik.

      Dendril watched him, likely knowing the emotions warring within.

      “I will follow your command,” Endric said.

      Dendril nodded. “That is all I ask.”

      As he left him, Endric knew that wasn’t all that he asked. Dendril wanted him to have patience, but he wasn’t sure he could.

      He needed to know more. He needed to find Senda, but would she share with him? And when would she return? It had been weeks since she’d left, and he hoped she would come back soon. Otherwise, he’d have to find other ways to discover what his father didn’t want to share with him.
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      Endric held the slip of paper, staring at it as he tried to understand what it might mean. Trouble, he suspected, but what kind of trouble? Word from Senda—and though he didn’t know how she had gotten it into his quarters, he knew there was something in it for him to understand, if only he could.

      And why would she want him to find her? Was she in danger?

      Worse, had she been the one to find word of Urik?

      Why had Senda sent him word like this, and in a format that would require him to ask questions of the one person who would be unlikely to answer them? At least she sent word that she would be returning soon. He needed to see her.

      He set the slip of paper down on his desk, resting his head on his hands as he stared at it, trying to make sense of the page. Senda had sent word to him in the past, but each time, it had been to reassure him that she was unharmed. After what he’d been through with the Deshmahne, and after what they had been through before they were finally willing to see the affection they shared for each other, neither of them wanted the other any harm. For the first few months after Endric took the title of en’raen, she had remained in Vasha, serving Listain in her secretive ways, giving them a chance to spend precious time together. As soldiers, that was something that they rarely were offered.

      Then she had taken an assignment that sent her out of the city.

      Endric understood the need. He’d been sent away from time to time as well, mostly as he continued to learn and discover what role he would play in the Denraen, but rarely for as long as Senda had been away.

      He looked up, staring at the walls. The office of the en’raen was not one of excess; at least, Endric had not chosen to make it that way. He had approached it more like his brother had, preferring to keep his area sparsely decorated, shelves stocked with books that his father and others had recommended he study, most on various tactics and strategy that still felt mostly a slog to get through. His desk space consisted of stacks of papers from the Denraen command council, mostly detailing the movement of troops and describing the plans the Denraen had for them. Endric didn’t possess a command of his own yet—in that way, he was en’raen in name only—but his father was grooming him so that one day he could serve as Andril had served.

      Endric stood and made his way out of his quarters.

      He barely paused in the hall, his gaze sliding past the portraits hung along the walls, those of the previous Denraen generals. They were found in other places throughout the barracks as well; the Denraen were nothing if not interested in the pomp of their past.

      Endric reached Listain’s room and paused before knocking. What would the man say to him? Would he dismiss him out of hand? Listain had aided in Endric’s training since his rescue, serving less grudgingly than he once would have but still hesitant with what he wanted to demonstrate. For the most part, Listain focused his time on hand-to-hand combat demonstrations, only occasionally dipping into other areas of study, the things that Endric thought he needed to know.

      When the door opened and Listain poked his head out, Endric’s heart fluttered.

      He hadn’t been certain whether the spymaster would even be here. There were times when he disappeared—presumably off reestablishing his hidden network beneath the city that had been destroyed in the previous attack, but Endric wasn’t certain whether that was the case or not. More often than not, Listain was simply absent.

      “What is it, Endric?” Listain had a slender face, gaunter now since the attack when he’d been tormented in ways that he still hadn’t spoken about, and his eyes were even more hollowed than they once had been.

      There was an uneasy acceptance between them now that had not been present before. Endric suspected Listain still didn’t know what to make of him, but he had proven himself, even if only to Dendril, and Listain was nothing if not faithful to the general.

      Endric handed the sheet of paper to Listain, who took it and scanned its contents quickly. His eyes remained unreadable.

      “When did you come by this?” Listain asked.

      “Just now. It was delivered to my office.” He hadn’t seen the messenger, and that was probably the point. Senda had her own network, one that in time would rival what Listain had built. Endric suspected that was the intent, and that Listain encouraged it.

      “Do you understand the message here?”

      “I understand that she’s trying to tell me something. She’s in danger and—”

      “The message was for me, not for you.” Listain stared at the page another moment before slipping it into his pocket.

      “Listain—”

      “I’m not certain why she thought to send this to you, other than that other conduits might have been ineffective. Now, if that is all?”

      Endric stared at the spymaster, wanting more than a dismissal. Since he’d been raised to en’raen, Endric felt that he had more a figurehead title than anything earned. It was the reason that he worked as hard as he had, trying to assimilate as much information as he could so that he could feel as if he belonged. He trained harder with the sword, practicing with his father as often as possible, honing his skill, determined to be better. After seeing how little he knew—and how much he still had to learn—he was willing to work every day, to push himself until he could rival his father.

      Only, each time he faced his father, it became increasingly clear that he was not his rival. Perhaps that was the point. Dendril proved to him every time they sparred that Endric wasn’t ready. Would there come a time when he was ready?

      “Where is she?” he asked Listain. The message had been clear about one thing: Senda needed him. That much he knew with certainty, if not why.

      “There are secrets kept for reasons.”

      “But I’m en’raen.”

      Listain’s eyes narrowed. “And I am Raen. That means my rank exceeds yours, Endric. Do not challenge this, because you will not succeed. Focus on your studies. You still have much to learn.”

      Endric rubbed his side, a bruise from the last training session he’d had with Listain still bothering him. “I just want to know that she’s safe.”

      Listain took a deep breath and nodded. There was a certain hesitancy to him now that hadn’t been there before, and Endric wondered how that affected him in other areas. Did his father worry about the commitment his Raen had to the Denraen? Was there anything to worry about, or was it simply that Listain had suffered—something that Endric understood.

      “Your friend does not always choose the safest path, even when they are offered to her.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means… It means that I have suggested that she would be of more use in Vasha were she to remain here, but she recognizes the need to travel elsewhere. In that, she is not wrong, only foolish if she believes there are no others capable of making the same journey.”

      “Why would you have suggested she remain in the city?”

      Listain stared at him, unblinking. There was a time when Endric had found his presence intimidating, the shorter man somehow managing to make the height difference negligible, and to somehow make himself appear larger than he was, but that had changed after his rescue. Endric still didn’t know whether that had to do with the fact that Listain had changed—or whether it was Endric who had changed.

      “There are benefits to her remaining in the city,” Listain said.

      “What kind of benefits?”

      The other man sniffed. “The kind you have been more than willing to participate in.”

      Endric blinked. “You would keep her stationed in the city for me?”

      Listain shrugged, the barest movement of his shoulder. “There are other benefits to her presence that do not have to do with you, Endric, but that would be one reason. The general has noted the positive effect that she’s had on you, and he would encourage that if it were possible.”

      Positive effects? Was his father so diligent with how he approached Endric’s training that he would plan even for that?

      Then again, Endric suspected that he would.

      Did Dendril think to control him, or to guide him?

      Endric had struggled since rejoining the Denraen. The decision to take on more responsibility had been easy at the time, but he was not simply given that responsibility. The men he trained with still saw him as the same person he had been before his exile from the city, the same man who had challenged his father for command—and lost.

      Not only lost, but he’d been beaten, and badly.

      That had been difficult to move past, and Endric wasn't certain that he would ever be able to shed that legacy. Whereas Andril had anticipated an eventual promotion from en’raen to the general, Endric had no such belief. Listain would assume command when his father was no longer willing to serve.

      Why, then, would he think to control Endric this way?

      “If the general wanted her to remain in the city, why did she leave?” Endric asked. A part of him hoped that he could coax Listain into revealing more than he intended about where Senda had gone, but the spymaster was clever—cleverer than Endric—and he doubted he would be swayed.

      “Because she is valuable in other ways as well, Endric. I think that you can recognize that?”

      “She is skilled,” he agreed.

      Listain sniffed. “Skilled. Were it not for you, she would be in line to assume my role.”

      “What do you mean ‘were it not for you?’ Why can’t Senda still take over your network?”

      “She’s been exposed. It was not entirely your fault, but with the attack on the city, she has been exposed. The role of the Keeper is to maintain that anonymity. It is something that I lost years ago, which makes my role slightly more difficult. The next Keeper will be better equipped than I have been over the last few years.”

      “The attack wasn’t my fault.”

      “No. The response to the attack was your fault.”

      Endric stared at Listain. He had thought they had moved past their previous difficulty, but that didn’t seem to be the case at all. Listain maintained a grudge, one that Endric had once shared—and maybe still did. “If not for me, you would still be strapped to that chair. Don’t forget that.”

      Listain met his gaze and said nothing.

      “Dendril said there was word on Urik,” Endric said. He intended to talk to Senda about it when she returned, but maybe this was a time for him to question Listain.

      Listain watched him, and for a moment, Endric thought the man might share what he knew. Other than Endric and Dendril, of the Denraen, Listain had suffered the most through Urik’s attack. The spymaster—the Keeper of the Network—had been tortured, tormented for his secrets. Endric didn’t know if he had given them up. Only Dendril likely knew that.

      Then Listain shook his head. Maybe Endric had pushed him too hard, and now he wouldn’t share anything. “There has been no actionable word on him.”

      Endric frowned. Actionable. That meant nothing when Endric knew there had been something.

      “What have you heard?”

      Listain stared at him another moment before stepping back and grabbing the door as he prepared to close it. “Continue your studies, Endric. You will be needed to serve as a true en’raen soon enough.”

      With that, he closed the door, leaving Endric staring at it, wondering what more Listain might have known and questioning whether he would ever truly feel deserving of his title and rank.
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      Waiting for Senda proved to be a challenge. From what she had shared with him—which wasn’t as much as what Endric would have liked her to share with him, but he’d grown accustomed to her silence in how she served Listain—most of the time, she left to collect information from various informants. She played the role of a relay person, one that was vital to the spymaster. It wasn’t as dangerous as some jobs within the Denraen, and for that, Endric was grateful that she didn’t risk herself as those on patrol might. Were she not working for Listain, he suspectedshe wold have taken on a different role, one that would have been every bit as important. Senda had a brilliant mind, and that was what Listain valued.

      The more he thought about it, Endric wanted—no, he needed—to know more about what happened with Urik. His father letting him know that word about Urik had reached the Denraen had only made it more important.

      Why had the traitor gone to Thealon? Why risk exposing himself in such a way? Endric had spent the last year hoping for word, listening carefully to everything that came through the Denraen council, looking for anything that might indicate where Urik might have gone—and what he might be up to. Endric held a special place of hatred for him, anger at what Urik had done to his family. It seemed that his father had not shared that same hatred.

      How could he have patience?

      Dendril had lost as much as Endric. More. Not only had he lost a son, he’d lost the man who most assumed would be Dendril’s successor. Now it would be Listain. All the Denraen suffered because of that change.

      Endric struggled to find the patience his father wanted of him. In that, he knew his father was right, but that didn’t mean that Endric was wrong with wanting to find Urik and bring him to the Denraen justice. After what that man had done, he deserved a blade across his throat, not the chance to remain hidden in Thealon, under the guise of the priests for protection.

      Endric made his way through the barracks. It was late, and the sound of practice staves clattering against each other was loud, a steady and rhythmic sound, the music of death that carried throughout the yard. Endric found himself drawn toward it.

      Men worked together, a pair facing off as they often did when assignments were completed, practicing different patterns. The Denraen referred to the patterns as catahs, and there were specific forms men had to master as they progressed through the Denraen ranks.

      Endric had been a student of the sword since he was a child, learning mostly from Andril, but also from other soldiers of the Denraen. It had only been recently that his father spent any time with him. The attention would have been appreciated when he was younger and was still appreciated, perhaps more so now that he had the knowledge to understand the lessons that his father taught. Endric doubted that he would have been ready when he had been younger.

      A few of the men glanced his way from time to time. As they did, he would get a respectable nod, but nothing more than that. Even with his promotion, he still struggled to gain the trust of the men he was supposed to lead. He was the son of Dendril, brother of Andril, but he was not yet fully the en’raen, regardless of the rank and title his father had bestowed on him. Leading was more than a title, but Endric hadn’t learned how to manage that. Perhaps that was the true lesson his father wanted to teach.

      With a sigh, he turned away.

      He wasn’t to spend his time with the men working at the sword. There were other ways—and, according to his father, better ways—for him to use his time. He had to understand the makeup of the Denraen better than anyone. He had to understand their history, essentially become a scholar. And, as Dendril shared with him recently, he had to understand tactics better than anyone.

      Had he known all that Andril had gone through when raised to en’raen, perhaps he wouldn’t have antagonized him the way that he had.

      Endric should get something to eat and return to his studies. Dendril would expect improvement tomorrow. The general was nothing if not a disciplined master.

      Thoughts of Urik continued to intrude.

      Endric couldn’t simply leave it alone. He needed to know what Listain knew about Urik. If he couldn’t wait for Senda, there had to be some other way.

      Only, what?

      It tied into the reason that Urik went to Thealon. If Endric could discover that, maybe he could find an excuse to go after him. Even his father wouldn’t oppose the need to protect the priests if one of their own made an attempt on them.

      Endric found himself drawn toward the officer’s quarters.

      His rooms were at one end, but that wasn’t where he was drawn.

      He traced the long hall, the same one he’d once been sent to for discipline, a hallway that had been essentially closed off for the last year as Listain sought to understand what Urik had been after. Two high-backed chairs blocked the hall, angled with their backs toward each other, so that none could pass through without moving them.

      Endric hadn’t been here—and hadn’t attempted to come through here—in the time since he’d stopped Urik’s attempt on the city.

      Stepping past the chairs left him with a slight thrill, a tingle of sorts that ran along his arms, racing into the pit of his stomach before fading. Had he only imagined that? Probably. His emotions had been on edge since learning that his father had discovered something of Urik, and that would be enough to set him off like that.

      Urik’s rooms were at the end of the hall.

      Endric reached the first room and paused in front of the door. He tested the lock and found it open. The air carried a stifling sense of must, that of dust from belongings untouched for the last year. With each breath, dust swirled into the air, a tomb disturbed.

      Should he even have come? After all this time, there was nothing for him here.

      What did he expect to learn here? Would there really be anything that he could learn, or was it only the irritation in his mind that sent him here? He wouldn’t be able to solve the mystery of what had happened, or what had changed within Urik, not by coming to his quarters. Perhaps Endric should have patience here as well, and wait to see what his father learned.

      The room was as it had been when he’d last been here.

      He wasn’t certain what he’d expected, but thought that Listain might have changed things. He had not.

      The room appeared much like Endric remembered. There was a simple desk made of stout oak stacked with books. Where there had once been a collection of papers, now was a dusty space atop the desk. A few jars of ink remained, one of which had been tipped over, leading to a dried ink stain on the corner of the desk. Urik had a narrow bed in one corner, preferring to sleep in his office, unlike the other en’raen who used a separate sleeping quarters. The doors to a wardrobe were cracked open, and he noted the collection of clothing inside, all Denraen gray other than a single cloak.

      Endric stood in the doorway, staring at everything while searching for answers, but none came.

      After the attack on the city, and after Endric had returned with the historian and the Hunter, driving the threat of the Deshmahne away, he had come to the room often. During that first month following the attack, Endric had been here daily trying to find answers. There had been nothing in the pages of the books on the table, nothing in the now-missing stacks of paper—those that had once marked troop movements and positions, insights that Urik had of the Denraen that placed him in a unique position to do more damage than most—and nothing in his wardrobe other than clothes.

      He wished there were answers here, but there were not.

      A sound behind him made him turn.

      Standing in the doorway was a man he hadn’t seen in a year.

      “Historian,” Endric said.

      Novan was tall—taller than most men and nearly as tall as the Magi—and leaned gently on a long staff carved with symbols. Endric had seen him fight with the staff and suspected him to be nearly the equal of Senda, and she was incredibly skilled with her staff.

      “I had not expected to find anyone here,” the historian said.

      Endric laughed. “No? You thought you could sneak through the barracks?”

      He shrugged, and Endric wondered if that was what Novan had intended. “Not sneak. Your father allowed me to come.”

      “Dendril knows you’re here?”

      Novan tapped his staff on the ground. The sound came out muted. The man’s eyes were darker than he remembered, and Endric wondered how much the teralin had changed him. He had claimed Tresten had healed him, but what if there was no healing to be had? The Deshmahne had clearly been affected by the teralin, so it only made sense that Novan would as well.

      “The general is well informed,” Novan said.

      Endric expected him to expand on the comment, but he didn’t. “Why are you here? Why Urik’s room?”

      Novan tipped his head to the side. In the faint light coming from the hall, Endric noted a shiny scar along his cheek. What had the historian seen in the time since he’d left him? There was a mystery around the man. Not quite as much as there was around Brohmin, the man Novan called the Hunter, a man who might be the best swordsman Endric had ever seen, but there remained enough mystery about Novan for Endric to wonder what he’d been up to in the time since leaving Vasha.

      “You question Urik, yet aren’t you here for the same reason?”

      “You heard about his appearance,” Endric said. “That’s why you’re here.” That had been unexpected. Had it been Novan who had shared word of Urik? His father hadn’t told him how he knew of Urik’s appearance, only that he had been seen in Thealon.

      “I heard. I had not expected him to appear in Thealon.”

      “The Denraen will take care of him,” Endric said.

      He said nothing of his doubt. Would his father allow the Denraen to get justice for what Urik had done? The lesson on patience gave Endric hope that they would, that they had to work at the right pace and not rush in to attack, but he wondered what the timeline might be. With Dendril, it was difficult to know what his father planned. There could be no response or at least none that Endric would ever know.

      Novan leaned toward Endric, a dark smile on his face. “I’ve shared with you my interest in him.”

      “What did he do to the guild?”

      Novan shook his head. “I think you can understand how I am not able to share that with you. Know that by using the knowledge of the guild as he did, he has much to answer for.”

      “You used the knowledge of the guild,” Endric said.

      “Because the risk would have been too great had I not. Urik cannot make that same claim.”

      Endric studied Novan a moment before turning his attention back to the room. “There’s nothing here. When he first disappeared, I searched for answers but couldn’t find anything.”

      “Neither could I,” Novan said.

      “You searched his quarters?”

      Novan shrugged, ignoring Endric’s hard stare. These were the barracks and were meant to be under the control of the Denraen, not the historian guild. Anything that would have been here would have been for the Denraen to deal with. Yet Novan seemed unconcerned about the fact that he had violated the Denraen, much like he had seemed unconcerned with violating the concerns of the miners, or even those of the Magi. Endric knew little about the historian guild, but he was surprised by how nonchalant Novan was about digging into places he probably should not.

      “There were a few journals that I needed to confiscate before they fully disappeared from the guild. Your father understood.”

      “Was there anything in them that would give you any indication about where he might have gone and what he planned?”

      “Not in the journals that concerned me. Those were not his property, but the guild’s. When he disappeared from the guild, he thought to claim what he should not have.”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “Because there are few copies.”

      “What was in the journals?”

      Novan smiled and shook his head. “Nothing that needs concern you, Endric.”

      “Urik concerns me.”

      “Does he?” Novan scanned the room. “I think Urik’s time is short, especially if he has both the guild and the Denraen searching for him, don’t you? The only question will be who will capture him first.”

      “What would you do with him?” Endric leaned on the table, noting that the dust didn’t seem quite as thick as he would have expected were the room undisturbed for as long as it should have been. Who else had been here? “The Denraen would see him to justice.”

      “Whose justice?” Novan asked. “Hanged for treason, or would he be jailed, placed into a cell where he would be forced to sit until the end of his days?”

      Hanging seemed too kind for what Urik had done. “That will be up to Dendril.”

      “Ah, then I know which it will be if Denraen reaches him before the guild.”

      Novan didn’t expound. Even Endric wasn’t certain which his father would choose. Would he seek not only justice but vengeance for what had happened to Andril? That didn’t seem like what his father would do, especially after the way his father had cautioned him following their sparring earlier.

      “Besides, I think Urik might have bitten off more than he expected,” Novan said.

      “With the guild and the Denraen?”

      “Both.”

      Endric shook his head. “I doubt he thought he’d get caught.”

      “Doubtless he believed himself safe,” Novan agreed, “but that wasn’t what I refer to.”

      “The Deshmahne?” That was the only other possibility that Endric could come up with. Not the Antrilii. The warriors his family had descended from were more concerned with another danger, one that Endric didn’t fully understand.

      Novan nodded. “They will know how he used them. The dark priests are not the… forgiving… kind.”

      That was almost enough to make Endric smile. If he could somehow arrange for Urik to be captured by the Deshmahne… but he wouldn’t wish that on the man, no matter how he’d wronged him.

      That wasn’t quite right. Losing Urik to the Deshmahne placed the Denraen in danger. As en’raen, he would have been privy to the deepest secrets of the Denraen and would have known more than almost anyone, excluding Dendril and Listain. That knowledge in the hands of the Deshmahne worried Endric.

      Perhaps it was best that the Deshmahne hadn’t captured him.

      “Why have you returned?” Endric asked.

      Novan lifted the stack of books and began sorting through them, blowing dust off them as he did, a distasteful frown on his face. Was that because of the subjects of the books—most on warfare strategy—or was it because the books had been sitting, getting dustier? Endric suspected Novan would prize his collection of books and would protect them diligently, no differently than a librarian would protect their collection.

      “I think there is still something to know about Urik,” he answered.

      “Such as why he’s gone to Thealon?”

      Novan nodded. “Such as that.”

      “Do you think the priests allow him?”

      Novan pressed his lips together into a tight line. “They should not.”

      The historian set the books back onto the table and leaned forward, resting his palms flat down on it. His brow furrowed deeply, shadows forming on it as he did. In the dark light within the room, there was a haunted expression on his face.

      “What are you after in Thealon?” Novan muttered to himself.

      Endric let the historian stare and made his way to the wardrobe, pulling the door open. When he’d come before, he’d searched through the clothing but had found nothing more than the uniforms of the en’raen. He shoved them aside, thinking that if there was anything he might have missed, it would have been in the wardrobe, but he found nothing.

      As he shuffled through the clothing in the closet, a glint of a reflection caught his eye.

      Endric hesitated.

      What had that been?

      He reached into the wardrobe, thinking that maybe he’d find a knife that had been overlooked, and was surprised with what he found.

      A sword.

      His breath caught.

      The blade was finely made, with a swirl of a blade guard worked near the base. A leather-wrapped hilt had been well cared for, but not worn at all, as if the sword had never been used. The blade held a soft sheen, and when he ran his finger along the edge, he could feel how finely it had been honed.

      None of that was why his breath had caught.

      “What is it?” Novan asked.

      Endric turned slowly, holding the sword in front of him. “This was in the wardrobe.”

      Novan shook his head. “It couldn’t have been. I’ve searched through the wardrobe before. There were his uniforms, and his cloak, and…” He shook his head again, cutting himself off. “That was it. Nothing more. Certainly no sword.”

      “Look at it,” Endric directed. “Do you see what it’s made from?”

      Novan took the blade from Endric, eyes scanning along the surface. As he did, they began to widen, and he let out a soft whistle. “This is a teralin sword.”

      Endric nodded. He’d noted the same thing, but even that wasn’t what had surprised him. “Do you notice anything else about it?”

      The moment he’d held the blade, he’d felt the strange pulsations. Would Novan?

      Novan frowned before he began nodding. “You were aware that it’s positively charged?”

      “Not at first.”

      The historian snorted. “Interesting, though not surprising. You were able to charge the teralin in the mine as well.”

      “Why would there be a positively charged teralin sword, and why would it have been in Urik’s room?” Endric asked.

      “It wasn’t,” Novan said. “Not that I saw.”

      “Would you have?” Endric asked. “You were influenced by the negatively charged teralin. Would you have recognized that it was there when you last searched?”

      Novan’s eyes narrowed further. “You pose an interesting point. Perhaps I have more to question before I leave.”

      “You’re leaving already?”

      “I intend to deal with Urik myself.”

      “But the Denraen—”

      “Your father is aware of my intent. Even if the Denraen reach him, they will not be ready to do what is necessary with Urik.”

      “And what is necessary?”

      “I have yet to determine, but I fear that we may need to use what he knows to slow the Deshmahne.”

      Novan scanned the room once more before turning, leaving Endric staring after him with unanswered questions.

      Patience. He needed patience. Why was it so hard for him?
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      The inside of the Climbing Trellis tavern was dim and dirty at the best of times, and filthy most of the time. A few patrons scattered at the tables, most either well into their drink or gaming as they drank. The air was musty, and even the scent of ale and the recent meal served out of the kitchen did nothing to suppress it. A pair of lanterns glowed with a dirty light, the oil putting off a thick black smoke as it burned. Endric tried not to think about what kind of oil they used that would generate smoke like that.

      Without Senda, he was forced to resort to finding his own sources of information. Places like the Trellis hosted many who had the pulse of goings-on outside the city, but there was another reason he’d come here, though it was a reason that Senda would not be pleased to learn.

      He hadn’t been here in well over a year, long enough that he hoped Kayla, the waitress he’d once shared a night with, hadn’t moved on. She was connected to the city, and before he’d challenged his father and had been exiled from the city, he had used her for what she knew.

      Kayla leaned over the counter as he entered, and she looked up, her blue eyes sparkling but otherwise ignoring him. She recognized him, though he hadn’t expected otherwise. He was tall for most within Vasha and distinctive in his Denraen dress gray uniform.

      Endric went to an empty table and took a seat.

      Pendin sat across from him. “Do you think they still serve that swill here?” he asked.

      “I wasn’t too focused on the quality of the ale when I was last here,” Endric said.

      “No. You were more concerned about the quality of the waitresses.”

      Endric shot him a warning look that Pendin promptly ignored. “I just want to get this over with.”

      “Is that what she told you, too?”

      “Bastard,” Endric said.

      Pendin shrugged. “You were always too greedy. You never let your friends have any fun.”

      “You were always too shy.”

      Pendin laughed. “By shy, I think you mean sober. When we were on this level, I think you were drunk most of the time.”

      “Not when I patrolled.”

      “Fine. Not when you patrolled, but the rest of the time, you preferred to drink your way through the first terrace.”

      Endric sighed, watching Kayla. She made a point of ignoring them, going so far as to send another server, this an older woman with a tight bun of gray hair, to deliver two mugs of ale. When she waited for payment, Pendin arched a brow at him.

      “You’re the officer,” he said.

      Endric shook his head and fished out a few coins to pay for the drinks. It was probably more than they were worth, but there was something to be said for sitting and having a mug of ale in a dark tavern again. As much as he hated to admit it, there were times he missed those days. They were simpler in so many ways. These days, he spent so much of his time working with his father, learning the way to lead his troops, and simply trying to understand his role as en’raen, that he hadn’t the time to really sit back and enjoy a mug of ale.

      Pendin took a long sip of his mug and set it down, wiping his sleeve across his mouth with a sigh. “Why here and not someplace else? Not that I’m complaining. I always enjoy coming to these rundown taverns with you.”

      “You never complained before.”

      “Because you made it fun before.”

      Endric took a drink. The ale was watered down, and too warm for his taste. Now that he was an officer, he had access to a few fineries within the Denraen, and one was the officer’s cave, a place he still couldn’t believe existed. Cold ale, chilled by the mountain snow and brewed by the best brewers in Vasha. It had given him a renewed appreciation for the differences found in a quality ale, though he rarely had the time to take advantage of it.

      “You don’t think this is fun?” Endric asked.

      “Maybe not my idea of fun. Then again, you’ve dragged me along with you with your promotion. It was bad enough when I was only friends with you, but now you have me saluting you?”

      Endric met his friend’s eyes. Pendin had hardened over the last year, though he hadn’t needed to. He had always been a skilled soldier and had been Endric’s friend from the moment they met following their recruitment. Now that Endric served as en’raen, Pendin had been promoted to his steward. Not quite as high a promotion as what Pendin likely deserved for putting up with Endric, but it kept them together, which was what Endric wanted.

      As had Dendril. He’d overheard his father say that Pendin would hold him accountable and would keep him on task. Listain probably gave him that assessment, though Senda would have shared it as well.

      “I could have someone else replace you if you’d like. I’m sure I could arrange for you to return to patrols. I know how much you’ve likely missed that aspect of your career.”

      “Now who’s being the bastard?” Pendin said, taking another drink.

      “You shouldn’t complain. People salute you as much as me.”

      Pendin grinned. “You only think they’re saluting you. I think they greet you in another way.”

      Endric took another drink. “Like how they’ve always greeted you?” Pendin shook his head. They wasted time here, and he didn’t know how much he would have. Endric leaned forward, lowering his voice. “When Senda disappears like this, I have to spread word that I’m looking for her.”

      “And you think this is the best way to ensure she knows you’re looking for her?” he asked, looking toward Kayla. “I think you’d prefer to keep certain parts of yourself intact. I’ve seen her with that staff. I wouldn’t want to face her with it.”

      Endric laughed. Senda was skilled with the staff, and more than most. Had Listain not claimed her for his network, she would have risen high within the Denraen ranks. “I can put out word, the same as we’ve done in other places, and the same as we’ll do as we continue on.”

      They had stopped at four taverns before this, mostly eating, but they’d shared a mug at two of them as well. Endric still wasn’t sure whether he’d gotten word to Senda, but he would continue to try, at least for tonight. If this failed, he would have to approach Listain again. The man did still owe him for saving his life, though he might never admit it, and Endric doubted that meant as much to the Raen as it would with others. If he remained unwilling, Endric thought he could trade in information. Would he have known Novan had returned to Vasha?

      “Then again, maybe if Senda realizes you’ve returned to your old romping grounds, she’ll make her way here.” Pendin tipped his mug back, finishing it off. “I think maybe it’s good that I’m with you. Someone needs to watch this disaster unfold.”

      Endric shook his head.

      “Why haven’t you gone up to the third terrace?” Pendin asked. “If Urik was found in Thealon, who would be better to sniff him out than the Magi? They could use their connection to the priests.”

      “I don’t think Tresten would help me over my father.”

      Pendin shrugged. “Probably not, but don’t you think it’s worth asking?”

      It had been months since he’d seen the old Mage. The man had been surprisingly open each time he met with Endric, carrying with him none of the mystery—or pompousness—of the rest of the Magi.

      “I don’t want to violate tradition and visit the third terrace.”

      “Again,” Pendin said. “You don’t want to do it again.”

      “Fine. I don’t want to do it again. Too many people are watching.”

      “If you think they weren’t watching before, you’re wrong. You were never as anonymous as you wanted to believe yourself.”

      Endric sighed. It was probably true, but he wouldn’t do anything to risk the balance between the Magi and the Denraen now, not when his actions carried even more weight. As he took another drink, Pendin nudged him.

      He looked up and noted that Kayla approached. Endric didn’t have to look over to know that his oldest friend was smiling.

      “You don’t have to be so damn pleased about it,” he muttered under his breath as Kayla came over to them.

      “I think I’ll enjoy this almost as much as I’ll enjoy watching your face as you tell Senda.”

      “I don’t think I’ll tell her.”

      “No? Then I get to?”

      Endric didn’t get a chance to offer a response.

      Kayla squeezed his arm, a wide smile spreading across her face. She had a full mouth, one that he’d positively enjoyed during the time they’d spent together, and her wavy brown hair framed her face. A tight bodice revealed her copious cleavage, and Endric forcibly held his gaze on her face.

      “You’ve been gone a long time, soldier. I thought you might be mad at me,” Kayla cooed.

      Pendin coughed, and Endric glanced over at his muscular friend and shot him a hard look. Now that Endric was en’raen, he outranked Pendin, whatever good that did for him. Pendin mostly ignored him anyway.

      “Not mad, but I’ve got other responsibilities,” Endric said.

      She took a step back and her gaze swept over him, lingering on his midsection. Endric almost blushed. Even Senda didn’t leer at him that way. “I see that. You wear officer’s dress, and you’ve got rank… Not just any rank, either,” she noted, touching her hand to his chest where he wore the marking of the en’raen.

      Endric should have changed before coming here, but there were places he couldn’t go as easily without the uniform, and if she hadn’t heard anything, then he would have to try another route for information.

      “You didn’t have much rank when you came here last. What did you do to earn such regard?” Kayla asked.

      She practically pressed herself against him, and Endric resisted the urge to step back. He suspected she wanted a response out of him. If he didn’t give her what she wanted, maybe she’d stop playing at such flirtation.

      “Nothing all that interesting,” Endric said.

      “Don’t be so modest,” Kayla said.

      “Yes, don’t be so modest,” Pendin repeated, a wide smile splitting his face. “Endric here doesn’t want to admit it, but he saved the city from an attack. Caught the general’s eye when he did.”

      “He didn’t have the general’s eye before then?” Kayla asked. She traced a finger down the side of his arm, and he shivered.

      “Kayla,” he said, removing her hand from his arm. “I can’t.”

      “You’ve found someone else?” she pouted.

      “I have.” Hearing Pendin’s soft laughter, he could only imagine how Senda would react when he told her about coming here. Senda had known about his tendencies, but that had been when they’d only been friends.

      “Now that you’re an officer, I can’t say I’m surprised.” She touched his arm again, squeezing playfully. “Though I am surprised your father took so long to promote you. Didn’t he have Andril serving as en’raen before he was twenty-five?”

      Endric blinked. “You knew?”

      She looked up at him. “You didn’t think I’d know?” she pouted. “What use to you would I be if I didn’t know things?” She stepped away then, and her entire demeanor changed. She flashed a dangerous smile and crossed her arms over her chest, the flirtation disappearing. “Senda asked me to let her know if you ever came by, but I told her that I doubted I’d see you. When you appeared, I thought maybe something had happened to the two of you.”

      “Nothing has happened between the two of us.”

      Pendin laughed and shook his head. He reached across the table and grabbed Endric’s remaining ale and tipped it back, finishing it in one long drink. “Why don’t you join us, Kayla, and tell us what you know about Senda?”

      Kayla looked around the tavern. No one else had arrived in the time since they had appeared, and the older server seemed to keep up with making rounds. Kayla pulled a chair over from a nearby table and propped herself on it, resting her elbows on the table and looking up at Endric. She didn’t bother to hide a playful smile on her lips, one that suggested that she’d be open to a repeat of their last time together.

      “How do you know Senda?” Endric asked.

      “Senda offers a little coin now and again,” Kayla said. “Not much more than that.”

      Endric knew that Senda likely had informants. Listain was the same way, using his network of whisperers to keep him up to date on the goings-on in the city. It made him an effective spymaster. There were probably others, those outside the city, that Listain used as well, a network that helped him gain the knowledge he needed to guide Dendril, though that would be harder for Endric to track were he to want to.

      “How often does she come by?” Endric asked.

      Kayla smiled widely. “Are you worried about a little competition for your affection?”

      Pendin smirked. “Poor Endric is always worried,” he said.

      Endric fought the urge to laugh. Doing so would be exactly what Pendin wanted. Probably Kayla as well. Spending time in taverns like this had been easier when he’d been drunk most of the time. Now that he was expected to be sober—and awake—he found it more distasteful.

      “She’s disappeared,” Endric said.

      Kayla shrugged. “Disappeared? Then maybe there is another reason for your visit,” she said, reaching for his thigh.

      Endric pushed her hand away. “She disappears from time to time,” he said, “and most of the time I can wait for her to return.”

      “Why is this different?” Kayla asked.

      “Because I need to know what she’s heard about the man who attacked the city.”

      Kayla straightened and fixed Endric with a frown. “What man is that?”

      “Kayla—that’s Denraen business.”

      She leaned toward him, and this time there was no playfulness about her. “I lost a friend during the attack. Others did as well. I think it’s more than Denraen business.”

      Endric glanced at Pendin, who shook his head. There had been others injured—and some had died—during the Deshmahne attack on the city. The attack had been focused on the barracks, a way for Urik to gain access to his network of tunnels, but they had used attacks on the first terrace to distract the Denraen and draw them away. Others had died, though Endric hadn’t given as much thought to it as he probably should have. He had been more concerned about the friends he had lost, those like Olin, attacked by Urik—or the Deshmahne—as they abducted Listain, drawing him into the tunnels, torturing him until he gave up what he knew about the way through the mines.

      But others had been hurt. Others had been lost. He should have thought about that before now and should have recognized the impact the attack would have on the city.

      Endric sighed. “There was a man—a dangerous man—who led the attack. He escaped our custody, and I’ve heard a rumor about where he might be found.”

      He didn’t want to reveal to her that Urik had been Denraen. It wouldn’t sway her one way or another, and it would only lead to the kind of stories the Denraen couldn’t have sweeping through Vasha. The people needed to believe in the Denraen protection, and they needed to know that the soldiers were there to serve. More than that, Endric didn’t like admitting that Urik had been Denraen. How could a true Denraen betray his fellow soldiers the way that Urik had?

      Kayla stared at him, studying him in a way that reminded Endric of how Dendril studied him, before shaking her head. “I haven’t seen Senda in weeks. I heard she’s back, though, so if she comes by, I’ll make sure to pass on the word that you’re looking for her.”

      As Kayla stood, Endric grabbed her arm. “Kayla—”

      She shook her head. “If you’re not going to buy more ale, maybe you go on to another tavern. I’ve got other customers to worry about. If you like, I’ll send word to Senda that you stopped.”

      Endric looked over at Pendin, taking in the others in the tavern, before turning his attention back to Kayla and nodding. He wouldn’t stay here, not if it would upset her, and if she did have some way of reaching Senda, he needed to take advantage of it.

      And if Senda was back in the city, then he had to find her.

      Why wouldn’t she have come to him already?

      He didn’t linger on that thought. Doing so only raised more questions.

      As she made her way back to the counter, Endric had the feeling that there was something else here that he’d missed but didn’t know. He stood, waiting for Pendin, and left the Climbing Trellis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The interior of the officer’s section of the barracks was as sparsely decorated as any other place in the barracks. Walls were made of bare stone. A few lanterns hung on the walls, glowing with a soft orange fire, a thin trail of translucent smoke trailing away from them—the only concession to a little more finery. Swords hung on hooks along the wall in the spaces between the lanterns, though that was more practical than decoration. They were polished and honed regularly, the sword smiths keeping them under good care.

      Endric ignored everything around him as he made his way toward the meeting room. His search through the first terrace for any more word on Senda had failed. Even the places that he knew her to frequent hadn’t seen her in weeks, about the same time that Kayla had last seen her. Under other circumstances, he wouldn’t worry. They’d gone weeks without seeing each other before, and often Endric had needed that time apart, too busy with his assignments to spend with her. Separation made their reunions all the sweeter. This time, he wanted to find her, at least to get word that Urik had been found. And to see why she’d sent a message to Listain through him. He’d never had the need to find her before and didn’t care for how difficult it was.

      “There’s one way you could find her you haven’t tried,” Pendin said.

      Endric glanced back. As his steward, Pendin was able to accompany him throughout the officer’s section of the barracks. That was another advantage to his post. “We’ve already talked about me visiting the Magi. Even if Tresten would see me, I don’t think I should visit the third terrace without the general’s permission.”

      “I think you should check with Mage Tresten. I don’t know why you resist.”

      “You know why.”

      Endric paused and looked over. Pendin had changed into his uniform, and he filled it out in ways that Endric never could. There was a part of Endric that wondered how Pendin felt. Serving under Endric, Pendin would never be able to rise quite as high within the Denraen as he might have were he not to have agreed to serve as his steward. Pendin had a sharp mind, and he was nearly as skilled with the sword as Endric—which meant he was still not quite as good as Dendril either, but still better than most soldiers within the Denraen. Without Endric’s influence, he could have risen high. Did Endric hold him back? There had been a time when the answer had been obvious, when Endric had, but now that he’d agreed to serve as en’raen, the answer wasn’t quite as clear-cut.

      “I just think you’re making this more complicated than it needs to be,” Pendin said.

      Endric smiled as they reached the meeting hall, one hand pausing on the door handle. “I make everything complicated,” he said.

      “That’s the truth,” Pendin answered, laughing.

      Inside, the meeting room was slightly better decorated than the halls. A few bright lanterns glowed, giving more light to the room. A hearth at one end crackled warmly, the flames adding to the brightness. A thick, plush carpet covered the floor, a speckled pattern of blue and gold, the colors of Endric’s forefathers. Would the carpet be set in other colors if another led the Denraen? He had never really considered that before, but it would make sense. Portraits of the previous generals hung along the walls, and since rising to the rank of en’raen, Endric had taken the time to look at them, reminded of those who had led the Denraen before Dendril.

      A circle of chairs angled around the hearth, and a table sat in the center. One other table along the back wall held trays of food, brought from the dining hall for the officers. The scent of fresh bread and roasted pork drifted toward him, making his mouth water.

      He’d expected the others to have arrived before him but was surprised to note that they had not. The only other person in the hall was Listain, and he looked up from the chair he sat in, his gaze taking in both Endric and Pendin in one sweeping glance before returning to the stack of papers on his lap.

      Pendin nudged him.

      Endric took a deep breath and took a seat opposite Listain. He’d expected Pendin to join him, but he made his way over to the table with food and grabbed a hunk of bread, biting into it with a smile on his face.

      “Speak, if you’re going to,” Listain said without looking up.

      “What makes you think I’m going to say anything?” Endric asked.

      Listain glanced up, shuffling his papers and holding them close to his chest. “What makes me think anything? I observe, Endric, as I always have with you.” He had a narrow face, and the beard covering his jaw hid the scars Endric knew the man to possess. Since his capture and torture, Listain had acquired several new scars. Within the Denraen, scars were appreciated—some would say prized—but Listain had never been one to appreciate things like that.

      “What have you observed with me?” Endric asked. It wasn’t what he wanted to ask. He wanted to know whether Senda had returned to the city.

      Had she been the one who had left the note?

      If so, why hadn’t she waited for him?

      Listain took a deep breath and cocked his head to the side, studying Endric. “You’ve got the stink of ale on you, the kind that is only found in the lower sections of the first terrace. Your uniform is disheveled, telling me that you’re distracted. And you come early for a meeting. Since your promotion, I would not call you prompt.”

      On the other side of the room, Pendin covered his smile with another piece of bread.

      Endric looked back at Listain. “I was on the first terrace, looking for Senda.”

      Listain stared at him, unblinking for a moment. “You will not find her there.”

      That was something. “Then tell me where I can find her.”

      Listain smiled slightly. “The message was for me, Endric. Besides, she’s on an assignment.”

      “Care to share with me what assignment?” Endric asked.

      “No.” Listain turned his attention back to the papers stacked on his lap and flipped through them, his eyes scanning the page before turning on to the next.

      “I’m en’raen. Don’t you think I have a right to know?”

      “We’ve had this conversation before,” Listain said. “What makes you think I will have changed my mind?”

      Endric stared at him, not certain what to say.

      “Dendril shared that Urik was sighted in Thealon,” Listain said. He sat up, leaning forward as he protected the pages on his lap. “Which is why you would like to find Senda. Unfortunately, finding her won’t answer any questions you might have. She has been away from the city long enough that she doesn’t know anything more than you do.”

      Endric inhaled deeply, gathering his thoughts. Did Listain know about Novan’s visit? If he didn’t, maybe Endric had an advantage over the spymaster. The man traded in knowledge, so maybe he would trade for Senda’s whereabouts. “And now that we know where to find Urik, what do you think should be done?”

      Listain met his eyes in a measured glance. “With this, it doesn’t matter what I think, only what the general decides.”

      “You want to get to Urik too.”

      Listain nodded.

      “Have you shared that with my father?”

      “The general knows my feeling on this matter.” It seemed all Listain was willing to say, a careful response and one that didn’t answer anything for Endric. If Listain wanted to go after Urik, why wouldn’t his father take that into consideration? The Raen was better connected than Dendril, his network of spies better able to flush out any news.

      Unless word of Urik hadn’t come from Listain.

      When Novan had come, he had wondered if the historian had appeared because he’d heard about Urik or because he brought word.

      Maybe it was neither. Maybe Ur priests had shared where to find Urik.

      That was possible. And even more difficult for Endric to chase down rumors himself. He didn’t have the same connections as his father within the church. As much as he might think about venturing to the temple, a replica of the Tower of the Gods in Thealon, he doubted that he would be able—or allowed—to learn much there.

      The door opened again, and Dendril swept in along with the other two en’raen. Theran was average height and build, but Endric knew him to be whip fast with the sword and possessed of more endurance than most men. After Urik’s betrayal, Theran had been promoted, though Endric suspected he would eventually have reached the position. Fennah followed him, the highest ranking woman in the Denraen, and deadlier with the staff than any other soldier. Senda trained with her regularly, and lately had begun challenging her, but Fennah remained peerless. Few swordmasters would even be able to get close to her.

      Dendril took the seat nearest the hearth and turned to look at the others. Of them, only Endric had brought his steward. “You may leave,” Dendril said.

      Pendin saluted and disappeared from the room, casting another glance in Endric’s direction but not saying anything.

      All eyes turned to Dendril. He’d called a meeting of the council and had brought them together. It wasn’t rare for them to meet like this, but it wasn’t common for them to do so outside of their routine times. For Dendril to summon meant something had happened.

      “You have heard of the attacks?” Dendril asked Listain.

      The spymaster nodded. “They are minor. The patrols take care of them.”

      Dendril leaned forward. “Small? Any attack on the Denraen cannot be considered small.”

      “We’ve faced raiders like this before.”

      “Not raiders,” Theran said. The others turned to him, and he shrugged. “They’re not raiders. They call themselves Ravers. They’re organized.”

      Dendril glanced at Listain and something passed between them, though Endric couldn’t read what it might be. “Lead a squad to investigate,” Dendril commanded Theran. “If this is nothing more than raiders, then we can eliminate the threat easily. If it’s something else…”

      Listain pressed his lips together in a frown. “I have heard nothing but will ask my assets to investigate.”

      “Good. Now, as to the real reason for the summons. Listain, care to share?” Dendril asked.

      The spymaster shuffled his papers together and settled them on his lap. “Yes. Word from the south makes its way to us once more.”

      Endric leaned forward. “The Deshmahne?”

      There weren’t many of the Denraen who had faced the dark warrior priests and survived. They had destroyed an entire regiment of men sent to investigate, and when Urik had nearly betrayed them, few were involved in stopping them. It had been the Antrilii—his cousins—as well as the historian and the strange man known as the Hunter. Of the Denraen, only Dendril truly had any experience with them.

      Listain glanced at Dendril before nodding. “The Deshmahne. They continue to consolidate power. They have recently claimed Voiga.”

      “We have patrols in the south for this reason,” Fennah said.

      “Patrols are tasked with maintaining peace,” Listain said. “The Deshmahne act quickly and then retreat before they draw the attention of the Denraen. This was how they were able to remain hidden for as long as they did. They made certain not to draw attention to themselves.”

      “And this has changed?” Fennah pressed.

      Endric was pleased that she was the one to question. He knew that she’d served in those southern patrols, just as he knew that she had been selected for the Denraen in Masetohl, a mountainous city in Liispal. She’d remained in the south for most of her time in the Denraen. Had it been him asking, and pressing, about the Deshmahne, both his father and Listain would know the reason.

      “Peace has persisted,” Listain said. “Those who lead have not.”

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “They have replaced the priests.”

      Fennah shrugged. “Most in the south would not be bothered by that, especially if the reports that I’ve heard are true. These priests are more present than the Magi.” When Terran started to speak, she cut him off, shooting him a hard look. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. The Magi never travel to the south. They barely have a presence in the north. Those places that still claim a Mage advisor are fewer and fewer. Were they to reestablish their purpose, I think the south would fall back into line, but they allow the priests to serve as their influence.”

      Dendril rested his arms on his legs and nodded. “I have shared the same concern with the Council of Elders,” he said.

      Listain pursed his lips. “And what has the Council responded?”

      Dendril grunted. “They have not responded to me. They have no reason to do so.”

      “Other than our shared interest,” Listain said.

      Dendril tipped his head, the slightest of nods. “Other than that.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, looking from Listain to each of the en’raen. His gaze lingered on Endric the longest. “I think we need more oversight in the south,” Dendril went on. “Perhaps the Denraen need to demonstrate our role more effectively.”

      “I’m not sure that will make any difference,” Fennah said, “but I will go if that’s what you’d ask of me.”

      Dendril seemed to consider. “You would be valuable,” he started, scratching at his chin. Endric had a sinking feeling that his father would require him to go. It would be a way to remove him from his search for Urik, especially if Urik was in Thealon and he sent Endric south. “But what we need is information. Listain,” he said, looking to his Raen. “I think for this, you will be needed. You have assets in the south?”

      Listain nodded. “I have many assets. Visiting the south would allow me to work on others as well.”

      Endric allowed himself to relax. Listain leaving was a mixed blessing. The spymaster certainly would be the first to learn about Urik, but he would also know how Endric snooped around. He’d already proven his observational skills, and he had only noted Endric for a moment.

      “Good,” Dendril continued. “You will take Endric with you. He has rarely spent time in the south. As en’raen, he will need to understand the terrain that we operate in.”

      Endric didn’t say anything.

      His father removed him from the city. Not only from the city, but by sending him south, he neutralized his ability to do anything about Urik. It was a different kind of lesson, one with a forced patience.

      Listain wore a sour expression. Endric rescuing him from Urik and whatever he had planned might have changed the dynamic between them somewhat, but he still didn’t care much for Dendril’s son. “Do you think that I am the best person for this?”

      Dendril smiled. “I think you are the only person for this,” he said. He glanced over at Endric and then back at Listain, waiting for either of them to speak. When neither did, he went on, “Now. We need to discuss the planned promotions…”

      Endric stopped listening. Not only was he not going to have a chance to learn more about Urik and find a way to be involved in his capture, now he was getting sent from the city… and away from Senda.

      He would have to find her, and quickly.

      Could he?
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      The night was dark. A thick bank of clouds hung overhead, obscuring much of the palace of the Magi in dense blankets of moisture. The air here carried with it some of the chill from the northern mountains and a bite from the snow and of unseen ice.

      Endric sat upon a rock that wasn't nearly as old as the rest of the mountain. The buildings that had become the ruins had been built by the ancient gods, brought to this place when Vasha was still little more than an idea. That the Magi had chosen this place was not a coincidence. The city had long been a place of power. Endric understood that better now, especially since the attack. He had seen the teralin sculptures, prized possessions of those earliest Magi, possessions that once had belonged to the gods if the historian was to be believed. Endric had no reason not to believe him.

      He stared at the palace, noting the lights in the lower windows, the only windows he could actually see. The clouds obscured the upper windows. He had a memory of another night, one similar to this where blue light flickered in those windows and power had been thrown around by the Deshmahne.

      Endric stared at the rocks, thinking about what they must've been like when the gods had been here. Whatever purpose they had in choosing this mountain, this place must have been important. There was nothing but the remains of that time here, and a soft tingle that worked along his skin when he sat here.

      An occasional star glittered in the sky, managing to sneak past the clouds. The full moon reflected off the clouds, giving off something like a bright light in the sky with almost an ethereal quality, and Endric could almost believe that the gods sat in the heavens above as the Magi taught, watching over them.

      “You come to the ruins again?”

      Endric sat up, startled. He could see the tall, slender form of Mage Tresten, dressed in his simple gray robes. Endric noted that they were the same color as the Denraen clothing. The older Mage had a warmth about him and seemed to wear a floral fragrance, something he didn't notice on other Magi he'd encountered. It gave him more of a regal air.

      “The ruins are a good place to gather your thoughts,” Endric said.

      Tresten smiled. He weaved around the rocks, coming to sit next to Endric. He did so with a certain elegance, one that made it seem as if he were as comfortable along the rocks as he would be sitting on a throne. “Many fear the ruins. Do you know what the Magi think?” Endric shook his head. “No. I didn't think that you did. Few have an understanding of the ruins, and even those who do think that what they know is more than what is real.”

      “I see the ruins as a peaceful place. There is a certain sort of comfort to them.”

      “Do you?”

      Endric shrugged. It was hard to explain why he felt comfortable in the ruins. He knew there were superstitions about them, many shared by the Denraen he now commanded. He suspected that most within the Denraen would see his sitting in the ruins as dangerous, as if he risked angering the gods, but why would the gods mind if he sat in their ruins and stared at their heavens? They no longer chose this place as their own. For that matter, they no longer chose any of the lands of this world as their own. According to the Magi and the priests of the Urmahne, they had ascended into the heavens. If they did watch over them, Endric liked to think that they wouldn't mind that he chose the remnants of their old home as a place he chose to meditate and reflect.

      But then, Endric was one of the few Denraen who struggled with his faith. After losing Andril, he questioned whether the gods cared anymore for what happened. Did they watch over like the priests and the Magi believed? Or did they simply remain distant, disinterested in what happened?

      “You look troubled,” Tresten said.

      Endric nodded.

      “Is it command? Many men struggle with the weight of command. I know your father especially struggled, especially when he first assumed his role. You would not be the first young soldier to struggle with what was asked of him, and I doubt you will be the last.”

      Tresten looked upon him with an expression of concern. It was an expression that left Endric feeling inadequate. Why should this Mage care about him? Why should this Mage be concerned?

      “It’s not the command. I've been at it for nearly a year, and it does get easier the longer I serve.”

      Tresten smiled and reached his bony arm across the distance between the two rocks and patted Endric on the shoulder. “Good. I fear the Denraen will need a man capable of command in the years ahead.”

      “My father is capable.”

      Tresten smiled. “Your father is capable. Eventually, he may find himself called in a different direction. Another will need to assume command of the Denraen. One who understands the risks and the dangers we face.”

      Endric sighed. He prayed that day was long off. He suspected Listain did not want to take over for his father. There had been a time when he thought the spymaster had some jealousy over the role Dendril had for him, jealousy that Andril would one day serve as general of the Denraen, but the more that Endric served on the inner circle of the Denraen, the more he understood that Listain only served as Raen because Dendril asked it of him. The spymaster had no desire to lead.

      Which possibly meant that Endric would one day assume control of the Denraen.

      Was that what he wanted?

      Could he refuse?

      It was to have been Andril, and there were times when Endric wondered whether losing him had been the greatest blow to the Denraen, the largest betrayal that Urik had made. He had not only stolen Endric's brother and Dendril's son, but he had stolen the next man to lead the Denraen, the man who was to have guided them through the next generation of challenges.

      Endric sighed. “My father shared word that Urik was sighted.”

      Tresten glanced over at him. His long face twisted in a slight frown. “We haven't heard any word of him for months.”

      It was Endric's turn to frown. He hadn't realized that there had been any word of Urik before now. Was that something else his father had kept from him?

      Endric dismissed the thought. It wasn't as if his father tried to prevent him from knowing. He had shared the discovery himself. It was more that he wasn't ready to know. Perhaps he still wasn't. Wasn't his father right in thinking that Endric would do something impulsive? Didn't a part of him still want to race out of Vasha and search for the traitor?

      “He heard Urik was in Thealon.”

      Tresten tapped his cheek thoughtfully. “The priests would likely welcome him. Urik was nothing if not a man of faith.”

      “He was faithless to the Denraen.”

      “Perhaps. Yet he did share with us the concern of the Deshmahne. He did reveal the depths of their treachery. And he revealed to us a danger to the city.”

      Endric stared at the sky. Sometimes it would be easier if the gods truly watched over them. They might be able to provide guidance, let him know what it was that he should do.

      “It's because of Urik that we no longer mine the teralin,” Tresten said. “It’s been a dangerous ore, one that should've abandoned long ago, but there have been traditions. Traditions are difficult to break.”

      “I didn't realize the teralin was no longer mined.”

      “No longer mined, and the remaining shafts have been secured. The safety of the city is paramount, Endric. I believe you understand that.”

      Endric nodded. It would have been difficult to maintain security of the city with access to the mines. Few but the master miners knew the way through the mines, but the Magi had long valued the teralin, using it in their ceremonies, claiming they needed it to reach the gods.

      “So the Magi will no longer speak to the gods?”

      Tresten smiled. As he did, a slight glimmer came to his eyes. “The Magi have never needed teralin quite the way most believe. It was time that tradition ended. The ore is too dangerous.”

      “Why dangerous? I understand that it can be charged—Novan demonstrated that—but there aren't many who could use it.”

      Tresten scratched his face, shifting himself on the rock. “The teralin can be charged, and it gains specific power. That is the danger. You witnessed what happened with negatively charged teralin. You saw how it affected two men who understood the dangers.”

      “Brohmin and Novan?”

      Tresten nodded. “If it could affect even those two, imagine what happens to those who do not recognize the dangers.”

      Endric didn't have to think hard to recognize that. The Deshmahne were proof of it. They carried the dark blades of the metal with them, likely under its influence, drawing them deeper and deeper into the blackness of the influence of the negatively charged teralin.

      “And the positively charged teralin?”

      Tresten shook his head. “Positively charged teralin is difficult. Only a few have the capacity to charge it.”

      Endric remembered what had happened to him in the mines, the way that the rot he'd held had somehow changed, protecting him. If Novan were to be believed, he had charged it.

      “What happened that day, Tresten?” Endric asked.

      “You know what happened, Endric, son of Dendril.”

      “How was I able to charge the teralin?”

      “That is a different question, isn't it?”

      Endric sighed. “So much of that time remains a mystery to me,” he admitted. “I thought that I knew who I was and what I was capable of doing… but meeting Nahrsin and the other Antrilii, Novan, and Brohmin…”

      “You realized that you weren’t as worldly as you thought?” Tresten asked.

      Endric nodded. “I thought I was a skilled swordsman. For that matter, I thought most of the Denraen were skilled swordsmen.”

      “You no longer believe that your men are skilled?”

      “How can I believe that when I’ve seen the way the Deshmahne fight?” He could close his eyes and remember the way that they moved, the supernatural speed and agility. Whatever it was that they had done to gain power, it had truly benefitted them. And combined with their use of teralin, they were deadly. More so than he had been.

      “The Deshmahne steal power,” Tresten said. “That is how they are able to do those things you saw. You should not use them as a barometer of your own talent.”

      “How do they steal power?” Endric suspected Listain knew more about the Deshmahne but had only shared pieces with him. It hadn’t mattered then, but now that he would be expected to travel south, he would need to know.

      “There have been questions about that, but none have been confirmed.”

      Endric watched Tresten for a moment and realized that the Mage must know something. He had a curious gleam in his eyes, one that seemed to reflect more knowledge than he let on. “What do you think?” Endric asked.

      Tresten laughed softly, a sound that was almost musical. “Usually I’m the one who’s asking that question. You really are your father’s son, aren’t you?” Tresten leaned back, resting on his elbows and staring up at the sky. “To understand, you would need to know more about the energy of the world.”

      “Like Magi Magic?”

      Tresten smiled. “Something like that, though perhaps not quite what the rest of the Council would share.”

      Endric frowned. “If it has to do with the Magi, then I understand why you wouldn’t want to share.”

      “Who said I would not share?” Tresten said. “You who are descended from the Antrilii have a right to this knowledge.”

      “Why is that?”

      Tresten shook his head. “Ask your father.”

      “I have.”

      “And?”

      “He’s told me that there are aspects of the Antrilii that I have yet to understand.”

      “What does that sound like to you?”

      Endric hadn’t considered what it sounded like other than a refusal to answer. Each time he questioned, his father deflected, declining to answer until Endric no longer believed he would. If nothing else, Endric had learned he had more family than he had ever realized. Fighting the Deshmahne—and saving the city—had brought him closer to an uncle that he’d never known about and introduced him to cousins he still couldn’t believe existed.

      “I don’t know. He doesn’t tell me anything about the Antrilii.”

      “You’re Antrilii as well,” Tresten said.

      “I might be descended from them, but that doesn’t make me Antrilii,” Endric said. “Like I said, I thought the Denraen were skilled swordsmen, but the Antrilii make us look like new recruits, first holding a blade.”

      Tresten laughed. “Have you ever thought about why that would be?”

      “Better training?” he said, shrugging. “I saw Dentoun fighting. If he trained the Antrilii, it’s no wonder that they are all as skilled as they are.”

      “And you have Dendril, his brother, training you. If it were all about training, then the Denraen and the Antrilii would be equals, don’t you think?”

      “What other answer is there?”

      Tresten tipped his head back, staring at the sky. “If it’s not training, then perhaps it’s something else, something that has to do with the man holding the blade.”

      “You’re saying the Antrilii are born to it?”

      Tresten shrugged noncommittally. “I am saying that you should seek to understand your ancestors before you believe yourself less than worthy.” He sat up and nodded at Endric. “Which is why I will share with you this: The Magi know of power in the world, the energy that comprises all things. They call it manehlin. The ancients had a different term for it, one that I feel is probably more fitting, especially when translated. They referred to this energy as ahmaean. You have learned something of the ancient language, I believe?”

      Endric nodded but didn’t know how to translate ahmaean or manehlin. Neither made much sense to him. “What is this energy?” he asked. “Which is right?”

      “I don’t think there is right or wrong with this. Energy surrounds all of us, Endric. We are all a part of it, though some possess it more strongly.”

      “Like the Magi?”

      Tresten nodded. “Like the Magi. Others possess nothing more than a memory of it, the barest whisper. Most do not know it exists, other than that the Magi exist.”

      Endric looked over at Tresten. What must it be like to possess such power? To be able to see it and use it? What must it be like to speak to the gods?

      They were questions he didn’t ask Tresten. He couldn’t. Asking one of the Magi about speaking to the gods felt like a violation in some ways.

      “What does this have to do with the Deshmahne?” Endric asked instead. There had to be a connection, otherwise, why would Tresten have shared with him?

      “This has everything to do with the Deshmahne. As I said, all life has some energy.”

      “The ahmaean that you mention.”

      Tresten nodded. “Very good. Yes. All life possesses ahmaean. Some possess it more strongly than others.”

      “Like me?”

      Tresten smiled strangely. “Even you, Endric. All the men and women within Vasha. All the creatures found throughout the land. Everything has this energy. There is an arcane ability, one that few understand, that allows the transference of power.”

      Endric blinked. “Transference? As in, taking it?”

      “That is exactly what I mean.”

      “Does it kill?”

      “Not as quickly as you would think. It takes time for the transference to succeed, and in that time, the energy is gradually stolen, drawn to the other. Eventually, though, you cannot live without your ahmaean.”

      “And the Deshmahne have learned this?”

      Tresten nodded. “At least one among them has learned. As I said, it is an arcane ability, and one that perhaps should never have been discovered.”

      “That’s how the Deshmahne gain their power?”

      “They take from others. It is not theirs, but stolen. Not only from people, but from other creatures, life with much ahmaean.”

      “Like what?”

      “You’ve met the Antrilii. I believe you have met such creatures?”

      “The merahl?”

      “They are descended from a greater race, but even they possess much of this energy. It is because of this that they are particularly well suited to hunt the groeliin.”

      Endric remembered the merahl as they hunted, and the steady sound of their hunting howl as it echoed across the sky. They were powerful creatures, and he couldn’t deny the intelligence in their eyes—or the fact that Dentoun had seemed to communicate with them. Could the Deshmahne have taken the merahl and stolen power from them? Was that really what they had done?

      “Why tell me this?” he asked.

      Tresten offered a sad smile. “If you are to travel the south, then you should know what you might face.”

      Endric laughed softly. “You know that my father sent me south?”

      “I know a great many things. That is one of the advantages of my position.”

      “Then you know he sent me with Listain.”

      “I thought the two of you have solved the issues between you? Did not your rescue of him convince him that you had the best interest of the Denraen in mind?”

      Endric smiled. “There’s more to it than that, I think. My father intends for me to be gone from the city. I expect he will use that time to discover what he can of Urik and plan whatever strategy he has that allows him to capture him. Without my involvement.”

      “Yours and Listain’s. Interesting that Dendril would remove the two people who feel the most resentment over his betrayal.”

      “I would think that my father should feel resentment. It’s because of Urik that we lost Andril.”

      “I have little doubt that your father remembers that quite well, but Dendril is not so easy to understand. Many believe that he is not as well connected as Listain, but that could not be further from the truth. Dendril’s connections are more discrete but no less impressive. More than that, Dendril has an astute mind, essentially that of a scholar, one that he has honed through years of study. When you place knowledge and intelligence together, different insights occur. That is something you should strive for.”

      “You sound as if you respect my father.”

      “Why would I not respect the Denraen general?”

      Endric shrugged. “I didn’t know the Magi felt that way about the Denraen, that’s all.”

      “Perhaps not all. Most of the Magi never have reason to think of the Denraen, not as they once did. There had been a time, back when the Magi spent their days away from the city, where they understood the Denraen, and the Denraen understood the Magi. It was an interdependence, a relationship that has evolved over time into something that it was never meant to be.”

      Endric sat silently, listening to the sounds of the night. Here in the ruins, there weren’t many sounds other than the occasional gusting of the wind as it blew across the mountaintop. He sighed, wondering if there was something to the fact that his father had chosen both Listain and him to leave the city. Did he attempt to remove them so that they wouldn’t press on the issue of Urik? Maybe there would be more to talk about with Listain on their travels than he realized.

      “One day, you will need to visit your ancestors,” Tresten said. “You will need to learn about the Antrilii. I suspect that you’ll have answers to questions you never knew you had.”

      “And Urik?”

      “If he has gone to the priests, then he is gone to us for now. Leave him to your father.”

      “Novan seeks him.”

      Tresten nodded, seemingly unsurprised by Endric’s comment. “And he might find him first. Perhaps that would be best.”

      Tresten sat for a moment more before standing and leaving Endric sitting on the rock of the Lashiin ruins, alone with only the stars for company.

      He stayed where he was for a while longer, letting the night surround him, glancing every so often to the palace and the lights in the windows, but there were no answers for him there. Somehow, he would have to find them on his own, just as he would somehow have to find Senda before leaving. There were ways to search, but he didn’t look forward to what would be required.
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      The first terrace had a disorganized sort of chaos to it: the sounds of men and women going about their business, the occasional street hawker shouting for customers, horses clomping along the streets, those of merchants or soldiers or other travels. All the sounds mixed, creating a sense of vibrancy on this level, one that other places in the city didn’t possess. It was the reason that he’d often enjoyed the first terrace—oftentimes far more than he should have.

      The second terrace certainly didn’t have the same liveliness to it. There was an order to it, a rhythm, that came from the soldiers. It was the order that his father fostered, a sense of calm and stability that came from the regimented life of the soldier, from the early morning bell to the rhythmic stomping of boots as men marched, to even the steady clapping of the practice staves and staffs as soldiers honed their skills. There were times when the order soothed him, but this wasn’t one.

      Endric paused on the ramp leading from the second terrace to the first, listening. In this place, he was almost trapped between the two parts of the city, parts that were so different from each other. One was no different than any other city in the world, while the other represented the might of the Denraen. High above him, on the third terrace, the Magi existed, even more separate from the rest. It was almost as if with each ascending terrace, there was a greater connection to the gods.

      There was only another day remaining before he needed to leave with Listain. One day to either find Senda or leave word for her about where he headed. She wouldn’t be bothered by the fact that he’d been assigned out of the city, but he would be troubled by not having another chance to say anything to her or to ask her to look into whatever news they could find about Urik.

      Taverns hadn’t yielded any information. After leaving Tresten, Endric had spent countless hours searching the taverns of the first terrace only to find nothing, but he managed to lose Pendin to an overconsumption of ale. In the past, it had been Endric who had been the one to over-imbibe, so the change had made Endric laugh. Still did.

      “All the noise,” Pendin groaned. “It’s bad enough in the barracks.”

      “Maybe you should have displayed better self-control.”

      “Me?” He glanced over to Endric, his face drained of color.

      How many times had his friend vomited this morning before he’d managed to get out of bed? Probably more than the two times he had on the walk out of the barracks. Endric had said nothing when Pendin disappeared from the road, knowing that his friend had been there for him more than once when the situation was reversed.

      “You really should have stopped drinking long before you got into this shape.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “That you drank as much as you did?”

      Pendin grunted, and it appeared as if he might vomit again, but he managed to hold it in. “I can’t believe Endric is lecturing me about control when drinking,” Pendin muttered, starting down the ramp.

      Endric smiled as he followed. “An officer understands the need for control. If I don’t have any, how can I expect my men to possess control?” He handed a flask of water to Pendin. “Drink. It’ll help.”

      Pendin glared at him. “An officer. It sounds like you’re repeating the babble your father told you.” He took the offered flask and tipped it back, taking a hesitant drink.

      “Andril,” Endric said, smiling. “Though I suspect my father would have told him the same thing.”

      “Yes, well I think I displayed more control than you ever managed. At least I didn’t end up in a cell at the end of the night.”

      “That rarely happened.”

      Pendin coughed and for a moment looked as if he might vomit again, but he managed to control himself. “More often than we liked.”

      Endric clapped him on the back and Pendin gagged again, shooting a spiteful glare at his friend and en’raen. “Men change. Some of us outgrow these discretions of our youth. And then there are those like my steward. I’m thinking I might have to discipline him for his inability to serve me this morning. Maybe a few hundred hard marches might do him good.”

      “Try it and see if you end up with a pillow smothering you some night.”

      Endric laughed. They neared the beginning of the first terrace. The sloped road leading to the second terrace let out on the edge of the first, near the wall surrounding the city. From here, the road split in three directions. The widest section led straight through the first terrace and would eventually lead to the main gate and out of the city. The others both led into the city, though one veered more toward shops and taverns while the other angled toward the university rising high above the rest of the buildings on this level.

      They turned that way.

      They needed answers, and they hadn’t managed to find any so far in any of Senda’s usual haunts, but she had come from the University, having studied there before she had been claimed by Listain and the Denraen. As far as Endric knew, she still had connections in the university, and maybe they would have heard where she’d gone.

      As they walked, he glanced over at Pendin. The color hadn’t returned to his face, and he remained silent. Every so often, his gaze would dart to the wide, rectangular building rising from the center of the university.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      They came close enough to the university that they began passing some of the scholars who streamed in and out of the gates. The University was the home to some of the most renowned scholars who came to Vasha for the mere chance at entry into the university. Only a small number were ever selected. From what Endric knew, the university was more selective than even the Denraen, and they prided themselves on taking only the most skilled soldiers.

      Most of the people they passed wore dark brown robes. They were a marker of the university, each embroidered with a circle of stars on the left upper chest. Several wore colored belts that Endric had been told represented each area of study, though he didn’t know the distinction between them.

      “I haven’t been here in… a long time.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you haven’t told me everything?”

      Pendin shook his head. “What’s there to tell? I come from a family of miners. It’s easy for you to forget what that means. You were basically born in the barracks and have been raised on the second terrace your entire life.” He paused, licking his lips a moment before taking another drink from the flask. Pendin took a deep breath before continuing. “Before… before the attack, miners held a certain position of power within the city. Teralin was valuable, you know? The gods and the Magi and all that.”

      “Tresten said the ore is not really necessary for the Magi to reach the gods.”

      Pendin shrugged. Some of the color had begun returning to his face, as if the longer he talked, the more he got over his hangover. “I don’t claim to know anything about that. No miner ever made that claim. We—they—are tasked with pulling the teralin from the mines. That’s it.”

      “How is this tied to the university? You’ve been more and more silent the longer we’ve gone on today, not that you were all that talkative to begin with.”

      Pendin shook his head. “I wasn’t always going to be Denraen, Endric.”

      “I know. You were a miner. You’ve told me that many times.”

      “I’m from a family of master miners.”

      “So? How is that different?”

      Pendin grunted and took another drink of water. “Sometimes you can be dense, you know that?”

      “I can be dense? You were the miner.”

      “And what do you think that means? Miners had positions of favor, especially with the Magi. When teralin had value… that’s the reason they were able to strike, the reason it mattered to the Magi.”

      Endric hadn’t put much thought into that, but it made sense. And if the miners no longer were needed to mine the teralin, what did that mean for Pendin’s family? What did that mean for others who had been valued but no longer were needed?

      He paused and looked around the street. He hadn’t given it much thought, but he should have, especially once Tresten revealed what had happened with the mines and that the Magi no longer needed the ore. Had he not been so preoccupied with finding what he could about Urik, and getting word to Senda, he might have pieced it together before now.

      And then there was what Pendin shared with him. He had a reluctance to go to the university and made a point of telling him about the importance of the miners. What did they have to do with one another?

      “You were to have gone to the university?”

      Pendin nodded. “Not only was to have gone but did go. For a while.”

      Endric shot him a hard look. “Why haven’t you ever told me?”

      “When has it mattered?”

      “How about since we’ve been friends?”

      “It’s not something I like to talk about.”

      “Senda talks about it.”

      “Does she?” Pendin asked. “Seems to me that Senda would prefer to keep that part of her to herself.”

      “Why would you have gone?” He looked at his friend, noting his strong jawline and muscular frame. Could Pendin have been anything other than a miner?

      “Master miners have to know many things. The depths of the mine. How to safely widen them. The properties of teralin. Hundreds of other things as well.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to go to the university, then?”

      “I abandoned the education and became a soldier.”

      Endric shook his head. “It’s more than that. I can see from your face that it’s more than that.”

      “You can see from my face that I’m going to throw up. That’s about all you can see.”

      “I already saw that. What is it?”

      Pendin took another deep breath. “My father. He teaches at the University. Or did.”

      “Did? Your father teaches?” That seemed like information that Pendin should have shared with him before now.

      “I don’t know what happened after the attack. I heard word that the mines had slowed, but nothing more than that, not until you shared with me what Mage Tresten said. As Denraen, I understand the reasoning. It’s hard to protect the city when there are dozens of ways in that can’t be well defended. But as the son of a miner, I worry what that means for my family. We’ve been miners for centuries. Now, what will my family be without the teralin? What use does the university have for master miners?”

      “Pendin—”

      His friend shook his head and scrubbed his hand through his short black hair. “Like I said, I understand. I just worry that my family does not.”

      “You can always blame me.”

      “You think that I haven’t already?”

      Endric laughed. “Then again, they haven’t seen how responsible I am.” He adjusted his uniform and grinned at his friend. “I am en’raen, you know. Don’t you think they’d be pleased that you’re my steward?”

      His eyes narrowed. “I think they’d be pleased to know that I still get a chance to beat on you from time to time.”

      “Not with a sword.”

      Pendin grunted. “Not with a sword. You’re nearly as good as your father now. Probably better than Andril ever was, and he was one of the best swordsmen the Denraen had other than Dendril.”

      Endric nodded. He hadn’t shared with Pendin what he’d seen of the Deshmahne, or of the Antrilii. It didn’t matter—not yet—for them to know that there were others out in the word with much greater skill than most Denraen could possess. If Tresten were right, the Deshmahne had stolen their abilities, while the Antrilii… Endric wasn’t certain about the Antrilii, only that the people he had descended from were the equal or better of any Deshmahne.

      “Now you’re the one who’s got a strange look on his face.”

      “That’s just my normal annoyed-with-my-steward-for-drinking-too-much face.”

      Pendin gave him a shove. For anyone else, it would have been a gentle shove, but with Pendin and his massive size, it was brutal, and Endric went staggering.

      “Careful. Those marches might double.”

      Pendin shook his head. “Are we going in there or do you plan on harassing me more?”

      They had neared the gate to the university. A simple wall surrounded it, one of dark stone that looked different than the rest of the city, though Endric wondered why that would be. It wasn’t like they could have mined the stone from somewhere else. The gate was of dark silver teralin, and Endric wondered if Tresten had changed the polarity of it like he had with so many other sculptures since the Deshmahne chose to attack in the city. A pair of dark robed scholars stood at the gate like sentries.

      As they neared, Endric realized that they were sentries. The men wore belts of black, though the rest of their attire was the same as the other scholars. They stopped each person attempting to enter the university, though made no effort to stop those leaving. Endric noted that people streaming from the university actually left from a different doorway.

      “Do they screen people like that all the time?” he asked Pendin.

      “The university prides itself on its selectivity. They worry that others will get in who shouldn’t be allowed access and will negatively impact the prestige of the university.”

      Endric laughed. “Maybe we should have worn robes.”

      Pendin shook his head. “It wouldn’t work. They have a different marker for entry.”

      He glanced at him. “A different marker? Like some sort of pass?”

      Pendin tapped his wrist. “A marker.”

      “Like a tattoo?”

      “It’s not like the Deshmahne, Endric. This is a simple mark to indicate entry to the university.” Pendin pulled the sleeve of his uniform up and revealed a series of shapes on his forearm.

      Endric had seen the tattoos before but hadn’t realized what they meant. There were plenty of men who used skin markings as a way to decorate themselves. He’d assumed the miners had as well, not realizing that it had come from the University.

      Did Senda have something similar? He was more than familiar with her skin and didn’t recall anything like what Pendin had. Endric was certain he would have seen it—and commented on it were that the case.

      “She doesn’t have a marking,” Pendin said. When Endric frowned, Pendin tapped his forearm again. “I see you looking at your wrist. Senda didn’t get a marking.”

      “Why not?”

      “Her area of study didn’t require it.”

      Endric tried to think about what that might mean and what Senda would have studied, but Pendin didn’t elaborate, and they didn’t have time as they approached the gate. “Will they let us in?”

      Pendin shrugged. “Normally I would say no, but you’re Denraen and an officer. Maybe that will be enough to get us through the gate.”

      When they reached the two scholars, Endric noted the short staff leaning on the wall behind the closest. A series of markings ran down the length of it that reminded him of the same markings used by Novan on his staff. Had the historian studied in the university? Endric believed the historians all part of the guild and didn’t think that Novan had spent any time at the university here, but maybe he had. The man had more than a passing familiarity with the city. And as much as he had denied it, he had seemed to know his way through the tunnels. How else would he have managed to reach Endric once more? He claimed the teralin guided him, but that didn’t seem likely.

      “Denraen don’t patrol on university grounds,” the scholar said. He had a shorn head and deep-set eyes that gave him the appearance of someone much older than what Endric suspected him to be.

      The other scholar had longer hair, pulled back behind his head and tied with a thong of leather. He said nothing to Endric and Pendin.

      Endric nodded. “I understand that. There’s someone I’m looking for. If I could just get through, I could—”

      The man shook his head, crossing his arms over his chest. “As I said, the Denraen don’t patrol on university grounds.”

      Pendin stepped forward. “This is Endric Verilan, en’raen of the Denraen, son of General Dendril. I think you can make an exception, acolyte.”

      The bald-headed acolyte frowned at Pendin. “There are no exceptions. The Denraen don’t have authority on university grounds.”

      “What of the Magi?” Pendin pressed.

      Endric considered pulling them away. He didn’t want to make a scene and certainly didn’t want to get his father’s attention this way. If Dendril learned that Endric had forced their way into the university, especially given what had happened, how angry would he be?

      “The Magi don’t have authority here either. This is not a place of the church, Denraen. This is a place of scholarship and study.”

      “I understand exactly what kind of place this is,” Pendin said, pulling the sleeve of his uniform up to reveal his forearm. “This man wants only to find answers. Will you prevent him from doing that?”

      The scholar shook his head. “I…”

      Endric thought that he might change his mind, that he might allow them to pass, but then the other acolyte stepped forward. He had grabbed his short staff and leaned on it, somehow managing to make the gesture appear both relaxed and an insult at the same time. Under other circumstances, Endric might actually have been impressed by the way he managed that.

      “We can’t allow the Denraen into the university,” the man said.

      Endric tensed, wanting to say something more, but knowing it best to remain silent and careful with what he shared. All it would do would upset his father.

      Pendin nodded. “Then send word to Master Greln that his son would like to visit with him. Have him ask for Endric Verilan, and he’ll find me.”

      The scholar’s eyes narrowed, and he nodded rather than saying anything.

      Endric turned, feeling like it was a retreat, but knowing there was no other choice but to do so. He needed to find Senda, but how, when everything seemed to conspire against him doing so?
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      As they made their way down the street and away from the university, Pendin grabbed Endric’s arm and pulled him off to the side of the street. He cast a furtive glance back at the university, shaking his head as he did. Most of the color had returned to his face, but he still had a ruddy quality to his cheeks. At least he hadn’t vomited while attempting to enter the university. Endric considered that a victory.

      “Did that seem strange to you?” Pendin asked.

      Endric snorted. “Did it seem strange that a scholar would lean on his staff thinking that he’d intimidate one of the Denraen?”

      “Not that. You’d be surprised at how many of the scholars are skilled with them. They view using them as something of an art form. Within the university, there are some who study the staff. Besides, where do you think Senda learned to get as good as she did?”

      “Where? You mean she didn’t learn it with the Denraen?”

      Pendin shook his head. “Sometimes you can be oblivious to things around you, you know that?”

      “Oblivious? I’ve seen Senda working with the staff, facing others. Facing Fennah. How else would she have improved her skill?”

      “You’ve seen her doing it with the Denraen, where most fight with swords.”

      “There are archers as well.”

      Pendin chuckled. “Archers. Swordsman. Mounted troops. A typical army. Not many who specialize in the staff, though. Not enough for Senda to get as good as she has.”

      Endric cast a glance in the direction of the scholars. Was it possible that they really were skilled with the staff? He’d seen Senda—he’d faced Senda—and there was no doubting the legitimacy of her abilities, not when it came to that.

      There was Fennah as well. She was skilled with the staff—and more so than Senda.

      “If it wasn’t the threat of the staff,” Endric said, still not certain how he felt about the fact that those two scholars had believed they could confront him, “then what about that was strange to you? I’ve never been inside the university, so I don’t know what to consider strange.”

      “They should have offered us the chance to enter, at least to meet with someone higher ranking than an acolyte. For them to dismiss us, without even giving us a chance…”

      Endric stared at the line of people making their way toward the University. Most were dressed in the robes of the scholars, though there were others who weren’t. As he watched, he noted that for the most part, they weren’t turned away the same way that he and Pendin had been. What was different about them, other than the fact that they weren’t dressed as soldiers?

      “We could try to blend in with them,” Endric suggested.

      “Maybe we could have before, but now it won’t work. Not until they change over.”

      “Why?”

      “If I were to guess, they’ll recognize us, even if we tried to disguise ourselves.”

      “They’ll recognize us because you went flashing your arms off to them.”

      “What can I say? They’re impressive arms.”

      “Then we either wait,” he said, but didn’t need to share with Pendin how much that would bother him, “or we find another way in.”

      “I doubt there’s another way,” Pendin said. “The university abuts the back wall of the terrace. We could try rappelling down from the second terrace, but that wouldn’t be all that discrete. Any attempt to climb the wall would be noticed.”

      Endric faced Pendin, shaking his head as he did. “I wasn’t thinking about going over the walls.”

      “No.”

      “Why not? You said so yourself that the master miners are instructors at the University. Why wouldn’t they have some way to access the university from the mines?”

      “I don’t know that I want to sneak through the mines, Endric. If we’re caught…”

      “You said yourself that the activity in the mines has trailed off.”

      “That doesn’t mean no miners remain. And if the general learns—”

      “Then I’ll just tell him that I was making a patrol of the safety of the mines. I have a little credibility when it comes to that much.”

      “Let me just officially say that I don’t think this is a good idea. If you want to find your girl, then we can wait for her to return. And if you want to discover where Urik might have ended up, then you can go to Tresten again. If Urik is in Thealon, he might be with the priests. If that’s the case, then the Magi will have a better chance of finding him than we would.”

      “I’ll consider your objection officially noted. It’ll go in my report.”

      “Great. Now I’ll never move beyond your steward.”

      “You were never going to anyway,” Endric said with a laugh.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There were several entrances to the mines, but Pendin chose one nearest the university, thinking that if they were to find a way into the university beneath it, then it would most likely be connected more directly that way. Endric wasn’t as certain. Why would they connect to the outside of the university when there were other places that would be more advantageous?

      The gate was barred, and a heavy lock prevented the bars from moving. Heat wafted out of the tunnels behind it, reminding Endric of the time he’d spent in them, wandering after Novan and searching for the Deshmahne. An involuntary shudder washed over him as he remembered.

      “It’s not usually as bad as what you experienced,” Pendin said.

      “Are you certain? You sure wanted to get away from the mines.”

      Pendin shrugged. “I wanted away for a different reason.”

      “And what was that?”

      “I wanted to upset my father,” he said. He took his sword and slipped it beneath the lock and pried. The lock snapped with a loud crack that echoed softly. “Look at that. I guess we’ll have to investigate the broken lock before we pass on word that the mines might have been compromised.”

      Endric laughed. “You really don’t want to be anything more than my steward.”

      “You’re not so bad. Besides, I get to access the good food with you.”

      “You know that if I’m ever promoted, I’m bringing you up with me.”

      “I don’t think I’d want to be en’raen,” Pendin said as he pulled the gate open and stepped into the tunnel.

      Endric followed, the heat washing over him, immediately taking away his breath. “Who said anything about en’raen? I’m talking about when I’m general.”

      “Fine,” Pendin said, shaking his head. “When you’re general, you can drag me along as Raen. I’m guessing your father will serve another twenty or thirty years, so maybe by then, I’ll be ready. Or too old and long retired. Either way, I don’t care.”

      He started into the tunnel, leaving Endric to follow him.

      The light from outside quickly faded the farther they made their way into the shaft, soon disappearing altogether. With no light, Endric trusted Pendin to lead him, but how would they know where they were going? Flashbacks to the last time he’d been in the tunnel—then without much light as well—came to him, making his heart palpitate.

      “Don’t you think we should go back for a lantern?” Endric asked.

      Pendin shook his head. “These shafts start out dark to force your eyes to adjust. There will be light. Most of the time, men come with their own lanterns.”

      He grabbed onto Pendin’s shoulder, following him that way. They stopped, and Endric realized there was a soft glow, that of a distant lantern. Pendin turned toward it, and as they neared, it became even brighter.

      “See?” Pendin said. “Nothing to worry about. We’ll just borrow this one.” He pulled the lantern from the hook on the tunnel wall and smiled. With the dim light, shadows danced around his face.

      “Maybe we should report that missing as well,” Endric said.

      “Not to the miners. They get touchy about such things.”

      Endric followed Pendin as they continued along the mine shaft. They had veered toward the university, but even as they did, he wondered if there would be any way in. If there was, it was possible that it would be some hidden entrance, one that they could only reach by taking a dangerous route, much like Endric had been forced to take a dangerous way into the chamber with the teralin.

      The shaft of the tunnel ran straight, with no interruptions along the length of it. Occasionally, they would pass other lanterns, but they were spaced quite far apart. Endric was thankful for the weak light of the lantern that they’d grabbed and hoped the light lasted. Even thinking about getting cast back into the darkness left him with a cold sweat, surprising given the heat that came from the unmined teralin.

      “How much longer do you think we should go?” Endric asked. “There’s got to be a point where we acknowledge that we’re not going to find a way above.”

      “We’re not even headed in the right direction yet,” Pendin said.

      “How can you tell? We’ve been going basically straight the entire time we’ve been in here.”

      “Yes, but straight toward the back of the mountain, not toward the university. I’m hoping that we’ll find a place to turn here and then I’ll be able to know where we’re going.”

      “And if not?”

      “Then we have to turn around. Either that, or we just wander in here until we die.”

      “No thanks. I’ve spent enough time wandering aimlessly in the tunnels already for one lifetime.”

      “It’s not quite that bad.”

      “No? How do you think it is? No lantern. The strange sense of the teralin all around you. And the Deshmahne chasing you. That was pretty bad.”

      Pendin paused and turned to look back at Endric. He appeared comfortable, not bothered by the heat of the tunnels that left sweat streaming down Endric’s face. Shadows danced along his face, leaving his eyes flickering with a bright energy. “What do you mean about the strange sense of teralin? You mean like the heat?”

      Endric shook his head. “Not the heat. There’s an energy to the metal. I’m sure you can feel it too.” Now that he was back in the tunnels, he could feel the way the metal pulled on him. This was neutral teralin, but with as much as was here, he knew it could be charged either way, leaving both the positive… and the negative polarity. The positive would have no ill effects on him, but the negative—that had been how the Deshmahne had attacked as easily as they did.

      “I still think you’re only feeling the heat of the metal.”

      “It’s more than the heat,” Endric said, but what it was, he couldn’t say with certainty. He could practically feel it pulling on him, dragging him if he were to let it. “Can we keep moving? I don’t want to be in here any longer than is necessary.”

      “This was your idea!”

      “I didn’t say that it was a good one,” Endric answered. “It was all that I could come up with. Now that we’re here, I’m thinking I need to document how my steward failed to warn me of the dangers of the mines and failed to remind me of my past problems while trapped here.”

      “I think your steward might knock you out when we’re out of here.”

      “Not while we’re here?”

      “Then I’d have to carry you.”

      Pendin started down the tunnel again, leaving Endric to follow. He was troubled by what Pendin had said. Had it only been that he’d felt the heat of the teralin? There had been more to it—he was certain that the Deshmahne had been drawn by more than the heat of the metal—but what exactly that was remained a mystery to him.

      The longer they were in the tunnel, the more he was ready to leave. The heat became a stifling thing, the constant pressure of it slowly making it difficult for him to breathe, pressing on his chest almost like a weight. Pendin didn’t seem bothered by it. Had his experiences growing up around the mines desensitized him to the effects or was there something else to it?

      This shaft eventually led to an intersection where Pendin paused.

      The tunnel led in two directions, but neither seemed to Endric to mark the way toward the University. One seemed to slope downward, which would likely bring it eventually out of the mountain, or at least deeper into the rock. The other led off into a series of steps that climbed upward, but still away from them, also deeper into the mountain.

      “Do you know which way we need to go?” Endric asked.

      “There should be a marker,” Pendin said.

      “A marker? There’s been nothing here so far.”

      Pendin held the lantern to the wall and pointed to a section where it appeared there was nothing more than scratches. “These are for the miners. They alert the master miner where the tunnel leads, and with the right map, they can track the tunnels throughout the mountain.”

      “Too bad we don’t have a map.”

      “There aren’t many who are allowed access to the maps of the mines. The master miners. A few others within the university.”

      “The Magi?” Endric asked. “The Denraen?”

      “I don’t know. It would make sense, but I never saw my father with the Magi. Or the Denraen.”

      “Have you ever seen them near the mines?” Endric asked.

      Pendin shook his head. “The Magi wouldn’t trouble themselves with the mines. They might like the teralin mined here, and they might have used it in their ceremonies, but they weren’t that eager to get dirty down in the mines.”

      That didn’t completely fit with what Endric knew. Tresten had seemed as if he knew something about the mines, and then there was that strange room filled with teralin sculptures, the one where he’d found Listain. That cavern was more a place of the Magi than of the miners.

      “Which way do we need to go?” Endric asked.

      “I can’t tell. The markings here”—he pointed to a series of four lines that seemed almost perfectly parallel, like a rake had scratched the surface of the stone—“declare this a primary shaft.”

      “Which means?”

      “The primary shafts run horizontally, much like this one does. All of the secondary shafts branch off these primary tunnels.”

      “We haven’t seen any that branch off.”

      “That’s why I’m not certain I’m reading this right.” He turned back to the wall, staring at it the way that Dendril stared at the maps in his office. Pendin had a similar look of concentration, and he bit his lip as he studied the stone. “There should have been others along here. I don’t know why we haven’t seen any.”

      “Could they have been filled in?” When Pendin frowned, Endric went on, “Would the miners have closed some of these to prevent others from accessing them?”

      “I don’t know. It might only be that they never used this shaft because it was too close to the surface. They might not have wanted to destabilize the rest of the city.”

      Endric almost laughed as he imagined the tunnels collapsing, but then he remembered that was exactly what had happened on the second terrace during the Deshmahne attack.

      Could those tunnels connect?

      They would have to, wouldn’t they? That had been how his father—and Pendin—had found him. That had been how Listain had moved so easily throughout the city, gathering information.

      “What about the other tunnels?” he asked. “The ones that aren’t for the miners?”

      “I don’t know those as well,” Pendin said.

      “You helped my father find me in them.”

      “Helped, but it wasn’t the same. Listain would know them better than I do. You could ask him.”

      Endric shot him a look. “I really can’t ask him. Can you imagine what Listain would say if I went up to him and asked for details about the tunnels?”

      “Knowing Listain, he’s probably aware that we’re here,” Pendin said.

      That made Endric feel little better. “I’m ready to get out of here, so which way do we go?”

      Pendin swung the lantern toward the wall and pointed toward the stairs leading up. “I think that way will bring us where we need to go, but again, I’m not certain. The markings aren’t clear here.” He turned back to Endric. “We probably would be better off returning to the barracks and waiting for word from my father. At least then we’re not likely to wander through the mines aimlessly like this.”

      “You don’t think you can get us back out again?”

      “That’s not it. We can trace our steps back to get out of here, but how long do we want to give this? How much longer are we going to keep going? I think there should be a connection to the university, but I’ve never gone that way, so I don’t know whether there is.”

      Endric took a deep breath. The idea of wandering through the endless tunnels didn’t appeal to him, but stubbornness won out. He wanted to learn whether there was some way to reach the university. He didn’t want the scholars to beat them and prevent them from reaching their level. It was foolish, and the kind of thing his father would have chided him about—likely offering another lesson on patience—but it didn’t change anything.

      “I’m willing to keep pushing ahead if you are,” Endric said.

      Pendin studied the wall a moment more and shrugged. “What’s the worst that could happen to us here?”

      As he started forward, images—ideas of terrible things that could happen in the mines—flashed before Endric, and he almost changed his mind. He didn’t. A desire to find Senda pushed him, as did the desire to know what she might have learned of Urik.

      Finding him would be worth the torment of the mines.
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      “How long do you think we’ve been down here?” Endric asked. The smooth walls of the tunnel hadn’t changed, and the heat continued to press on them as they walked. The air held more than the heat of the teralin; it had taken on a strangely bitter odor, one that burned at his nose. Lanterns were spaced farther apart here, making him even more thankful for the one Pendin had grabbed off the wall.

      They’d climbed dozens of stairs and had taken nearly as many turns. Each time, Pendin paused, studying the walls before guiding them onward. Endric would not have been able to find his way out of here alone. Would Pendin be able to bring them back out if they decided to turn around? He trusted his friend and believed that he knew where he was going, but an edge of doubt had begun to creep in, making him wonder whether they would end up trapped down here.

      At least when he’d been in the mines before, there had been the knowledge that they might eventually come across miners. They’d seen no evidence of any miners, no evidence that there was anything still active here. When Tresten said the Magi no longer used teralin, Endric hadn’t expected the mines to be completely abandoned. The only sound had been that of his heavy breathing—despite his night of drinking, Pendin didn’t huff quite as loudly as Endric—and their muted steps.

      “Not much more than an hour,” Pendin answered, pausing at another branch point in the tunnel. This one veered off in three directions. They could continue straight—which appeared to be another primary shaft based on what Pendin had shared with him—or they could go down either of the side tunnels. Both were narrower than the one they were in, and both seemed darker than most. Pendin pointed to the right tunnel. “This way.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not. Not anymore. Now I’m following patterns.”

      “You’re what? What happens when you can’t follow patterns, and we get stranded? There aren’t any miners who will find us, Pendin.” He realized he sounded panicked but couldn’t help it.

      “The markings aren’t what I expected.” When Endric frowned at him, Pendin shook his head. “It’s been years since I’ve spent this much time in the mines, and even longer since I’ve needed to navigate them like this. You get to recognize certain patterns, and they match up. That’s how I found you before.” Endric forced himself to take a steadying breath, slowing his heart. “Besides, we’re heading gradually up.”

      “And that’s important?”

      “Down would lead into the mines, Endric.” In the dim light of the lantern, Endric noted a troubled expression cloud his steward’s face, passing briefly so that Endric wasn’t even certain that he saw it. “Anyway, as long as we’re heading up, we’re likely to reach something.”

      “Maybe not the university, though,” Endric said.

      “Maybe not.”

      Endric could only imagine what would happen were they to find their way into one of Listain’s tunnels and back into the barracks. How would the spymaster react then? Not well. He didn’t hold Endric in the same disdain as he once had—at least, Endric didn’t think that he did—but he still prized his network and wouldn’t take kindly to Endric discovering any more about it than he already had.

      “You should have spent more time exploring Listain’s tunnels,” Pendin said.

      The ground sloped gently upward, enough that Endric knew Pendin had been right about their direction of travel. Going upward like this would have to bring them somewhere else in the city, wouldn’t it? Would they mistakenly go too far and end up on the third terrace? He could only envision how his father would react if he were to appear out of these tunnels and in the Magi palace.

      In some ways, that might be worth it.

      “What time? Dendril has taken an active interest in making certain I learn everything he wants for me.”

      “I thought that was what you wanted too.”

      Endric nodded. “It is. But it doesn’t leave much time for venturing into mysterious tunnels.”

      “If you weren’t so distracted with Senda, maybe you would have had more time.” Pendin’s soft laughter echoed through the mine.

      “Maybe if you could find your own distraction, you wouldn’t be so upset.”

      Pendin paused and turned toward him, the lantern lighting his face. “I’m not upset. The opposite, really. Before Senda, you were always so… unsettled. I don’t know if it’s her that changed you, or what happened outside the city. You don’t really talk about it that much.”

      “There are things I can’t talk about,” Endric said.

      His father had made that clear, and Endric agreed with him in that. Whatever creatures the Antrilii hunted were a part of it. His father had also made that clear, just as he had made clear that was the reason the Denraen didn’t patrol too far north. Those lands were left to the Antrilii.

      The Deshmahne threat had been shared with those among the Denraen, but there was only so much that Dendril was willing to do about them. Having lost as many men—and as easily as they had—Dendril was hesitant to attack.

      Patience.

      Dendril demonstrated far more patience than Endric could manage, but perhaps that was ideal. If it were up to Endric, he thought that he would have led the Denraen south, sweeping toward the Deshmahne to eliminate the threat altogether. If the rumors out of the south were true, they needed to be more focused on the Deshmahne then they had been, and they needed to at least acknowledge the fact that they were dangerous—and risked destabilizing the south.

      “I understand that much, but that’s why I’m not upset about Senda. With her connection to Listain and his network, you probably can share with her. I think you need someone you can talk to.”

      Endric nodded but didn’t tell Pendin that his father had advised he not share the Antrilii with Senda either. That meant that Listain didn’t know, which surprised Endric. Why would he keep the secrets of the Antrilii from those closest to him? What other secrets did Dendril want to hide?

      They reached another stair and Pendin climbed them quickly, leaving Endric to follow. As he did, he realized that something had changed.

      The air didn’t have the same heat and no longer carried with it the same bitterness that he’d begun to note. There was a hint of a breeze here as well, one that tugged at his uniform. Were they getting closer to the surface? Would they finally find some way out of the mountain?

      If so, he couldn’t help but feel a little disappointment in the fact that they hadn’t found the university. After seeing the scholars preventing him access, he wanted to know more about them, even if it were only to sneak a peek at their training. The university hid something—secrets that he hadn’t realized he was interested in learning. He could wait for Pendin’s father to get back to them, but how long would that take?

      As the stairs ended, they opened into another tunnel.

      Lanterns were closer together here.

      Pendin slowed, looking at the wall nearest one of the lanterns, running his fingers along the shapes there. He frowned.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      “This is… odd.”

      “Odd? As in we might be trapped here odd?”

      Pendin shot him a bemused expression. “Trapped? We’re closer to the surface than before. Look at all the lanterns here. Someone keeps these lit.”

      Endric hadn’t given much thought to that, but it also meant that someone had kept the lanterns in the other part of the tunnel lit.

      They hadn’t seen anyone, at least not that he’d been aware of. Why was that? Where were the miners?

      Pendin motioned him to follow, and he did, making his way more carefully this time.

      The tunnel ended, with two branches off to the sides.

      That wasn’t quite right, Endric realized.

      There was another access here, but this one was blocked by a door.

      Pendin held the lantern up to the door, looking for a handle.

      “Where do you think this goes?” Endric asked.

      “I don’t know. We could take one of these tunnels,” he suggested.

      Endric shook his head. He was ready to be out of the tunnels, and the door reminded him of the one that he’d needed to open to get out of Listain’s tunnel the night of the attack. Had they climbed so high that they had reached Listain’s network?

      “I think we should open it.”

      “What if it’s locked?” Pendin asked.

      “What if it’s not?” Endric reached past Pendin for the door handle and gave it a twist.

      It opened easily.

      As it did, a gust of cooler air came into the tunnel.

      Endric took the lantern from Pendin, leading their way into the room on the other side of the door. It was a simple room, one that had a few tables, some empty shelves, and not much else. It was nothing like the room of boxes where he’d emerged from Listain’s tunnels. That one had used the boxes as a way to hide the door down into the tunnels. This door was not hidden, but the room itself appeared mostly unused.

      “Where are we?” he asked Pendin as they stepped into the room.

      Pendin closed the door behind him, looking around with a frown. “I don’t know. This could be barracks or even first terrace or—”

      “Or Mage palace.”

      Color drained from Pendin’s face. “Oh. I hadn’t thought that we might climb high enough that we’d reach the palace.” He looked around the room again, his brow furrowed in a frown. “I don’t think we did, though. It doesn’t seem like we could have climbed so high.”

      “How many stairs did we take?” Endric asked.

      Pendin shook his head. “If we’re in the palace, then we need to backtrack, Endric. If we’re caught here—”

      “Then we’re caught because we went into the mines searching for the men who pried the door to the mines open. Besides, it’s not like we meant to make it to the palace.”

      Pendin made a circuit of the room. “Can you imagine? If this is the palace, why would the mines connect to it?”

      “Because of the teralin?”

      Pendin shook his head. “I told you there was never any interaction between the miners and the Magi. The Magi might want the teralin and might use it for their ceremonies, but they didn’t come down into the mines for it. I can’t even think of what that would have been like.”

      Endric reached a door on the other side of the room and tested the handle. Like the one leading in from the mine, the door opened easily. “There’s only one way to find out,” he said.

      “Endric—”

      “You can go back,” Endric offered. “You said you could find your way back. I don’t think I could tolerate spending another moment in the mines.”

      “They aren’t that bad.”

      “Maybe not for you, but the heat and the smell and the—”

      “Smell? That was you that you were smelling.”

      Endric laughed. “Go ahead. If you go back, I’ll figure out where this goes and then come for you when I do.”

      Pendin seemed to debate what he would do, a question written on his face. Endric could practically see the debate working through his friend as he tried to determine what he should do. Did he leave Endric as he requested—leave his friend and en’raen—or did he stay with him and risk whatever punishment might come their way if they really had managed to reach the palace?

      “I can’t leave you here,” Pendin said. “What if you need to make your way back out through the mines?”

      “I can go out from wherever this leads.”

      “What if this isn’t anything more than a storeroom?” Pendin asked.

      “A storeroom in the mines?”

      Pendin shrugged. “It’s not likely, but…”

      Endric took a deep breath and headed through the door.

      The other side let out into a narrow hall. There were no lanterns here, not like there had been in the mine. A few other doors lined the hall, but as they checked each one, they found that they were nothing more than additional storage rooms, as empty as the first one that they’d come across.

      “Who’s responsible for lighting the lanterns in the mines?” Endric asked.

      “What?” Pendin asked as they closed the door to the room they’d been checking.

      “The lanterns. There were quite a few lit, but we didn’t see anyone who would light them. Someone has to do it, right?”

      Pendin pointed to the lantern that Endric now carried. “Normally they’re refilled during the mining process, but they use a different kind of oil, one that burns for weeks. Someone wouldn’t have to come through the mines that often. It could have been days—weeks—since someone came through, refilling the lanterns.”

      Endric studied the lantern, wondering when it had last been filled. He checked the reservoir and noted that the oil was about half full. “How slowly does this burn?”

      “A few drops will last a day,” Pendin said.

      “A day?” If that were true, the amount of oil in the lantern would last longer than a few weeks. He could understand why the miners would leave the lanterns burning continuously. If all it took was a few drops of oil, there would be no reason for them not to. “What kind of oil is that?”

      Pendin shrugged. “You’re asking the wrong person. The university discovered the combination a while back. Before then, they used to have to come through every day with the lanterns. Now… now it’s only a few times.”

      They reached the end of the hall and Endric looked down it, worry that they’d get discovered mixed with a thrill of excitement about the possibility that they might be in the Magi palace. He hadn’t heard of anyone in the Magi palace before. If this were it, he might actually be disappointed. It felt… drab.

      A door blocked their access, and Endric tried it but found it locked.

      Glancing down the hall, none of the other doors had led anywhere. For this one to be locked, he hoped it meant it would lead them out of here. He didn’t like the idea that Pendin might be right and that they might need to go back through the mines, making their way all the way back the way they had come.

      “Locked,” he told Pendin.

      His friend’s face fell, and Endric knew that Pendin had been ready to get out of the mines as well. “I guess we can try the other direction.”

      “There’s nothing but the rooms we’ve already searched.”

      “We could look through them again. Maybe there’s something we missed. What if one of the rooms has another way through it, sort of like the one we came from?”

      “Maybe,” Endric agreed, but none of them had been locked. A locked door meant either someone wanted to keep them from the other side—or more likely, those on the other side were meant to stay away from this side.

      Taking out his belt knife, Endric shoved it into the lock, wiggling it from side to side.

      “Endric,” Pendin warned.

      “I’m just going to see if I can pry the door open. I’m not going to damage the lock.” At least, he didn’t think that he would. This would be harder to explain than the lock on the gate outside the mines, especially if they were inside the palace.

      Endric continued to work the knife back and forth until it clicked.

      He stepped back, sheathing his knife with a victorious smile. “See? Not broken.” Pushing the door open, he glanced through.

      Endric wasn’t certain what he actually expected. Maybe the Mage palace. Instead of anything exciting, he was faced with another set of stairs. This one headed down, stretching an incredibly long distance.

      They took the stairs, and by now, curiosity filled Endric. Where was this leading them?

      The stairs ended on flat landing with another door at the end. Like the one at the top of the stairs, it was a plain wooden door, and unfinished. Also, like the other door, he found it locked.

      Endric used his knife again and managed to pry open the lock.

      What he saw surprised him.

      Simple wooden walls rose up on either side. A few tapestries hung from them, none as ornate as he would have expected in the Mage palace. A lamp at the end of the hall provided the only light.

      “This isn’t the Mage palace,” Endric said.

      “No,” Pendin answered shaking his head, whatever color that had returned to his face once more drained. “But I know where we are.” Endric arched a brow and Pendin licked his lips. “This is the university.”
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      “The University?” Endric asked, studying the walls.

      The nearest tapestry caught his eye. On it was depicted what Endric suspected was the Tower of the Gods rising above an open field, none of the city of Thealon rising around it, not as it would today. One of his patrols had brought him near Thealon, but never into the city proper, but even then, he’d been able to see the Tower as it rose high over the city. Endric wasn’t the most devout person, but seeing the Tower was enough to give him a belief in the gods, and enough for him to think they truly had Ascended as the priests claimed.

      Pendin came alongside him. “This is the university. The Ophan building, in fact.”

      “How do you know?”

      Pendin shrugged. “The tapestries. The walls. The halls. All of it. The Ophan building is one of the oldest in the university, and one of the first places built when the university was founded. I shouldn’t be surprised that this is where the mines connect.”

      “You know where we are in the building?”

      Pendin shook his head. “Not where we are, but I think that I have a good chance of getting us out of here.” He glanced back at the door. “I wonder if there’s another way into the university, or if this is it?”

      “They had it locked pretty well.”

      “So well that you were able to pry it open like it wasn’t.”

      “I had to work at it.”

      Pendin chuckled. “Otherwise it would have taken you even longer to get in.”

      “Now that we’re here, can you lead us out?”

      Pendin nodded. “I feel like we’ve spent more time here than we needed to, if all you were after was Senda.”

      “That’s not all I’m after. It might have been the reason I wanted to get in here, but now that we are, I have a different motivation.”

      “And that is?”

      He grinned at Pendin. “Seeing the scholars fighting with the staff. If they’re as good as you claim, I’d like to see it.”

      “That’s a sure way of getting us caught.”

      “And if we are? I could just claim that the Denraen needed to investigate something in the university. Maybe I’d even blame the two scholars for letting us in.”

      “Endric—”

      “Fine. I won’t do that. I’ll tell them that my steward thought we should investigate. He’s nothing if not insightful, and with his connection to the university, I thought it prudent to listen to him. After all, I am one of the en’raen…”

      “You can be a bastard sometimes.”

      Endric smiled. “Lead on, good steward.”

      Pendin grabbed the lantern and started down the hall. They moved quickly, neither of them saying much. Now that they were here, Endric wondered what they would do. He’d wanted to reach the university, but he was having a hard time remembering why it was so important, other than that Kayla had suggested he might be able to find something about Senda here. With how limited his time remaining in the city would be, and with not knowing how long he’d be away, he needed to find her and see what she might know of Urik.

      But if he didn’t find her—or if he didn’t even know where to begin—what was the point of being here? Pendin was right—invading the university could draw attention, and he was certain his father wouldn’t be pleased with that. But he did want to know more about the university, especially after learning that they had some skill with the staff.

      How many of the Denraen who were skilled with the staff actually came from the university? Was that the secret of this place? Were they all trained here?

      Pendin paused at the end of the hall before nodding in the direction of a set of stairs at the end. “I don’t know what we’ll find. That way would be to my father.”

      “You father is in this building?”

      Pendin shrugged. “Once, he had been. I’m not certain whether he is anymore. It’s not like I spend that much time with my family.”

      “Other than when you tried to convince them to end the strike.”

      “I wasn’t that successful. And I don’t think my parents were involved to begin with. If they even listened to me—and if the other master miners discovered that they had—they would lose whatever political capital they possessed.”

      They took the stairs, moving quietly. On the second landing, Endric heard voices and paused to listen, but they didn’t return. On the third, Pendin began moving with more confidence. He pointed down another hall and started through it.

      As they made their way through the hall, Endric heard another voice, this one a booming voice that carried. Pendin froze and glanced over at Endric.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “My father.”

      Endric blinked. “Your father?”

      Pendin nodded. “I didn’t expect to actually find him, and now he’s—”

      A massive man appeared in the hall. There was no questioning his connection to Pendin. They had the same stature and massive frame, as well as the same square jaw and the same dark brown hair. Whereas Pendin kept his hair cut short in the style of the Denraen, his father left his longer and brushed over his head. He was dressed in a dark brown robe in the style of the scholars and wore a gray belt.

      “Pendin,” his father said, stopping in the hall. Two others trailed behind him, both dressed in the same dark robes with gray belts. “What are you doing at the university?”

      “I…” he started but glanced at Endric when he couldn’t finish.

      “I asked him to come,” Endric said, stepping forward. He wasn’t certain how disheveled he looked after spending the hour or longer in the mines, but he wouldn’t leave Pendin to suffer because of his desire to get into the university and find Senda.

      “Endric Verilan, I believe?”

      Endric nodded.

      “You have recently been raised to en’raen. I suppose I should congratulate you on your promotion. It seems you have brought my son along with you.”

      “Pendin serves well.”

      His father sniffed softly. “Perhaps too well. You should not be here. I suspect that you attempted to come through the main gate?”

      Endric nodded. There was no use denying it now, especially now that they had been caught here.

      “Then you convinced Pendin to bring you through the mines.” He shot Pendin a withering look, one that reminded Endric of the way Dendril would look at him. “I am disappointed that you would be willing to violate your family’s trust in such a way.”

      “I didn’t violate anything, Father. Endric is my commanding officer.”

      “And your friend, if I am not mistaken.” He turned to Endric. “Now. Tell me why you felt compelled to force my son to bring you through the mines? Haven’t you done enough to the miners?”

      Endric blinked. Was Pendin’s father blaming Endric for what happened with the miners? He would laugh, but he suspected the man was serious, which did nothing more than anger him. “If you understood what happened, you wouldn’t be quite so glib with your comments, Master Sapon.”

      Pendin’s father narrowed his eyes. “Hmm. Do you think you understand everything that happened in the mines, En’raen Verilan? I will assure you that I do.”

      Endric glanced around the hall. This wasn’t where he intended to have this conversation, and this wasn’t the kind of conversation that he wanted to have—not with Pendin’s father. He didn’t want to place Pendin into a difficult situation. “I think that I understand as well as you do what took place in the mines,” Endric said in a hushed voice.

      Pendin’s father watched Endric, studying him. “You were there.”

      Endric nodded.

      “I didn’t expect that. I knew that Dendril had come through the mines, and that the rest of the rumors told of a Denraen traitor, but there wasn’t much more that we’ve heard.”

      “What did you hear?” Endric asked.

      Pendin’s father looked at the two scholars with him—likely miners, Endric decided, given the shared color of their sash—and motioned for them to leave. When they did, he nodded to Pendin and Endric. “Come with me.”

      Pendin said nothing as he followed his father, pushing Endric in front of him.

      They made their way through the halls of the Ophan building, reaching a stair and heading up two more levels before Pendin’s father brought Endric and Pendin toward a room at the far end of the hall.

      When he opened the door and stepped inside, he left it open for Endric and Pendin to follow.

      “He doesn’t seem all that excited to see you,” Endric said.

      “He’s not.”

      “Or to see me.”

      “Endric—”

      Endric patted his friend on the shoulder and moved past him into the room. Endric didn’t know what he expected, but certainly not the ornately decorated quarters that he saw here. A thick, plush carpet covered the floor. Several of the same finely made lanterns, similar to those they’d encountered in the mines, rested on tables or hung on hooks. A window on the far end of the room let in light and was open, a soft breeze flowing into the room that carried a floral scent with it.

      Pendin’s father took a seat on a plush sofa, looking up at them. “Why have you come here, Pendin?”

      Pendin glanced to Endric, who could only nod. They would need to be honest with Pendin’s father, especially if they hoped to get any answers. “We were hoping you might have word of one of the Denraen.”

      His father chuckled. “You’ve come to the university to find information about a Denraen? I thought that your friend’s new rank would have given you access to whatever information you wanted.”

      “Normally, it would,” Pendin said. “This is different.”

      “Different how?”

      “We’re searching for someone who studied in the university,” Endric said. “I don’t know her area of study, but she likely still has contacts here, and I need to find her.”

      “A girl. That’s what this is about?”

      “Not a girl. She works with Listain—”

      Pendin’s father sat up, like an arrow shot from a bow. “No.”

      “All we want is to know where she might be. Then we will—”

      “No. I will not do anything that gets in the way of that man.”

      Endric glanced at Pendin before continuing. “Listain is the Raen, and he—”

      Pendin’s father shook his head, cutting him off once more. “I know exactly who he is, Mr. Verilan. And it’s for that reason that I refuse to cooperate. The fact that you’re here rather than asking him tells me that he doesn’t want you to know. That would be reason enough to refuse.” He stared at Endric and then Pendin, his eyes hard and reminding Endric briefly of his father. “Now, if that’s all that you came here for, I think it’s time for you to depart. There will be a selection today, and I’ll be needed.”

      “A selection?” Pendin asked.

      His father nodded.

      “What is that?” Endric asked.

      His father shrugged. “Only the most important day of the year at the University. I’m disappointed that Pendin forgot that today would be the day of selection, but should not be surprised. He has abandoned so much of himself these days.” He looked at Pendin, the frown on his face deepening. “You should visit with your mother before you disappear. She will want to know that you’re safe.”

      “She knows that I’m safe,” Pendin said softly.

      “How… You maintain contact with her?” When Pendin said nothing, his father shook his head. “I should have known. She doesn’t fret about you nearly as much as I would expect. And then there is the business of the strike that you shouldn’t have known nearly as much about as you did. I suppose your mother was involved in sharing there as well?”

      Pendin stared at him stone-faced. Endric was proud of the fact that Pendin gave no sign.

      His father stood and started ushering them out of the door.

      Endric didn’t know what to do. If he let Pendin’s father push them out, they would have failed at the one reason that they’d come to the university. All he wanted was to know where to find Senda, and if he couldn’t do that, they would have risked what they had for nothing.

      “Master Sapon, you are aware that the city was attacked, are you not?”

      Pendin shot him a wide-eyed glance that Endric ignored. It was a gamble, but it was one that he thought he needed to take. He needed to find out what Pendin’s father knew, and he suspected the miners—especially the master miners—were aware of the attack on the city. If not that, they would have to have been aware of the fact that the mines had been compromised. They lack of miners there made that likely.

      “I am aware of what the Denraen tell us. They do not share nearly as much as should be shared, especially given the joint need to protect the mines.”

      “The mines weren’t protected. I managed to make my way through them without encountering anyone. Don’t you think I should have come across at least a few miners?”

      “The mines are extensive. There are often stretches where we do not have representation.”

      “I made it from the base of the mountain into Vasha. Would you call that a stretch, or would you call that a problem with the protection?” Endric stopped, forcing Pendin’s father to stop. “I know the miners didn’t want the Deshmahne to gain access to the city.” He was reaching here, but this was a question he hadn’t managed to answer yet. The Deshmahne—especially the earliest attack—had somehow gotten into the city. Urik had been responsible for that, but he would have to have had help.

      “You know that?” Pendin’s father said.

      This was going poorly enough that Endric could easily imagine Pendin’s father searching for Dendril and sharing how Endric and Pendin had forced their way into the university and then confronted him. His father would not react to that well. And then what would he do? Would he lecture Endric about his lack of patience again? Would there be another lesson for him to learn, one where he could again fear that he was letting down his father—and disappointing Andril?

      “The man who was responsible for the attack was spotted,” Endric said. “That’s why we came here. I need to find this man.”

      Pendin’s father took a step back. He studied Endric with a gaze that reminded him of how Novan had studied him, a deep consideration that made Endric acutely aware that he stood before a scholar, a man trained in observation and study, even if his area of study had been the mines. There was a weight to his gaze, one that seemed to measure Endric. Would he pass or would he be dismissed yet again?

      “Need to find him? What will you do with him when you do find him?”

      The question was one that Novan had asked, if only in a different way.

      Endric had convinced himself that he wanted nothing more than to determine what Urik had planned and find a way to bring him to justice, but was that exactly true? Was that all that he wanted, or did he really want something more, something like vengeance? When he thought about it, he wasn’t certain of the answer, not if he were honest with himself. He still felt twinges of anger when he thought about Urik’s betrayal.

      What did his father feel when he thought of Urik?

      The betrayal there went deeper. Urik had not only sacrificed Andril, but he’d encouraged Endric to make a stand against his father—not that he’d needed much prodding. But Urik had also been his father’s En’raen, a part of the inner council of the Denraen. His father would have to feel more betrayal than anyone else. Yet he didn’t show it. Instead, he begged Endric to remain patient, telling him that he needed to wait for the Denraen response—and that Endric would not be a part of it.

      “I will ensure that he is brought to justice,” Endric said with a soft heat in his voice. It made no sense to lie to Pendin’s father, especially when his intent for sharing was to coax the man into telling him what he might know about Senda.

      “Justice. Is that what you will pursue?”

      “I believe so.”

      Pendin’s father studied him a little longer. “I hope that by the time you find him that you have decided what you will do.”

      “If my father has anything to say about it, I will not be getting a chance to bring him to justice.”

      “Dendril doesn’t want to find this man?”

      “Dendril wants me to be patient.” Why was he sharing this much with Pendin’s father? He could say nothing more—he should say nothing more.

      “There is a difference between being diligent and being cautious. Diligent ensures you are prepared. Cautious can oftentimes prevent you from acting. Tell me, Endric Verilan, are you willing to be diligent?”

      Endric sighed. “I will do what is needed. I’ve already acted irrationally once before, and I don’t want to make the same mistake again.”

      “What mistake would that be?”

      “I challenged my father.”

      Pendin started to smirk but cut off.

      “Indeed? You challenged Dendril? I have not heard that.”

      “There are many things kept to the Denraen that you wouldn’t have heard about.”

      “Not as many as you would think,” Pendin’s father said. He took a deep breath, staring at Pendin. “There are times when you must push beyond yourself if you are ever to learn what you are meant to be. Perhaps the gods wanted you to have such an opportunity.”

      “I didn’t realize the scholars were so devout.”

      “Not all, but more than you would think.”

      “Then help me. The man who attacked Vasha has been spotted in Thealon. He intends to use the priests to remain hidden. He can’t be allowed to do so.”

      “And this friend of yours will help you find him?”

      “She will have heard more than I have,” Endric said.

      Pendin’s father considered him for a moment. “There is one person who might know, but you will not have heard it from me.”

      “Of course not.”

      He tipped his head, meeting Endric’s gaze. “If your friend trained here and was claimed by Listain, then there is only one person you must find.” He made a point of holding Endric’s gaze, not looking over at Pendin. “Elizabeth will know.”

      “Elizabeth? As in Mother?” Pendin said.

      His father didn’t look over. “Your mother has long been responsible for identifying potential agents for Listain.”

      “She didn’t encourage me to join the Denraen.”

      “No. She did not.” Pendin’s father frowned. “If Elizabeth is unable to help you, there are other places you can go for information. There are others who would share your concern with what happened to the priests. They are the ones you must approach.”

      “Who?” Endric asked.

      Pendin’s father shook his head. “That’s not for me to share, but know that I will get out the word that you search, and if there are any answers to be found, I will see that we get them to you, but only if you commit to doing what is right, doing what is necessary, with this man when you find him.”

      Endric didn’t know which it would be, or how he would know, but he nodded regardless. “I will do what I must.”

      “Good. Then I will too.” He turned to Pendin and nodded. “Find your mother and pray to the gods for my safety. She will not be pleased that I shared with you what I have.”
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      “You didn’t know?” Endric asked as they made their way through the halls of the Ophan building. Pendin’s father led them, his back slightly stooped, as if the weight of the decision to bring them to Pendin’s mother weighed on him. Endric wondered why that might be. What else might they find? There seemed to be more that Pendin’s father wasn’t sharing, though Endric couldn’t be certain that was the case.

      Maybe he was misreading things. It wouldn’t be the first time that happened.

      “I knew my mother wasn’t fully connected to the revolt,” Pendin said. “And my father is one of the Master Miners. I didn’t want to stay here and be brought into the mines.” He said the last with a hushed voice, glancing toward his father as he did. “But I didn’t know my mother was involved in any way.”

      “This is more than involved,” Endric said.

      “More than involved,” Pendin agreed.

      If his mother helped identify those who could help the Denraen, it meant that she was a recruiter. Endric shouldn’t be too surprised that there were those within the University who recruited for the Denraen—at least for Listain. The scholars would be valuable assets. But Endric would have expected the recruits to be more along the lines of the way Senda recruited her people. Informants, not actually agents on behalf of the Denraen.

      They swept down the stairs and out of the Ophan building.

      Endric nearly stumbled.

      There was tremendous activity here.

      Not only did he see scholars dressed in their brown robes hurrying around, belts of different colors cinched tightly around waists indicating the area of study, but he saw others as well, men and women in dress not of Vasha, most young, and with eyes wide as they stared around them. It must be the same way that Endric looked.

      They were in a small clearing. A street ran in front of the Ophan building, this one wide enough for several carts to pass, and was filled with the people he observed. Other buildings lined the street, most with increasingly intricate detail to the buildings. The Ophan looked to be the oldest, built with a simplicity that gave it a distinctiveness, but the others were all built with more decoration, a certain elegance to them that the Ophan did not possess, though it was impressive in its age.

      To the north, nearest the mountain rising over their head, he noted a low wall and behind it, men and women in short-sleeved shirts and long pants working with the staff. He stared, unable to hide his amazement at the skill he saw on display. There was a rhythm to their movements, a dance, and he was drawn to it, tempted to join in their sparring.

      “Come on,” Pendin said, grabbing his arm.

      Pendin’s father glanced back and saw Endric staring. He smiled. “You snuck in on a good day. All of this is all part of the demonstration for those who think they will be able to join the university.”

      “How many will be accepted?” Endric asked.

      “If we’re lucky, only a few.”

      “And if you’re not?”

      Pendin’s father shrugged. “There are years when we can’t find anyone worthy of joining the university. That happens less often these days than it once did, but still more than we would like. Now that we have something of a reputation, we’re able to draw from all over, which provides plenty of chances.”

      He directed them through the street and away from the crowd that formed around the demonstration. Endric resisted the urge to look back, drawn to the fighting and the sheer display of skill. Perhaps he would have to encourage more of the Denraen to come to the university to train, though he suspected they would struggle convincing them—or the university. Most Denraen wouldn’t believe they could learn anything from scholars. Endric wouldn’t have had he not seen it himself.

      They veered off a side street, moving between a pair of shorter buildings. From here, the sounds from the street were muted. Neighboring buildings blocked the sunlight, giving shade and leaving the street in shadows. The air had a stale odor to it as well, as if the steady breeze that gusted around the city never made it here.

      In any other part of the city, a street like this would be rundown, especially in some of the areas he and Pendin once had to patrol. Many of them were dirty and dangerous, and there was a need for the Denraen patrols. He didn’t have the sense that was necessary here.

      “Where are we going?” he whispered to Pendin.

      His friend shook his head. “I don’t know. As far as I knew, my mother was always a part of the miner guild. This… I don’t know.”

      They stopped in front of a simple door on a building that appeared no different than any of the others. Pendin’s father knocked in what Endric suspected was a pattern, the sound muted like so much else had been. He took a step back and waited.

      After a moment, the door pulled open.

      An older man with a narrow face poked his head through the door. When his eyes settled on Pendin’s father, they relaxed, and he started to pull it open. He froze about halfway when his gaze drifted back to Endric and then to Pendin.

      “What is this, Gresh?” the man asked.

      “Open the door, Petra.”

      Petra squinted at Pendin, his gaze lingering on his face before it dipped down to take in Pendin’s uniform. “Is that—”

      “Yes. Now open the damn door so I can see Elizabeth.”

      Petra croaked out a laugh that ended in a fit of coughing. “She is not going to be happy to see you.”

      “She never is.” Gresh stepped forward. “I think she’ll be happy seeing her son.”

      Petra laughed again. “You might be right. Then again, you might not.”

      Petra stepped back, pulling the door open wide and letting them in. Endric started to follow, but Pendin grabbed his arm, pulling him around.

      “I’m not sure about this,” he said.

      “We’re looking for Senda.”

      “This… this has gotten out of hand, Endric. We came hoping for information about Senda before you’re deployed. It was bad enough that we snuck into the university, but now we’re discovering secrets my family kept from me? I don’t like what’s happening here.”

      Endric watched Pendin’s father disappear into the doorway. “We all have secrets.”

      “Right. Yours is mostly about your love for certain ales. And the women you might or might not have been with.”

      Endric shrugged. “Some secrets are better than others.”

      Pendin’s face twisted. “There are times I don’t like you.”

      “Is now one of them?”

      “It’s starting to be.” He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and let out a heavy sigh as they stepped into the room.

      It was dimly lit, a single lantern glowing with a soft orange light resting on a table just inside the door. The room couldn’t have been more than four or five paces across, and the ceiling was low, practically pressing onto his head. How short must the original inhabitants of the building have been? Didn’t they care about normal height?

      “It’s only you,” Pendin said.

      “What?”

      “Who has to duck. Only you. If you weren’t so damned tall, you wouldn’t have to bend at the neck. You take after your father like that.”

      Endric shook his head as he followed Gresh through another door. “Dendril always said I took after my mother,” he told Pendin.

      On the other side of the door, the ceiling opened up for them, rising a good foot or so above his head. Endric stretched and took a deep breath. This room was the opposite of the previous one. Where the other was cramped and narrow and poorly lit, this one was wide open, probably twenty paces across and lit by a dozen different lanterns that all glowed with a bright light. Walls were decorated with tapestries hanging along them, all portraits. Were they some people of importance to the university? Past scholars forever memorialized here?

      “Come on,” Gresh said, guiding them through the room.

      Petra led the way, staying toward the middle, and Gresh did the same. Endric felt drawn to the portraits, curiosity making him wonder at their importance. Why would the scholars have them here, in a place that seemed far removed from the rest of the university? Were they not important? Maybe they were scholars who had failed the university, men and women they wanted to forget. But even that wasn’t what drew him. Many were strangely made, with colors that seemed to swirl, practically forcing his eyes to follow the lines. Colors flashed, though when he blinked, they seemed to fade. Some of the figures almost looked at him, practically alive, but then he stared at them and realized that was only his imagination.

      “What is it?” Pendin asked as Endric slowed to stare at the portraits.

      “I don’t know. They’re just—”

      “Strange. That one,” he said, pointing to one of the portraits with a man sitting atop what appeared to be a throne, a dog at his feet, “seems to be smiling at me.”

      “Probably because he thinks you look like his dog,” Endric suggested.

      Pendin shook his head. “I don’t like them,” he said again. “There’s something not quite right about them.”

      Gresh and Petra waited for them at the other end of the room. Endric studied the portraits as he passed, but none of them appeared any less strange. Some, especially toward the back of the room, seemed to push him away from them, reminding him in some ways of the teralin when he’d gone through the mines. He shook his head, knowing that had to be nothing more than his imagination.

      “You shouldn’t stare at them too long,” Gresh advised.

      “Why? What are they?” Endric asked.

      “They’re reported to be painted by the gods themselves,” he said.

      Endric looked back, studying the portraits. “The gods? Why would you have them here rather than in one of the temples? Why wouldn’t the Magi have them?”

      Gresh sniffed. “The Magi do not control everything to do with the gods, Endric. The Tower should be evidence of that.” He glanced toward the portraits, his eyes narrowing. “And they’re here because it has not been confirmed whether they are from the gods. The scholars who found them and restored them are not certain. They are old, and it could be nothing more than that.”

      “You don’t think so.”

      Gresh shrugged. “There is no denying the fact that they… draw you toward them. There is something about them. Maybe it’s nothing more than their age and the style to them.”

      The door closed behind them, triggered somewhere else, leaving them cast in less light than before. The change was dramatic, and Endric had to blink a few times for his eyes to adjust.

      When they did, he noted that they were in a small room, one that was something like the room where they had first entered the building. The ceiling was lower here as well, strange since the last room had a much higher clearance. Two lanterns were lit and gave enough light for Endric to see the stair at the end of the hall.

      “Down there,” Gresh said, pointing toward the stair.

      He started to turn, and Pendin frowned. “You’re not going to come with us?”

      “Not there. There are limits to your mother’s tolerance. I think if I attempted to make my way down into her realm, she might have my hide. Besides, as you have seen, today is the selection day, and I have many things I still must do. Follow Petra. Do not touch anything. And good luck, son.”

      Gresh clapped Pendin on the arm as he made his way past him.

      Pendin watched him go, shaking his head. “That was strange,” he whispered.

      “All of this is strange,” Endric said. “What makes that any stranger than the rest of it?”

      “Him calling me son.”

      Petra looked back at them, watching a moment before starting down the stairs.

      Endric took a deep breath before following him, with Pendin right behind him.

      The stairs were narrow, wooden for the first few, but they quickly changed to stone, as if cut from the rock. It reminded Endric of the stairs they had taken out of the mine and into the Ophan building, only these led down, deeper into the mountain.

      Did they hide something down here? Was there something about the miners that he would find, some secret Pendin’s mother hid?

      They continued to descend, the light from above fading, leaving only the darkness in front of them. As they did, Endric’s mind worked through what they had seen, and a question occurred to him.

      “Where were you when we first came?” he asked Petra.

      The old man glanced over his shoulder. Light from above danced in his eyes. “Nothing quite like I’m sure your mind is creating. I’m the caretaker.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I look over the gallery, ensuring its safety.”

      “Why would you need to look over it?”

      Petra shrugged. “Strangeness sometimes occurs there.”

      He didn’t offer anything more as he continued to descend. Endric began to wonder how long they would go down. How deep were these stairs? Would they eventually find light again?

      Finally, in the distance, Endric noted the soft return of light in the darkness.

      They had never been thrown into full darkness, but enough so that he wondered how Petra managed to see clearly. The stairs had wear to them, a slight slope that seemed to have formed from feet over countless years. Endric wondered how old this place was. The university was nearly as old as Vasha itself, but he hadn’t thought that this building was as well.

      At the bottom of the stair, there was another door.

      This was made entirely of teralin.

      Endric could feel the heat coming off the door, and a fleeting concern flashed through him as he worried whether the teralin was charged. If it had the wrong polarity, what would happen? But then, for it to have the right polarity, someone would have to have charged it, and if the scholars knew how to do that, what other secrets might they have hidden?

      Petra fished out a ring of keys and sorted through them before finding the right one and jabbing it into the door. As he twisted it, he cast a glance back over his shoulder at Endric and Pendin, a smile coming to his face. Endric almost shivered at it.

      The door opened, and Petra stepped aside, letting Endric step through, followed by Pendin. Once they were inside, the door swung closed once more, and a lock fell.

      Endric turned back, but the door was shut. They were trapped.
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      Endric ran his hand along the door but had to draw it back because of the heat. This much teralin was uncomfortable to even touch. He managed to find the handle but couldn’t open it. They really were trapped.

      There was a soft light in the room, one that seemed to come from the ground itself, leading to a steady glow that beckoned them onward, away from the door. At least they weren’t trapped in darkness. That might have been worse and would have reminded Endric too much of when he’d been trapped in the mine. There was a part of him—most of him were he honest with himself—that dreaded the mines. He didn’t consider himself scared of many things, but the time in the mines had left him unsettled, and with an uneasy sense of dread in confined spaces.

      “Do we follow it?” Pendin asked.

      Endric followed the trail of light down the hallway. “I don’t think we have much of a choice, do you?”

      “Not since Petra locked us in here.”

      Endric forced a smile and took a deep breath. Other than the teralin door, there was no sense of the metal here, nothing that made him think that they were trapped in a space where the mines ran. At least there was that much to be thankful for. The ceiling of this tunnel was high enough over his head that he didn’t have to duck, another thing he appreciated. The walls were smooth, reminding him of the Mage palace or the wall that surrounded the city, stone that appeared to have been hewn from the mountain in one piece. There was no evidence that tools had been used here. How could the walls be so perfect?

      “This is old,” Pendin whispered as they made their way along the hall. The lighting in the floor hadn’t changed, not shifting to anything more than a soft glow guiding them.

      “How can you tell?”

      “There’s no teralin here. Most places, the teralin is either mined or left within the walls for warmth. There’s none here.”

      “Maybe they claimed all of it.”

      Pendin shrugged. “Maybe. But that’s not the only reason I can tell this is old. There are no markings here, not like there would be in one of the primary shafts.”

      “Other than the colored floor.”

      Pendin shrugged. “Other than that.”

      They continued along the hall. As they did, the color along the floor gradually began to change, going from a steady white to more of a throbbing with a hint of blue. When he noticed it, Endric paused, staring at it, but the colors didn’t change, not getting any more solid or consistent.

      Endric moved on.

      Down the hall, he could see that the floor changed again, the color now more clearly a soft blue. He pointed to Pendin, and their steps quickened until they reached the section of the floor where the light was solid.

      The hall changed here as well, widening until they could no longer touch the sides with arms stretched out. Eventually, the colored tiles on the ground faded to nothing, ending in a solid wall. Endric stared at them, debating whether they should turn around, but there was nothing behind them either.

      “What do you think?” Pendin asked.

      “I think that we’ve got no place to go. There has to be something here if this is how we’re supposed to find your mother.”

      “I’m not sure it is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This might be my father’s way of reminding us not to sneak into the university through the mines.”

      “That’s a pretty harsh reminder.”

      “He can be a harsh man.”

      “He said he would bring you to her, and Petra seemed convincing.”

      Pendin nodded. “There’s that. This is—”

      “Strange,” Endric finished for him.

      And he’d thought Listain and his secrets were strange. This was something else entirely. He didn’t know what to make of this, or what to make of Pendin’s mother and her connection to Listain.

      First, they had to find her to ask. Then he had to see if she knew where he could find Senda.

      Endric studied the wall, thinking that if he were to find anything, maybe it would be something on the stone, a sign of a doorway they could activate, but there was nothing. Endric turned and glanced down the hall they’d come down, noting that the floor that had been glowing no longer did. Had it stopped while they were coming down it? He hadn’t paid any attention to it, but maybe it had. Wouldn’t they have noticed if it did?

      The lighting beneath them, that of the steady blue glow, began to flicker.

      Then it faded, leaving them in darkness.

      “That’s unfortunate,” Pendin said.

      “Unfortunate? We’re now trapped in the darkness with no way out. I’d say it’s more than unfortunate.”

      “We could go back to the door. Maybe if we pound on it enough, we can get Petra’s attention,” Pendin suggested.

      “Or maybe they brought us down here to get rid of us.”

      “I have a hard time thinking my father would have done that. It’s a lesson. There’s something here, we just haven’t found it.”

      “We’re here. That’s about it. And the strangely lit flooring. And the teralin door and the narrow walls and—”

      He felt a soft change in the air, like a breeze that pulled through.

      That hadn’t been there before, Endric was certain of it.

      “Pendin?”

      “I feel it,” Pendin said. “I don’t know what it was from.”

      “A door opened.”

      “Probably. And it would have to be close for us to feel it.”

      “What do you think—”

      Endric didn’t have the chance to finish.

      Light bloomed around them, nearly as bright as it had been in the gallery, filling the room with it. Endric blinked as his eyes adjusted, and he slowly began to realize that they were in a different place than they had been before. No longer were they surrounded by perfectly smooth walls; now they appeared to be in a well-appointed office, one that reminded Endric of his father’s office. A thick rug rolled across the ground, and a massive oak desk took up a large portion of the room. A hearth with a flame crackling softly in it filled one wall.

      Endric found his gaze drawn to a small, petite woman sitting behind the desk.

      “Is that…”

      Pendin nodded. “Mother. You had to have a dramatic entrance, didn’t you?”

      “What other kind of entrance is there?” She had a high-pitched voice and barely looked up as they appeared.

      Endric looked around, trying to understand how it was that they had ended up inside her office. What had happened to push them in here? They had to have been pushed because he didn’t think that he had walked anywhere. They’d been in the hall—and then they had not.

      “Where are we?” Endric asked.

      “I thought you were more astute than that, Mr. Verilan. Your father certainly believes that you are.”

      “You know my father?”

      She did look up then and rested her arms on the table. Where Pendin was massive and muscular, sharing many of the same features as his father, Elizabeth was tiny. Petite. Endric imagined she would be easy to overlook, and suspected that was the way that she preferred it.

      “I know many men within the Denraen, Mr. Verilan. Tell me, why are you here?”

      Endric didn’t think that lying to Elizabeth would get them anywhere. She watched him with a gaze that seemed to take in nearly as much as Listain. Did he tell her about Senda or would she dismiss his concern?

      Was this really about Senda for him?

      He had to admit that it was not. “I need answers about Urik.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “He’s gone. The Denraen seek him, as do the historians, but you know that, don’t you?”

      He nodded. “Novan said—”

      “Novan returned?”

      Endric could only nod. “He found me while I was trying to get answers about where Urik might have been.”

      “And where did you think to get answers?”

      “In Urik’s quarters.”

      She sniffed, a sound that came out something like a laugh. “You thought that you would find something more in his quarters than we have already discovered? Don’t you think we have searched them?”

      “We?”

      “Listain. Others like him.”

      “You work with Listain?”

      Elizabeth leaned forward. She shot him a heated stare. “Gresh would already have shared that with you for you to be here. Now. Are you going to continue to feign ignorance or do you intend to be useful? I thought Dendril’s son would be brighter than this.”

      “How do you expect me to be useful?”

      “Tell me why you thought to come here. What did you expect that you could discover here?”

      “I want to know what Urik might be doing. Why he’s been sighted in Thealon.”

      “To answer that, you must think like Urik.”

      “Urik betrayed the Denraen. He betrayed the city.”

      “And to find him, you must be able to outthink him. Do you think all battles are won with the blade? Most are ended before they ever begin through strategy.”

      “Strategy?”

      She sniffed and leaned forward. “Urik planned for many possibilities, which is why he managed to escape—and has remained free despite the Denraen and the historian Guild chasing him. To find him—and stop him—you will need to think of more possibilities.”

      “You sound like Listain.”

      She sat back, her lips pressed together. “I will take that as a compliment.”

      Endric studied her. “Why Thealon?”

      “Urik has long had faith,” she said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “No. I’m not sure why Thealon, but it’s a location that would allow him to make whatever arrangements he wants.”

      “What arrangements are those?”

      She frowned at him. “Do you think Urik is done with his planning?” She watched Endric through narrowed eyes. “How long do you think that he prepared? How long did it take him to rise within the Denraen, reaching a rank that few men ever reach?” Her gaze shifted to his uniform, noting the marks of rank on it. “For him to do what he managed tells me that he is a patient man, one who can plan. That kind of man would be able to think far into the future. Not only did he utilize the historian guild in his plan, but the Denraen. And you think that you can face him without a similar preparation?”

      Endric shook his head. “I don’t know what I can do. Only that I intend to find him.”

      She glanced down at the papers spread across her desk. “Why do you think that you must find him?”

      “Because he attacked the Denraen. Because he is a traitor and allowed attackers into Vasha—”

      “Did he do anything that should not have been done?”

      The words hung in the air, and Endric felt a rising anger within him. Was Pendin’s mother actually insinuating that Urik might have been useful? That his attack on the city might have done something of value?

      “He allowed my brother to be killed.”

      “You brother was killed by the Deshmahne, men your father decided not to oppose. If you think to blame anyone for Andril’s death, perhaps you should blame him.”

      It was a sharp rebuke, and one that Endric hadn’t thought much of, but there was a certain truth to it. Had Dendril not allowed the Deshmahne threat to grow, would Andril have even needed to head south, searching for information about them? Would he have been ambushed by their abilities?

      “The Deshmahne violate every sacred thing in this world. There are some who think we should allow Urik to do what he has planned.”

      “Even if it involves using the Denraen?”

      She met his gaze. “The Denraen will not be shielded from them for long, Mr. Verilan. In that, I think even your father has come to understand the truth.”

      Endric stared back at her, unblinking. He held her gaze for as long as was comfortable before he had to turn away.

      None of this was why he had come to the university. He had wanted to find Senda to ask her to help him find information on Urik. If Elizabeth wouldn’t help with Urik, maybe she’d help there. “I need to find Senda.”

      “That is a different conversation.”

      “Do you know where I could find her?” He looked back up, this time holding her gaze, refusing to look away.

      “If Listain has her out of the city, then he will be the only one who knows where she’s gone.”

      “She’s not out of the city. I heard she’s here, in the university. She asked me to find her.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “Do you think we would shield her from you, Mr. Verilan?” When he didn’t answer, she shook her head. “She would have other important activities required of her, those where you should not interfere.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “Why? Because you want to learn about Urik? I can confirm that he’s holed up in Thealon. There is nothing the Denraen will be able to do, or the guild, that won’t risk angering the priests, even though you both will have a pissing contest to see who can reach him first. Perhaps if you could step back, you might recognize that he could be useful, find a way to use his planning to your benefit, which is the ploy I intend to take with him.”

      “If Urik has planned half as well as you’ve already said he has, how do you think you can use him? He would expect that.”

      Elizabeth stared at him for a moment before finally laughing. “Maybe you can learn, Mr. Verilan. No. I do not intend for Urik to know that he’s been used. He can only know what we want him to know. A controlled misinformation, of sorts. That is how you will manage to take care of him. If worked correctly, he will be both useful, and he will get the justice needed for his crimes.”

      “I thought you said there were no crimes?”

      “You weren’t listening then. There were crimes, only they were not the ones you are so concerned with. He used knowledge that he should not possess, and traded it to those who should not have it, effectively unifying what had intentionally been separated.”

      “I…”

      She stood. Elizabeth came barely up to his chin, but she somehow made that seem an advantage. “You cannot understand this, Endric Verilan. You are of the Denraen. It is possible that in time, you will understand more, but now is not that time. You do not think of enough possibilities. Learn. Expand your mind, not just your body. Do not rush off without preparation. Otherwise you might find yourself used in ways you do not intend to be.”

      She held his gaze, and this time when he looked away, he noted a dark ring on her finger.

      He’d seen a ring like that before. Novan had a similar ring.

      “You mean like Novan. And the Hunter.”

      She offered a hint of a smile. “Already you know more than you should, which is why I’ve shared with you what I would otherwise have not. Know that there are those who work within the world who seek order.”

      “Such as Novan.”

      “The historian is one.”

      “And Brohmin.”

      She tipped her head. “The Hunter is unique. If you have met him, then I think you would recognize that.”

      Endric nodded. There was little question that Brohmin was unique. “I thought my father was a part of it as well.”

      “Dendril once had a role to play, but he elected to back away.”

      “And Tresten?” Those were the names that came to mind as he recalled a conversation had months ago.

      “Tresten? Ah, yes. Tresten would also have a role.”

      “What are we to do?” Endric asked. It felt odd asking Pendin’s mother, but seeing as she seemed to know more than she should, he thought it prudent. He could see the rationale in using Urik, especially if his next move was to go after the Deshmahne. When Endric thought about it, that had been the entire reason that he’d used the Denraen. Urik had wanted to go after the Deshmahne. Endric shared that interest as well. Urik might have sent Andril to his death, but it had been the Deshmahne who had claimed him—and sent his head back to Vasha as a message.

      “You? You should return to the barracks. Follow your orders. Learn what Dendril would have you learn. You will be valuable in time, Endric, but for now, you have a different role to play—that of student. Think about what I have told you, and about the ways that you can learn, and you might be useful.”

      “And Pendin?”

      She sniffed. “Seeing as how you have involved my son, I have little choice but to support it. I would have chosen otherwise for him. There are dangers I thought to protect him from, but they are the same dangers that your friendship has dragged him into. If that is all, I would suggest that you return to the barracks. I will allow this indiscretion to pass, but do not make the mistake of violating the sanctity of the university again.” She turned her attention to Pendin. “You know better. You should have prevented him from coming.”

      “He is my commanding officer.”

      She sniffed, a sound that was mostly a laugh. “I think he is more than your commander. He will place you in danger, Pendin. Make certain you are prepared for what is to come. I can only protect you so much.”
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      Endric stood in the barracks, watching the troops’ arrangement as they made their way through their movements. Nearly two dozen men marched through formations, each of them precise, practiced in ways that Endric could not repeat. He didn’t have the necessary leadership, and the men didn’t follow him, not as they did even the newly raised sergeants who worked with the troops here.

      He had gained some notoriety, but that was for his willingness to face Dendril day after day. There was even some for his willingness to work with Listain. Few of the Denraen spent any time with the spymaster, most preferring others to train them in hand-to-hand combat.

      One of the squads marched past, and Endric watched.

      This one was led by a man by the name of Carson. He’d been a simple soldier with Endric, and they had occasionally gone on patrol together. There were few who viewed Endric positively since his promotion. Most had little idea of what he had done for the Denraen and thought that he’d only gained his rank through nepotism. There were times Endric thought the same way.

      Carson hollered at the men to stop, making a point of doing so directly in front of Endric. Endric considered moving away but decided against it. He would stay, and he would listen. Maybe there was something Carson could teach him, a lesson that he could learn from even the sergeant. Wasn’t that what his father wanted from him?

      “Why do we march together?” Carson hollered.

      “We are stronger together,” the Denraen yelled in unison.

      “What happens when one man thinks himself above the others?”

      “He puts the Denraen in danger.”

      “What is the purpose of the Denraen?” Carson asked.

      “To serve peace.”

      “What happens if one man thinks himself above the Denraen?”

      “Precious peace may fail.”

      Endric resisted the urge to glare at Carson, recognizing how the words were directed at him. This had the sense of a practiced drill, backspace.

      Carson glanced over, a stern expression on his face. “March on, soldiers. Stay together. The Denraen are stronger together.”

      Carson watched Endric rather than the troops as they departed. There was nothing he could do, and nothing he could say to counter it. Worse, Carson was right. Even though it had been a year since he’d been raised to en’raen, he still struggled with his past mistakes, and he struggled with a reputation that he couldn’t shake.

      Would he ever be able to shake it? If he couldn’t, he would never be able to effectively lead.

      Endric wasn’t even sure how to lead. He knew what was expected of him, and he knew tactics and drills and formations, but he didn’t know how to influence men and how to win them over. He was skilled with the sword, but not even as skilled as his father. How was he ever going to replace Andril?

      He wasn’t.

      As much as he wanted to serve in his brother’s stead, maybe he could not. Maybe the truth of the matter was that his previous transgressions would prevent him from being effective. It might not matter how hard he tried, or how hard he worked, and it might not matter that he had changed. Maybe he did more damage to the Denraen remaining with them, attempting to serve as en’raen.

      “Endric.”

      Endric tore his gaze away from Carson as he led his squadron of soldiers across the barracks lawn. His father stood behind him, his uniform crisp and his face clouded with irritation.

      “Walk with me,” Dendril said.

      Endric nodded. Now would be a time for another of his father’s lessons, likely the last before he was deployed from the city, sent away with no way to reach Senda and no way to act on the rumors that had come out about Urik. Would his father require another sparring session with him? Would he think to humiliate him once more, one last time before he left the city? Maybe Endric should summon Carson over and let the other man observe his humiliation. He imagined the sergeant would enjoy it.

      Endric started toward the wall of practice staves, but his father shook his head.

      “Not today,” he said.

      Endric watched as Dendril led him across the barracks, guiding him toward the gate that led from this terrace, granting access to both the third and the first terraces. As they passed through the gate, the men stationed there saluted, paying the most attention to Dendril. Endric was not even worthy of a salute, though he possessed rank and should have been saluted the same as his father.

      “You should salute your en’raen as well,” Endric said, directing his irritation to the soldiers. The lack of salute rarely bothered him, and maybe it was Carson’s harassment getting to him. Endric knew that he shouldn’t allow it, and knew that he should hold himself to a higher standard, but it frustrated him.

      The men quickly saluted, nodding to him, and then to Dendril as well.

      His father watched him with a curious expression, guiding him away from the gate and toward the ramp that led down to the first terrace of the city. “There are better ways to encourage them to salute you,” Dendril said.

      “They salute their general. They should salute their officers as well.”

      “Do you think to gain their respect by forcing it?” Dendril asked.

      Endric sighed. “It doesn’t seem that there is any way that I can gain their respect.”

      “None? I suspect if you brought Listain through here, you would see them saluting him.”

      “He’s your Raen.”

      “You think they salute him because of his position?”

      Endric grunted. “They salute because they fear him as spymaster.”

      “They salute because they respect him,” Dendril said. “Gain their respect, and you will find them saluting you as well.”

      “Is that your lesson before I leave? Is that why you brought me out here, so that you could see how I would interact with the guards at the gate? I’m sorry that I don’t interact with them the same way that you do.”

      Dendril snorted. “You most certainly do not. And that’s not the reason I brought you out here, though seeing your interactions has provided me with the insight I had not possessed. While you’re deployed south, you will have an opportunity to interact with Denraen. Practice gaining their respect so that when you return, you can take those lessons and expand upon them. For you to be effective as en’raen, you will need to have men respect you. They cannot simply fear you or fear your title. No one follows the title. They follow the man.”

      They stopped along the ramp leading down into the lower section of the city. From here, much of the first terrace spread out below them. The sounds of the city were a mixture of voices and music and hammering and dozens of other sounds, all coming together, all creating a vibrancy that was present upon the first terrace. Smells drifted down from the city to him as well, those he recognized coming from taverns or bakeries, along with other, dirtier scents that managed to reach his nostrils.

      “What do you see?” Dendril asked.

      Endric grinned. “I see this part of the city.”

      “What about it do you see?”

      Endric frowned at his father. “Is there something in particular you expect me to observe?”

      “Just answer. Tell me what you see.”

      Endric studied the city. There were dozens upon dozens of shops. In the distance, he could make out the Urmahne temple, its shape attempting to mimic that of the Tower of the Gods found in Thealon, though Endric’s memory of the tower was that it was an enormous and impressive structure. The temple was a pale replica. Beyond that, he could make out the beginning of the University.

      Endric shrugged. “I see shops. The temple. The University. What is it that you want me to see?”

      “The University.”

      Endric’s heart started to hammer, and a bead of sweat formed on his brow that he resisted wiping away. His father knew. “Father—”

      Dendril stared into the distance, not turning toward him. “When Elizabeth sent word to me that you made your way to her, I was surprised.”

      “Dendril—”

      “Then I heard how you managed to make your way into the University. You use your connections to your steward and forced your way through tunnels that had been closed.”

      Attempting to use his lie about finding the gate unlocked would not work with Dendril, not any longer. Endric suspected that he knew the truth and that what he said now mattered greatly.

      “General—”

      His father turned to him, his face a mask of fury that Endric had known all too well in his days growing up in the city. It was one that was a mixture of anger and disappointment, an expression that Endric had grown accustomed to seeing, though he had not seen it often during the last year. That had been the greatest change between them.

      “Did I not warn you to not worry about word from Urik?”

      “You warned me. That wasn’t the reason I went to the University.”

      “Elizabeth says otherwise.”

      Endric swallowed. “By the time I reached her, it was what I wanted to know, but it was more about finding Senda and leaving word with her that I had been deployed from the city.”

      “Did you doubt that you could leave word in the barracks?”

      Endric glanced down. “One of her informants told me that she could be found in the University.”

      “And you went looking for her.”

      “I did,” Endric said, meeting his father’s gaze. “Elizabeth is a part of the same organization as you and the historian. I saw the ring.”

      “There are many who are part of it. She serves in a different way than I do.”

      “She feels Urik did a service drawing the attention of the Deshmahne.”

      Dendril held his gaze and had Endric not known him as well as he did, he might have missed the flicker of anger that crossed his eyes. “Not all share the same philosophy.”

      “She tells me that Urik will have planned for anything we might have done.”

      Dendril nodded. “That is likely true.”

      “Then why send Listain away? I understand getting rid of me. I don’t like it, but Listain can help, especially when you get word of Urik.”

      Dendril pressed his lips together, considering Endric for a long moment. “Do you think that you know better than your general?”

      Endric shook his head quickly. “Not better. I’m only making a suggestion.”

      “The last suggestion you made was for me to pursue more information about the Deshmahne. Now you would have me do otherwise?”

      It was a difficult choice. He had wanted the Denraen to pursue the Deshmahne. That was the reason he had challenged his father in the first place. Now he was being offered the opportunity to head south, into the Deshmahne lands, and see what he might understand and learn from them. Why was it that he struggled with it now?

      “I will follow my orders.”

      “Good. Listain will need you to follow him. Where you’re going will lead you into danger.”

      “How many men will come with us?”

      “Enough men will go.”

      Endric watched his father before turning his gaze away and looking down into the city, drawn toward the University in the distance. “And Urik? What do you plan to do about him?”

      “I intend to do what must be done. I know where he is, and that’s enough. Let me worry about Urik while you worry about following your commander and gaining the trust of the men beneath you. Can you do that, Endric? Can you follow your commands?”

      “You know that I can.”

      A hint of a smile spread across Dendril’s face. He never smiled. “Do I? I know that you take your own counsel over others’. In this, I would have you follow your orders.”

      “I will follow Listain, Father. I will follow my orders. I will ignore my desire to discover what Urik has been up to, and do what the Denraen need of me.”

      Dendril nodded, as if there had been no doubt in his mind. “You will have to. Now that you are en’raen, you need to serve as an example. Only then can you be the Denraen you want to be. Only then can you understand what is necessary for you to lead.”

      He turned and marched back to the barracks, leaving Endric watching him depart and feeling like the same soldier he had been a year ago, back before his brother had died, and back before Endric had helped save the Denraen.

      Endric had thought himself changed, but maybe he wasn’t changed as much as he believed. If he had, he would never have forced his way into the university.

      For the first time in a long time, Endric began to wonder whether he was suited to lead or if he should find a way to return to serving as nothing more than a soldier. Watching his father’s broad back as he departed, he had no answers, only more questions.

      The one person he wanted to ask those questions to was missing. He had to rely upon his own decisions, and he’d learned that they were not always the right ones, especially not for the Denraen. It left him feeling as if he disappointed Andril yet again, and he had always hated that feeling.
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      Endric met Listain near the stables, as the Raen had requested. It had been two days since his father decided that he and Listain would search for answers in the south, and in those two days, he had found no further sign of Senda. If she had been in the city, she no longer was. And now it was time for him to depart, leaving her behind while he left the city for the south, without any way of getting word to her.

      He had to trust that she was well, despite the note he’d discovered that seemed to claim otherwise.

      Listain glanced at Endric, the irritated sneer on his face that he so often wore once more present. His gaze flicked past Endric and settled on Pendin. He had only slightly more warmth for Pendin than he did for Dendril’s son. Endric thought it interesting that Listain showed so much disdain for Endric and his friends, and yet he clearly respected working with Senda. How could he have such a relationship with her?

      “It seems that we are ready to depart,” Listain said.

      “We are ready,” Endric answered. “How many have you requested accompany us?”

      Listain glanced past Endric and toward the back of the stables. “Seeing as how your father intends to remove both of us from Vasha, I thought it prudent to bring a whole regiment with us.”

      The comment made it seem as if Listain was actually irritated with Endric's father. Then again, Listain had suffered nearly as much as Endric, but for different reasons. Endric’s suffering came from the fact that he lost his brother, while Listain had been tormented. Endric still didn't know the extent of his torture, nor did he know the effects—whatever they were—of sitting on the teralin throne for as long as he had. There must've been some consequences to that torture.

      Yet Endric hadn't expected him to request an entire regiment come with them. That was nearly fifty men, and he thought it interesting they were bringing the same number of men south as Andril had. Wouldn't it benefit them to bring more, especially considering how many were slaughtered by the Deshmahne before?

      Listain watched Endric as if expecting him to say something, practically daring him to speak up with a challenge. Endric was tempted—he couldn't deny that he was—but Listain did outrank him. He wasn't about to cause problems from the very beginning. No, he would make this work.

      “Strangely silent,” Listain said. “Perhaps you have changed more than I acknowledged.”

      Endric only shook his head. “If it were up to me, I would remain in Vasha.”

      That wasn't entirely true. If it were up to him, he would have gone to Thealon, force his way into the temple there, and force the priests to reveal what they knew about Urik. No, if it were up to him, he would do things much differently than Listain.

      “I think your father recognizes that the two of us with knowledge of Urik’s location poses difficulty to him. He doubts your ability to remain patient”—Endric noted how Listain chose the same term as his father, and wondered briefly how much of the education his father had been providing to him that Dendril shared with Listain—”but I would think that after our years working together, he would have understood and recognized how I can be impartial.”

      “You don't think he simply wants you to gain greater assets in the south?”

      “Your father makes a compelling argument. It makes it difficult to challenge him on this. We do lack for resources in the south. Those assets I once possessed have changed, and have weakened over time. I think your father recognizes that I need to be more proactive about increasing my network. But there is another reason I have reluctance.”

      “The raider attacks?” His father seemed dismissive of them. What did his father know of those attacks that Endric didn’t? What did Dendril know that Listain didn’t?

      “You’ve been listening. That’s good.” It was rare praise. “They call themselves Ravers. And that is what concerns me.”

      “They have no organization.”

      “Not yet, but that doesn’t mean they will not.”

      “The patrols can manage raiders—Ravers,” Endric quickly corrected. When Listain didn’t answer, Endric frowned. “What is it?”

      “There is an unusual amount of silence about the Ravers. This… troubles me.”

      This was the most that Listain had ever shared with Endric. Was this a sign of things to come, a change in how Listain viewed him and would be more open to working with him? Or did this represent his frustration at the need for taking this journey?

      “Come on. It’s time for us to depart. I have an asset that I intend to meet once we reach the base of the mountain.”

      Endric nodded. Even though he was a ranking officer, he still wasn't allowed to his own command. The times he’d tried had not gone well. The most he could claim was the direction he'd offered to Pendin, and that was more based on their friendship than any real ranking.

      They saddled the horses quickly. Endric did so with practiced hands, with Pendin joining him. They led the horses out of the stables and gathered with the line of Denraen. Of the fifty men, Endric knew most of their names. Many were men who had shown him a certain disregard when he had been foolish and young—all of a year ago. Now, he held the rank and authority, but he wondered what it would take for them to follow him, what his father wanted him to learn about leadership. It was one thing to be given a title, and to be given authority, but it was another to command respect.

      Endric wasn't certain that he deserved that respect, certainly not yet. The more he worked and served, the more he was determined to prove himself. He only hoped he didn't have to prove too much on this journey.

      They led the horses down the ramp from the second terrace to the first, making their way into the main part of the city. As they did, men and women moved to the side to avoid them. Merchants with carts hurried out of their way. Listain kept them dismounted, not wanting them riding, though doing so was not forbidden in the city. It was simply that tradition held that Denraen would not ride through Vasha.

      They reached the massive city wall. It towered overhead, nearly twenty feet high and surrounding the entirety of the first terrace, stretching from the base of the mountain out and around, closing it off with the massive gate made of teralin, no different than the gate at the university.

      The men guarding the gates held them open for the Denraen, allowing them to make their way out of the city, where they marched down the sloping road. When they had disappeared around one of the switchbacks leading away from the city, Listain motioned for them to mount and began guiding them down from the city. As they went, Endric hazarded a glance back.

      “What is it?” Pendin asked.

      “Only that the last time I departed the city, I did so unconsciously. My return was through the mountain itself. It's been a while since I've seen the city from this angle.”

      Pendin chuckled. “How do you think your father got you out of the city?”

      Endric hadn't given it much thought. He'd been dumped on the plains far outside of the city, left injured, dying—or so he thought—with the dangerous laca prowling nearby. Had it not been for the Antrilii and their merahl, he would have been attacked.

      Yet his father had known the Antrilii were coming. He had planned for Dentoun and for Endric's rescue. That meant that whoever had carried him from Vasha had been either Listain—with word of Dentoun—or it had been Dendril himself.

      Endric hadn’t asked that question. Now that Pendin brought it up, he was curious.

      Endric nudged his horse forward. “What do you know of the Antrilii?” he asked Listain.

      The spymaster glanced back at him. “I think your father is better equipped to answer such questions, don't you?”

      “I know what I've seen and what I've experienced. Did you know my father was Antrilii?”

      Listain laughed, and it came out more like a grunt. “Only your father? I believe you share the same heritage?”

      “He didn't tell me that we were Antrilii.”

      “There are reasons for your delay in understanding,” Listain said.

      Endric frowned. Did it have anything to do with what Tresten had shared with him, the reason the Antrilii were gifted in such a way that they could face the Deshmahne?

      Listain turned his attention back in front of them, ignoring Endric. He had a unique ability to focus, yet Endric had little doubt that the spymaster knew everything that was taking place around them.

      A different tact was needed. “Where were you chosen from?” He asked Listain.

      He could practically feel Pendin riding nearby, could feel him attempting to ride closer, as if he wanted to hear the answer as well. After their time wandering through the university, discovering how Senda and other spies were brought to the Denraen, he wondered if Listain would share.

      “Once a man is Denraen, it no longer matters where he was chosen,” Listain said.

      Endric nodded. “That's true enough.”

      Yet despite that, most men in the Denraen still had a certain soft spot for their homeland. He thought of Fennah and the fact that she served in the south, and thought that she would have enjoyed returning to the south. It was nothing like Endric, who felt more at home in Vasha itself. The idea that he would leave the city—the only one he really knew—for a patrol in the south of an unknown duration left him slightly unsettled, were he honest with himself.

      Yet there really was no other choice. He was assigned by his general, and he couldn't deny the need. The task that Dendril had assigned them was important. It was exactly the thing that Endric had suggested they begin doing when he feared the city would be attacked the first time. Were it not for the fact that they had word about Urik, he might have gladly taken this assignment. Now… he was less certain of it.

      “You have to have some homeland,” Endric said. “Some place where family still lives. Perhaps a place where you would one day choose to retire.” Listain had been stationed in the city Endric’s entire life. There had to be some other place he called home.

      Listain looked over at him, an unreadable expression in his dark eyes. “There are many years remaining before I see need to retire, Endric. You would do well to remember that, just as you would do well recognizing my value to the Denraen.”

      “I don't intend to devalue your role to the Denraen. I'm just trying to understand you better. Especially if we are to travel together to the southern lands.”

      It would be a long journey. They would go all the way through Gom Aaldia and beyond, catching a merchant or trader ship across the sea. They would likely dock in Liispal, though there were other places where they could go into port as well. It was a long time for them to travel together, and it seemed prudent for him to know Listain better, but admittedly, there were other reasons he questioned the man.

      “Focus on paying attention to your command. I will allow you to lead the men. You will organize the drills, and you will be responsible for our regiment,” Listain said. “Consider me an observer. If all goes well, we can return from our journey in a few months, and you can go on to tormenting your father.”

      Endric could only nod. There was nothing more for him to say, nothing more that he really wanted to say. It would be an uncomfortable few months. Were it not for Pendin's presence, it would be a miserable few months.

      Maybe that was another lesson his father wanted him to learn. With Dendril, he’d come to suspect that pretty much everything was a lesson to him. Not only did he want Endric to learn how to lead, and learn how to command his troops, but he expected him to know the what it truly was like to leave the city on patrols. It would be nothing like when he had been younger, when he had left the city as part of smaller patrols, where he was simply one of the men. Now he was their officer. The camaraderie would change. It already had, even with Pendin.

      If nothing else, he would focus on using Listain for another reason. Elizabeth had suggested that he wouldn’t be equipped to face Urik until he could outthink him. He would need to learn to plan for different possibilities. He could use Listain for that. He would use what he knew and try to learn more about how Listain plotted and planned. Then he would be ready if given the opportunity to stop Urik.
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      They reached the base of the mountain late on the first day of travels. Endric hadn't spoken much more to Listain, leaving the spymaster to his thoughts. Pendin was generally quiet as well, though Endric wasn't certain how much of that came from their journey south versus how much that came from his concern for Endric’s need for some silence. Pendin had been increasingly somber in the days since they had gone through the tunnels within Vasha and met his mother. Eventually, Endric would need to discuss it with his friend, but for now, there didn't seem much to share.

      They rode quickly south, and the regiment made good time. Listain had ceded command of the men, but Endric barely had to command them. He was thankful to Listain for allowing him the opportunity to lead, though he didn’t have to do much. It helped ease him into this new role. The spymaster was right in the fact that Endric did need the opportunity—and the experience—leading men other than his closest friends.

      They camped off the road for the night. Endric made quick arrangements with the men for taking watch and then went about setting up tents, preparing the cook fire, and beginning requirements for a night camped.

      “That's one advantage of this role,” he told Pendin.

      “And that is?”

      “Not taking watch. I'm not going to miss sitting up all night, staring out into the darkness.”

      “Only because you were never very good at it.”

      Endric smiled. “I seem to recall that you are the one who fell asleep on watch one evening.”

      Pendin shook his head. “I think you remember wrong. I didn't fall asleep. I took your watch when you neglected it, running off with one of the waitresses we met.”

      Endric smiled. “Where was that again?”

      “Someplace to the south. Maybe Bardot.”

      Endric snorted. That was a tiny village far to the east. “Maybe.”

      They helped set the horse line and tied up their horses, pulling the saddles off and working together to brush them. Neither man spoke much during this process. Endric's mind went toward the things they would need to do during their march south. Likely, Listain had already prepared their transport across the sea, making arrangements for both soldier and steed to travel. From what he had gleaned from Listain, it seemed as if the plan was to take a ship from Gomald and come into port in Coamdon City. He wondered why Coamdon City instead of one of the closer ports, but Listain didn't share, and Endric didn't press.

      “Well?” Pendin said.

      Endric arched brow at him. “Well, what?”

      “You’ve patrolled outside of the city before. You know the tradition.”

      Endric had to search his mind for the tradition Pendin referred to. It took a moment, but then he remembered that the senior officer typically used the evening hours to work with those deployed with him. “I think Listain has the honor.”

      “When have you known Listain to practice with others?”

      Endric shrugged. He'd never seen Listain practicing, though to reach his position, he had to be more than his father’s spymaster. He also had to have significant skill with his weapon of choice. Listain carried a short sword with him, though Endric had never seen him use it. He’d worked with him on hand-to-hand combat, training his father had felt essential for him to learn, but never the sword.

      “It might be interesting to see what Listain can do,” Endric said.

      “Listain has no intention of showing you what he can do.”

      Endric spun and saw Listain standing behind him. He had a sour expression on his bearded face, and his lips were pinched together in something of a frown. Endric hadn't even heard him approaching. The man moved stealthily, though that was unsurprising, given his role as spymaster.

      “Someone should work with the men,” Endric said.

      Listain tipped his head in a slight nod. “Be my guest.”

      Listain left them, making his way to the small tent that he'd set up for himself. He disappeared within it, and Endric glanced over at Pendin, frowning. “So much for getting to know him better on this journey.”

      Pendin smirk. “You already tried.”

      “And he was equally silent.”

      “Did you really expect to get to know Listain any better? Part of his charm is the mystery surrounding him.”

      Endric shrugged. “I’d like a little of that mystery for myself.”

      “There’s nothing mysterious about you, and the men all know it.”

      He grunted. “Fine. It seems I have the honor.”

      “So it seems.”

      “Care to challenge me?” he asked Pendin.

      Pendin laughed. “I think I'll do more than challenge you.”

      “Careful. If you beat me, they may make you serve as en’raen.”

      “I doubt Listain would. That's a special sort of torment reserved for you.”

      They made their way off to the side of the erected tents, carrying with them two slender practice staves. They were little more than well-balanced planks of wood that gave some of the feel and heft of a sword. It was similar, but not the same as holding a real sword. But it was less painful using a practice stave. The only man he'd known to use his blade when practicing had been his father.

      Endric often wondered why that was. He never discovered why his father chose to risk himself like that. Unless he didn't feel it was a risk. The only person Endric had witnessed Dendril practicing with was himself. It was possible that Dendril didn't see Endric as enough of a challenge so didn't see him needing to use a practice stave for that reason.

      They stepped into ready stances. As they did, Endric smiled. It had been quite a while since he had practiced with Pendin, a long time since he had faced off against his friend. There had been a time long ago when he and Pendin challenged each other daily. It had been the reason both of them had gained skill.

      Pendin was muscular, and often his strength was enough to overwhelm most opponents; he could batter a man back. Endric had seen it time and again with others he faced.

      Endric had the advantage of speed. He combined that with knowledge gained from years working with his brother, and now he wondered how he would fare against Pendin after the last year spent practicing mostly with his father.

      Pendin tipped his head in a slight nod.

      Endric waited, holding his practice stave ready. As Pendin darted forward in attack, Endric stepped to the side, blocking the thrust, feeling his hand forced down by the sheer strength Pendin possessed.

      He blocked a few more thrusts, noting the catah Pendin utilized, remembering the time when he had been taught the same technique. The defense for it was straightforward, and Endric danced back, blocking Pendin's attack. Endric slipped, and he nearly stumbled, and as he did, Pendin slipped beneath his defenses, striking him on the arm. A satisfied smile spread across Pendin's face.

      Endric steadied himself and threw himself forward. He attacked in a flurry of movements. He darted through the catahs, his sword moving as quickly as he could control, and he struck Pendin three times quickly, once on each arm and once on his back as Pendin spun, trying to escape.

      Endric took a step back, bringing his practice sword up once more, nodding to his friend.

      “You’ve gotten good,” Pendin said.

      “And you’ve gotten slow.”

      Pendin shook his head. “I haven't been hit in over a year while practicing.”

      Endric hadn't seen Pendin practicing, but his boast was unsurprising. Most within the Denraen enjoyed taking time to practice, honing their abilities, perfecting the use of the sword. Few of the Denraen ever had need for it—patrols were mostly free of conflict—but that didn't change the fact that they all felt compelled to improve. That practice had likely saved his life when facing the Deshmahne. Had he not practiced as often as he did, he wondered if he would've survived.

      Pendin lunged forward in attack once more. Endric blocked, this time twisting as he did, allowing Pendin to drive his sword down and away. He spun, swinging twice more, catching Pendin on both his legs before his friend could react.

      Pendin bit back an irritated sound. He attacked again, powerful sweeps with his sword, but Endric caught each one. He deflected Pendin, dancing back in a defensive catah before starting forward on the offensive once more.

      Endric used a series of movements that his father had shown him, and it was clear that Pendin had not seen it before. Endric jumped back, blocking Pendin’s attack before starting forward, repeating the same pattern that he'd attacked with.

      Pendin seemed to understand, and on his subsequent attack, Endric faced the same attack he’d used on Pendin. This time, he demonstrated the defense, using what his father had taught him. He added a flourish of his own, blocking as he did.

      The practice session went on like that for a while longer. Endric began demonstrating more and more forms that Pendin’s poor defense revealed he’d not seen before. With each one, Endric went through them several times before moving into the defense, demonstrating that as well.

      At the end of their session, Pendin lowered his stave and nodded to his friend. “You’ve definitely improved. Sometimes, you move faster than I can follow.”

      “Practicing with Dendril forces you to improve.”

      “You’ve got to be getting close to beating him.”

      Endric shook his head. He couldn't imagine getting close enough to his father to actually defeat him. Each time he faced his father, he was presented with new techniques that he had never seen before, new forms and patterns that his father demonstrated, each one complex and difficult to counter. “I think it's safe to say that I have quite a bit more to learn before I can truly challenge my father.”

      Pendin laughed before looking over Endric’s shoulder. “It looks like I'm not the only one who will get embarrassed tonight.”

      Endric looked around, noting the men watching them. He hadn't paid any attention while he and Pendin had been working, not noticing how others began watching them. Now that they were here, Endric realized he would be responsible for practicing with these men. If it were like other patrols had been on, the commanding officer remained willing to practice until the last willing man had his chance.

      It meant he was in for a long night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Endric awoke sore. He had practiced until well into the night, darkness having spread around them, nothing more than the lights of their fire to guide him as he continued working with the men of the regiment. When no others came, he staggered to his tent and fell quickly into sleep.

      Now that it was morning, he helped break the camp, doing his part to break down and store the tents, saddling horses, and preparing for the day's ride. Pendin stretched and winced as he helped as well.

      He glanced over to Endric, a sheepish expression on his face. “I can't believe you don't hurt this morning.”

      “I would've had to have gotten hit to hurt.” His muscles were sore, and he ached a little bit, but not like after facing his father. After those practice sessions, he often was nursing a minor wound, usually from a spot his father's sword had slashed. This was simply soreness from the exertion, not so much from an injury.

      “You don't have to taunt me with it. After you, I didn't get hit again.”

      Endric nodded. He noted that Pendin had moved off to the side and had begun working with others, most of the time after they had had their shot with Endric. The only man of the regimen to even have given him something of a challenge had been Pendin, and even that had not been much.

      Part of him regretted the fact that he didn't have his father with him to continue working with him, continuing to challenge him. Yet, working with the men, demonstrating different patterns, helped him as well. He had to know them better to teach them effectively.

      They finished breaking camp, and Listain came over to Endric. “We will reach Laurent today. I suggest we camp there for the night.”

      “Are you asking me or telling me?” Endric asked.

      Listain frowned. “I thought it courtesy, given that I have asked you to lead this expedition.”

      Endric nodded. Laurent was two days out from Vasha. It was a fair-sized city that had often supplied the Denraen on the way south. Endric was familiar with it and could imagine the taunting Pendin would do as they headed into the city. Much like with other places, Pendin had memories of Endric's misdeeds in Laurent.

      “How long do you intend to remain in Laurent?” Endric asked.

      Listain shook his head. “I don't expect we’ll be there for long. I intend to wait to meet with my asset, and then we can continue our travel south.”

      Listain didn't say anything more as they continued their preparations. The man mounted, and this time Endric led, following the curve of the road as it wound south. Listain remained to his left, generally silent next to him, keeping to himself. Every so often, he would glance up, almost as if a thought had come to him, before staring back at the road. Pendin stayed near Endric, riding silently.

      “What do you know about Urik?” Endric asked as they rode.

      Listain glanced over. “You know him as well as I.”

      “I doubt that. You probably learned more than I can of the man.”

      Listain’s brow furrowed, and he stared straight ahead. “What I learned didn’t help.”

      “You investigated him?”

      “We look into every man of the Denraen.”

      “And?”

      “Urik lost his family. He blames the Deshmahne. What more do you need to know?”

      “I thought it would be helpful to know what he did before he came to the Denraen. How did he train with the historians and then leave?”

      “The guild keeps their secrets. You will have to ask your historian friend.” With that, Listain fell silent.

      The day passed like that. They stopped near a small stream, long enough for the horses to drink and the men to refill water skins. They took a brief respite and dug into their supplies, eating jerky and dried bread, and then continued on, making their way slowly south, away from Vasha.

      About midday, Endric heard a soft howl and sat up stiffly in his saddle.

      “What is it?” Pendin asked.

      Endric shook his head. It sounded like a merahl, but they shouldn't be this far south. If they were, what did that mean? Did the Antrilii move south again? Had the creatures they tracked come south once more? The sound came again, and he forced himself to ignore it, deciding it was nothing more than a wolf.

      Endric stared at the mountain range to the north. In the distance, he could almost imagine Vasha, could almost see where it rose, the terraces disrupting the otherwise smooth climb of the peaks. Every so often as they rode, he hazarded a glance back, thinking that Senda was up in the mountains now and hoping she’d find the notice he’d left there for her. Listain doubtlessly had assignments for her when she returned to the city. At least in that, he was able to feel that she would be safe and not have to venture out again.

      It was late in the day when they reached Laurent.

      The city was outside of any of the northern nations. It was not a part of Thealon, and it was not a part of Gom Aaldia. Yet, unlike Rondalin, it was not its own nation state. Laurent was simply a city near the protections of Vasha, defended as well as it could be by the Denraen.

      It was a large city, one that sprawled. Homes were arranged around the outskirts, some with stretches of farmland. At this point in the fall, many had been harvested, but a few crops remained. They passed through these outer homes on their way into the heart of the city.

      These transitioned to two-story buildings, constructed mostly of wood. Pendin chuckled as they passed an inn that Endric had experience with. Beyond the taverns and inns, they passed some of the city shops. These were arranged neatly, storefronts with brightly colored signs, some with windows showing off items inside, all with doors closed at this time of the evening. Deeper in the city was the city center, where the ruling council presided.

      Listain turned to him, nodding. “We can gather supplies, but we will camp outside of the city. That's where we'll wait.”

      “We could stay in the city,” Endric offered.

      Listain shook his head. “We don't have funds to stay in taverns every city or village we stop in. We need to preserve what we do have for supplies as well as the transport.”

      Endric saw the sense in that but thought that it might be nice to have another night in bed—but he wouldn't argue with Listain. He led the men through the city, leaving Listain to meet with his asset while Endric helped get the camp established. Much like the night before, men quickly set it up. Once established, Pendin grabbed the practice staves and nodded to Endric.

      Endric looked around at the men. Those who had finished with their assignments watched, and he realized that they were waiting for he and Pendin to practice. Endric had little doubt that he would have another night of long practice ahead of him.

      He sighed to himself. This was how he could lead.

      As he started through his patterns, he wondered: What would they find when they reached the south? What would happen when they encountered the Deshmahne?

      Perhaps it was good they were able to train with the soldiers, but it wouldn’t matter. Endric wasn’t skilled enough to stop the Deshmahne. How would these Denraen survive against them?
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      Listain returned late in the night.

      Endric heard it as a soft clapping of hooves and awoke, crawling out from his tent. He stood and stretched beneath the dark sky. Their campfire had dwindled to little more than embers that left a thin trail of smoke drifting lazily, and a man named Reginald stood watch, staring into the night. With the size of their party, Endric doubted anyone would challenge them, at least not here. As they neared the south, he would need to be more careful. He didn't know the details of how Andril had died—it was a question he would need to ask Listain, especially if Endric intended to make certain that the men remained safe—but he suspected they would need to be better prepared once they reached the southlands for the possibility of attack.

      He felt a hand on his elbow and turned.

      Endric’s breath caught. “Senda?”

      She stood outlined against the night. Her short brown hair hung to her shoulders. Her eyes were cloaked in shadows, and she stepped into him, wrapping her arms around him.

      Endric didn't hesitate, not worrying about how the men of the regiment would react to knowing that he embraced another of the Denraen. He was simply happy to see her again, both shocked and unsurprised by the fact that she was here.

      “How is it that you're here?” He glanced around, noting Listain crawling into his tent and understanding. “You left word to find you, but—”

      Senda frowned. “I left what?”

      Endric barely heard. “Where have you been? Are you the asset Listain needed to meet?”

      “Is that what he called me?”

      “I didn't expect him to have you meet us here.”

      Senda nodded to the fire, and Endric followed her to it, building it back up before taking a seat on the ground. He took her hand, holding onto it, and they sat quietly for a while, listening to the crackling of the flames, comforted by each other's presence.

      After a while, Endric brooked the silence. “Where have you been?”

      Senda glanced over at Listain’s tent and let out a soft sigh. In the firelight, Endric noted that blood stained one of her sleeves. What had she encountered? What danger had she faced that injured her?

      “I suppose there's no harm in telling you now, especially since you’re heading south with Listain.”

      “Only because my father assigned us to travel south,” Endric said. “It's his way of getting us out of the city. He had word of Urik in Thealon. That’s why I was trying to find you.”

      Senda kept her gaze on Listain’s tent. “It is true.”

      Endric frowned.

      “That's where I've been. Listain heard word that Urik was sighted in Thealon about the same time as Dendril got the report. He sent me to Thealon, wanting me to determine whether it was him, and if it was, to place our assets around him so that we can ensure he remains where we can find him.”

      “You've been to Thealon and back?” The timing seemed impressive. She would've had to have ridden hard from Vasha and then back to them.

      “Listain was concerned that he wouldn't have answers before he was in the south. He asked me to find what I could and bring word to him.”

      “Was it him?”

      “Endric—”

      Endric shook his head. “I'm not going to go after him. My father has seen to that. Before going south, all I want to know is that it really was Urik and if it was, whether you managed to isolate him.”

      Senda nodded slowly. “It was him. The Ur and the priests limit how much we can act in Thealon. If we attempt anything, it will start a conflict that would be dangerous.”

      Endric frowned. Urik had chosen well. Hiding out in Thealon was a sure way of making certain the Denraen couldn't get to him. And if he did oppose the Deshmahne, the priests might allow him to get answers about their movements.

      Urik was clever. Endric hadn't doubted that, especially since he had managed to surprise Listain, and Listain was incredibly intelligent, as well. Urik had shown more than intelligence. He’d proven a sneaky sort of cleverness. It was one that Endric hadn't expected of the man, but that made him even more dangerous.

      “Were you able to arrange your assets to observe him?”

      A troubled look crossed Senda’s face. She bit her lower lip the way she did when something bothered her. “I think so.”

      “You think so?”

      “I'm not entirely sure that Urik is unaware of my presence.”

      “Would Urik have known that you worked with Listain?”

      She shook her head. “I don't know. It's possible he would. He was high enough ranking that he would have access to many of Listain’s contacts.”

      Senda fell silent for a while, and Endric allowed himself to enjoy her company and not push her for more information. When she’d been in Vasha, she had been unwilling to share what she felt she couldn’t, regardless of his rank.

      “Did you encounter Ravers?” Endric asked.

      Her brow furrowed. “What do you know about them?”

      “Only that they’ve been attacking in the north. Listain worries about what they’re after, but Dendril doesn’t seem as concerned.”

      She sniffed. “That was the other thing I was trying to determine but didn’t manage to do so.”

      “Why?”

      She arched a brow at him. “Why? Because Listain asked, that’s why.”

      Which meant Listain was more concerned about the Ravers than he let on. What had he heard?

      Maybe he’d heard nothing. That would be enough to bother Listain.

      “Did you come across them?” Endric asked.

      “Once. There were too many for me to do much more than scout.”

      They fell into silence again, and this time, there was a slight tension between them.

      “I went to the University to try and find you.”

      “Oh, Endric.”

      “Pendin led me through the mines. I met his mother.”

      “And what did Elizabeth tell you?”

      “That I wasn’t smart enough to counter Urik. That he plans too well. And that she believes how he raised awareness of the Deshmahne to be of value.”

      “That sounds like her.”

      “How did you get involved with Elizabeth?”

      Her gaze drifted to Listain’s tent.

      “Listain? I thought she brought you to him?”

      Senda shook her head slightly. “When I first came to Vasha, he had me train in the university.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he thought it would help me with the Denraen.”

      “But why would Listain even have known to help?”

      “Why? Because Listain is my uncle.”
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      As they made their way south, Endric occasionally watched Senda, noting the confident way she rode and how she didn’t appear as fatigued as he would have expected. It felt good being reunited with her. He trusted her and knew that she was serving on behalf of the Denraen, but when she was gone for as long as she had been, he couldn't help but begin to feel some worry. Would that be all they ever had? Senda sent one way while he was sent another, leaving both of them to worry about the other?

      Every so often, he would glance over at Listain, and struggled to see the connection between them. How could he be her uncle? How did she never tell him before?

      There seemed so much he still didn’t know. Maybe Elizabeth was right. He didn’t know enough to face Urik.

      Dendril would have known. It was even more reason to send him south and separate him from going after Urik.

      Clouds marred the sky. They held the promise of rain, and the air hung with the earthy odor of a coming storm. Every so often, Endric heard a peal of thunder in the distance though storms moved no closer, almost as if they kept pace with Endric’s regiment of Denraen, who marched silently, none saying anything as they rode south from Laurent. Even Pendin had grown increasingly quiet. Endric doubted that had anything to do with Senda's presence, but he couldn't be entirely certain.

      Listain had been more withdrawn. He met periodically with Senda, and the two of them would talk quietly, pouring over a collection of documents that Endric suspected carried Listain’s secrets. Endric kept expecting Listain would share with him the contents of those documents, but he never did.

      When they stopped for the night, Endric took his now-usual spot with the other men, beginning his evening routine of practicing with them, taking up a stave and presenting himself for whoever wanted to challenge him. There were fewer today than there had been the last time. As had become their usual, Pendin joined him first.

      Endric and Pendin worked together the better part of an hour, both men sweating profusely by the time they were finished. Pendin had improved significantly in the few days that Endric had worked with him. He still didn’t push Endric much, but it was good working with his friend, and it was heartening to see how quickly Pendin had improved. The other Denraen who worked with him improved as well, though not to the same degree Pendin did. All gained skill. They would need it if they faced the Deshmahne.

      Better yet, in only the week since leaving Vasha, Endric had developed something of a rapport with these men. If nothing else, practicing with them as he had gave him a chance to be seen as a leader, even if it was only leading their sparring. It was more than he had managed while in Vasha. If nothing else, it was a minor victory.

      When he had finished with the fourth Denraen soldier, Senda approached. She carried her staff, leaning on it in a way that reminded him of the historian. Could he have studied at the university as well? Was that how he had gained his ability with the weapon? Endric had never given it much thought before, but now that he did, he decided that it was possible—and even probable. If that were the case, then he would be more than simply a historian. He would be a scholar and a historian. That seemed important, though he didn’t quite know why.

      “You’ve gotten good with the sword, but how about you try something a little different?” Senda asked.

      Endric eyed the staff. When he and Pendin had invaded the university, he had longed to face one of the scholars practicing the staff. “I only have these practice staves. I don't have another—”

      “Don’t worry. I've got two.”

      She tossed him a staff, throwing it to him so that he had to catch it out of the air. Endric dropped his practice stave as he did, letting it clatter softly to the ground.

      Senda smiled slightly. “Fighting with the staff is quite a bit different than with the sword. I won't take it easy on you.”

      Endric chuckled. “That's usually what I tell people.”

      She attacked. When she swung her staff, it happened so fast that the air whistled around her. He barely had time to react and managed to bring the other staff around in time to connect with hers.

      The suddenness, and the force of her attack, startled him. It left him on the defensive, making him react rather than attack.

      As she promised, the movements with the staff were different. He was familiar with the various sword forms, the catahs coming to him naturally after years spent training. Fighting with the staff was something entirely different. He reacted slowly at first as he managed to get his bearings.

      Endric had always known that Senda was good. He'd seen her practicing before, but had never practiced with her. Seeing her today, having the chance to test himself against her, it reminded him of fighting Pendin. Much like with Pendin, he had superior size and strength. She had the knowledge and the skill that made him feel half a step slow.

      As he brought the staff around, he deflected her attack, catching her with a sharp sweep that sent her staggering back. She grinned.

      “You have to use your strength to an advantage.”

      “I'm trying. I feel like Pendin when he fights me.” Endric cast a glance over to his friend, who stood off to the side, watching him. There was an almost amused expression on Pendin's face. After several nights of facing each other, he wasn't surprised to see Pendin enjoying watching Endric get beaten a little. Endric suspected that he deserved it as well.

      “It's no different than you with the sword,” Senda said. “There are patterns you need to use, and those patterns give you an advantage.”

      Endric laughed. “I think you mean those patterns give you the advantage.”

      Senda shrugged. “You’ve never taken any time to learn the forms for the staff.”

      Endric chuckled. “There aren't too many of the Denraen who focus on the staff.”

      “Listain does. Your father does.”

      Endric frowned. That surprised him. Not only that his father would use the staff but that Listain did as well. The spymaster never seemed like he used any weapon. Endric expected that he fought with the sword—any Denraen would have to in order to reach the level that Listain had reached—but hearing that his father also used the staff? That actually surprised Endric.

      Senda spun her staff, more than a hint of a smile on her face. “Like this.”

      She took a step back and swept the staff through a series of movements, spinning impossibly fast. Endric could imagine how much that would hurt if it struck him. He'd seen bones broken and heard stories of heads crushed from the speed of an attack. It was elegant, especially watching how quickly she moved, but also brutal.

      “Can you repeat that?” Senda asked.

      Endric tried to copy the pattern. He got about halfway through it when she stepped forward, casually grabbing his staff.

      “No. Like this.”

      She demonstrated the movement once more, spinning through a series of patterns. Endric watched closely, recognizing hints from the sword catahs that he could use.

      When she finished, Senda attacked once more, swinging toward him rather than demonstrating the form.

      Endric was forced to react. He noted how she used the pattern she had just demonstrated to him. In that way, it was much the same as when he sparred with both Pendin and the other soldiers. The first few times he took to demonstrate the pattern, then he would demonstrate the defense. He struggled to slow her attack, barely managing to block most of the blows, and realized that she held back from hitting him, so in control that she could avoid striking him, just like his father with the sword.

      Were he not at such a disadvantage, he might laugh. As it were, he struggled to stay on his feet.

      If Senda was this good, he could only imagine how skilled Fennah must be. The other en’raen was reputed to be even more talented with the staff, even more dangerous than Senda.

      She stepped back and tipped her head toward him, encouraging him. Endric darted forward, mimicking her movements, using the form that she had demonstrated. He was slow, and he knew it.

      She blocked his attack, demonstrating a defense to the series of movements that he hadn't seen before. Endric focused on the defense, thinking that she would expect him to use it when she next demonstrated the attack. When he finished the series of attacks, she leaped forward, attacking with the same movement once more. This time, Endric had the defense and used techniques she had shown him.

      As he did, a strange realization came to him. There were similarities to this attack to several of the sword forms that he knew. They weren't the same, but close enough that he wondered if they had some applicability. Would a similar defense work as the one that was effective against the sword form? The staff required a different skill set, and required different movements than what were used with the sword, but they were not entirely dissimilar.

      Senda swung, darting toward him, this time demonstrating a different form.

      Endric recognized it and used the staff to defend it.

      Senda danced backward and smiled slightly

      “You’ve seen that one before?”

      “Not that one,” he said. “But it's similar enough to one of the catahs used in advance swordwork.”

      Surprisingly—or perhaps not surprisingly—it was similar to one of the movements his father showed him. What did it say that Senda’s staff attacks were similar to what his father did?

      Only that his father applied everything he knew when facing Endric.

      “They shouldn't be similar. The patterns are different.” Senda leaned on her staff, frowning at him as she did. “There isn't overlap with the sword and the staff.”

      “And you know this with certainty?” Endric asked.

      Senda shrugged. “I should. I practice both of them enough.”

      Endric laughed. “I suppose you would have.” When she said nothing, he laughed again. “Is that it? Now that I've managed to discover your little secret, you’re done?”

      Senda only laughed. “I don't think you've learned my secret quite yet.”

      She danced forward, her staff swinging faster than he could track. She was lightning quick, a flurry of attacks coming at him in a way that made it difficult for him to follow.

      It made him feel the way his father did when he faced him. With Dendril, he was always a step slow. He could keep up to a certain point, but there always came a time when his father had something to show him and was able to prove how little Endric still knew. He wondered if he ever would reach a point where he equaled—or even exceeded—his father's ability.

      The pattern Senda used was not one Endric recognized. He did his best to defend against her, managing to block some of them, but not all, and could tell that she let up on him. She never hit him with the full force he suspected her capable of doing. For that, Endric was thankful. He knew all too well how painful the practice staves could be when they struck skin and he had no interest in knowing how painful the staff would be were she to catch him with the full force of it.

      After she beat on him a few more times, never really doing any serious damage, he held the staff out away from him, indicating that he was ready to be done.

      “I think I've had enough beating for the night,” Endric said. “Maybe tomorrow night we can work a little more.”

      Senda grinned at him. “I only wanted to show you what I knew. I didn't think we needed to practice every day.”

      Endric shrugged. “It might be good for me to work with you, to develop my skill.”

      “Why?”

      “I never know when there might be a need to fight with something other than the sword.” He grinned. “Besides, I think I might enjoy sparring with you.” He glanced over at Pendin, tipping his staff toward his friend. “Might be good to face someone who actually gave me a challenge.”

      Pendin approached, took Senda's staff from her, and swung it toward Endric. He ducked, avoiding his friend’s attack.

      “Next time, why don't you beat on him a little bit more than that? I think this one's getting a little cocky. Be good for his girlfriend to bring him down a few ranks,” Pendin said.

      Senda grabbed her staff back, smacking Pendin across the legs with it. “I wouldn't have to if you weren't so terrible with the sword.”

      Pendin turned and motioned to the men watching. “If they weren't so afraid of you, I suspect many of these men would be interested in practicing as well.”

      Senda shook her head. “They aren't interested in having a woman beat them.”

      Pendin shrugged. “You might be surprised. Most men wouldn't mind having a woman beat on him, at least for a little while.”

      Senda swung her staff at him again, but Pendin jumped back. He moved quickly for a man his size, managing to avoid the attack.

      “I said most men,” Pendin said. “Endric isn't like most men. He probably didn't enjoy anything about your little session. I have to admit that I did.” He grinned at them before leaving and heading toward the line of tents.

      Senda only shook her head as Pendin disappeared back into the rest of the camp.

      “Sit and talk?” Senda asked.

      Endric looked past her, noting the man who seemed to be waiting on him. “Not yet. There still a few things I need to do before I can rest.”

      She studied him for a moment and then nodded.

      Endric grabbed a practice stave off the ground, handing Senda the other staff. His arms throbbed from where she'd struck him, and his legs ached as well. It was strange getting beaten by anyone other than his father. It would be good to work with her, learn what he could so that he didn't have to fear getting beaten by someone as simple as a scholar.

      As the next Denraen approached, picking up the other practice stave, Endric glanced over at Senda briefly and noted how she disappeared into Listain’s tent.

      What did the two of them talk about? He wondered what they planned. And he wondered what he still hadn't learned.

      He had no answers and didn't have time to think much more about it, as he turned back to the soldier who faced him. It was time for Endric to lead, to serve as the camp commander, even if doing so made him feel like an imposter.
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      The horses followed the wide road south. They neared the border of Gom Aaldia, nearly passing into the plains of Saeline, reaching the outer borders. The longer they rode, they more monotonous the journey became. Each night passed much the same.

      The last few nights, Endric had worked with Pendin before practicing with several of the Denraen soldiers. When he was done, Senda came to him and demonstrated other forms with the staff. He still hadn't challenged her, but he had a growing competence with the weapon and found an increasing correlation with the different sword techniques as well. He wondered if continuing his practice with Senda would be applicable toward fighting with the sword.

      It was about midday when they encountered a band of about a hundred mounted men, breaking the monotony and jarring Endric into alertness.

      Endric motioned to Listain. “You see them?”

      Listain nodded slowly. “I see them.”

      “That’s too many for Ravers.”

      “Are you certain?” Listain asked.

      He glanced over at Senda, who rode next to Listain so that the two of them could talk quietly while riding. She mostly left Endric alone, other than at night when they sparred and spoke quietly over meals. She remained holed up in Listain’s tent, serving the spymaster—her uncle. Endric could do nothing, even if he wanted to press the issue. Listain outranked him, and Senda served him, not Endric.

      “If they’re Ravers, we should have heard word of this much organization,” Endric said. “This appears to be two regiments.”

      Listain nodded to them. “Look at them, Endric. Do you see any real organization to them?”

      Endric stared at the soldiers, noting how the lines of men were not well organized, and there didn't appear to be any sense of coordination. How had Listain managed to observe all that as quickly as he had?

      “Not organized, but even disorganized troops can do damage,” Endric said.

      Listain nodded. “They can do damage. And they are the reason we patrol. If they’re Ravers, the general needs to know numbers and capability.” He waited, almost expectantly, watching Endric.

      It dawned on him slowly that Listain waited for him to make a decision. The spymaster had told Endric that he would lead the soldiers, which meant that he was responsible for determining the nature of their patrol.

      Endric turned to Pendin. “Gather a dozen soldiers. We’ll ride down, see if we can't determine whether these are Ravers or men from Saeline.” Endric doubted the latter. The Saeline king was better organized than this.

      Listain watched him and nodded briefly after Endric had made his command. There was a hint of concern in Senda’s eyes. Had he not known her as well as he did, he might have missed it. As it was, he recognized the slight wrinkling of her nose as she clenched her jaw.

      What was it that bothered her? Would she tell him were he to question her outright?

      “Let me come,” she said. “Only to observe.”

      Listain’s eyes narrowed. “Endric has the lead.”

      Endric glanced from Senda to Listain. “She can come, as long as she doesn't get in the way.”

      Senda glared at him. “If I don't get in the way? What if you don't get in the way of my staff?”

      “I might have to ask your supervising officer to keep you with him so that I don't have any insubordination,” Endric said with a smile.

      “Enough,” Listain said. “We will keep it professional here, will we not?”

      “We’ve been professional.”

      “You have been professional, but there has been no question to me, and doubtlessly to the men, about the relationship between the two of you. It would do you well to keep that better concealed.”

      Endric nodded curtly to Listain.

      Pendin returned with twelve men. Endric was pleased that he had chosen twelve who worked with him most nights. They were men he had come to know, if only through their regular swordwork. All were skilled, and most had grown more skilled in the last week and a half since leaving Vasha. Endric nodded, and they started off, him in the lead, with Senda riding next to him.

      As they gained some distance between themselves and Listain, he said, “What is it? I see something is bothering you.”

      “I’m worried about the numbers here. This is more than what we’ve heard of the Ravers.”

      “Then you can observe and let me know if you think that’s what they are.”

      She shook her head. “They’re probably Ravers. That’s why I need to come. We know so little about them.”

      Endric laughed. “There's probably quite a bit you don't know. Listain probably hasn’t shared with you. The damn spymaster has lots of secrets.”

      “We all have our secrets, Endric. It's how dark they are.”

      He wondered what that meant, but now wasn't the time to question.

      As they rode through the knee-high grasses toward the soldiers in the distance, they seemed to recognize that Endric and the Denraen were approaching.

      The soldiers turned and began riding hard toward the east.

      “Damn,” he said.

      “What is it?” Pendin asked.

      “I think we need to follow them.”

      “We should return to Listain,” Senda said. “He didn't expect you to ride after them. If they’re Ravers, the rumors—”

      “Well, I haven’t been privy to the rumors. Besides, Listain expects me to lead the regiment. He's come along only because my father assigned him, as his way of getting him out of the city. Listain wants nothing to do with this sortie.”

      Senda shook her head. “If you think that's the case, then you don't know Listain.”

      “I don't know Listain,” Endric said. “I might have helped save him from Urik, but I don't know anything about your uncle. He keeps to himself almost as much as my father does.”

      Endric motioned to the others with him, and they spurred their horses after the other soldiers.

      The Denraen had fast horses, trained by some of the best horsemasters. When at a gallop, the horses flew across the ground, trailing after the departing men.

      “What do you intend to do when we reach them?” Senda asked.

      “I’m going to see what I can learn about the Ravers. If they’re attacking all over the north, we need to understand who leads them and what they’re planning.”

      They covered ground quickly as it sloped here, rising gently before drifting back downward. Saeline had a rolling hillside, all covered with the saeline grasses, the namesake of the plains.

      The grass grew increasingly thicker and taller, and they were forced to slow, going even slower as they reached a copse of trees. They were forced to rein in the horses, slowing even more as the land became increasingly forested.

      The sheer number of trees made movement together more difficult and would create a tactical disadvantage. Were the soldiers aware of that, or had they simply ridden this way by chance? Having the foresight to recognize the tactical advantage meant they might be facing a more dangerous military threat than he realized. He didn't want to risk his men in an area where they could be ambushed.

      Endric called for a halt, and the dozen Denraen remained a few paces behind him as he surveyed the landscape.

      Senda rode up to him. “What is it?”

      “Here. All of this. Something makes me nervous.”

      Senda offered a hint of a smile. “I didn't think the great Endric Verilan knew how to be nervous.”

      “I am when it means those under my command are placed in unnecessary danger. I am when I'm not exactly certain what we might be facing. Maybe the Ravers are better equipped than what we realize.”

      “We don’t know that these are Ravers,” Senda said.

      “We don’t know they aren’t.”

      “What makes you think they’re better equipped?” Senda asked.

      Endric motioned to the trees. “Look around you. What better place to ambush us?”

      Pendin frowned. “Endric, the men we saw were barely able to hold formation while they marched. Those aren't the kind of men who would pose any real threat to Denraen soldiers.”

      Endric wasn't so certain. He didn't like the idea of retreating, but he didn't like the idea of putting the dozen men with him into danger unnecessarily.

      Endric shook his head. What was the smart move?

      They needed to return and get word to the Denraen. Larger patrols would be necessary. Listain and Endric had another mission, one that couldn’t be sidetracked by soldiers.

      But if they did, how would they keep the peace? Wasn’t that the role of the Denraen?

      Neither answer felt right.

      “We should head back. Return to Listain. We can search for these men with the larger contingent. We don't have the numbers if we keep pursuing and are attacked.”

      Pendin motioned to the other men, and they turned their horses, heading back out of the copse of trees. Senda looked at him with a hint of a smile on her face.

      “What is it? Why are you grinning at me like that?” Endric asked.

      Senda shrugged. “Only that you wouldn't have made that decision even a few months ago. You’re maturing.”

      Endric barked a quick laugh. “You didn't seem to mind my immaturity.”

      She gave a sly smile. “I never said I minded, but I can't deny the appeal of watching you mature. I've always cared about you, you big dummy. I’ve never enjoyed watching you make the same mistake after mistake.”

      “Now I'm making entirely different mistakes,” Endric said.

      “What kind of mistakes are those?” Senda asked him.

      Endric looked away.

      Senda reached for the reins of his horse, pulling him toward her. She frowned at him as she did, her disappointment clear. “Endric?”

      Endric sighed. “I suppose you’ll learn anyway.”

      “Learn what?”

      They turned their horses, guiding them away from the copse of trees. Endric hazarded a glance back and thought he saw movement deeper in the trees. He wasn't certain if he really did or if it was his imagination.

      “When Pendin and I got word of Urik,” he started, “or more accurately, when I got word of Urik, my first thought was to search for more information. I tried finding you—”

      “And you discovered Listain had sent me from the city on assignment.”

      Endric nodded. “We searched some of your typical locations.”

      “Typical locations?” She watched him, understanding slowly donning on her face. “Don’t tell me you thought to try to find my informants.”

      “Like I said, when I couldn't find you, we went looking for you. I searched different places throughout the first terrace. And I finally managed to find someone who knew of you—”

      Senda cut him off as she barked out a harsh laugh. “Let me guess. You found Kayla at the Climbing Trellis.”

      Endric shot her a questioning look. “How did you know?”

      “Well, watching you dance around the issue might be fun, but there aren't too many reasons that you wouldn't be interested in telling me where you had been. I suspect you discovered my contact there.”

      “Why her?” Endric asked. “Why did you use Kayla?”

      “My role with Listain is to gather information however I can. Sometimes that involves curating assets who can provide specific information.”

      It was the same term Listain used. He had never noticed how alike Senda and Listain were. “Assets? That's what they are to you?”

      Senda fixed him with a hot glare. “Yes, Endric, assets. That is what they are. They provide me with information so that I might be able to use that to help the Denraen. We use that information to guide decisions you and your father make. Not all of it is actionable, but someone has to collect it. That is part of my responsibility.”

      “Even in Vasha?”

      Senda nodded. “Even in Vasha. We gather what we can in the city. Often there are people moving through the city who are more than happy to offer gossip. That gossip provides information. From there, we begin to create strategy that determines additional moves.”

      “You use gossip to craft the Denraen strategy?”

      Senda shook her head. “You've been a part of the inner council now for a while. I think you as much as anyone would recognize how this process works.”

      “I haven't seen it from this that side. I've seen others bring information. But…”

      She released the reins of his horse. “This is important work,” she said. “Finding those who would endanger the Denraen, those who would potentially attack Vasha—especially after what we've recently experienced—is important work. It’s like these attackers.”

      “The Ravers.”

      “The Ravers. If that’s what they were. We need to know all that we can to prepare. The Denraen can’t maintain peace if we don’t know what we’re facing.”

      They emerged from the trees back into the grassy plain, and Senda turned a bit in the saddle. “There was something else—”

      Movement at the periphery of his vision caught his attention.

      Endric jerked in the saddle, looking around. Soldiers approached, flanking them on either side. Endric took a quick survey, counting nearly two hundred, far more than their dozen could manage. Far more than they had seen before.

      “Pendin!” Endric shouted. “Lead the men back to Listain.”

      Pendin turned sharply and looked in the direction that Endric stared. “You can't do this by yourself!”

      He shook his head. “I don't intend to do anything by myself. I intend to draw them away. Go!” When he hesitated, Endric shouted, “That's a command!”

      Pendin jerked the reins of his horse and spurred forward, streaking away, leading the dozen soldiers with them. Endric turned to Senda. “You need to go with them.”

      Senda watched Pendin go before turning to see the line of soldiers riding toward them. “I don't think that I can go back with Pendin now.”

      “I don't know what's going to happen,” Endric whispered.

      Senda nodded. “We are Denraen. We serve for peace.”

      Endric met her eyes. Then he spurred his horse, racing toward the soldiers.

      It was the only way that he would buy time for the others to reach Listain.
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      The soldiers rode down on Endric and Senda.

      Their hooves thundered, filling the sky with the sounds of their approach. The gray sky seemed to mirror that sound, giving the threat of rain to the day. Endric raised his hands, guiding his horse with his knees, and scanned the soldiers, searching for signs of the markings that he associated with the Deshmahne, but he saw none.

      What troops were these? Ravers? That didn’t seem possible, not in these numbers.

      Could they be local militia? In these lands, it could be that they were poorly trained soldiers of Gom Aaldia. Not in Saeline, though. The regional king had spent time training with the Denraen and would not have suffered such incompetence.

      There were no markings, nothing that would tell him what they faced.

      As the soldiers approached, he sought some sort of sign from Senda but had to turn his attention back before he could learn anything from her. The horses were pulled to a stop.

      “I am of the Denraen,” he said to the nearest of the soldiers. “We have—”

      “I don't care what agreements you think you have,” the man said. He had a low-pitched voice, one that had a certain menace to it. He glanced from Endric to Senda, dismissing her quickly.

      Endric almost smiled. It was a mistake to dismiss Senda so openly. She had access to her staff, and she was as much or more of a threat than he was. With the staff, she could confront and take down multiple men, likely all before they had a chance to react. Endric and his sword had a more limited reach.

      “The Denraen have several regiments of men stationed nearby,” Endric said.

      The man shot him a curious look. “Several? My scouts tell me that there are probably no more than fifty with you. We have more than enough men to withstand fifty.”

      If they knew their numbers and still attacked, it made it less likely they were unprepared. Could the Ravers have such organization? “Attacking the Denraen will only draw more attention.”

      “Will it? I think we’re mobile enough that we can move without drawing any more notice.”

      “Others of my men already have sent word.”

      “Have they?” He raised a hand and horses streaked away with the silent command.

      No, not poorly organized at all. Different, but that didn’t mean bad. “Release my steward. You don’t need her.”

      The man chuckled. “I think she is more than your steward. In fact, she’s the reason we’re here.”

      Somebody came up behind Endric, someone he hadn't even sensed was there, and he felt pain in his head before he slumped forward.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Endric rolled over, pain surging through him. Some of it came from the back of his head, which throbbed where he'd been struck. Other pain came from his wrists and ankles, bound as he was. He couldn't move.

      He licked dry lips and tasted blood caked on them. As he did, he had a flashback to when he had faced his father and been left to die on the plains outside the mountains. Of course, his father hadn't really left him to die. Endric had been broken, his skin split by his father's massive sword Trill, and had feared the howling laca were coming for him. There had never been an intent leave him alone, no intent for him to die on the plains.

      No, his father had left him to be reborn. When Endric had joined with the Antrilii, when he had begun to see how little he understood, how little he knew, he finally had allowed himself to let go of the conceit that he was as skilled as he thought he had been.

      This was different.

      He thought he could hear men moving nearby, but wasn't certain. His ears rang, leaving him with a head that throbbed even more. His vision was blurry, but he could tell that it was dark and late enough that he doubted Listain would come for him.

      Listain.

      Had Pendin made it to him? Did he manage to escape long enough to reach the man and go for help? Endric should fear for himself, should fear for his life, but having nearly died one time before, he no longer feared it the way he once had. Now there was only fire burning within him, one that drove him to see if he could get himself free, to determine whether he could get help.

      Endric tried to roll, but his hands prevented it. He tested his ankles and found the bindings there equally stout. Bending at the knee, he brought his heels toward his hands and checked his boots. His fingers were numb, likely from the tightness of the bindings, but he could search along the inside of his boot and find the slender blade that he kept hidden there.

      Andril had always advised keeping extra blades on him, warning him that were he disarmed, it was useful to have secondary weapons. Andril had always carried more than one, though Endric didn't know exactly how many, or where he kept them. Endric preferred his boots. Now that he was en’raen, he was able to request the leathersmith to create pouches within his boots, and they stored his blades well, concealing them. He wondered if his other blade was still there. He might need both to escape.

      With the knife free, he sawed at the bindings around his ankles, and they fell away.

      Endric turned it, using it to cut away at the ropes around his wrists as well. Like with his ankles, they also fell free. He brought his hands back around in front of him, working feeling back into them while clutching the hilt of the knife. He checked for injuries, running his hands across his legs, his arms, his chest, his back, before touching the back of his head. There was a knot there, and it was exquisitely tender, but it didn't appear to be open. If nothing else, that was a blessing.

      He got to his knees, pulling the other knife from his other boot. Now armed with knives, Endric thought himself better prepared to face whatever he might need to encounter.

      He crept toward nearby trees, keeping his head down as he surveyed the area around him. Grasses had been trampled here, and he noted various boot marks in the soil. Somewhere up ahead, a fire crackled softly. Endric made his way carefully toward them, wanting to find Senda before he planned an escape.

      Six men sat around a campfire. Horses were tied to a tree nearby. Endric saw no other signs of soldiers.

      Where was the army he’d seen? Where were the men who’d captured him?

      With no sign of them, he wondered if they had attacked the Denraen. Could he have been too late?

      Endric needed a sword. Armed with only his knives. He would be at a disadvantage. These men would be able to overwhelm him unless he managed to catch them one at a time.

      Endric crept back into the woods near the trees. As he did, he heard a soft crack, and he spun.

      A dark-haired man stood across from him. He stared at Endric, his eyes wide.

      Endric understood. He had not been left alone. They left a guard. Only, the man had made the mistake of giving Endric time.

      He launched himself at the man, catching him in the temple with his close fist, knife clutched in his hand, using the close combat style he’d learned from Listain. He needed answers, which meant that he would not kill, not yet. It wasn't that Endric was opposed to it. He'd been a Denraen long enough to know that battle and warfare were sometimes required, but right now, he needed to understand.

      With the guard now unconscious, he dragged him deeper into the trees and leaned him up against a narrow trunk. Using his knife, he cut strips of cloth from the man's cloak and used that to bind his hands, tying them behind him and around the base of the tree. Another strip was used to tie his ankles, essentially binding the man the same way Endric had been bound, only in this man's case, Endric had done so more securely.

      He took another strip and wrapped it around his mouth, not wanting him to wake and scream and alert the others.

      And Endric crouched, watching. Waiting.

      When he finally came around, the man's gaze darted to Endric, and he tried to talk through the strip in his mouth.

      Endric shook his head and pointed with a knife. He brought a finger to his lips. “We're going to have a quiet conversation,” he said. The man's wide eyes blinked as he nodded. “Who are you with?”

      He brought the knife closer to the man's face, holding it beneath his chin, pulling back the strip of cloth over his mouth long enough for him to answer.

      “We were only to capture the girl. That was the job.” The man's voice started to get higher, panic seeping in.

      Endric stuffed the cloth back into his mouth, silencing him. He shook his head, raising his finger to his lips once more. “As I said, a quiet conversation.”

      The man's gaze drifted from the knife to Endric's eyes before he finally nodded.

      “Good. Now, if you help me get answers, you’ll manage to get out of this just fine. I have no reason to take your life, but no reason to keep you alive, either. So think about that as you decide how you will answer.”

      The man stared at Endric's knife before nodding once more.

      “Why the girl?”

      He peeled back the cloth again, giving the man a chance to answer. The man licked his lips, bobbing his head. “That was the assignment.”

      “Who assigned you?” Endric asked.

      What had Senda gotten herself into? Working for Listain had dangers—Endric wasn't naïve enough to think that it was a safe profession—but he didn't expect that she was in the same amount of danger as men sent on patrols. Hers was more of a danger of offending the wrong person for asking the wrong question.

      What had she discovered? And who had she angered?

      “We don't get word on more than that. Like I said, it was a job. She was supposed to be picked up and brought—”

      “Brought where?” If someone wanted Senda, he would know why. And he would know who had the resources to reach her, even though she had been with the Denraen.

      She had been worried about the fact that Pendin's mother knew he was looking for her, but Endric couldn't believe Elizabeth would have leaked information. If nothing else, Elizabeth worked on behalf of the Denraen, though she did it in a way unlike others he'd met. Perhaps that was why his father valued her. Perhaps it was better for him to have someone who wouldn't simply go along with everything that he wanted.

      “I don't know where it was. I didn't take the job. The commander leads us, you know?”

      “No, I don't know. Who is this commander?”

      The man bobbed his head forward until his chin brushed against the tip of Endric's knife and he froze. He licked his lips again and swallowed. “You met him. You met the commander. I was there. I saw when he was talking to you.”

      Endric frowned. That man was not what Endric had expected. And if he had a contract for Senda, there had to be some reason, something that either she had done, or that someone thought they could gain from her. Endric wished he had discovered more about what she'd been up to while she was away from the city.

      “You have to know something.”

      The man looked down at the knife. Endric kept it held close to his chin, not wanting him to have a chance to move or scream. Any sound might draw the attention of the other men near the fire. Even now, Endric wondered if he might have their attention, not certain whether the man had been missing long enough for them to wonder.

      “We were back in the borders. That was where we were when we got the job. I don't know much more about it than that. The commander took the job. He's the reason we’re here.”

      “Where is the girl now?”

      The man shook his head. “I don't know. They didn't leave that for me. I was only to watch over you, then get rid of you.”

      “Get rid of? You planned to kill me?”

      “There’s no money in killing you.”

      “Then you planned to ransom me?”

      “Like I said, the commander is in charge. I don't know what plans he had, but he thought we could make a little money off you.”

      “Where were you going to sell me?” The man didn't answer at first. Endric poked at him, jabbing him with the knife. “Where were you going to sell me?”

      The man licked his lips again, his gaze drifting to the knife. “South. We were taking you south. Merchants there would take you the rest of the way. I don't—”

      Endric slammed the hilt of the knife in his clenched fist into the man's temple, knocking him out once more.

      Anger surged through him.

      South.

      Could he really have been auctioned to the Deshmahne? That was the only answer he could come up with, but who would know they would be interested in him?
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      Endric backed away from the man, leaving him bound to the tree, strips of cloth still tied into his mouth. This man wouldn’t know where to find Senda. He wasn't sure that any of the men here would know. They probably all served this commander, and did so without question.

      Had he lost her? Had they taken her somewhere else?

      They weren't interested in him other than for profit. He worried what that meant for Senda. He should have forced her to leave with Pendin.

      Backing away, he considered trying to find what these men might know about what might've happened to Senda, but it was unlikely they did. If they were sent with Endric, seemingly bound and confined, thinking that he would be easy to dispose of, it was unlikely that they would know anything about her.

      Even if they did, what did he expect to do? He was one man, with hundreds of soldiers of unknown skill. It was possible that even were he to reach them, he wouldn't be able to rescue her.

      What he needed was to find Listain and Pendin, as well as the rest of the Denraen. Once he did, then he might be able to rescue her.

      Endric started backing away but changed his mind. The man would have a sword, and Endric had left it. He wouldn't go unarmed.

      The man had no sign of a weapon.

      Then he would have to get one another way. As the man awoke, he pulled the cloth down from his mouth.

      “Count to twenty, then I want you to scream,” Endric said. The man's eyes widened. “Do you understand me?”

      The man's head bobbed.

      “Good. Now. Count.” The man started counting. By the time he reached five, Endric had circled around, making a wide arc through the trees. He didn't know whether the other men carried swords—let alone if they had his sword—but he could find out. He didn’t like his odds against six, were it to come to that, but better than the entire army.

      Endric counted in his head, keeping pace with what he assumed the man counted as well. By the time he got to fifteen, he had circled around the campfire, moving as softly and quietly as he could through the trees. He hit twenty.

      A harsh scream echoed through the trees.

      Endric watched, waiting to see what the other soldiers would do as the man screamed. How would they react? Would they do anything?

      Almost as if one person, they jumped to their feet and raced toward the sound in the trees.

      Endric waited a heartbeat. Then two. Then he ran into the clearing, where the campfire had been, and quickly searched. There, leaning on a fallen branch, was his sword.

      He would think about it later and try to understand why they would have left his sword. It was a well-forged blade, but if they were interested in how much they could make, it seemed that there would be better places to sell it.

      Endric didn't think about it. He grabbed his sword and spun.

      As he did, he encountered one of the men.

      The man had either not gone with the others or had returned. When he saw Endric, his eyes widened, and he started to shout.

      Endric threw the knife he still had in his hand, catching the man’s shoulder so hard, he spun around, landing on his back. Endric jumped forward, catching him in the side of his head with his fist. The man blinked, eyes stunned, and then Endric punched him again. He grabbed his knife, holding on to his sword, and cut one of the horses free, jumping onto its back.

      With that, he kicked the horse forward, and they raced from the clearing.
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      Endric lost track of time. It was late, and it was dark. Night had stretched around him, the kind of night that came from a moonless evening. Stars twinkled in the sky, though fewer than expected. Clouds obscured the rest.

      He had paused a few times, taking a drink from a stream, looking for a way to move south. The men—his captors—had followed for a while before giving up pursuit. Either they weren't interested in capturing him, or the fact that he had attacked the last two who had gotten close to him had given them pause. Endric liked to think it was that rather than anything else.

      The horse had gone lame late in the night, forcing him to walk. He reached the Saeline plains once more, noting the tall grasses that he'd ridden through earlier. Now that he was afoot, they were even more difficult. He kept a steady pace, using his long strides to cross as much distance as he could. He kept one thought fixed in his mind: Find Listain, and once he did, he would work with him and the Denraen to search for Senda.

      The night continued to stretch on, leaving him with a growing fatigue. Endric considered himself in excellent shape, but running this long—and at this speed—left him tired. He needed to keep up the pace, otherwise he ran the risk that he would not reach the Denraen. It was possible that they had already continued south, thinking Endric either dead or lost. How much time had he lost so far?

      Endric plunged onward, the night passing. He stopped focusing on the grasses that slashed at his wrists and arms, paying more attention to his direction. In his mind, if he managed to make it to the Denraen before morning, he had a chance of staying with them. If not, he would have to venture back toward Laurent, gather supplies, and return to Vasha.

      As color began to stain the horizon, thick clouds still threatening rain that thankfully had not yet come, he searched for evidence of the Denraen. There would be no signs of a fire. The fact that there had been soldiers, and enough that outnumbered his men, would have prevented the Denraen from revealing their presence. They would've left campfires unlit, choosing to remain obscured. Likely there would have been several men keeping watch as well.

      In this tired state, he began to wonder whether Listain would even go after her. Would he care that she was missing? Of course, he would. He was her uncle.

      More than that, Listain valued Senda’s opinion. The fact that he had drawn her into his tent, listened to her when she had first returned, told him that.

      Beyond the family ties, there was another side of the man that worried Endric. Listain was practical. Would he send soldiers after someone he knew lost?

      Endric suspected that he knew how his father would react. Dendril would have left them behind. Not because he didn't value his Denraen, but because a rescue would be too dangerous.

      Endric couldn't leave her behind.

      As the sun began to creep above the horizon, Endric saw evidence that others had passed through here. The grasses were trampled, more than he could explain from his crossing. He picked up his pace, hurrying south, following the tracks. As he did, he wondered whether these were the tracks of his men, or if these were from the other soldiers. If these were Denraen, then he would get to safety. If these were the other soldiers, could he follow them to Senda?

      The farther he went, the more it became clear that these were Denraen prints.

      Endric saw the outline of the Denraen camp as the sun fully ascended.

      He sighed, thankful that he was nearly back.

      As he approached, he realized something was wrong. It took a moment to realize what it was. The Denraen had smaller numbers than when he had departed. They had left with nearly fifty, and there weren’t that many remaining.

      As Endric neared, he raised his hand, hailing whoever might be standing watch.

      A man popped up out of the grasses. Joseph was a tenured Denraen, a man who’d been with them for the last decade. He was a skilled soldier and had faced Endric several times over the nights preceding Senda’s return.

      “Endric,” Joseph said, relief present in his voice. “We were afraid that you weren't going to return.”

      “What happened here?”

      Joseph shook his head. “An attack. We were able to fend them off, but we lost too many. Had it not been for Pendin returning, I think we would have been destroyed. They were able to turn the tide, and surprised our attackers.”

      At least Endric knew that Pendin had returned. Had he survived the encounter as well? “And Listain?”

      Joseph nodded. “He survived. He took out nearly a dozen himself.”

      Endric would've loved to have been there to see Listain fighting. He’d never seen the man in battle and wondered how skilled he was.

      “And the other soldiers?” Endric asked.

      Joseph shook his head. “Like I said, we chased them off. Listain has us riding south, but he's worried they’ll return.”

      “I need to reach him.”

      Joseph nodded. “Of course. I'm sure he'll want to see you to know what happened.” The Denraen studied him. “What did happen?”

      “I bought time for Pendin to escape and was captured.”

      “But escaped.”

      “Escaped. Senda did not,” Endric said, leaving Joseph.

      He found Listain camped in the center. He was busy breaking his tent down, folding it into a neat bundle. As Endric approached, Listain looked up, quickly noting that he had come alone.

      “Where is she?”

      Endric shook his head. “We came across too many men. I sent Pendin back with the rest of the Denraen. Senda came with me. They surrounded us, and I thought they would be interested in ransoming me, but they’re after Senda.”

      “You're certain they were after Senda?”

      “I questioned one of the men. The job was Senda. I was an extra. They were going to take me south, ransom me to some merchant. I suspect they thought to sell me to the Deshmahne.”

      Listain stood and adjusted his cloak. A deep frown crossed his face, and he studied the rest of the camp, his entire face pinched. “They should not have been after her. She shouldn't have managed to get a reputation already.”

      “What is this?”

      “Ravers, I think, though I don’t know why they would want Senda.”

      “I need to know what you know about the Ravers. There’s more than you’ve shared.”

      Listain squeezed his eyes tight. “I have sent word to Dendril.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “We will reach Gomald soon. When we do, we can find transport across the sea. From there, you need to be prepared for what we will face with the Deshmahne.”

      “You would leave Senda?”

      “Dendril will see that she’s rescued.”

      “You would leave your niece?”

      “She was not to share with you.”

      Endric sighed. “Tell me what you know so that I can prepare the men.” Maybe that approach would appeal to Listain.

      “There are many who hear the rumors out of the south, who hear the exploits of the Deshmahne, and think that by drawing their attention to them, they can be blessed by the gods in the same way the Deshmahne have been blessed. They don't recognize what the Deshmahne have done, or the darkness that resides within them. All they think about is a chase of power.”

      “That’s what the Ravers are?”

      Listain nodded. “Even their title alludes to a ceremony the Deshmahne perform.”

      “They aren’t untrained. Not as I was led to believe.”

      “Most have some military training. There are some from the south, coming out of Gom Aaldia, some who escaped the Ur and come out of Thealon, and even some from the north. All searching for a way to reach power, thinking that by gaining riches and demonstrating exploits of their own, they will be given an opportunity to be gifted the way the Deshmahne are gifted. They understand so little.”

      “Where are they headquartered? Where would they have taken Senda?”

      “I'm afraid you won't find it quite as simple as that. By necessity, they call no land their home. If they did, they would be exiled.”

      “So she’s lost.”

      “The Denraen will send patrols.”

      “But you don’t think they’ll find her.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let me take a small group, see if I can rescue her.”

      Listain's eyes narrowed.

      Endric hurriedly added, “If I know which way she's going, I could reach her. I know that I could. She's valuable to the Denraen. I don't know why the Ravers would want her, but we need to get her back.”

      Listain seemed to study him, reminding Endric of how Pendin's mother had studied him, the same heavy consideration in his eyes.

      “Take a scouting party only. See what you can discover. Don't risk yourself unnecessarily. If you have an opportunity, rescue her, but otherwise…”

      “I’ll do what I can to save her.”

      “Do you believe that she is more valuable than you?” Listain asked. “If we are to measure value to the Denraen, is a spy more valuable than the potential future general?”

      Endric could only stare. What answer was there to the question? How could he feel so little for Senda?

      But then, Listain had always been practical. Who was to claim Senda was any more valuable than he?

      “Scouting. That will be all. From there, we'll see what we encounter and grab her if we have a chance.”

      “I can delay only so long, Endric.”

      He studied Listain and realized there was more than that to what Listain said. Senda would survive only so long. They had to hurry if they were going to reach her. “I understand.”

      “I hope you do.”
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      Endric had been gone for two days, riding west at Listain’s suggestion, moving beyond the plains of Saeline until reaching the Rondall River, finally finding a place to wade across. Now he and the men he’d chosen were camped again, waiting. Resting.

      What had Listain’s informants known? He hadn't hesitated to guide them west, something that had surprised Endric. The Ravers had intended to carry him south, though not with the larger part of their group. What was the commander after? What did the Ravers think to accomplish by carrying Senda west?

      What was there? Villages were scattered all along the landscape, but none that would make any sense. There were larger cities… but none that fit with what he’d heard. There didn’t seem to be any reason for them to take her west.

      Pendin leaned over the small cookfire, his body shielding the smoke, preventing it from drifting into the sky. They were careful about their fires, digging out a pit for them before sitting around, attempting to shield their presence. Part of their camouflage was in the way they camped at night, sticking closer to the trees. The thick branches could filter some of the smoke, and it gave them a little more shelter. With the constant rumbling of thunder giving a threat of rain that never came, Endric wanted to have shelter in case it did appear.

      “There's been no sign, Endric. How much longer are we going to search?”

      Endric only sighed. It was a fair question. How much longer would they search, separated from the rest of the Denraen? There would come a time when they would be far enough away from Listain that they wouldn't be able to rejoin him on the journey south. How much longer until the Ravers either killed Senda or made it so they couldn’t reach her?

      They had until his father sent men.

      The journey was worth taking. They needed assets in the south to know what the Deshmahne were after. Without that knowledge, they were at a disadvantage. If it was only power, that was one thing. If there was something else, they needed to know that as well.

      “Listain knew there was something here,” Endric said.

      “Maybe he just wanted to get rid of you,” Pendin said. He tipped a flask back, taking a long drink.

      Endric grinned at him. Pendin rarely brought any drinks with him on patrol, not like so many men did. “Getting rid of me means getting rid of you, too.”

      Across the fire, Charles laughed before covering his mouth. He was younger than both of them but was a quick study with the sword, and more than that, he was a skilled tracker. He'd grown up in the woods outside of Rondalin and had been chosen several years prior, selected partly because of his tracking ability and partly because of his potential with the sword.

      Pendin frowned. “Don't say that. I've never done anything to upset Listain.”

      “I think your friendship with me is offensive to him.”

      “He doesn't seem to mind your relationship with Senda.”

      Endric shrugged. “He claims not, but why else would he have sent her from the city? I think he was doing everything he could to keep us apart.” He hadn’t shared with Pendin how Listain and Senda were related. Did it even matter?

      Pendin stared at the flames. “Do you think it has anything to do with Urik?”

      “Does what?” Endric asked.

      “This. All of it. Do you think Senda’s capture has anything to do with him? She had said she found him in Thealon. What if something she did drew his attention so that he went after her?”

      “I think you're giving too much credit to Urik.”

      “Am I? My mother sure seemed to think that he was capable of something like this. She made it seem as if she intended to use him in some way.”

      Elizabeth had alluded to the fact that she believed Urik was capable of coordinating something more. What if he were using the Ravers for another plot against the Deshmahne?

      If that were the case, there should've been some evidence of him.

      But if that were the case, why Senda rather than someone else—unless what Listain claimed about Senda’s obscurity was truer than he realized. If it were Urik, it seemed he should be more concerned with Listain. That had been the reason he had captured him, confining him to the strange teralin throne, and had intended to use him for some purpose.

      Unless Urik knew Senda was Listain’s niece.

      Endric doubted that. More likely was that he knew Senda worked directly with Listain. “I don't know what to make of it. We need to keep looking, and eventually we’ll find them.”

      “If we don't?” Pendin asked.

      Across the fire, Charles looked up. His eyes had a haunted expression, one that reminded Endric of Listain’s face after the attack. The Denraen were soldiers, but they weren't invincible. Most of the time, they maintained peace by their presence. Rarely was there anything more.

      Endric was sorry he wasn't there for the men when they needed him. And now he headed out again, this time to see what he could discover of Senda’s capture.

      Was that the best use of his talents?

      “We’ll give it another day or two. If we don't find any evidence of their trail, we’ll turn back and get word to Dendril.” Endric hated it, but it would have to be enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next two days went much like the last, each day racing across the flatlands, keeping their eyes open for signs of a small army's crossing, but never finding anything. They made good time, traveling straight across the ground, until they found a narrow road cutting through. When they reached it, Endric paused, looking for signs of something else that might've passed through here. There was nothing. Rather than cutting across the land, he guided the men to follow the road, thinking that if nothing else, it would make travel easier.

      Near evening, Endric noted a strange change to the angle of the grasses.

      Before, they were all blown over, the heavy winds that gusted through here bending the blades in a uniform direction. Now, some bent the other direction, away from the direction of the wind.

      He pointed to Pendin, motioning toward the grass. He slowed their horses while looking at it until they it became clear that it was more than just his imagination. “What do you think?” he asked Pendin.

      Pendin shrugged. “I think we need to investigate. It's the only thing we’ve found so far.”

      “That’s what I think as well.”

      They headed across the grasses, cutting off the road, following the change in the direction. It was subtle, and at times Endric wondered if he were only imagining it, but the farther they went, the more obvious it became that something had passed through here.

      “It’s probably only local farmers,” Pendin said.

      “The tracks are too evenly spaced to be farmers,” Charles said. He’d taken the lead when they had veered off the road, using his expertise with tracking.

      “Maybe they’re well-trained farmers,” Pendin suggested.

      A couple of the other Denraen chuckled.

      They continued through the grasses, the sun gradually setting. As they traveled, Endric started to question whether this was a good idea, thinking that perhaps they should have more men with him. This was a scouting mission; that was how Listain was able to justify it. Were Dendril to ask, Endric had followed his commanding officer’s orders. He needed patience, but he also needed information.

      “The tracks are getting closer together here,” Charles said.

      “What does that mean?” Endric asked.

      “Usually, it means that they’re slowing. In this case…” He shrugged. “I can't tell you how many there are. More than a dozen. Possibly twice that.”

      If that were true, then it wasn't the several hundred soldiers. Had they split up after capturing Senda? The commander had made no qualms about sending Endric south. What would they achieve by splitting up?

      “We should move carefully,” Endric suggested. “If they've slowed, then we should slow.”

      Charles nodded. He pointed in the distance. In the fading light of day, sunlight streamed off the golden blades of grass, scattering it into shades of red and orange. Under other circumstances, Endric would have found it beautiful. Under these circumstances, he was left with an edge of tension.

      “How close do you think we are?” Pendin asked Charles.

      The tracker squinted, furrowing his brow. He ran one hand through his messy blond hair. “I can't tell. It could be that we are almost up to them, but it could be that we’ve not even come close. Like I said, it's not clear.”

      Endric motioned to stop. He handed his reins to Pendin and nodded toward Charles. “Come with me. We’re going by foot from here.”

      “Endric,” Pendin began. “Are you really sure that's right? The last time you did that, you were—”

      “I know what I was. Just as I know what needs to be done here. We need answers. And we’re scouting. If we come in too quickly and make our presence known, we run the risk of either getting ourselves captured or having them harm Senda.”

      “What if it's only farmers?” Pendin asked.

      Endric glared at him. “I think I'm going to have to report you for insubordination.”

      “Only if we survive.”

      “If we’re not back in the next hour, come looking for us,” Endric said. He glanced at the sky, noting the shifting clouds. With the falling sun, determining the passage of time would be difficult, but not impossible. Finding them in the dark would be a challenge.

      “If you're not back in an hour, I'll just return to Listain and tell him that you promoted me.”

      “You're welcome to it,” he said. “Just be ready for responsibility and to deal with my father.”

      “He has to be better than mine.”

      Endric chuckled as he shook his head, starting into the grasses after Charles. It was strange to think that Pendin might be right; his parents might be worse than Endric's father. At least Dendril encouraged Endric, or he did now. Before Andril had died, Dendril had been less encouraging, but Endric suspected his father still wanted nothing but the best for him. He would have wanted him to succeed. He had been willing to risk his own reputation to help his son.

      He didn't have that same sense from Pendin's father. The man seemed disappointed that Pendin hadn't followed him into the mines. After experiencing the mines—and only twice—Endric understood why Pendin wouldn't have wanted that life for himself. Yet Pendin's mother could have found a different way for her son, only she had not.

      Endric had few enough memories of his own mother, only that she had left him when he was young. Dendril never spoke of her. Endric had talked to Andril once, asking his brother about their mother, but Endric wasn't even certain how much Andril had known.

      They raced forward, hurrying through the grasses, with Endric following Charles. The younger man moved swiftly, pausing every so often to study the ground, searching for patterns there. Endric waited, trying to remain patient but cognizant of the time they spent as well. The longer they remained here, the longer that they spent tracking, the more likely it was that Pendin would bring the rest of the men after him. He didn’t want to risk that, not without knowing what they might find.

      As they neared a gentle rise, Charles raised his hand, motioning for them to stop.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. There’s something here that doesn’t seem right.”

      “The tracks?”

      Charles looked up at him. “It’s more than—”

      An arrow pierced his throat, and Charles collapsed in a spray of blood.

      Endric dropped.

      He checked Charles, but the man was gone, already bleeding out.

      Where was the archer?

      He crawled forward, needing to keep low to avoid drawing attention. They knew he was here, and there might be little he could do to avoid detection. His best chance would be to remain low to the ground and move away from Charles so that wherever the attack had come from, they wouldn’t have a way of finding him.

      Judging from the angle, the arrow had come from the north.

      The fact that they would attack like that told Endric that they were close but close to what? Had they gotten too close to something they weren’t supposed to find? Was there something more here that he didn’t understand?

      Endric unsheathed a pair of his boot knives, clutching them in each hand as he crawled. They would be more effective than a sword here, especially if he had to attack from a distance. At least with the knives, he could throw them.

      He heard a sound through the grasses.

      He froze.

      He listened, straining to hear some sound of another attacker, but heard nothing more.

      He waited.

      They had to be close. The arrow could have come from a distance—but given the deadly accuracy, he wasn’t sure that it had. That meant they were likely close by, though how had they managed to sneak up on Charles and himself?

      There came another rustling sound.

      This time, Endric was certain what he heard. It was near enough that he could tell which direction it had come from, and near enough that he could tell that whoever had made the sound was coming his way.

      He waited.

      The grasses bent. It was a soft popping sound, one that could have been nothing more than the wind but was too repetitive to be only the wind. There came with it something of a sigh, a steady breathing that the attacker tried to obscure but failed.

      He waited.

      The other person crawled toward him. They had to be crawling because Endric didn’t see anyone above the waist-high grasses. The long blades were enough to conceal.

      They would be enough to hide an entire army.

      Endric’s heart fluttered.

      Could that be what had happened? Had they come across the army here?

      If true, they were in more trouble than he realized.

      He didn’t move.

      The grasses shifted near him, parting close to his face.

      He sprung.

      His knife flashed, stabbing into the chest of his attacker, driving the man back down into the grass.

      It happened quickly, but not quickly enough. There was a steady rustling in the grass, and he knew that he’d drawn attention.

      Others suddenly converged.

      Endric could hear several others but found it difficult to track just how many. More than a couple. As shapes appeared, he feared that it might be a half dozen. More. Enough that he wouldn’t be able to withstand them on his own.

      Grabbing his knife, he readied for his next attack. He would be ready.

      The movement ceased.

      They were near. He could feel the change in the temperature here, as if their presence had heated the air. He could almost hear them breathing and could practically feel the steady rhythm of their heartbeats, a drumming that drew him toward them.

      Endric could wait and see what came at him, or he could fight.

      What kind of choice was that?

      He’d already attacked one man and been forced to kill. Did they deserve to die?

      If they had abducted Senda for nefarious reasons, he had to think that they did. He was Denraen, tasked with keeping the peace. These men wanted something other than peace.

      But Endric didn’t love the idea of killing.

      He enjoyed practicing with his sword and enjoyed perfecting that ability, but using it, taking it to the next step where he was forced to use those skills against another man, that troubled him. Was that natural, or was that a deficiency on his part?

      Endric wondered what his father would say were he to ask. Would he chide him and offer another mysterious lesson, or would there be something less than that? Would he demote him, raising another who would be more willing to fight as the Denraen needed?

      Those thoughts flittered through his mind, leaving him with questions and a feeling of inadequacy.

      Endric shook them off.

      Where had that doubt come from? That wasn’t like him, even in his worst moments.

      He didn’t care to fight any more than was necessary, but he wasn’t alone of the Denraen to feel that way. They prized the peace they stood for, but that didn’t mean the soldiers of the Denraen didn’t understand that they had another role to play, one that meant that they might be asked to fight, that they might need to kill. It wasn’t something they did lightly, but it was something they trained for and were skilled in.

      More doubt crept through him, and he took a deep breath, pushing the thoughts away, and attacked.

      He rolled to his right, toward what he thought was the nearest of the potential attackers. As he did, he flushed the man out, sending him scrambling back.

      Endric thrust with his knife, jabbing and then slicing at the same time, swinging around with a hard arc meant to harm whoever might be there. He heard a grunt and lunged forward.

      This time, he didn’t have the same advantage of surprise. He might have caught the last man off guard, but this one knew something had changed.

      Endric stayed low, hidden in the grasses. That was as much advantage as anything.

      When he neared, he found a knife pointed at him.

      Rolling to the side, he avoided the knife and collided with another attacker.

      He stabbed and this time, he caught the other man in the side. He jabbed again for good measure, kicking him away. Endric turned toward the other attacker and kicked again, managing to send him tumbling away.

      Someone grabbed at his ankle.

      Endric kicked, spinning around as he did, thankful for the lessons in hand to hand combat from Listain. In close combat like this, he wouldn’t fare so well without them. It was something he had to thank Listain for if he survived.

      Someone neared, and he jabbed with his knife, sliding to his left as he did. Another attack came toward his head, and he flipped his legs around, spinning so that he caught the man in the temple, knocking him down.

      How many remained?

      There was no other movement.

      Endric paused, his breathing heavy as he strained to listen, worried that something else might come at him. If it did, he would be ready.

      None did.

      He let out a breath and surveyed the grasses around him. The attack had disrupted them, leaving a pattern, a trampled patch where he and the others had been. Endric would have to move, would have to get to Pendin and the other Denraen before they were noticed.

      Unless they already had been.

      There was the possibility that someone else had been here, that someone had managed to get away.

      If that were the case, then the rest of the army they approached would already know.

      Had he placed Senda in more danger?

      He’d come hoping to help discover what had happened, thinking that if nothing else, he would find a way to sneak in and try to rescue her, but maybe he would be the reason she was harmed.

      Endric crouched, keeping his head low as he looked around, but saw nothing around him. There was no sign of movement.

      He stared at the grasses, scanning them, looking for something, and finally found it, snaking its way toward the east.

      A narrow trail.

      It continued to move, quickly streaking away from him.

      Endric debated. Did he return to Pendin or did he go after the escaping attacker?

      Pendin was safe already. If he did nothing, Senda might not be.

      That was answer enough.

      He hurried east.
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      The air hung with the scent of the grasses crunching beneath his boots. Endric stalked carefully forward, keeping himself in a slight crouch, making certain not to leave his neck exposed and risk what had happened to Charles. He didn’t think that he’d get ambushed that way again, but he wasn’t certain either way and wouldn’t risk taking any chances.

      Walking this way made his body stiff and achy, but better that than dead.

      The line through the grass continued to the east. Now that he’d gotten comfortable following it, he found it easier and he made a point of making large steps every so often, leaving a distinct print in the grass as he trampled it while moving east, wanting Pendin to have an easier time following him. In his mind, that was the only thing keeping him going.

      Where was this army?

      It would have to be close. These men were afoot, and they had seemed to know that they were followed, which told Endric that they wouldn’t have been camped too far away. If they had, they would have risked exposing themselves sooner, or not coming across anyone at all. The men he’d killed had been scouts, sentries. They had to have been.

      And he had to catch the last one before he reached the others.

      As the night wound on, darkness growing around him, he could no longer easily tell if he gained on the other man. It was possible that he would be the one caught now, rather than the opposite.

      Yet Endric pressed on. If he didn’t, he feared what would happen to Senda and how they would use her. Already he feared what they intended with her. She had been the target, and though he didn’t understand why, he needed to know what they were after.

      The longer he went, the more he began to question. Did this have to do with the reason she’d been gone from the city? Had she endangered herself more than they had known? Listain would never tell him, and because of that, he doubted that Senda would share either, but if he did manage to rescue her, he would find out why she’d been targeted.

      By the time the thin crescent of moon appeared in the sky, finally giving some silver light to the increasing darkness, there came the rustle of grasses signaling movement ahead of him.

      It was subtle, but he’d been trying to remain as quiet as possible, using every bit of his training to move through the grasses as silently as he could.

      He slowed and steadied his breathing, making certain that he had one hand on his knives. Two others were slipped into his belt. If he were abducted again, he wouldn’t have anything in his boots to use, but this wasn’t a time to plan for that kind of failure.

      A shadow appeared against the grasses.

      Endric raced toward them, jumping as the figure turned.

      He drove his fist into the figure’s cheek, knocking him down. They rolled, the grasses crushing beneath them, and he pummeled the other as he went until the other guy stopped moving.

      Endric shifted, getting off the other person, and crouched.

      It was a man about his age. Dark hair hung to his shoulders, and he had a close-cut beard that would hide any scars. The man was dressed in black and had a sword sheathed at his side.

      Something drew him to examine the sword.

      As he did, he suppressed a soft gasp.

      The blade was black teralin, the kind that he’d seen the Deshmahne possess.

      He sliced at the man’s sleeves, pulling them up to reveal his forearms, but saw no tattoos, none of the markings of the Deshmahne.

      Why would this man have a teralin sword?

      And what did that mean?

      He scanned the area around him, searching for movement, but there was none. Endric expected that he had to be close to the rest of the troops but wasn’t certain exactly how much father he would have to go to reach them.

      He’d felt the strange surging doubt when facing the men before. Was this the reason?

      Was that what Senda knew?

      Listain hadn’t shared, but the damn spymaster knew something. How much did he endanger the Denraen by not sharing with them?

      Unless Listain didn’t know.

      Had Senda kept it from him?

      The idea troubled him. Why would Senda have kept that from Listain? What secret did she fear that she would keep this from him?

      Probably the same reason Dendril had hesitated sharing with Endric what he had planned for Urik, the same reason Dendril maneuvered to get Endric out of the city and into the south. They both could be useful there, gathering those who might be able—and willing—to serve as informants—but it was more about preventing Listain and himself from acting rashly.

      What if they needed to act more decisively?

      Could this be why Urik had gone to Thealon?

      There might be teralin there, especially given the Magi claims that it helped speak to the gods. Endric imagined the priests thinking to use it to grant them the same ability. If there was someone who managed to shift its polarity, who could charge it, what would happen?

      Probably the same as had happened with the Deshmahne.

      They would gain dangerous abilities, but they would also be tainted by it, left darkened the way that Novan and Brohmin had been.

      Endric felt like he suddenly was working from the wrong assumptions. He needed more information. First, he needed to find Senda, but then what would he do?

      There were others who could help, others who were not Listain, if he could even reach the man in time, but Endric didn’t know how to find Novan—or Brohmin—easily. They would need to help, especially if this had anything to do with the teralin.

      Endric made quick work of binding the man’s wrists and ankles, using strips cut from the other man’s tunic. He left the teralin sword alone, not wanting to touch it, fearing the effect it might have on him. Even this close, he could feel its pressure on him and understood why he had felt the sense of darkness before he had attacked. That had been the influence of the sword, but he’d managed to push it away. He would have to find a way to continue pushing that influence away, if he could.

      As he worked, the man began to slowly awaken.

      Endric held a knife to the man’s throat. Unlike when he’d been captured the last time and had managed to escape by capturing his captor, he wouldn’t hesitate to take this man’s life. How could he, when the man had a black teralin sword?

      “I can tell that you’re awake,” Endric said.

      The man shook his head, meeting Endric’s eyes. He had more spirit than the last man he’d faced. Endric didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.

      “Where’s your camp?” he asked.

      “You won’t reach it alive. They’ll kill you and those with—”

      Endric leaned forward, touching the tip of his knife to the man’s throat so that it drew a small drop of blood. “I think you should settle yourself and remember where you are. Now. Where is the camp?”

      “You won’t be able to stop it.”

      “What makes you think I intend to stop anything?”

      “Isn’t that why you’re here? The Denraen thinking to solve all the problems in the north? You would crush those with power so that you’re the only one with any.”

      “The only person I intend to crush is you. And the person who abducted my friend.”

      The man started to smile, a dangerous expression that began to spread across his face. “You won’t be able to reach the commander. He is too well protected.”

      “Why her?”

      “It’s not my plan to share.”

      Endric pressed with the sword. “I have this near your throat, but let’s say I cough—or sneeze—or anything other than hold the knife steady, what do you think will happen? Will your commander be able to protect you then?” He pulled back, leaning back on his heels, waiting.

      The man licked his lips nervously. “There is a price on her.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Who has the price?”

      “A priest. That’s all I know.”

      Endric frowned. “No priest would place a price on someone like that.”

      The man flicked his gaze to the sword briefly before licking his lips again. “Maybe not that you know, but the priests do whatever they need to protect the church.”

      Could this be tied to Urik?

      It seemed impossible, but the man had gone to Thealon. There were plenty of reasons for him to be in Thealon, especially if he intended to instigate another attack on the Deshmahne, but would he be able to hide as a priest?

      Yet… he’d already hidden as a historian and as Denraen, what was one more organization for him to betray on his vendetta?

      “Where is this priest?” Endric asked.

      “I don’t know. Last we saw him was along the border.”

      “What border?”

      “What border? The one we’re on. Between Thealon and Gom Aaldia. I haven’t seen him since, though the commander might have. I don’t know.”

      Endric pulled back his knife. He wasn’t going to kill this man, but he might need him for more answers.
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      Endric crept forward through the grass, moving as silently as he could. He left the soldier behind, not willing to risk dragging him along. The kindest thing would have been to finish them off, but Endric didn't know whether he had been kind by not doing that, or if he had been lenient. Either way, he left the man behind, choosing not to take one more life. If all went well, he would return and drag the man with him back to Listain and the rest of the Denraen.

      At this point, he was tired from the day spent not only racing toward Senda, but also fatigue from the fighting and how long he'd been awake. His mind felt foggy, and he forced himself to stay alert. If he drifted off now, if he lost his focus and concentration, Senda would suffer. Endric was determined not to allow that to happen. He would fight for her and do all that was necessary to get her to safety.

      In the distance, he saw the cluster of trees like the man had promised.

      Endric slowed. This was where he was going to find the camped army. When he did, he wasn't certain what he would do next. Would he run in blindly and capture the commander? Did he try to rescue Senda and leave it at that.? Was there anything more that he could do?

      Endric moved more slowly now. The camp was here, if the man hadn’t deceived him completely, and he could observe them—see what he could find—and then decide whether it was safe for him to move forward or if he needed to wait for more Denraen.

      What of any additional scouts? So far there had been none, but it was possible he would find others, especially as he neared the camp.

      A soft breeze gusted through, leaving him with a slight chill. The cold helped his mind, clearing it enough that he found himself more alert.

      Endric surveyed the land, taking in the undulating curves and able to see the campsite. This wasn't what he thought that he would find. He counted the tents, taking in nearly one hundred in all. A small fire crackled in the center. This was not a group of men who were trying to hide their presence.

      Endric crept closer, staying low, only his head above the grasses. As he did, he heard soft laughter. He saw nothing else. No movement around him.

      Doubt crept in again.

      What did he hope to accomplish? What did he think he could do by coming here by himself? This was a mistake. Much like risking himself for Senda was a mistake. Would she have done the same for him? Unlikely. She had hidden her assignments from him, not even sharing with him how she served the Denraen.

      He should be angrier about that. And he was, wasn't he?

      Endric shook the question away, clearing his mind.

      He recognized the influence for what it was—something that was unnatural, not coming from him but from the teralin, the same influence that he had felt when he first encountered the other scout, the same as what he’d felt when facing the Deshmahne. As he had then, he had to ignore that sense.

      As much as he wanted to ignore it, he struggled. It continued to press into him, slowly sneaking through his defenses, leaving it so that he had no choice but to acknowledge the fears that were coming to him. They were not his—at least not those he wanted to accept.

      Endric took a few studying breaths, pushing away the dark thoughts.

      They faded slowly, like he peeled off a scab, leaving his mind raw and on edge.

      At least he knew he was in the right place.

      For him to have those sentiments meant he was where he needed to be, even if there wouldn't be anything that he could do.

      What was Senda doing? How did she withstand the pressure from this? He couldn't even imagine being able to withstand it indefinitely. Fending it off now was hard enough; she would have to be subjected to it perpetually while trapped by the Ravers, much like Listain would have been while trapped on the teralin throne.

      His resolve intensified. Endric had to save her. She couldn't remain trapped like this, subjected to this torment.

      Was this how they thought to gain the attention of the Deshmahne or was it something else? Did they intend to use this power to challenge them?

      That fit better with how he could anticipate Urik using them, but he didn't understand how, not yet.

      Endric stayed low, remaining hidden. It was late and fairly dark, keeping him concealed, which made movement easy. He didn't know how much longer he would be able to maintain his position without getting caught. All he knew was that he needed to move quickly and find a way to learn where Senda was.

      Maybe there was more he could accomplish. If he could find the commander, it was possible to counter their intended attack, especially if they intended to attack the Denraen.

      Endric noted movement near the center of the camp. He remained motionless on the edge of the camp, having crept as close as he felt comfortable at this point. Nothing else came.

      They had made a mistake not tramping down all the grasses around their campsite. It was a mistake the Denraen would not have made. Then again, these weren't professional soldiers.

      The rest of the camp was quiet. Endric suspected most of the men were sleeping. Movement from a patrol neared and then circled around him. Endric crawled forward once the patrol was past, moving toward the tent at the center.

      As he neared it, he thought he heard movement and froze.

      What was he doing trying to sneak into the camp this way? He should probably wait and let himself be caught. What other choice did he have? Why did he think he could get Senda free? Why did he think he could challenge the commander? He was nothing.

      They were dark thoughts.

      Teralin thoughts.

      Endric recognized them and pushed them away.

      The teralin here must be potent for him to experience it this way, as potent as when he’d confronted the Deshmahne.

      That meant he was close. Near enough that he wanted to sprint to the tent, but he forced himself to remain cautious. Moving too quickly would draw attention.

      Endric reached the opening to the tent.

      He paused. Not this way.

      He circled around, reaching the back of the tent, and made a slit in the canvas with one of his knives. He pulled the canvas up far enough to crawl underneath.

      He blinked a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the change in the lighting. Inside, a dimmed lantern glowed softly.

      Something about the lantern caught his eye. He stared at it a moment before he realized what it was: It reminded him of what the miners used when he’d gone through the tunnels with Pendin into the university.

      There had to be a connection, but he didn't have time to think through it. Not until after he rescued Senda.

      The tent was large enough for several people, but there was only a single pallet rolled across the ground. A dark-haired man slept on it, occasionally snoring. In the corner was a metal crate with thick slabs of dark metal. Senda was curled inside, her body bent to fit inside. Her staff leaned against the canvas. Somehow she managed to sleep.

      Endric debated slitting the man's throat to take the keys but decided against it. He still needed answers.

      There was another option.

      Listain had taught him a technique about how to crush a man's throat. Endric had never practiced it and didn't want to fully crush this man's throat, only wanted to keep him from alerting anyone else.

      Endric steeled himself as he crawled toward the pallet. The sleeping man tilted his head back and started to stir, his eyes flickering open.

      Endric sliced at him with his open palm, catching him in the throat with the edge of his hand as Listain had taught. The man gasped, tried to take a breath, but failed. Endric covered his mouth and nose with his hands, holding him.

      The man struggled, kicking.

      If he did nothing, he would raise too much attention. Endric flipped his legs on top of the other man's legs, pinning him in place. He held onto his nose and mouth until the kicking slowed, holding longer until it ceased altogether.

      Endric cut strips from the sheets, binding the man's hands and feet, and then stuffed another strip into his mouth. He would deal with the man later.

      He looked around the inside of the tent, finding no sign of keys. He checked the man he bound, searching for anything on him, but there were none.

      He would have to try another approach to freeing Senda.

      He approached the cage, holding his knife, and jammed it into the lock. Endric wriggled it side to side until the lock snapped.

      Senda awoke with a start and jerked against the cage, staring at Endric as if unable to believe that he was there.

      “Endric?”

      Endric raised a finger to his lips. “Quiet. I’m going to see what I can do to get you out of here.”

      Senda shook her head. “You can't. I'm close now.”

      “Close?”

      Her eyes drifted past him and widened when they fell upon the man he had bound, leaving unconscious.

      “Oh, Endric. What have you done?”

      “What have I done? I'm here to save you.”

      “And by saving me, you're risking our chance to finally know who’s leading the Ravers.”

      “This was Listain’s assignment?”

      “No. Dendril asked this of me if I had the chance.”

      Anger simmered within Endric. His father knew his feelings about Senda. “That’s why you wanted to go?”

      Senda shook her head. “Finding Urik was beneficial, but we've been looking for information about the Ravers for a while. They've gained power in the time since the Deshmahne appeared. Listain wasn't able to find anything about them, and Dendril tasked me with it. And now we've lost our opportunity.”

      Endric swore under his breath.

      His father had known, and Endric’s urgency to help Senda had cost the Denraen. Once again, Endric's lack of patience was a problem.

      Thankfully, Listain had shared in that sense.

      “I couldn't leave you like this. Not when they have negatively charged teralin.”

      “If you don't leave me, we won't find anything about who's leading them.”

      “We will if we bring him with us,” Endric said. He motioned toward the captive man. Somehow they would have to get through the camp with the man bound and gagged without getting discovered. Endric wasn't certain how they would manage that. Only that he knew they needed to.

      Endric reached into the cage and pulled Senda out. She seemed to take his hand reluctantly. A pained look crossed her face as she exited the cage and grabbed her staff and leaned on it.

      “Was it just you?” she asked.

      “It wasn't supposed to be. I snuck away, bringing a few men who were willing to come with me. I came into some trouble when I was making my way toward here and lost one of the men.” Losing Charles had been his fault. They had been too eager making their way toward the camp without paying attention to what might be around them. “When we were attacked, I had to make a choice. Either I turned back, returned to Pendin and the others, or kept going. I decided to keep going, knowing that if I didn't, I’d miss out on the opportunity to find you.”

      “Now that you're here, what you propose to do so that we can get free?”

      Slinging the unconscious man over his shoulders, Endric made his way to the tent edge he had slit open. He crouched down, dragging the man through the opening in the tent, and peeked his head through. Nothing moved.

      He pulled back and glanced up at Senda. “Do you think you're well enough?”

      Senda tapped him lightly on the backside. “I can keep up.”

      Endric watched her and couldn't help but note the troubled expression she wore. He had made a mistake, had forced his way here thinking to rescue her, but Senda hadn't wanted rescuing.

      What would Dendril say about this mistake?

      He tried not to think about it, but Elizabeth’s words came back into his head. He had to plan better than Urik. Right now, he couldn’t even plan better than his father.

      Endric ducked outside, dragging the man with him. He tried to do so quietly and had reached the edge of the camp when he heard a shout.

      Senda was behind him, and her eyes widened. “This will be interesting.”

      Endric followed the direction of her gaze, noting dozens of men coming their way.
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      The men converging on them would be too many. Even in the darkness of night, little more than the firelight gleaming off their swords, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to withstand them for long. He could buy Senda time. If he were lucky, he would be able to escape after her.

      “Take him and run west. Pendin will be there. He was going to follow. I don't know if he would've given up, but I tried to make enough tracks that they could still follow us even when it got dark.”

      Senda shook her head. “I'm not leaving without you. You were stupid enough to come after me. Now it’s my turn to be stupid enough to remain with you. We’re both going, or neither of us is.”

      She met his eyes, and he knew that she wouldn’t change her mind. She could be as stubborn as him sometimes.

      Endric flipped the Raver over his shoulder, unsheathed his sword, and hurried west with Senda on his heels. It was no use keeping low, trying to keep a low profile. At this point, all he needed to do was find speed.

      “They're gaining on us,” Senda said.

      Endric could only nod. He could practically feel them gaining.

      They neared a change in the contour of the land. Wind whipped around them, carrying the scent of the grasses and something else, a foulness that was almost bitter. Endric staggered, stumbling as he did.

      He was forced to drop the man. Endric noted a concerned expression on Senda’s face. “If they’re only after you, I need you to run. You need to get back to my father and let him know what you might've heard and observed.”

      “Endric—”

      He shook his head. “I can slow them. I can buy you time.”

      “I said that we both were getting away.”

      “And I’m ordering you to go.”

      Senda glared at him before nodding slowly. She hazarded a glance over her shoulder, then took off, at first running slowly, then at a sprint. Endric took a deep breath, trying not to watch her disappear, leaving him to certain death as Ravers bore down on him.

      He had needed her to leave him. If she hadn't, they both would die. This way, she could escape and get word to Dendril. She may not believe it, but he suspected she was more valuable to the Denraen than he was.

      Endric squeezed the hilt of his sword, preparing.

      Then the first of the Ravers was upon him.

      Endric attacked, slashing, falling into the catahs he had worked on with his father. He danced from pattern to pattern, cutting and slicing. He took down five men before they recognized he was a greater threat than they had expected.

      Endric kept himself stationed around the Raver lying on the ground, the man he hoped was the commander. If he survived, they needed answers. He would do everything to ensure they got them.

      Men streamed toward him.

      There were too many. How long would he be able to resist?

      He had to hold out.

      If nothing else, his time practicing with his father had taught him that he did have incredible swordsmanship. He might not be at the same level as his father, and he might not be anywhere near the swordsman that Brohmin had been, but he was not without his own ability.

      Endric darted forward, catching them off guard, and forced his attackers back.

      They formed a ring around him.

      Endric lunged forward, taking out one man before spinning, moving on to the next. He danced, moving from catah to catah, the forms flowing.

      As they did, everything seemed to slow for him.

      It had happened before while practicing, but not like his father promised it would. Endric was able to anticipate movements, note small twitches from his opponents, and use that to help him anticipate where they might attack next. He slashed, catching one man in the throat, the next in the arm, one on the leg. All began to fall.

      Endric's strength was failing, but he was not about to give up.

      More men continued to come.

      He would fight. He would take out as many as he could before falling. He would give Senda time; he would allow her to escape. His death would mean something.

      Endric screamed.

      His voice carried across the night sky, echoing loudly.

      He spun, the blade catching the faint moonlight, making it practically seem to glow. He ducked, noting an attack, jabbing up with the sword and slicing. Each attack flowed from one to the next.

      His arms began to become heavy.

      He didn't know how much longer he would be able to hold on.

      For Senda. He would do it for Senda.

      The attackers pressed in closer.

      There seemed to be an urgency to them now. It was almost as if they noticed that he was failing. They pushed forward, getting closer now, and a sword cut through his cloak. Pain streaked up his arm.

      Endric screamed again.

      He switched arms, fighting with his off hand. He rarely fought with his right, but now that he'd been slowed on the left, he would use that side as well, anything to buy Senda more time.

      The attackers’ urgency increased.

      Endric realized something: Not only did the urgency increase, but he heard shouts in the distance.

      Was that someone calling his name?

      Endric spun and slashed as he listened.

      Could it be Pendin?

      Hope surged in his chest. Endric fought with renewed passion, renewed energy. If it was Pendin, he couldn't fall now. He needed to help his friend and needed to help the other Denraen escape.

      And what of Senda? Could she have reached safety?

      Endric was determined to see that she did.

      His mouth was dry and tasted of blood. Still, he fought, unwilling to give up.

      Once more, his strength failed.

      There were still five men near him. Most were younger, and he suspected they weren't nearly as skilled as the first attackers.

      Endric surged toward them, swinging in one rapid arc, cutting them down.

      He staggered.

      Endric fell backward, landing on top of a body. Was this a man he'd killed, or was it someone who still lived and would find a knife and might step in with it?

      Then he saw a staff spinning, whizzing near him, smacking the remaining figures.

      Senda?

      The night fell silent.

      The figure leaned close to him, smelling of a hint of pine and rain, and Endric let out a nervous laugh that caused pain to run through his body.

      “Historian? What are you doing here?”

      Novan reached a hand toward him and noted Endric’s bleeding sleeve before shifting his help to grab him under the elbow. “Apparently, I'm helping one Denraen take down an entire Raver army.”

      Endric stood, panting. He looked around and realized that a few of the Ravers still lived, but they were bound and held by Pendin and the rest of the Denraen who had come with them. Senda was there, leaning on her staff, standing in front of three of the Ravers.

      “How is it that you're here?” Endric asked Novan.

      “Come, let us find a better place to sit. Then we can have our answers.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They set up camps near a copse of trees, far enough away from the Raver camp that they wouldn't draw the attention of any of the soldiers who might still be there, though Endric doubted many remained. The Denraen had taken nearly two dozen men prisoner.

      Novan had helped determine where they would camp, and none had been interested or willing to challenge him. For the most part, Endric knew Novan would lead them wisely. He’d proven that during their previous journey together, showing a willingness to not only lead but to know what needed to happen.

      “Why are you here?” Endric asked the historian.

      His bandaged arm still throbbed where he'd been cut. The gash was fairly deep, and he would need to have it stitched eventually, but he didn't have supplies for that.

      The historian glanced at his arm before reaching into a pouch and pulling out a fold of leather. As he did, he glanced around. “Perhaps I am here for the same reason that you are.”

      “Teralin?”

      Novan’s eyes narrowed. “You saw it?”

      “And sensed it.” When Novan frowned, Endric sighed. “More than once. There have been several men who were armed with teralin swords. The first time I encountered one, I didn't recognize the effects at first.”

      Novan nodded. “The Deshmahne had been the only ones willing to claim such blades.”

      “Why?” Endric asked.

      Senda took a seat next to him, crossing her legs and leaning on her elbows so that she propped her head up. She glanced from Endric to Novan. “You're the historian?”

      Novan offered a slight smile. “And you are Listain’s student,” he said.

      Senda's eyes widened slightly, enough of a mark of surprise that Endric had to wonder if Senda’s working with Listain was supposed to be a secret. Most within the Denraen knew that she worked with him. Then again, that was Listain’s reason for concern. He thought it important to have some secrecy with the network. Having most know that Senda worked with him prevented that secrecy.

      “You shouldn't be here, Historian,” Senda said.

      Novan arched brow. “Oh? Where should I be?”

      “Have you been following us?”

      “I'll admit that there are reasons to follow my friend Endric here,” Novan said. “But I have not been tracking him.”

      “Teralin?” Endric asked.

      Novan nodded, and Senda sighed. “Why are you following the teralin?”

      Novan scanned the cluster of Raver prisoners sitting near what was now the center of their camp. The men were all bound, and three Denraen stood guard over them. They would be taking watch half the night to keep their prisoners closely guarded. Somehow, they would have to march them toward a Denraen patrol or find a way to keep them confined. It would be a slow slog, one that Endric was not looking forward to.

      “The knowledge of that metal should not have escaped. Now it has twice.”

      “You mean the Deshmahne, and now these men?” Endric asked.

      Novan nodded. “If it were only the Deshmahne, that would be bad enough. They are led by a man who…” Novan shook his head. “No matter. The man who leads them has arcane knowledge that has long been lost.”

      “You knew of the teralin. You possess the same knowledge.”

      Novan met his gaze without looking away. “I did. There are those of us who keep such knowledge, holding it safe.”

      The comment reminded Endric of what Elizabeth had said. They were connected, though if Dendril was right, Elizabeth was not as connected to them as she once had been.

      Senda chewed on the inside of her lip. “What is it that you know about this metal?”

      Novan smiled tightly. “That is not for me to share.”

      Senda tipped her head to the side, studying him. “From the sound of your voice, you were trained within the Guild, but you are rumored to have come through the university as well. Is that true?”

      Novan watched her, and Endric wasn't certain whether it was amusement on his face or annoyance. “I have studied many places. The where of it is no longer important.”

      “I think it is. You see, we’ve been following the movements of the Ravers for the last few months. They’re dangerous and guided by someone with knowledge of where to attack for the most damage.”

      “You think to accuse me of these attacks?” Novan asked. “I’ve served the Denraen in ways you will never understand.”

      Senda shrugged. “I'm not sure who to accuse. All I know is that these men appeared within the last two years and their influence and attacks have quickly grown stronger.”

      “Could it have anything to do with Urik?” Endric asked.

      Senda shook her head. “The Ravers appeared before Urik abandoned the Denraen.”

      “And why do you think that excludes that possibility?” Novan asked.

      “Urik wouldn't have had time to work that angle as well,” Senda said.

      Endric thought about what Elizabeth had said. Urik had been planning a long time for his revenge. He had betrayed both the historian guild and the Denraen. Someone like that would have had enough foresight to plan something more, wouldn't they?

      Endric met Novan's gaze. “Is it him? Is that why he was in Thealon?”

      Novan shook his head. “I don't know why he was in Thealon. It could simply be that he thought to convince the church to allow him a reprieve, or it could be that he was using the protections of the church to coordinate his attacks. Whatever it is, know that Urik is a dangerous man. As I told you when I saw you last, Endric, I intend to ensure that he harms no one else the way that he has harmed both the guild and the Denraen.”

      Endric looked beyond Novan, taking in the soldiers. What did it mean for him that the Ravers had begun attacking before Urik had made his move? He had known that Urik was dangerous and that he had acted out of vengeance, but was it possible that he had coordinated this greater attack while trying to still work with the Denraen?

      Could he have planned so far in advance?

      If so, he was even more dangerous than Elizabeth gave him credit for.

      Novan grabbed his injured arm, pulling the sleeve up. He had a needle and thread and began stitching, forcing Endric to grit his teeth while the historian sewed up his injured arm.

      “You mentioned a group of people who protected arcane knowledge.” Endric had to speak to distract himself, otherwise he might scream.

      “There are those who serve, their goal to protect lost knowledge. There are some who can have it and others who should not.”

      “This group is different than the Denraen? Different than the Magi?”

      Novan tipped his head. “There are representatives of both who are a part of this Conclave.”

      Conclave. Endric had heard that term before. “And one from the university?”

      Novan smiled tightly. “We have had representatives from the university in the past as well. All places of scholarship are represented within the Conclave.”

      “And the Deshmahne?” Endric thought he already knew the answer but wanted to confirm.

      “The Deshmahne work outside of the Conclave. They have their own goals, their own objectives. These run contrary to what the Conclave knows is necessary.”

      “Which is?”

      Novan finished stitching Endric's arm and slipped a knife from his belt, slicing off the remaining thread. He took a deep breath, shaking his head. “I have told you more than what I should have were the circumstances different. You have proven yourself more than once, which is why I have even shared this with you. But more than that, you would need to be welcomed into the Conclave to be given that information.”

      Novan’s gaze drifted to Senda. “And the answers you seek are found not within your network of spies, but in another place.”

      Senda’s brow furrowed and her eyes seemed to narrow, taking on some of the shadows of the night. “What do you know about what I search for?”

      “I know you, Senda Lashing. You went to the university thinking to find answers about your family, but the university would not have them.”

      Senda tensed. Endric looked at her, watching her. She never spoke of her family, and other than learning that she attended the University, Endric knew very little about where she had been before she joined the Denraen. It was different than with Pendin, who had grown up in the city and had his own history with his family. All he knew was about Listain, and the connection between them, but nothing more.

      “You think the historian guild will provide the answers I need?”

      Novan shook his head. “The guild won't have those answers either.”

      “What is it? Why are you taunting me like this?”

      Her voice took on a higher pitch as she asked each question, increasingly agitated the more she spoke. Novan had touched on something that bothered her, though Endric couldn't fathom what that might be.

      “You haven't told him, have you?”

      “Told me what?” Endric asked.

      Senda glared at Novan. “Nothing.” She lurched to her feet and started away, leaving Endric staring after her, wondering what Novan might know about her and why she wouldn’t share.
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      Endric awoke to the sound of violence.

      He jerked around in time to see a man slicing through the middle of the captives, cutting all two dozen of them down before Endric could even fully awaken, leaving none left alive. It was early morning, and the sky had begun to creep with a hint of gray, the beginning of the day starting to appear. The fire had burned back to almost nothing.

      Unsheathing as he leaped to his feet, he reached the attacker.

      It was the commander—the man they had captured and bound.

      He turned to Endric, his face contorted in a sneer. “You thought to capture my men?”

      “Why would you slaughter them like this?” Endric asked.

      Where were the Denraen who were supposed to keep watch?

      Pendin had the second watch, and with him would have been at least one of the Denraen. What had happened to them?

      “You would march them toward Vasha where you would confine them. I’ve offered them something else. I’ve released them.”

      “Released? You’ve killed them.”

      “They are released from your torment,” the man said.

      Endric frowned. “Call it whatever you want, but you will pay for your crimes.”

      “I doubt that.”

      The commander darted toward Endric.

      He attacked with a speed that Endric had only seen a few times before. There was power and a dangerous grace to it that Endric couldn’t match. Even his training with Dendril didn’t prepare him for this kind of fighting.

      Endric sank into the patterns, drawing upon them, praying that he could find enough skill to slow the man. He would discover what had happened to the other Denraen later.

      Others in the camp awoke to the sound to their fighting. Senda joined, her staff spinning violently. Endric had practiced with her but had never seen the full brutality of it.

      The commander forced her back.

      Endric darted in, using the opening to try to push him away, but the man simply slapped away Endric’s sword. Endric lunged at him, trying to draw his attention so that Senda could use the opening to attack, but there was no chance. The man simply moved too quickly, his body a blur.

      They wouldn’t be enough.

      He still ached from fighting the night before. His body felt as if it had been through several days of hard marching, and his muscles didn’t react as well as they should have. Yet, even were he at his peak, he didn’t think he would be able to stop this man.

      Senda tripped and fell back.

      The commander smiled darkly, his sword flashing toward her.

      Endric could practically see what would happen, almost a slowing of time as his sword arced toward Senda. Endric would not be fast enough to counter it.

      After everything that she’d been through, he wouldn’t be able to save her.

      He jumped, screaming as he did.

      The suddenness seemed to catch the commander off guard, and he started to turn, giving Senda the time she needed to roll away.

      Endric leaped at him, his sword extended, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to reach the commander without suffering an injury of his own, but if he could slow the man, if he could find some way to delay his attack, he might be able to give Senda a chance to stop him. Then they still could have their answers.

      This time, when the sword came at him, there was nothing that he could do to stop it. Endric twisted, trying to move away from the tip of the dark sword, the teralin that should have been kept from him, but wouldn’t be able to do so quickly enough.

      The sword swung toward him.

      And was stopped.

      Novan stood in front of the commander, his long staff glowing softly with a white light.

      Teralin.

      The historian swung his staff, once, twice, each time more quickly than the commander could react, catching him first on his arms, then his legs, dropping him to the ground. A final strike caught the man on the side of the head, enough to knock him out once more.

      Endric righted himself and kicked the teralin sword away from the commander’s grasp. “Thanks,” he said, catching his breath.

      “No thanks are necessary.” Novan scanned the camp, noting the dead soldiers nearby, his nose turned up in something of disgust. “He should not have been able to escape.”

      “I had tied him, but it was strips from his sheets. I should have secured him better.”

      “That should have held. No… This is something else.” Novan went for his pouch before returning, removing a bundle of a slender white rope. He used this to wrap around each of the commanders’ wrists before tying them together and lashing them to his ankles. The knots were stout; Novan had experience tying quality knots.

      Endric pulled the man’s boots from his feet and tossed them to the side.

      Novan arched a brow at him in question.

      Endric shrugged and lifted his boot, slipping a knife from a hidden sheath. “It’s how I escaped when I was captured.”

      “Perhaps I should search for similar boots.”

      “I know someone who might be able to make you some,” Endric said, laughing softly. “Senda?”

      She leaned on her staff but watched Novan with an interested eye. The man had managed to disarm the commander when the two of them had failed. Likely she had the same questions that Endric had, though Endric had long ago decided against asking them. What would it matter, when the historian would choose to answer only what he wanted?

      “Are you harmed?”

      “Thanks to the historian, I’m not.”

      Novan nodded, his gaze sweeping across the ground, seeming to search for hidden answers there.

      “Where’s Pendin?”

      They heard a groan from the far side of the camp, and Endric hurried over to find Pendin with a gash in his side. He clutched his hand to his flank, holding it while moaning. The injury was deep, and Endric had seen others like it that had been fatal.

      “What happened?” Pendin asked.

      “I thought you might know,” Endric said. “The damned man almost managed to escape. I awoke to him slaughtering his men.”

      “How did he reach us? He was bound and out for the night.”

      “Apparently not as well as we thought,” Endric said.

      “Did he… did he escape?”

      Endric shook his head, moving Pendin’s hand from his side so that he could look at the wound. It went into the left side almost cleanly through. As he removed pressure, it continued to bleed, flowing heavily, forcing Endric to replace pressure. “We got him,” Endric said.

      Pendin laid his head back with a sigh. “Good. I thought I might have to beat on you if you let him go. Maybe I would even report you to the general.”

      “Pendin—”

      “Just end him,” Pendin said. “Kill that bastard before he hurts any more Denraen.”

      Pendin breathed heavily, and watching him, Endric didn’t see how he could survive for long. Would they have come as far as they had for Endric to lose his closest friend?

      Novan rested a hand on Endric’s shoulder. “Let me help,” the historian said. “I have some knowledge of healing.”

      “I’ve seen wounds like this. He won’t be able to make it for long,” Endric whispered.

      “Maybe longer than you realize. There are things that I can try,” Novan said, “but you must let me.”

      Endric stepped aside, letting Novan have access to Pendin. He stayed close until Novan glanced up, shaking his head. “You must trust that I know how to help your friend,” he said softly.

      Endric nodded and backed away. “You’ll call for me if you… if you fail?”

      Novan waved a hand, almost as if dismissing the idea.

      Endric started to make a survey of the camp. He found the other two Denraen fallen not far from Pendin, both with their throats slit. Of the Denraen who had come with him, only Pendin still lived, and that was tenuous. He might have rescued Senda, but at what cost?

      Senda joined him as he moved the two Denraen into a better position. They would need to be buried. For that matter, Charles would need to be buried, if they could return to him.

      “Endric,” she started, her voice catching.

      He looked up.

      “You shouldn’t have come for me.”

      “What choice did I have?”

      “You could have followed your orders.”

      Endric stood and took a deep breath. It was the same thing that Listain would say when he returned. Endric risked his command, but this time, he did it for a different reason than before. “I did follow my orders.”

      “No. Your orders were to leave me. Dendril knew what I was after, knew that I was willing to take the risk—”

      “You might have been, but I wasn’t. Listain wasn’t. If we’re not given all the information, how can we make the right decision?”

      “You’re not in a position to have all the information,” Senda said. She watched him, meeting his gaze for a moment before shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. I know you don’t want to hear it—and I don’t want to be the one to tell you—but the Denraen need you to earn your place with them.”

      Endric nodded curtly. “It would have been better for Dendril to have given me a lower title, one more fitting my experience, but instead he placed me as en’raen. I haven’t earned it, Senda, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to earn it.”

      “I know that, but others don’t know you the way that I do.”

      The comment elicited a smile, the first he’d been able to share in some time. “I hope not.”

      She shook her head but grinned just the same. “That’s not what I mean.”

      “I’m doing what I can. My father made a point of sending me from the city so that I wouldn’t go after Urik, and I have done what I can to obey those orders. I will not sit back when Denraen are attacked.”

      “That’s what got you into trouble the last time,” Senda said.

      “No. What got me into trouble the last time was wanting to attack out of a desire for vengeance.”

      “And this isn’t?”

      “Why does everyone keep assuming that I can’t think straight when it comes to Urik?”

      “Because you haven’t proven yourself the most in control of your emotions.”

      “I think that I’ve done well with my emotions. The only time I let them get to me was when you were captured.”

      Senda took his hand. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      “Why were you willing to risk yourself like that?”

      “Because we need answers. The Ravers have grown in size and influence quickly. The Denraen haven’t the manpower to control them, and they migrate too quickly for the northern nations to effectively manage. Dendril thought that if we could infiltrate them, we might be able to obtain information, learn what they planned and who was directing them.”

      “Why do you think they’re directed?”

      “It’s not only me who thinks they’re directed, but Dendril. They’ve attacked Denraen, Endric. Your father knows this.”

      “So have the Deshmahne.” Which made him wonder if they were connected. With both armies having access to teralin, they had to be connected in some way, didn’t they?

      “Only the once, and not since. They claim they were instigated.”

      Endric opened his mouth to object, but Senda shook her head, silencing him.

      “We can only act on what we know. The Deshmahne claim that they had no interest in attacking our men and that it was nothing more than a mistake.”

      “What about the attack on the city?”

      “Rogue priests.”

      Endric sniffed. “That was more than rogue priests.”

      “Probably,” Senda agreed. “But that’s the reason your father is taking a measured approach. The Deshmahne haven’t shown any signs of violence. That would be the only reason your father would attack—it should be the only reason your father would attack.”

      “He knows the threat the Deshmahne pose,” Endric said. “There’s more to it than that.”

      “Maybe,” Senda said. “But the Ravers have been attacking the Deshmahne. That’s the reason we’ve increased patrols in the north.”

      Endric had known about the increased patrols, but not much more than that. Had his father been keeping it from him, or was this something that Listain had? Why send him and Listain south when there was such a threat in the north?

      That would explain why Listain had been as annoyed with the assignment as he had been, and it would also explain why Listain had wanted to ensure that his assets were in position before they departed for the south. The spymaster would want to be informed about what might be taking place in the north while they were gone.

      “And we don’t know why the Ravers have been attacking.”

      “Only that they are coordinated and effective. Now that we have the commander…”

      Would the man be of any use? If he were powered by the teralin, Endric wondered if he would be able to withstand their questioning. The other Ravers he’d caught hadn’t been willing to speak. Whether that was out of fear or for other reasons, he didn’t know.

      He squeezed her hand and pulled her toward the commander.

      “What are you doing?” Senda asked.

      “I’m going to get some answers for you.”

      “Endric—”

      “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? The reason that you’re here? You wanted to know who commanded the Ravers, and you wanted to know more about them. Now is the chance. We have the commander.”

      “And if he doesn’t talk?”

      Endric shook his head, his eyes hard. “I won’t give him that luxury.”

      He stalked across the camp and found the man still bound and seemingly out. Endric nudged him with his booted foot, and the man stiffened, still trying to feign unconsciousness.

      “I see that you’re awake,” Endric said, grabbing the man by the back of his shirt and hoisting him up. He forced the man to meet his eyes.

      The commander glared at him. “What do you think that you’ll get from me?” the man asked. “Do you think that I’ll share my secrets with you? Perhaps you think you can break me. I don’t fear you, Denraen.”

      “I don’t want you to fear me. I want to know who employed you.”

      “No one employs the Ravers,” the man sneered.

      “Someone did, otherwise you wouldn’t have been here. Why attack the Denraen? Why risk it?”

      “Because,” the man said, leaning forward, “attacking the Denraen is easy. You send your patrol out, thinking that your band of fifteen or twenty men is enough to hold some sort of peace, but it’s not. You were lucky when you captured me, but it will not happen again.”

      “Lucky? We managed to capture you twice.”

      “You did not capture me. That damned man did.” He tipped his head toward Novan, who was making his way toward them.

      Endric tossed the commander back onto the ground, leaving him there. There wasn’t much that he would share. He had attacked because he thought that he could get away with it. He had attacked because he had believed that he was able to defeat the Denraen. That was no good reason, but it seemed that it was reason enough for him.

      “Is he—”

      Novan shook his head. “Your friend will live.” He focused on the fallen commander and knelt in front of the man. As he did, he pulled the dark teralin sword out from beneath his cloak and rested it on his knees. “You should not possess this.”

      The commander’s gaze was drawn to it and likely drawn to the way Novan handled the sword with his bare hand. Endric knew what would happen to him while holding the sword that way. The metal—and the polarity—would influence him. He’d seen it happen to the historian before.

      “Novan, do you think you should be doing that?” Endric asked.

      “Since discovering the dangers during the last attack, I have learned a few things as well. One of them involves understanding the effect of the metal’s polarity, as well as how to counter it.”

      He lifted the sword and rested the tip in the ground. Novan pressed on it—Endric had no other word for what he did—and the metal began to hum. It started slowly, building rapidly until the metal started to shimmer. The darkness of the blade began to fluctuate and then began to shift, slowly starting to take on a steady glow.

      Sweat trickled down from Novan’s forehead, and he ignored it.

      Endric could feel something changing as Novan pressed on the sword.

      It was a shifting, as if he could feel the polarity—the darkness of the metal—begin to change. Slowly, very slowly at first, the metal began to turn from dark to a faint silver. It shimmered again, this time taking on a swirl of colors. Novan held whatever it was that he was doing, maintaining it for long moments, until the colors faded completely, leaving the sword a simple dark silver.

      “It is done,” Novan said.

      “What did you do?” Senda asked.

      “He changed the polarity,” Endric said. He looked up from the sword to meet Novan’s eyes. “That can be done?”

      “Not easily.”

      “But what of the artifacts in—”

      Novan cut him off with a shake of his head. “As I said, it is difficult. There shouldn’t be the ability to shift anything else.” The tone of his voice indicated that he would not allow any additional argument.

      “Where did you acquire this blade?” he pressed. Now that it had shifted polarity, Endric could feel it pulling on him, reminding him of the way that the sword he’d discovered in Urik’s quarters had pulled on him. Did Novan feel the same, or was he unaware of that?

      “What did you do to it?” the commander demanded. “I can’t hear it!”

      “Good,” Novan said. “The fact that you could hear it at all was dangerous.”

      “Why?” Senda asked.

      Novan glanced over at her, and Endric wondered for a moment whether he would answer. When he did, he held out the sword, waiting for Senda to take it. “There are few who are able to detect the power trapped within teralin. It is a gift, and those able to do so have an ability, but it is a dangerous one. The metal makes no distinction between allowing connection to the positive or the negative polarity.”

      “He’ll be able to reach this one as well?” Endric asked.

      Novan shrugged. “Possibly in time. It takes time to develop the connection to the positive polarity, much like it takes time to develop the connection to the negative.”

      “You developed that connection rapidly the last time.”

      “I did, but that was because I was holding it and I was using it the way that they intended. That… augments… something about the metal. It is not well understood, even by me.”

      “Who does understand it?” Endric asked.

      Novan shook his head. “Not now, Endric.”

      The commander’s eyes widened, and he laughed, his voice carrying. “Can’t believe he planned this as well.”

      “What plan?”

      The commander grunted. “You said you were Endric.”

      Endric glanced at him. “I told you who I was when we met on the field, back when you thought to abduct me.”

      “You said you served the Denraen. You didn’t share with me that you were the son of the general.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I might not have tried to sell you,” the man said, bitterness creeping into his voice. “I might have made a better arrangement for you. He would have been angry with me, but it would have been worth it.”

      “I think this worked out for the best.” He took the teralin sword that Senda had been studying and held it out. The metal sang to him, strange in that the sword he’d acquired from Urik’s quarters didn’t have the same effect. “Now. You will tell us who hired you.”

      “He would destroy me.”

      “What makes you think I’ll do anything different?” Endric asked.

      “You have already shown that you can’t beat me.”

      “And you could beat me without the sword?” Endric asked. He met the commander’s gaze until the other man looked away. “I didn’t think so. I’ve seen how the metal grants abilities, but I don’t need this sword to have skill with the sword. Tell me. Who gave this to you?”

      The man glanced from Novan to Senda, and finally to Endric. “His name was Urik.”
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      They rode hard, driving the horses south. Endric clutched the reins of a borrowed mount, trying to keep his mind focused but struggling as they swept past fields of flowers, occasional dense thickets of trees, and ignored roads. His mind remained fixed on a singular thought: Urik had directed the Ravers.

      It surprised him. Urik hadn’t shown himself to particularly hate the Denraen. He’d used the Denraen but had never seemed as if he wanted to destroy them. If he’d been willing to attack them, then his feelings had changed. No longer was it simply about getting vengeance for what happened to his family. Now it was something else.

      Every so often, Senda glanced over at him. Likely she wondered what he was thinking and how he handled the news of Urik. Endric hadn’t processed it completely, not enough to give him clarity.

      How did he feel about the discovery that Urik had been the guiding force for the Ravers? He hated the role Urik had played in what had happened to his brother and for what he’d done to the Denraen, forcing the attack against the Deshmahne. That had been reason enough to bring him in. If he’d transitioned to outright attack on the Denraen, there was even more reason.

      They hadn’t learned anything else of use from the commander. His bravado faded when Novan had shifted the polarity of the sword, leaving him effectively neutered. None of his men lived, so he had no hope of escape. Endric had insisted that they bring him south.

      Novan hadn’t come with them. The historian was determined to discover more about Urik before the Denraen did and had ridden for Thealon, where he was last rumored to have been. Endric had considered going with him but knew that he needed to return to Listain. There was a limit to how long he was willing to abandon the rest of the Denraen.

      “We should be near Haefn,” Senda said on their second day. They rode the horses hard, a sad luxury they had, as there were only the four of them. They had extra mounts from the fallen Denraen, and they kept them lightly loaded. “Listain would have passed through here.”

      “He was heading for Gomald,” Endric said.

      “We should still have a few days before he makes it that far south,” Senda said.

      Endric only nodded.

      Their days had been about riding hard and their nights had been spent quietly, though Endric had asked Senda to work with him with the staff, wanting to improve with that as well. He was determined to learn what he could from her, to do whatever it took for him to improve. The fact that the commander could better him with only a special sword—much like the Deshmahne had improved their skill by carrying a teralin sword—still bothered him, and he wouldn’t have a repeat.

      The commander watched them each night, his eyes tracking Senda. During the day, he followed her as well.

      They passed a few villages, each destroyed, and Endric noted the commander’s dark smile as they passed. Was this Raver work as well? Why such destruction? What did it gain them?

      “Why was Urik after her?” Endric asked him on the second day.

      “I didn’t question. He hired us for a job.”

      “He didn’t hire. You’ve already revealed that you worked on his behalf. Why did he want her?” Senda had ridden up with Pendin, and they spoke softly. “You didn’t want anything to do with me.” And Urik must not have warned them about him because the commander hadn’t seemed prepared for the fact that Endric might appear. Had that been a surprise?

      “I don’t know.”

      “You know more than you’re saying,” Endric said.

      “I know he wanted her.”

      “Why?”

      The commander sneered at him. “The best reason. Revenge.”

      The commander was quiet as they rode. Endric wanted to push him, to force him to reveal what he knew, but would he even learn anything that he could act upon? Would it matter now that he headed back to Listain?

      And what choice did he have?

      Endric couldn’t head to Thealon and attempt to take on Urik on his own, not if he had managed to acquire an army. It made sense that he would. How else would he challenge the Deshmahne? And he even had gone as far as to mirror the tactics the Deshmahne used, borrowing from their use of the teralin.

      By the evening of the third day, they saw movement that looked like Denraen.

      They had returned to the road, following the main thoroughfare as it cut across the land. They passed around a few small villages, not wanting to draw attention, but Endric would have enjoyed a night in a bed. He would have enjoyed a bath as well, and maybe even something to eat that wasn’t dried meat and old bread.

      Seeing the Denraen, they hurried south.

      They reached the camp by evening.

      As they did, Endric noted that the numbers were different than when he’d been with Listain before. Then, there had been only about forty men remaining after the attack, but now there were several hundred. Multiple regiments.

      Had his father sent reinforcements?

      They would have been needed. After the last attack, they would need more men, especially if they were to make it south and confront the Deshmahne.

      “What is this?” Pendin asked.

      “Listain sent for additional men. Looks like they came.”

      They were stopped by a pair of Denraen who looked shocked at their return. One of the men, an older soldier by the name of Jon, guided them to Listain, leaving the other to watch until his return. The normalcy of the camp was reassuring, as was the number of soldiers here, especially if the Ravers thought to attack again.

      At the center of the camp, they found Listain.

      But also Fennah.

      Another en’raen?

      “Looks like your father decided you needed help,” Pendin whispered.

      “Why would he have sent another en’raen?” Endric asked, mostly to himself. Additional men made sense, but Fennah meant that he’d sent additional leadership as well.

      Had the Raver attack finally unsettled him?

      Listain caught sight of them. He wore an unreadable expression, but it slipped slightly when he saw Senda. Now that Endric knew she was his niece, he understood.

      “You survived,” Listain said, nodding to Endric.

      “I did.”

      “Who is that?” He motioned toward the bound commander, and Endric jerked the reins, pulling the horse close enough for Endric to drag the commander from the saddle.

      “We found the commander of the Ravers,” Endric said.

      Listain stared at the man for a long moment. “You captured their leader?”

      Endric glanced around, looking first at Fennah, who seemed to be watching him from near the fire, to Listain, and then to the other soldiers nearby. They were all higher-ranking soldiers. This was more than only a few regiments. “Not the leader. He’s in Thealon, I think.”

      Listain’s eyes widened slightly, quickly making a connection, his features betraying him for the first time that Endric had ever seen. “That’s not possible. He hasn’t been away long enough for him to take control of the Ravers.”

      “That’s what I said,” Senda answered, “but I think Endric is right.”

      Listain reached for the commander and lifted him from the saddle more easily than Endric would have guessed him able. He grabbed him beneath the chin and tilted his head toward him, forcing him to meet Listain’s eyes. “Where is he?” Listain asked.

      The commander smirked. “He thought you might come for him. Do you know that he fears you most of all?” the commander asked.

      Listain grunted. “He should.”

      “Which is why he sent me for her. He knew you would come for her.”

      The commander lunged.

      Endric wouldn’t have thought it possible, but he somehow managed to crash his head into Listain’s in a sickening thud.

      Listain fell back.

      The commander fell onto him, driving his knee into Listain’s midsection.

      He brought his other knee around, catching Listain in the head. This one sent Listain’s head rocking to the side.

      By that time, Endric and Senda both reacted.

      Senda smacked the commander with her staff, knocking him off Listain. Endric had unsheathed, and he jabbed his sword into the man’s side.

      He rolled toward Endric, a pleased expression on his face, smiling as he wrapped his hands around the teralin sword. “You,” he started. Blood burbled from his lips.

      “What about me?”

      The man spit. “You he doesn’t fear. You did… everything he expected. Predictable. Came after the girl. Brought me to him. Predictable.”

      He leaned into the sword, pushing himself onto Endric’s blade.

      Endric jerked away, not wanting to lose the one person who could provide answers, but it was too late.

      The commander died, bleeding heavily from the wound in his side.

      Endric stared at him a moment before turning his attention back to Listain.

      Pendin leaned over Listain but looked up as Endric approached. Fennah crouched across from him.

      “He’s gone,” Pendin said.

      “Listain?” Senda whispered.

      “Senda,” Endric started, reaching for her shoulder.

      She jerked away. “Listain can’t be gone. He’s only injured. We need to…”

      “He’s gone,” Pendin said.

      Senda caught her breath. “He can't be gone. Listain can't be gone.”

      Pendin shook his head. He held onto his side as he stood, the injury he sustained from the blackened teralin sword still straining him. Endric had seen him wincing at times in the past, but his steward was much too proud to allow it to slow him. Endric couldn't believe he still lived, especially after the nature of the injury he'd sustained. Something like that should be enough to kill any other man.

      “He can't live with this kind of injury.”

      As Pendin backed away, Endric realized what he meant. Listain’s head was split open, the force of one of the attacks enough to cave his skull in.

      Senda took a steadying breath, and Endric knew how much effort it took her not to sob. She was strong, and there were times when he thought she was too strong. She needed to grieve, needed to mourn the loss of Listain. None would deny her that.

      Fennah looked up to Endric. “What happened here? Who was the man that you brought to the camp?”

      Endric motioned to the side, directing her away from Pendin and Senda. He wouldn't have this conversation in front of them, not when it was his fault that the damned commander had come into the camp.

      “He knew where to find Urik,” Endric said.

      Fennah's breath caught. “Where?”

      Endric shook his head. “I'm not entirely certain. Dendril spoke of the rumors of him in Thealon. And he called Urik a priest.”

      “The priests wouldn’t protect him,” Fennah said.

      Endric wasn’t certain. After what he’d seen, he could imagine a scenario where Urik convinced them to help him.

      “You're saying that Urik leads the Ravers?”

      Endric nodded. “Leads them. Has armed them. And”—Endric could barely believe this to be true—“apparently planned for this.” He swallowed, licking lips that had gone suddenly dry. Endric could understand why Urik feared Listain. The man was like a spider, crawling around, pulling information from his various networks. It made him dangerous in ways that Dendril was not believed to be, ways that Endric never could be. And now he was gone, and Urik hadn't even needed to sacrifice anything other than a man who had demonstrated a fanatical devotion to him.

      “I don't understand why he would do this.”

      “I don't understand either. I thought he was acting out of vengeance. I thought that was the entire reason that he had used the Denraen, and used the historian guild, but maybe there was more to it that we didn't understand. This shows—”

      “A hatred,” Fennah finished for him.

      Endric nodded. “A hatred. And now he has assumed control of the Ravers, which means that he is attacking in a different way. We won't be safe if he continues to bring the Ravers against us.”

      “We need to—”

      Fennah didn't get the chance to finish. There came a shout from the scouts, and both Endric and Fennah spun, turning at the same time.

      “An attack,” Endric said.

      Fennah nodded. Endric unsheathed his sword, racing toward the edge of the camp. If there were an attack, there would only be one reason. Either the Ravers had discovered that he had returned and sought to save their commander, or they came to try to decimate the Denraen. Either way, Endric needed to do what he could to slow the attack.

      As they reached the edge of the camp, Endric quickly noted they were outnumbered.

      “There have to be nearly a thousand men out there,” Fennah said.

      “If that’s the Ravers…”

      “They’re the reason Dendril sent us south. When he heard of the attack on Listain, he realized the Ravers had taken a different tact. He thought he was sending enough men.”

      She glanced over her shoulder, surveying the camp. She made a motion with her hand, and the men sprang into action, beginning to break camp, readying to fight.

      Endric was impressed, as he always was, to watch the Denraen as they worked. There was a simple sort of efficiency about them. It was something that had been trained into them, one that he hoped that his father's comment about the lessons of the Denraen, the need for each sergeant and higher to drill on specific movements, had been enough to give them the edge. The Ravers might know how to fight, and some might be armed with teralin swords that would give them an advantage, but the Denraen had the advantage of their training.

      “We're going to have to fight,” Endric said.

      Fennah shook her head. “That wasn't the order.”

      Endric laughed darkly. “I don't think the men we see out there on the battlefield give much of a damn about the order. They're going to force us to fight.”

      It had been only a night since Endric had faced a portion of the Raver army. That had been perhaps fifty men strong. Endric had killed many, staying alive long enough until Pendin and the rest of the Denraen arrived, though he suspected it had been Novan who had turned the tide. Would he have such success here? Could he against such great odds?

      Fennah stared straight ahead. “We are tasked with keeping the peace.”

      “We are. But there can be no peace with men like this roaming the countryside. I've seen the way they attack. I've seen how they've left the villages destroyed. They’re nearly as bad as the Deshmahne.”

      If he thought like Urik, Endric thought he could understand why they would be so dangerous. Urik had intended to train them, make them strong enough so that they could face the Deshmahne. They couldn't do that if they were weak. They needed strength. The difference was that the Deshmahne had been clever enough to refrain from too many attacks on the Denraen. The dark priests had been drawn into one, forced by Urik as he had managed to generate the battle between the two, and they had been drawn into Vasha, enticed by the promise of teralin, but then Urik had betrayed them there as well. He had wanted the Denraen to destroy those Deshmahne.

      The Ravers would try to prove their strength now.

      His mind began working through tactical maneuvers that he had learned. Many he had studied, reading about them, though there were some he had learned from his father, or Listain, or even Andril, back when he lived.

      “We need to get word to the general.” Fennah looked to the north. Vasha would be too far away for them to make a run for it.

      “We don't need to lose another commanding officer.” Endric met her eyes. “You need to return; you’re valuable to Dendril.” Already on this journey, he had found several times what he expected not to survive. What was one more?

      “I can't leave this command to you,” Fennah said.

      Endric took a deep breath. “I may not have earned my rank the same as you, but that doesn't mean that I don't serve the Denraen. I would serve them best by staying here. Besides,” he said, glancing at her, “I'm better with the sword than you. This will be fought on horseback. There's a limit to how effective you can be fighting with the staff while mounted.”

      She took a deep breath, finally nodding. “I'll take only a pair of men with me. It should be enough to get us back to Vasha.”

      “Circle west. Only when you reach Laurent should you head north again.”

      She eyed him strangely before finally nodding. She hurried off and quickly left the camp. Endric hoped she would be able to reach his father and get word to Dendril. He needed to know what they faced.

      Pendin appeared next to him, leading Endric’s horse. “What's the plan?”

      Endric motioned to the approaching army. “The plan? The plan is to fight. And if that fails, well, then we die.”
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      Endric's horse surged forward, crashing into another soldier. The attack was not going well. Several of the Denraen had fallen, leaving Endric and a small group fighting in a cluster by themselves. Somewhere nearby, he could hear Senda’s staff whistling through the air.

      He was surprised to discover how deadly she could be while mounted. She had refused to go with Fennah, determined to take whatever revenge she could for Listain’s death. Endric didn't blame her for wanting revenge but wondered if perhaps she was doing the exact same thing she had warned him against with Urik.

      Another soldier slipped past the front line of Denraen. Endric spurred his horse forward, slashing at the man.

      He glanced back at Pendin, noting that he seemed to have faded somewhat. Another attacker slipped through, and Senda smacked him in the head with her staff, knocking the attacker from the saddle.

      “How much longer do you think we can last?” Pendin asked.

      Endric shook his head. “As long as we can. We can't let them overwhelm us.”

      He shot his friend a look, realizing that Pendin asked for himself. His injury made fighting difficult, but he had continued to press on, fighting when he should already be dead.

      Endric sat up in the saddle, staring at the battle. He wished he had a better vantage, wanting to be able to direct the action more effectively. Waves of Ravers moved on them, making their attack difficult.

      “Senda, can you take a regiment to the north?”

      She nodded.

      “Pendin, are you well enough to stay here, and lead this regiment?”

      He squeezed his sword and nodded brusquely. “What do you think you're going to do?”

      “I'm going to go do something stupid.”

      Pendin started to laugh, but a cough cut him off.

      Endric clasped his friend on the shoulder and slapped the side of his horse, heading away from the fighting. He rode at a hard gallop until he was able to loop around, getting a sense of the scale of the fight. He suspected that they had miscounted. The Ravers had more than a thousand men. With a thousand men, the Denraen might have managed better. Their skill and training should have outweighed that difference in numbers. But there were probably twice the numbers they had known about.

      The Ravers attacked straight ahead, driving into the Denraen troops. If Senda could make it around to the north, she could draw some of the attention away, splitting the Ravers, creating some chaos. The Denraen could take advantage of that.

      Endric could create additional chaos.

      He kicked his horse again, surging into the line of foot soldiers.

      The horse was a seasoned warhorse, well-trained, and kicked men out of the way. Endric slashed, leaning from the saddle, driving the now positively charged teralin sword through them.

      He took down six soldiers before they realized he was there, and by that time he was galloping back in the distance, appearing as if he retreated.

      He looped back around, repeating the motion, barreling into the fighters again, taking down ten before they were able to react and turn toward him. The horse caught a sword on its flank, but Endric kicked the man holding the sword and severed his hand.

      Once more, he feigned retreat.

      Endric did that again and again. Each time, he barreled in, and each time, he retreated before they were able to react.

      After a while, the men on foot began to turn toward him, growing more concerned with what he was doing.

      That was exactly what Endric wanted.

      Pendin led the Denraen, driving them into the now-disorganized Ravers.

      Denraen fought. The Ravers fell.

      Endric continued to plunge forward, attacking with violence.

      And then everything went quiet.

      He heard calls from within the Ravers side, calling for surrender.

      Endric rode forward, looping back around to rejoin Pendin. His friend was bloodied, a gash along his arm, but a grim smile crossed his face.

      “Well,” Pendin began, clutching a hand to his side. “Looks like you weren't that stupid after all.”

      Endric took a deep breath, sighing. They had managed to stop this Raver attack, but would others return? How much more would they be able to withstand?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Endric met the regiments of Denraen at the base of Vasha. He had returned toward Vasha, carrying Listain’s body and escorting the remaining Ravers with him. He wasn't certain what to do with them, deciding that he would leave that to his father, but had no interest in leaving them free to roam the countryside.

      The ride north once more had taken on a somber tone. They had lost not only Listain but almost a hundred men in the fighting as well. It was the largest loss of life for the Denraen in many years. Despite losing so many men, the Ravers had lost ten times that many. That left a thousand men for them to escort toward Vasha. Endric wondered what his father would do with them.

      He was surprised to find his father leading a company south out of Vasha.

      “General,” he said with a nod.

      His eyes narrowed. “It's true then.”

      Endric tipped his head. “What's true?”

      “They think to attack openly now.”

      Endric shrugged. “They attack openly, but it's worse than that. The Ravers are led by Urik.”

      “You're certain of this?”

      Endric nodded. “As certain as I can be. We had captured a man they referred to as the commander.” He looked around, noting that there weren't many of the Denraen paying attention to him or his father. Most were busy establishing camp for the night. Even were they to return to Vasha, it would be another two day’s ride up the mountainside. Most of the men were tired, exhausted from the effort of their ride.

      “He gave them the secret of teralin,” Endric said.

      “You saw this?”

      Endric unsheathed the sword and held it out for his father to take. “This was negatively charged teralin. We came across the historian, and he was able to change the polarity.”

      “That shouldn't be possible.”

      Endric shrugged again. “I'm not sure what is possible anymore. All I know is that Novan changed the polarity of the sword. As he did, it no longer tainted those that it had before.”

      Dendril examined the blade, his gaze slipping along its length. As he did, he breathed out heavily. “This is a finely crafted sword.”

      “It is. I used it in the fighting.”

      Dendril nodded. “What would you do, Endric?”

      Endric met his father's gaze. The question seemed so simple, yet he recognized the complexity within it. His father was asking not only for his opinion but what his Denraen would do.

      What did Endric want? More than that, what did the Denraen need for him to do?

      Were the two that different? He didn't think so, not anymore.

      “You asked that Listain and I head south to learn of the Deshmahne. We… I… violated that command and went after Senda.” Dendril watched him, and Endric plunged forward. He would be honest with his father—his general. “But we learned much. This attack is because of Urik. He leads the Ravers against the Denraen.”

      “I concur. What would you have us do about it?”

      Endric looked at his father. At that moment, he was acting not as his father's son, but as the en’raen for the entirety of the Denraen. His father had never treated him with the kind of respect that he now saw. His father had never seemed to value his opinion. What had changed?

      “I think you should look to Fennah or Theran.”

      “Neither of them have faced the Ravers, have they? Listain sent word that you had been valuable and that you were showing true leadership. I would ask that you continue to show true leadership.”

      “The Ravers weren’t organized before Urik’s arrival like they are now. They might have been a danger, but they weren't the kind of danger that they are now. They possess the knowledge of teralin, and they have grown in strength and numbers.” Endric wondered how much of that was the influence of the teralin. There was something about the metal, especially negatively charged metal, that seemed to generate that hatred. Had Urik used that against the Denraen? “We need to remove him, Father.”

      Dendril met his gaze. Endric wasn't sure what his father was thinking and didn't know whether he would agree with him or if he would dismiss him. If Dendril dismissed him, it would leave him in no different place than he was currently in. If he didn't, how would Endric suggest going after him? Listain had been the one Urik feared. Was there some way that Endric could use that against him?

      “I concur,” Dendril said.

      The word hung heavy in the air. “How am I supposed to get to him?”

      Dendril looked past Endric at the line of Denraen before turning his attention back to his son. “This is not the kind of attack where you will need hundreds of men. You have shown your ability to lead when it comes to battlefield warfare. Now you must see if you can lead when it comes to a different type of fighting.”

      “How many will I need?”

      Dendril shook his head. “Getting to Urik will be difficult, especially if the rumors about him are accurate.”

      “You've known where he was.”

      Dendril nodded. “I have known. There are limits to where he could have gone. I didn't think he would've used his time against the Denraen. I didn't think that his betrayal had gone so deep. Now that I see that it has, it’s time to put an end to this threat. I will lead the Denraen as we remove the Raver threat while you remove Urik from Thealon.”

      It was a heavy responsibility, and his father allowed it, knowing how Endric felt about Urik. “Must it be only Denraen I bring with me?”

      Dendril tipped his head to the side. “If not Denraen, who would you bring?”

      Endric thought about Novan and how well he fought. The historian had wanted to reach Urik has much as Endric had. There was another who wanted to reach him, one who Endric wouldn't have thought of had it not been for his sneaking through the mines.

      “There are a few I would ask. And for them, I might need your help.”

      “Why my help?”

      “Because I need you to send word to the Conclave.”

      Dendril studied him for a moment and then nodded. “I concur.”
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      Endric led Senda and Pendin as they traveled toward the Rondall River. It felt strange to be on a mission outside of Vasha with only the three of them, stranger still to do so with his father's permission. There was no questioning what he was to do or why they were here. There was no doubting his role or the role of those with him. It was a dangerous task, one that he was determined to see succeed. They had to find Urik in Thealon, risking the priests, and draw him out.

      If only he could figure out how.

      “Do you think your father is going to manage to get us some help?” Senda asked.

      They camped near the river. The Rondall rushed past with a soft burbling sound that should be soothing but only managed to leave Endric on edge. To the north, the river reached the city of Riverbranch, where it split into two arms, one traveling deeper into the mountains and one stretching far into the north. To the south, the Rondall ran into the city of Chrysia. There were villages of various sizes along the way, and all would have been in danger had the Ravers grown in strength.

      Dendril sent hundreds of soldiers on patrol, determined to root out the remaining Ravers. Had he acted this aggressively before, Endric doubted that the Ravers would have gained the strength that they had, and he doubted Urik would have managed to gain control of them. Now, they needed to sneak into Thealon and risk themselves at the center of the gods so they could draw out a man who should not be a threat.

      “My father was going to get word to the Conclave.”

      “The historian said that as well. Why haven’t I heard of this Conclave before now?”

      Endric didn't know how to explain it. “I know that my father is a reluctant part of it. The historian you met was a part. There is a man by the name of Brohmin, someone they call the Hunter, who is a part as well. And Mage Tresten.”

      “And why would this Conclave be able to help with the search?”

      “You saw the arcane knowledge that the historian seems to possess?” Senda nodded. “The Conclave protects that. I don't know much more than that, other than I think they fight on the side of good. It was members of the Conclave who helped prevent the Deshmahne attack on Vasha. It was because of the Conclave that we stopped them. For that matter, it was because of Novan that we were able to capture the commander.”

      Senda glanced at Pendin, who tended the fire. “Have I told you what I studied at the University?”

      Endric shook his head. “You don't speak of that time very often. And you’ve never told me that you studied with Pendin’s mother.”

      “How do you think he and I met? She connected me to the Denraen, but in reality, Listain was the one who connected me with her. Usually, it goes the other way, but he wanted me trained by the University first, so that I could be effective when I joined him in the Denraen.”

      A soft breeze carried the scent of the small campfire to Endric's nostrils. There was something simple and clean about it. It was a pleasant scent, one that was nothing like the horrible stench of blood and death that he'd experienced over the last week. “What did you study at the University?”

      “Vasha.”

      “Vasha?”

      She smiled. “I studied the city.” She leaned on her elbows, staring at the fire. “Did you know that before the Magi came, there were stories of the gods settled on that mountain city?”

      “The Lashiin ruins.”

      Senda nodded. “The ruins. There are other ruins found all over. Places of power, if you believe the rumors.”

      Endric remembered one such place from his time outside of the city, when he had ridden with the Antrilii. They had stopped for a night at one of the ruins and Endric remembered feeling the strange tingling sense, the sensation that there was power present. How could he deny the power of the gods when he was able to feel it in the Lashiin ruins of Vasha, and the ruins found outside of the city?

      “What does this have to do with what you studied at the University?” Endric asked.

      “I don't know,” Senda said, shaking her head. She pressed her hair back behind her ears and didn't take her eyes off the fire. “Only that with that power, it's clear that there are forces in the world that we don't understand.”

      Endric chuckled. “You live in Vasha, and you have to have proof of these forces? The Magi have power. There's no question about that.”

      “It's more than just Magi. There are others with power. You’ve seen it. Think of the Deshmahne. What you describe of this historian makes me think something similar. If he has power that is similar, who is to say others of this Conclave don't share in that?”

      Endric frowned. It was a good question. What powers did Novan possess? What about Brohmin? He still didn't understand the powers of the Deshmahne, other than the fact that they somehow drew strength from the teralin. If they could access that and use it, what other powers could they utilize?

      For that matter, could he use the power trapped within teralin?

      He glanced at the positively charged teralin sword that he carried. He hadn’t felt anything when fighting with it, so maybe he couldn’t.

      Novan had alluded to those who were sensitive to its effects, who could feel the teralin. Endric could detect it. That had been very clear from the first time he encountered the Deshmahne, feeling the darkness that emanated from them.

      If he were somehow sensitized to it by carrying the sword, would it mean he could utilize it in the same way the Deshmahne could? If he could, what would he be able to do?

      They were questions without good answers. They were the kind of questions that led only to more questions.

      “What if this Conclave you now know of protects some of these powers?” Senda asked. “What if that type of power is what Urik is after?”

      “Then we'll have to ask the historian when we see him next.”

      “You think he'll tell you?”

      “I'm not exactly sure what the historian would share with me. He’s secretive, but he’s helped me as well. Without him, I would've been killed by the commander. I might never have made it back to Vasha when the Deshmahne attacked.”

      They sat quietly, the sounds of the night growing around them. Pendin gave them space, sitting off to the side, chewing on a stick of jerky. He had been fairly quiet in the days since they had left the base of the mountain, departing with Dendril's permission. He had healed quickly, leading Endric to wonder how Novan had managed to help as much as he had. More questions for the historian.

      “Tell me about your parents,” Endric said.

      He could practically feel Senda stiffening.

      “Listain was your uncle, but how is it that you came to study with him? What is it that you searched for?”

      Senda was silent for a while, and Endric wondered if he offended her.

      “I was born far to the east,” Senda began. She closed her eyes as she spoke and leaned back on her hands, tipping her head up so that when her eyes opened, she would stare at the sky. The breeze played with her hair, sending it fluttering around her. Endric found her lovely in the night. “Far beyond Thealon, in a small town near the Great Valley, away from almost anything else. I don't remember much of that time. I was too young to recall it, remembering only snippets, like flashes of color and visions that must be a dream.” She sighed, shaking her head. “My parents were teachers there, and helped guide the city.”

      Endric looked over. “Teachers?” The teachers were often those who were descended from the Mageborn but without any abilities of their own. Had Senda been related to the Magi?

      For that matter, did that mean that Listain had been as well?

      Senda nodded. “One day, the village was attacked. I don't know much about it other than ships came through the harbor, men with power and violence who left my home burning. My parents…” Senda took a deep breath. Her eyes flicked open. “My parents were burned. I don't remember any of it, but this was what was reported to me and what I’ve found in the time since then. This was left behind.”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a scrap of fabric. It was faded, and he could see the edges were charred. There was a strange emblem, which appeared to be two jagged edges intertwining.

      “This was recovered and stuffed into my pocket, sent with me as I was rushed to Vasha. Whoever sent me thought that my parents’ family would take me in.” She smiled sadly, shook her head. “But my parents’ family, as I can see you have gathered, were Mageborn.”

      “Were Mageborn? What of Listain?”

      “Listain was not. He, like my mother and father, was born without the gift. Rather than becoming a Teacher, he went to the University and learned but was recruited and brought into the Denraen.”

      Endric stared. “I can’t believe the Denraen would recruit someone descended from Magi.”

      “The Denraen didn't care about that. He had no talents of his own, other than he'd been born in Vasha and had connections. Even the Magi allowed him access where others were not allowed. That's the reason I've had some success as well.” She swallowed and met Endric’s eyes. Tears formed in hers, and she tried to smile but failed. “There are some of the Magi who remember my parents even still. There are some who know something of what happened, but I haven't been able to discover anything.”

      “That's why you wanted to work for Listain. You wanted to know what happened to them?”

      She nodded. “I need to know. I need to know what this symbol means. I need to know what happened to my parents. I need to know.”

      “And what have you discovered?” Endric asked.

      “I've discovered only more questions. Those in the University I asked didn't know the answer, or if they did, they pretended that they didn't. I haven't found others who had any real knowledge. But this historian of yours…” She swept her gaze around the campsite again before returning to meet Endric's gaze. “This historian might know something. If he does, I might finally learn what happened my parents.”

      “I don't think that's the kind of thing he studies.”

      Senda shook her head. “It's probably too much to hope for, but I maintain hope that someday I'll find the answers. And when I do, I'll find out why they came to my home village, what they were after, and learn if there's anything that I could do to prevent it from happening to someone else.”

      “Did you ever ask Urik?”

      Senda’s face clouded. “I never realized that it was more than he appeared. Had I known…” She shook her head. “That was my mistake, the same one that Listain made. Had either of us known, we would've done things differently with him.”

      “If we manage to find Urik, you can ask him, see what he might know,” Endric said.

      Senda’s jaw clenched. “That is my hope too.”
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      None from the Conclave appeared the following day.

      Endric waited, hoping that someone would arrive—preferably Novan since the historian seemed to know as much as he did and since Endric now had questions for him—but none did. Had Dendril not managed to get word to them?

      “What do you think happened?” Senda asked.

      “This is where my father said to wait.” They stood on the edge of the river, the wide water sweeping past them, leaving swirling patterns as it washed over rocks and other debris. Downstream, there was the broken top of a tree that must have washed down from somewhere more forested. The landscape around here was flatter, and there were few trees.

      “Where are they?”

      “They might not have gotten the message in time,” Endric said. He still didn’t know what his father intended, or how he would get the attention of the Conclave, especially since Dendril didn’t intend to return to Vasha, but Dendril had seemed to believe there was some way for him to do so.

      “How long are we going to wait?”

      Endric stared across the river. He’d wondered the same thing. How long did they dare wait for someone from the Conclave to appear? “Urik would get word that the Ravers had failed, which means that he might change his plans,” Endric started. “I worry that if we don’t get moving soon, we might be too late.”

      “It’s already too late.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know that we won’t be able to get to him,” Senda said. “When I was in Thealon, I tried, but there was no way they would let me into the temple. The priests protected him.”

      “And I don’t know how the Conclave will help with that,” Endric said. Even were Novan to arrive, there were limits to what the historian would be able to do. There would be limits to where he could go. At least the Denraen could approach the Ur, the soldiers of Thealon who were tasked with protecting the priests, for help. Whether they would grant it remained a question.

      “There has to be some way that we can reach him,” Senda said.

      “Would one of the Magi help?” Pendin asked. He’d remained near the rest of the camp and now came over to join them.

      “Maybe,” Senda said. “It's hard to tell with the Magi; they often stay in the city. There was a time when the Magi served as advisors.”

      “They haven't served as advisors out of the city for a long time,” Endric said.

      “There are a few places like Thealon or Rondalin where they still have Mage advisors. Otherwise, there aren't many of the Magi who serve outside of Vasha.”

      Endric frowned. “Why do you think that is?”

      “Likely because the Magi have given up on the world,” a voice behind him said.

      Endric spun to see Mage Tresten standing there. Endric had last seen him when he was at the Lashiin ruins, but it wasn't altogether surprising to see him here.

      “Did my father send you?”

      “The Conclave sent word that Urik has made his next move. I presume that's why you’re here?” Tresten said. He had a flowing speech and a strange accent that struck Endric as unusual for Vasha for the first time.

      “Urik might have been discovered, but I'm not sure that we’ll be able to reach him. He's responsible for the attacks on the Denraen. He’s been working with the Ravers, and he's the one who’s coordinated the attack against the Denraen.”

      Tresten’s face clouded.

      Endric realized then that Tresten had come by himself. “You didn’t come with any protection.”

      “I think that I am safe enough to come without protection.”

      Endric looked. Tresten had not even come on horseback. “You walked?”

      “A Mage has many ways to travel,” Tresten said. There was a hint of mystery to it, and Endric could only smile. As he had from the first time they’d met, he found himself drawn to Tresten. There was something about the Mage so fascinating to him. Endric didn't have a good explanation as to why other than the fact that Tresten had always been friendly with him and had made him a part of his planning when they had been facing the Deshmahne.

      “Are you going to be able to help us get into the temple?”

      Mage Tresten shrugged. “It's possible, but I’ve not been to Thealon in quite some time. The last time I was there, they were more accommodating.”

      “But you're one of the Magi!” Pendin said.

      Tresten nodded. “One of the Magi, but to some of the priests within Thealon, especially some of those who might have been swayed by Urik, the Magi have abandoned the Urmahne. There are many who feel the Magi do not support them the way that they need. I cannot even disagree with that sentiment. The Magi have essentially abandoned the Urmahne,” Tresten said.

      “How do you propose that we go about this?” Endric asked.

      Tresten shook his head. “There is another that I would ask to help us.”

      “Novan?” Endric asked.

      “Novan has another assignment from the Conclave,” Tresten said. “This is another man I think you are familiar with.”

      “The Hunter?”

      Tresten nodded.

      Endric smiled tightly. Brohmin was perhaps the most skilled swordsman that Endric had ever seen. Having someone with that level of skill would be useful, especially if they were somehow able to get into the temple and spring Urik free without angering the Ur. The soldiers would protect the priests, perhaps even against the Denraen. Endric didn't think that they would oppose one of the Magi, but he wasn't entirely certain. If they did, if the priests felt the way Tresten suggested, then they would find reaching him much more difficult than he had expected.

      “I thought the priests revered the Magi,” Pendin said.

      Tresten sighed and rubbed a hand across his smooth-shaven face. He was a tall man, taller than even most of the Magi that Endric had seen, and he leaned forward on a staff that reminded Endric something of the one that Novan used. As with Novan, Endric wondered if teralin was infused into his staff. He wouldn't be surprised if there were, especially since Tresten seemed capable of changing the polarity of teralin, much as Novan had proven capable of doing.

      “The priests have a certain level of pride. There was a time when they listened to the Magi, when they sought the Magi for advice and sought the Magi to help them. But the priests have continued to serve the Urmahne, something the Magi cannot claim.”

      Endric shook his head. “We recruit from the Ur. We have choosings in places like Thealon, drawing from those in Thealon.”

      “Just because we might have a choosing with the Ur doesn't mean that they appreciate losing their best soldiers,” Tresten said.

      Endric had been present for a few choosings and most of the time, the men who were chosen were eager to join the Denraen. But he wondered if perhaps those who led the soldiers weren’t quite as excited. Tresten raised a good point that losing some of their best fighters placed them at risk. Why wouldn't the commanders harbor resentment toward the Denraen?

      “You're telling us that this will be difficult to get to Urik?” Endric asked.

      Tresten offered a hint of a smile. “Perhaps difficult, but not impossible. I think there is some potential here, and it is possible that we could arrive in Thealon claiming an emissary from Vasha. If we do that, I suspect we could gain access to the priests. And if we can gain access to the priests, then we should be able to gain access to those within the temple.

      “Now,” Tresten said, “I do believe that we should be heading east, don't you?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They camped for the night in a place so near the shadow of the Great Forest that Endric could practically feel the change in the air. He was tired from the day spent riding, though probably not as tired as Pendin. Senda had remained silent throughout the ride, as if the arrival of Mage Tresten had made her uncomfortable. Endric wondered whether that came from her admission about having a familial connection to the Magi, or was there something else to it that he didn't know?

      Pendin and Senda prepared the campfire for the night, leaving Endric alone with Tresten. He was the most comfortable with the Mage. The others had remained quiet around him, as if worried about saying something that might upset Tresten, though he had been nothing if not accommodating.

      “How well did you know Urik?” Endric asked, breaking the silence.

      Tresten shook his head. He sat across from Endric, his long staff resting across his knees. His finger traced a pattern that Endric couldn't see upon the length of the staff. “I didn't know him better than any of the Denraen. He hadn't drawn my attention.”

      “I thought the Magi Council involved themselves in the Denraen.”

      “Only in choosing the general. I know your father much better than I know any of the other Denraen.” He smiled and looked away from the staff, meeting Endric's eyes. “Other than you.”

      “You don't know me that well either,” Endric said.

      Tresten gripped the length of the staff. In the faint fading light, the teralin seemed to glow with a soft white light. Endric wondered if that was only his imagination or whether there was something real to it.

      “Don't I? I have observed how you care about those around you. I have observed how you are willing to fight for what you think is right. And I have observed your willingness to learn from your mistakes, returning when you knew that you must.”

      Tresten held Endric's gaze. There was a certain energy to it that left Endric feeling as if Tresten were peering into his soul. He resisted the urge to look away.

      “Now tell me, do you think that I don't know you? I might not know you the way your friends do. I might not know that your mother was lost when you were young, or know how your brother effectively raised you, as your father was distracted leading the Denraen. I might not know how you befriended your miner friend there during your earliest training. Or how you became close to Senda, daughter of Teachers, disciple of Listain. I may not have known how you rebelled against the assignments your father wanted of you, the leadership he demanded, until you determined that it was what was necessary. You must discover truths for yourself.”

      Tresten smiled, getting lost in the fire before turning his attention back to Endric. “I might not know you. Then again, maybe I do.”

      Endric stared. “How long have you been monitoring me?”

      The Mage shook his head. “Must I monitor to know these things?”

      “How else would you have without following me? How else would you know them without asking my father, or speaking to others within the Denraen?”

      “There are things the Magi know,” Tresten said.

      Endric shook his head. “This is more than what the Magi know. This is you knowing things about me that no others do.”

      “Are you so certain that no others know this? I think your friends are quite aware of your predilections. Yet despite that, they continue to come with you, following you. They recognize the leader within you, even if you do not.”

      “My father has not allowed me to lead. The Denraen need someone else.”

      Tresten smiled, once more holding Endric's gaze. “You think they need someone more like Andril?”

      Endric swallowed. He had not wanted to say that, but that was exactly what he felt the Denraen needed. Andril was the kind of man that his father was. He was decisive. He was patient. He was appropriate. He was the man who should have followed Dendril as the Denraen leader. Now that Listain was gone, would it fall back on Fennah? It couldn't be Endric. He barely deserved the title. He had done so little to earn that ranking in the first place that he felt like a fraud.

      More than anything else, that was what troubled him.

      “What do you think your father was like when he was your age?” Tresten asked.

      Endric hadn't given much thought to what Dendril had been like. Likely Dendril was like Andril. He couldn't imagine his father doing anything that did not serve the Denraen.

      His father was the perfect general, the kind of man who inspired the rest of the Denraen. Endric was the kind of man who only managed to upset them. When he had been serving on patrol, he had easily angered men. Worse, Endric didn't feel bad about what he had done. At the time, he had, but only as much as he thought was necessary. Endric had been a soldier, and that was all he wanted.

      It wasn't until losing Andril that he recognized that he needed to do more, that he needed to serve differently. And though he might want to serve, he still wasn't allowed. His father prevented that. Endric couldn't blame him. He had done nothing to garner the respect he now wanted. He had done nothing that would engender respect from the men he now needed to lead.

      “My father was likely more like Andril,” Endric finally said.

      Tresten started to chuckle. “Your father is an amazing general. There are none among the Council of Elders who would say anything otherwise. But your father was not always the man you know. Your father went through struggles much like all young men struggle. He needed time to mature, much like you have needed time to mature. It is the same with most men.”

      “Not for Andril,” Endric said.

      “Andril was… unique. A skilled soldier, but he was very regimented in his thinking. It is possible that Andril would not have made the same general that Dendril has proven to be. It was possible that Andril would not ever have made the same type of general that you could make.”

      Endric shook his head. “I think the Denraen deserve someone more like Andril and less like me.”

      “And yet you continue to do everything in your power to become more like Andril, don't you? You have studied, reading everything that you could about tactics in warfare and history. You have been observed training with your father, but also with a man you once despised, working with Listain to learn to fight in another way. So tell me, is that the behavior of a man who is unwilling to serve as needed?”

      Endric had no answer.

      “Yes, Endric Verilan, you are more like your father than I think even he is willing to admit. And perhaps, if it comes to it, you will one day serve as well as he has served.” Tresten smiled. “But that day is not today. Today, you serve differently.”

      “I'm serving the Denraen as I need to.”

      Tresten shook his head. “Today you are serving the Conclave. And that in that, you are like your father as well.”
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      Endric woke from a dreamless sleep in the middle of the night. He looked up, saw the fading embers of the fire with Pendin slumped in front of it, his head resting on his hands. Senda rested next to Endric, her hand wrapped around her staff, ready to attack if necessary. Endric smiled at the sight, impressed by the fact that she was such a dedicated soldier that she would remain tied to her staff, ready to fight.

      Tresten was not where Endric had last seen him. He had expected that the Mage would have rested, needing sleep after his long day traveling, but Tresten had remained awake longer than Endric had expected. The Mage was nothing if not resilient, something that surprised Endric given his advanced age.

      Endric looked around, wondering if the sound that startled him awake had been Tresten returning. He sat up and realized there was movement in the distance.

      He grabbed his sword and started toward the trees. He considered waking Senda or Pendin but decided that they probably needed sleep as much as he did. It was better to let them rest right now, keeping them from another sleepless night. They'd had enough of those recently.

      Endric made his way toward the forest carefully. There was a certain silent energy about it, reminding him of stalking through the mines within Vasha, but that was energy that he detected from the teralin. This was something almost palpable. Did he imagine it? Did it come from the night itself, or was it something else?

      Shadows moved within the trees.

      They were moving away from him, and Endric followed, casting a glance back over his shoulder, noting Senda sleeping soundly and Pendin hunched forward, asleep on watch. That alone was unlike him, something that Endric would have to tease him about later, but for now, he would follow.

      Had someone abducted Tresten? That seemed unlikely. Tresten was a capable Mage, and he would not be overwhelmed.

      He tracked the shadows as they moved away from him until finally he caught up. “Tresten?”

      The old Mage turned to him, the staff glowing with sudden soft light. Shadows worked along Tresten's face, and his eyes had something of a haunted expression. “Endric. You should be sleeping.”

      “I was just worried—”

      Endric realized that he recognized the shape behind Tresten. “Brohmin?”

      “You brought others of the Denraen here?” Brohmin asked.

      Tresten shook his head. “The Conclave summoned, and I responded. Is that not how we traditionally have operated?”

      Brohmin chuckled. “I don't know what the Conclave has traditionally done. I haven't been a part of it nearly as long as you.”

      Tresten smiled. “No, I suppose you have not. But you should know that there was a request. Dendril sent word of need.”

      “What sort of need? I would think Dendril and the Denraen are more than capable of handling most problems.”

      “This one is in Thealon.”

      Brohmin shook his head. “Unless the tower is collapsing, I’m better off where I had been. You know the threats that are moving—”

      Tresten cut them off with a shake of his head. “I know the threats the same as you. This is one that we cannot ignore,” Tresten said. “This has to do with Urik.”

      Brohmin frowned. Endric saw it in the faint light drifting through the treetops from the moon, as well as from the light glowing from Tresten’s staff. “Again, I think Endric has proven himself capable of handling Urik. There is no need to involve the rest of the Conclave.”

      “Urik has been equipping people with teralin,” Endric said.

      Brohmin took a step toward him. “Teralin? Are you certain of this?”

      Endric unsheathed his sword and handed it to Brohmin. “Quite.”

      Brohmin squeezed the hilt of the sword and swung it through a brief pattern until he seemed satisfied. “This is teralin, but this is the positive polarity. I don't see the issue.”

      “Novan changed the polarity of this one,” Endric said, reaching for his sword.

      Brohmin allowed him to take it back but did so reluctantly. “Novan did?” He looked at Tresten, a hint of amusement in his eyes.

      “Yes, Novan did,” Tresten said. “There are things that were necessary for him to learn. Knowledge that could not be lost. I cannot be the only keeper of such things. “

      “The historian will have documented this, you know that?”

      “As it must be.”

      “Tell me,” Brohmin said. “What are your plans for dealing with Urik? What do you intend to do to deal with him? If he is as competent as we suspect, it’s not going to be straightforward for you to capture him.”

      “That is why I asked for you to come,” Tresten said. “We will need the Hunter.”

      Brohmin sighed. “This is a dangerous gambit you’re after, Tresten. You recognize that much is changing—much has already changed. With that comes a greater need for the Conclave.”

      “I recognize the need for the Conclave,” Tresten said.

      “You do, but do the Magi?”

      “We are not there yet.”

      “How much longer, Tresten? How much longer before we are forced to make a decision, before we won't have a choice but to make a difficult decision? How much longer are we willing to hesitate when we know that action is required?” Brohmin asked.

      “You have been to the east. You know that they are not willing to participate. For the choice to be successful, they are critical.”

      “You’re the one who told me the need to make a choice would come soon. You're the one who shared with me that we cannot continue to wait.”

      “You are right. But…” Tresten closed his eyes. “You know what this means for not only me but for her as well.”

      “Does she know?”

      Tresten shook his head. “She is a part of the Conclave. She knows as much as the rest of us.”

      Brohmin offered a hint of a smile. It was strange seeing that on his face. There was something playful about it, which was not something that Endric would ever attribute to Brohmin. When he first met the man, he’d been under the influence of negatively charged teralin. He had been restored by Tresten—at least, Endric assumed Tresten had been the one to restore him. Now he seemed different. Youthful.

      “I have stopped trying to look so far into the future,” Tresten said to Brohmin. “Especially when the future for me is so distinctly hazy.”

      The hint of a smile faded from Brohmin's face. “You shouldn't say that. We still have need for you.”

      “There might be the need, but soon there won't be anything I can do to change what is coming. All things must end, Brohmin.”

      Brohmin stared at him a moment before sighing. “I will do this for you, Tresten. Of course, I will.”

      “The Conclave knows of your concerns. They recognize that change is accelerating. Something must happen, and soon, or we will be unprepared.”

      Tresten turned back to Endric. “Now. Now you must return to camp, and you must rest. You may not have the same opportunity over the next few days.”

      Tresten started deeper into the forest, leaving Brohmin with Endric. Endric started to follow, but Brohmin caught his arm. “Leave him. This is something that he must do alone.”

      “Where is he going?”

      Brohmin shook his head. “As I said, this is something he must do alone.” He guided Endric from the forest, leaving him with questions that had no answers. Tresten had disappeared deep into the forest, as if the forest itself swallowed him. Even the faint light along the surface of his staff was no longer visible.

      “The old man speaks correctly. It's late, and you should rest. I will stand guard.”

      Endric rubbed his eyes. “Good, because I think my friend wouldn't be able to stay awake to provide watch.”

      As he passed beyond the edge of the forest, he felt the same tingling sensation that he felt on the way in. He let out a soft sigh, fatigue washing through him. It was time to sleep, time to see if he could recover, to prepare for what must be done, only… He wasn't certain how he was going to accomplish what must be done.
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      Endric awoke refreshed. He rolled over to find Pendin and Senda still sleeping, but Tresten had returned and sat across the fire from Brohmin. The two men spoke quietly to each other. It was early morning, early enough that colors had begun to stream across the sky, but not so early that the sun was up. The air held the scent of fresh rain, and it was mixed with something reminiscent of flowers.

      He found Brohmin honing his sword. He glanced up when Endric appeared and nodded.

      “We should arrive in Thealon today,” Tresten said. “You will need to give the appearance that you are my escort. I think that is our best bet for reaching the temple and drawing out Urik if we can.”

      “And if we can't?” Endric asked.

      Brohmin was the one who answered. “Then we will need to draw him out.”

      “How do you intend to draw him out if our plan fails?

      “We must give him something that he seeks. Only I'm not exactly certain what that would be.”

      Endric didn't know either. Urik wanted vengeance. Endric didn't know if he blamed only the Deshmahne, or of his rage went deeper, to the Denraen, to the Magi even. Did he blame even the gods? Endric didn't think he did, especially considering the level of devotion in the decorations he’d seen in Urik's quarters.

      “While your friends continue to rest, why don't you show me how skilled you are with the sword,” Brohmin said. “We might have need for your blade.”

      Endric shook his head. “I’m hopeful that we don't need mine. Besides, I think you’re the better of the two of us with the sword.”

      The Hunter dipped his head, considering Endric. “You have so little faith in your own ability?”

      “It's not a lack of faith. It’s a realistic understanding of my capabilities. I’ve seen what I'm capable of doing. And I've seen what you can do when facing the Deshmahne. I harbor no illusions about my ability compared to yours.” Endric stood and faced Brohmin. “But I’m happy to learn from you, and suspect there would be much you could teach me.”

      Brohmin shrugged and stepped away from the fire. “I don't have practice staves, but…” He reached for Endric’s sword.

      Turning back to Tresten, the Mage took both of their blades and ran his hand across the surface. When he returned Endric’s, he noted that the edge had been dulled. It could still hurt, but it was unlikely to cut, and unlikely to kill, unless Endric were to stab Brohmin.

      “It’s temporary. Tresten can remove it when finished. “

      Brohmin stepped back into a stance that Endric recognized. It was a ready stance, one that reminded him of the way his father prepared for sparring. Endric mirrored it. Much like with his father, Brohmin waited, allowing Endric to make the first move.

      Endric took a deep breath.

      Brohmin was talented. He would be better than Dendril, which meant that Endric would have to be at his best to even compete. He lunged forward, using a mix of two patterns, one that was an advanced pattern his father had taught him that he combined with one of the patterns that Senda used with her staff. With the two of them combined, Endric darted forward and moved in a sweeping motion. He sliced up as he did, bringing the sword toward Brohmin's side.

      Brohmin blocked, twisting in a fluid motion, and with two quick snaps of his wrist, he caught Endric on the side.

      “You're holding back,” Brohmin said.

      Endric danced backward, shifting his feet. He swung the sword in front of him, getting ready. As he did, he noticed a slight twitch from Brohmin, enough that he recognized that he was moving into his attack.

      Endric blocked Brohmin’s move but was forced back. He stayed out of reach of Brohmin's attack, which was difficult. The man was good.

      Endric had known that before, had seen that when he had faced the Deshmahne, but fighting him was something else entirely. Endric struggled simply keeping up.

      He started forward again, this time determined to not to hold back, determined to confront Brohmin with everything that he had.

      He swiped with his sword, swinging in a twisting arc much like an advanced catah his father had shown him.

      That wasn't quite right. This wasn’t entirely what his father had shown him. This was his father and Senda, but the aggressiveness was similar to the hand-to-hand combat Listain had demonstrated.

      Endric spun, bringing the sword around the side. Brohmin twisted, blocking him.

      As he did, Endric spun to another location, this time smacking Brohmin on the side.

      He felt a hint of satisfaction as he hit the man. It was something he wasn't sure he could do.

      Brohmin steeled himself, his jaw fixed in a frown, and darted forward.

      Endric blocked, forced to jump back, dancing away, but Brohmin still came, relentless.

      Endric blocked attack after attack before finally twisting away from it.

      He had to turn things.

      He attacked, spinning his sword, twisting away from Brohmin, bringing himself in too close so that Brohmin couldn’t use his longer reach against him.

      Brohmin backed away, putting some space between himself and Endric, who lunged forward, managing to catch Brohmin on the wrist. At the same time, Brohmin brought his sword around to Endric's midsection.

      Endric doubled over, wincing.

      Brohmin laughed loudly. “It's been a long time since anyone has challenged me. You've learned quite a bit in the time since I've met you.”

      Endric didn't know what to say. It surprised him that he would be able to compete with Brohmin. He’d spent the last year thinking that Brohmin was the most skilled swordsman that he knew. He still was, but Endric no longer felt completely outclassed.

      Endric turned around, panting, and saw Senda watching him. Pendin did the same. Neither spoke, but he could see something strange on their faces.

      Brohmin clapped Endric on the shoulder and smiled. “We’ll have to do that again after this business is over. I think you have quite a bit of potential, Endric.”

      Brohmin reached for Endric’s sword, and he let the man take it. Tresten ran his hand along the blade, and when Brohmin returned to him, the sword was sharp once more, as if nothing had ever been done to it.

      Endric sheathed it and made his way to Senda and Pendin. He took a seat next to them. Senda watched him, and Pendin gave him a hard shove from the side. Endric glanced over.

      “You’ve been holding back on me,” Pendin said.

      Endric shook his head. “Not holding back.”

      “Well, that's about as impressive a display of swordsmanship as I have seen. So there's that.”

      Endric chuckled. He didn't know what else to say, and so chose to say nothing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They reached the outskirts of Thealon late in the day. The tower became visible first, rising above the landscape, an enormous building of pure white stone that dwarfed everything else. There was something remarkable about it, something that Endric could not deny. A sense of power radiated from the structure.

      He slowed his horse as it first came into view, unable to take his eyes off it. Endric had been to Thealon and had seen the tower, but he felt the same each time. Temples in many places were replicas, similar to the temple in Vasha, but paled in comparison.

      Next to him, Tresten chuckled. “I'll admit, there is something impressive about it.”

      Endric could only stare. He wasn't devout within the Urmahne faith, and there were times when he struggled with what he believed, much like he had once struggled with his purpose in the world, but seeing the tower and how impressive it was, and noting the way that it rose above the ground with a nearly palpable crackle of energy, Endric could not deny that there was something. It was almost enough to believe the gods had once existed in the world.

      Endric struggled with that line of thinking. If the gods were real, then it meant the Magi truly served them, and it might even mean that the Denraen were supposed to serve the Magi. That, at least, was what the Magi seemed to believe.

      Pendin rode up next to him and looked up, a smile on his face. “I would almost say that you’re impressed.”

      Endric shook his head. “You mean you aren't?”

      Pendin nodded toward the city in the distance. Spread out below the base of the tower was an enormous city. Thealon was reputed to be nearly as impressive as Vasha, only without the Magi. Yet, unlike Vasha, Thealon had the tower, which meant they had some proximity to the gods that even the Magi couldn't claim.

      The city had a certain organization to it. A massive wall circled its entirety. Within the wall, from their vantage on the hillside, Endric could make out neatly organized streets, all flowing toward the center of the city and the tower. He couldn't see the Urmahne temple from here and wondered what it would look like in Thealon, when in other places the temple was created as a replica of the tower.

      “I've been here on patrol. It is impressive. In fact, I was here for choosing one time.”

      “Did it seem like they minded the Denraen choosing from the Ur?” Endric asked.

      Pendin shrugged. “I'm not sure if they minded. I was mostly there as a demonstrator. There was a dozen of us. We selected two. I have a hard time thinking that’s enough to irritate the Ur all that much.”

      “Unless there’s a choosing every few months,” Brohmin said.

      He rode on a tall, dappled gray stallion. The horse was lean and reminded Endric of the horses that the Antrilii rode, seasoned horses that were battle hardened and nothing like the type of horses he’d ridden as a child or the type of horses the Denraen kept. The Antrilii practically seemed able to talk to them, much like they had seemed able to talk to the merahl that hunted with them.

      “If you come through here too often, you take their best soldiers.”

      “But they don't have any need for soldiers,” Pendin said. “The Denraen keep the—”

      Brohmin shook his head. “The Denraen keep peace, that’s true. But within each nation, there’s a desire to maintain their own military, regardless of what the Urmahne teach. Think of Thealon. They’ve battled with Gom Aaldia many times over the years, the most recent all of fifty years ago. What happens when ancient—or not so ancient—frustrations begin to burrow up? Can the Denraen handle all of that?”

      “You mean like the Ravers?” Endric said.

      Brohmin nodded.

      “Dendril is leading an army through the north, sweeping through to collect the Ravers.”

      “Dendril leads this himself?” Brohmin asked.

      Endric nodded.

      Brohmin’s brow furrowed in a tight frown.

      “What is it? Endric asked.

      “Probably nothing. But…” He didn't finish, turning back to Tresten and saying something softly to the Mage. Tresten’s jaw clenched slightly.

      What was it? What did Brohmin suspect?

      Tresten led them toward the city, toward the tower, and as they neared the city, the tower somehow loomed even larger over everything, even more a presence and reminder of the gods. What must it be like to live in this city every day? How could the people of Thealon feel anything but a connection to the gods?

      The streets of Thealon were quiet. There seemed less chaos here than there did in many of the places that Endric had been, and certainly less chaos than even there was in Vasha. It was as if the people of Thealon recognized their proximity to the gods and wanted to maintain a certain respectability around them.

      They walked the horses now. Tresten guided them through the streets. As he did, there was a sense of deference from people he passed. As they neared the tower, Tresten veered to the east, looping around the base of the tower. Endric noted an enormous wall circling the lawn that led up to the tower. Soldiers stationed around the wall glanced in their direction, but for the most part ignored Endric and the others.

      “You would think they would be interested in the arrival of a Mage,” Endric said.

      “Not as interested as you think,” Brohmin said.

      “Where’s the temple?” Pendin asked.

      “On the grounds. First, we have to get past the soldiers here. Then we have to convince them to lead us to the high priest of the Urmahne. And from there…” Tresten shrugged. “From there, I only hope that it gets easier. I fear that we will be asked to do more than what we expect.”

      They walked silently around the perimeter of the tower yard. The street circled around it, the wall that had been constructed around the tower mirroring the circular nature of the tower. As they walked, Endric couldn't help but find his eyes drawn upward. The tower rose an impossible height, disappearing into clouds high overhead. It was an impressive structure and one that must have been constructed by the gods.

      Eventually, they reached the entrance to the grounds. Six soldiers stood guard, all wearing brightly polished mail, and brought their shields up as Tresten approached.

      “I would seek entry to the temple,” Tresten said.

      The nearest soldier, a man dressed in royal blue and gray and carrying a shield on one arm, rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. He shook his head. “The temple is only accessible to the priests.”

      “And the priests would allow my entry,” Tresten said.

      The man flicked his gaze to Tresten before looking over at Brohmin, then the others. “And you would be…”

      “I would be Mage Tresten of Vasha. I believe the Urmahne still celebrate the peace the gods have set upon us?”

      “Do they know you're coming?”

      Endric found it difficult to believe the soldiers questioned Mage Tresten. In Vasha, the Magi would not be questioned.

      The soldier glanced at one of the men with him, and something passed between them. The man turned and slipped through the gate, disappearing into the palace yard.

      “We will wait to see if the priests welcome your presence.”

      “You think that they would not?” Tresten asked.

      The soldier didn't answer, simply stared straight ahead.

      They waited silently. Endric wondered if perhaps the better strategy would have been for them to have found a place to stay and then sent word. Would that have been the expected response from a Magi?

      No, the Magi would have expected to come to the temple and would have expected to have been welcomed.

      After what seemed an inordinately long period of time, the soldier came running back. He slipped through the gate, closing the door behind him. He leaned toward his leader and whispered something. The soldier nodded before turning to look at Mage Tresten.

      “The priests are unable to welcome you at this time. If you could tell them where you're staying?”

      “Enough of this,” Brohmin said. He darted forward, crashing his fist to the back of the two Ur soldiers’ necks before they could react.

      Endric realized what he planned and copied him, attacking the other men. He didn't make an effort to kill them. This was only to slow them. Endric used techniques that Listain showed him, managing to take down two men before they had a chance to react. Senda and Pendin took care of the remaining two.

      When they had fallen, Pendin chuckled. “Well, that's one way to avoid attention, isn't it?”

      “We must move quickly now,” Tresten said.

      They sat the soldiers up against the wall and Tresten reached for the gate, doing something that unlocked it. Once open, Tresten guided them through, motioning for them to follow, and to do so quickly. On the other side of the wall, Endric took a moment to gape.

      A well-manicured lawn was lined with shrubs groomed into shapes of animals and what he presumed to be the gods. Flowers bloomed throughout. A few trees grew tall as well. Everything about it was lovely, and magnificent in a way that he thought fitting of the gods.

      “It's so…” Pendin began.

      “Overwrought,” Tresten said. “It would be much better was it simpler. Do they really think the gods they worship require such ostentatious decoration?”

      Endric found himself smiling. “You mean like the not-at-all ostentatious design of the Palace of the Magi?”

      Tresten grinned at him. “I mean something like that exactly. Tie the horses up near the gate. There will be no need for them from here. Either the men will awaken and raise the alarm or the priests will welcome us. Either way, I doubt we'll need the horses.”

      Once they had done this, Tresten guided them through the yard.

      Endric watched the Mage. Every so often, he glanced at the tower, almost a longing look on his face. The Magi were said to still speak to the gods, and Endric wonder if Tresten was one who made that claim. For so long, they had claimed the need for teralin, and after the attack on the city, they no longer claimed to need the metal for their ceremonies. And of the Magi that Endric had met—admittedly there weren't many, even living in Vasha—Tresten seemed the most likely to actually speak to the gods.

      They circled around the outside of the yard, moving toward a flat building along the edge.

      “Is that we’re going?” Endric asked.

      Tresten nodded. “Unlike in other places, here the priests are unwilling to challenge the gods by attempting to gain proximity. The temple descends, rather than ascends.”

      “The temple is below ground?” Endric asked.

      Tresten nodded. “Below ground. And extensive. The priests are nothing if not creative with how they think to celebrate their faith.”

      Endric found the statement interesting, especially coming from one of the Magi. It was almost as if Tresten didn't care for the way the priests viewed the gods. Why would that be? What would make one of the Magi upset with the priests?

      “What of the high priest?” Senda asked.

      Tresten turned to her, a hint of a smile lining his face. “Listain taught you well, didn't he? No, the high priest does not reside beneath the earth. That is for the priests, not those of rank. Those with rank are allowed to ascend to higher levels.”

      “Ascend? Like the gods?” Endric asked.

      Tresten nodded. “Very much like the gods. Or at least very much like what they believe the gods would do.”

      They reached the entrance to the temple. They had seen no others on the palace grounds. Endric wondered why that was.

      “Where are all the priests?” Pendin asked.

      “There should be more here than this. There should be activity in the garden, and men and women praying around the tower itself. The last time I was here, the entire garden was awash with activity,” Tresten said.

      “What would have changed?” Brohmin asked.

      “I don't know, and that troubles me,” Tresten said.

      The Mage opened the door to the temple itself. The door came open silently, leading to a darkened room on the other side. No one spoke. A sense of anxious dread washed over Endric as they approached. They were risking themselves, entering the Temple without the aid of the priests, but they were with one of the Magi. Who served the gods better than the Magi?

      “How were you able to discover that Urik was here?” Endric asked Senda.

      “I didn't break into the temple, if that's what you’re suspecting.”

      “That's not what I'm suspecting, but I would've enjoyed the image of you breaking in.”

      “He was seen in the city. He was in the company of other priests. That's when we heard of him.”

      “What if he’s still in the city and not in the temple?” Pendin asked.

      “I have a hard time thinking Urik would remain exposed in the city. He would have come to the temple seeking protection, not staying hidden and holed up in the city,” Endric said. As Tresten had said to him, he suspected Urik did have the necessary faith to be accepted into the temple. At the very least, he had the ability to feign the necessary faith.

      After the discovery of his connection to the Ravers, Endric was no longer certain what motivated the Ur.

      Lanterns flickered along the wall. Endric nodded at them, a hint of a smile on his face. “Like those in the mines.”

      Pendin frowned. “They shouldn't be the same type of lanterns here. Why would they be?”

      “Because Urik designed them,” Tresten said. “He was a lampmaker in his previous life. And he was known to be clever and skilled with his creations.”

      Tresten led them into the temple, where their footsteps made a soft thudding along the stone. Endric was troubled by the fact that there was no one present. It was empty, as if the temple had been abandoned. With the temple’s proximity to the tower, this was the heart of the Urmahne, the center of the faith, and would be the last place that the priests would ever abandon.

      Why would it feel that way now?

      They continued down the hall, the air stale and still around them, and reached a pair of ornately carved doors. Lanterns were set on either side of them. Tresten paused with a palm on the handles and looked at those with him. “On the other side of this, the stairs lead down into the main part of the temple. I am troubled by the fact that we haven't seen any priests. I don't know what it means, but we should be prepared for the possibility that Urik has altered them.”

      “How would he have altered them?” Senda asked.

      “The teralin. That's what you're referring to, isn't it?”

      Tresten nodded. “There's a reason the tower exists here. It's a reason not many know. Even the priests would not have known. At least, not many of them.”

      As Tresten said it, Endric realized what he’d been feeling was the pull of teralin. Was it possible? Could there be a collection here?

      He thought back to what he knew of Vasha. The ruins there had preceded the founding of the city, had been from the time of the gods. Were all ruins at sites of teralin collections? Was that the secret Urik had somehow managed to come across?

      “If there's teralin here, how would he have discovered it?”

      “He should not have been able to discover it. The presence of teralin has been concealed for many years. The fact that he would have troubles me.”

      “Did the Conclave know?” Endric asked.

      Tresten glanced at Brohmin. He could see from Brohmin's face that he hadn't known. “The Conclave would not have known.”

      Tresten pushed open the doors without explaining how he had known.
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      The door led into a wide, open area that descended downward. Lanterns hanging on each side of the wall blazed a bright path. They were of the same make as the lanterns that had been in the mines and other places. Now he understood why.

      He followed Tresten as they headed down the hallway, the old Mage making his way quickly and carefully along the hall. They still had not seen anybody in the tunnels, and no sign of anything that would indicate the priests were nearby.

      The silence was terrifying in some ways.

      “Are you sure we should go into the temple without the priests?” Senda asked.

      “There is some danger, especially if they have been twisted by the teralin,” Tresten said.

      “Novan was able to reverse the polarity. I presume he learned that from you?” Endric asked.

      “Novan learned about the teralin from me. But if there’s as much teralin as I suspect, my concern is that there will be too much for me to reverse polarity. I can only work on so much at a time.”

      “There’s more than that concerning you,” Endric said.

      Tresten shook his head. “It worries me that the priests might have been influenced.”

      Brohmin rested his hand on Tresten's shoulder. “You're not the only one who can change the polarity.”

      His gaze drifted to Endric.

      Endric shook his head. “I can't. I charged neutral teralin, but I never changed the polarity.”

      “Perhaps not yet, but you can learn. You might have to learn,” Brohmin said.

      The descended the stairs, Tresten practically floating as he went. Endric felt as if their footsteps were too loud along the stone. They passed a few doorways on the way, and Tresten checked them, finding each locked. What did it mean for the doors to be locked along the way? Would they come upon a crowd of angry priests?

      “Can you feel it?” Pendin asked, leaning toward him as Tresten continued guiding them down the stairs.

      “What is it that I'm supposed to feel?”

      Pendin shook his head. “I'm not sure. It's like the heat from the teralin, but different. I don't know how to explain it. I can feel it around me, and feel the way that it's swirling, practically rising up from below.”

      “I feel it,” Senda said.

      Endric was surprised that he did not. He thought his experience crawling through the mines would attune him to teralin, but apparently not.

      The stairs stretched deeper into the ground, and the lights became brighter. Another dozen or so stairs and he could see the opening gradually increase in size, thousands of lanterns giving off light. Along with that was another sense, one of pressure, that of what he presumed was negatively charged teralin.

      Endric held his hand up.

      “We’re getting close,” he said.

      Tresten nodded. “I feel it as well. I have been pushing against it as we descend, but it’s taking much strength for me to do that.”

      Endric glanced from Tresten to Brohmin. “What can I do to help?”

      Tresten tapped his staff on the ground. “Push back against the darkness you feel.”

      “How will I know if it's worked?”

      “You'll feel a shift. It’s possible given your heritage that you will be able to access that power.”

      “What do you mean by my heritage?”

      Tresten turned to him, a hint of a smile playing across his mouth. “We have already spoken about your heritage. You are descended from the Antrilii, and your people have gifts that you can access.”

      If the Antrilii did have abilities, could he have something? Was that why he was able to detect the polarity of the teralin, why he was able to charge the teralin when he’d faced Urik?

      Endric focused on the sense of teralin. There was pressure there, and Endric resisted it, drawing on the foreign sensation from it, and pushed, knowing what it should feel like. He continued to push as they made their way down the stairs.

      The pressure from the teralin grew, and he had an increasing sense of anxiety that came with it and mixed with darkness, a sensation that he fought against while feeling the pressure of the teralin. With each step, it became more difficult to move.

      “What is it?” Senda asked him.

      Endric shook his head. “I don't know. Something fights me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      As he started to answer, sound thundered behind them.

      Endric spun. Up near the top of the stairs came the sound of boots on stone.

      Soldiers.

      The Ur had found them and followed them.

      Would they follow them down the steps if it meant risking the ire of the priests?

      The sound along the stairs reverberated. How many soldiers were coming? He didn’t like the idea of fighting Ur soldiers. They weren’t the enemy. But if they sided with Urik, he might have no choice.

      This operation was already becoming more complicated than he had anticipated. This was supposed to be a mission to find Urik and recover him, and then return to the Denraen. They weren’t able to even find the priests.

      “Take Tresten and make your way toward the priests,” Brohmin said. “The three of us will remain here, and we will hold off the attack as long as we can.”

      “Why don't you take Tresten? I'll stay with Senda and Pendin. We’ll do what we need to give you the time.” Endric hoped it was not going to come down to a fight. He wasn't prepared to have a battle with soldiers of the Ur, especially not when they were simply trying to serve the priests. He understood what they were doing.

      Yet, they had already attacked the Ur to reach the temple.

      “I suspect you will be needed for this. It would mean more having one of the Denraen go with Tresten. Especially given your rank.” Brohmin glanced over, a hint of a smile on his face. “Don't worry; I don't have any intention of harming the Ur.”

      Endric glanced at Tresten, who nodded once.

      The two of them started on the stairs before Endric paused and turned back, pulling Senda to him in a quick embrace. She didn't resist, and Endric was thankful she didn't. If everything went well, they would reunite, but there remained a possibility something would go wrong, and she would be harmed. Endric didn't like to think about that and didn't like to think that this could be the last time he would see her.

      Senda pushed her him away. “Go. Let's have this ended.”

      Endric followed Tresten down the stairs, making their way toward the light, where Endric suspected they would reach the priests. The plan to utilize Tresten and reach the priests had already failed, not giving Endric much hope that this other attempt would be any more successful.

      At the bottom of the stair, they both paused at a doorway.

      “Let me lead here.” Tresten started forward, pushing the door open.

      As he did, Endric felt the pressure of the negatively charged teralin. He pushed against it, resisting the sensation as they made their way into the room.

      Tresten raised his hand.

      Endric looked up and saw what had stopped the Mage.

      Nearly a dozen priests, all dressed in heavy robes, stood before them. Each of the priests wore necklaces made of teralin.

      Not only teralin but negatively charged teralin.

      How long had Urik been planning this?

      “The necklaces,” Tresten said.

      “I can feel it.”

      “You would defile the sanctity of the high temple of the Urmahne?” The priest who spoke stood at the center, his head shaven, his eyes sunken deep in his head. He had a wrinkled face, one that was lean and weathered. Rather than the warm and welcoming face of the priests that Endric had normally seen, this man had a look of anger, rage contorting his features. It was more than what Endric would have expected from simply stepping into the temple, especially given the fact that they came with the Magi. This was an unhealthy type of rage.

      There was little question teralin had influenced them.

      Teralin had influenced the Deshmahne as well, but it had seemed different. That was a type of influence they had seemed to welcome. There was something about their tattoos that Endric thought tied to the teralin as well.

      The priests were nothing like the Deshmahne—and very much the same.

      “I am Mage Tresten of Vasha. I am a member of the Council of Elders. I have come to Thealon to—”

      The priest took a step forward. As he did, the dark teralin practically shimmered. “You have come to claim the temple? The Magi abandoned the Urmahne years ago. Do not think that you can appear and take control of it now. The priests serve the gods now.”

      The priest gripped his teralin necklace, and Endric felt a strange pulsing. Were he one of the Deshmahne, Endric would have almost imagined they would have used that pulsing to attack. With the priest, Endric doubted he would attack, but what effect did the teralin have on him?

      “We have been given the gift the Magi have long hidden,” the priest said. His voice began to rise, changing from the angry threat to almost a chant.

      “What secrets do you think the Magi kept from the priests?” Tresten asked.

      “We hear their voice!”

      The priest took a step toward Tresten, and Endric felt a buildup of power from the Mage. Could the priests feel that as well? Was it something related to the teralin, or was it something else?

      Why could Endric feel it? Was it proximity to the Mage, and the fact that he traveled with him, that attuned him somehow? Or was there something else?

      Did Tresten use teralin? Was that how the Magi had their abilities?

      If they did, Endric could see them not wanting to have that revealed to the world. If that were the case, anyone would be able to reach it.

      “What voice do you think that you hear?” Tresten asked

      The priest sneered at him. “What voice? You would dare challenge whether I hear the voice of the gods?” He squeezed the teralin necklace, his knuckles going white as he did. “I can hear them! Can the Magi make such a claim?”

      The priests around the man Endric suspected was the high priest of the Urmahne nodded. They didn't share the same look of rage that the high priest seemed to, but they wore the same expression of devotion, one that was enough to worry Endric. These were men who had passed beyond faith into fanaticism.

      “The teralin you hold does nothing other than change your mind. The metal you listen to does not give you insight to the Maker, but to his undoing. Even the Magi have begun to see that truth.”

      The priest shook his head, trembling with a sort of excited energy. “The Magi have kept the gods from the people. The Magi have prevented us from knowing what you have known. That is the secret you intend to keep to yourself. No longer!”

      The priest took another step toward Tresten. He was close enough that Endric began to worry for Tresten’s safety. He didn't think the priests would actually harm the Mage—didn't know if they were able to harm him—but what if the teralin had changed them so much? What if it had damaged him in a way so that he would attempt violence against one of the Magi?

      Violence went against the core of the Urmahne teachings, but with dark teralin influencing… It would be up to Endric to protect Tresten.

      As the priest took another step, Endric lunged forward, placing himself between Tresten and the priest.

      “Endric—”

      The priest didn't allow Tresten to finish and reached his other hand out, as if he were trying to grab for the Mage. Rather than reaching Tresten, he brushed against Endric, the strange dark, twisted energy that Endric could feel pressing out.

      Endric raised his hand, trying to prevent the priests from harming Tresten. His hand brushed against the teralin necklace. It felt cold, unusual considering teralin was normally hot. He squeezed his hand and pushed through it.

      There came a sense of a shifting, that of the teralin switching. It was almost like heaving over a massive boulder. When it shifted, there came a release, that of the boulder now tumbling downhill.

      How was it that he could do this?

      Maybe it was something as simple as that he was born to it. Maybe there was more to it, something that he had been attuned to from his time in the mines, but if that were the case, wouldn't Endric have noticed it sooner? Wouldn't Pendin have a similar ability?

      As the boulders tumbled, as that sense of teralin shifted, the teralin heated once more, glowing almost white in his hand.

      The priest staggered back, his eyes going wide. “You would—”

      Endric unsheathed his sword, stepping between the priest and Tresten so that he could block him from reaching the Mage. He would do his duty, and if that meant he would fall on behalf of Tresten, it was something he would gladly do.

      “The metal has tainted you. I don't know what you think you’re doing, but it doesn't let you hear the voice of the gods.” Endric held his sword ready, concerned the priest might lunge at them. In the distance, he heard a rumbling and feared the Ur was coming down the stairs. Had they managed to get past Brohmin and the others? If they had, what sort of attack would they face?

      “What did you do?” the priest asked.

      He grabbed at the teralin necklace, tearing it from his neck. It dropped to the ground, the now positively charged teralin glowing bright white.

      How could Endric have done that?

      “You have been poisoned,” Tresten said. “You allowed another with arcane power to join you, and he has poisoned you. Endric has only freed you from it.”

      “But the gods—”

      “You were not speaking to the gods,” Tresten said. The Mage made his way to two of the other priests, and before they had a chance to react, he grabbed the necklaces. They flashed a bright white.

      Tresten casually made his way along the line of priests, touching each of the necklaces. As he did, each of them changed, shifting from the dark and dangerous teralin to the flash of white that indicated that they were now positively charged.

      With each one, the priest staggered back.

      The teralin along Tresten’s staff began to glow.

      Endric had observed the Magi using their abilities only a few times before. Once had been when he felt the Deshmahne threatening to attack Vasha. Then he had seen light and power glowing in the windows of the palace. That had been a witnessing of their power from a distance. This was closer, and in that respect, much more impressive.

      Tresten himself seemed to grow, straightening his back, becoming the image of the tall and powerful Mage that he was. A flash of light washed out from him, striking Endric as it did, coating him as well as everything else.

      With it came a wave of peace, power he could not deny.

      It hit each of the priests, and their expressions changed.

      The high priest blinked. His gaze went from the teralin necklace on the ground up to Tresten's face. “Most… Most high?”

      Tresten’s face softened, and he smiled. “I am Tresten, Second Eldest of the Mage Council of the Elders. I have come before you to offer my assistance.”

      The high priest looked around, noting the faces of the others and the pile of teralin necklaces on the ground. Now that all of them had been positively charged, they would not be a danger to the priests, but it was a relief to Endric to see them untouched on the ground. Heat radiated from them, and they glowed softly, proof of their now positive charge.

      “What assistance is that?” the high priest asked.

      “There is one who has come to betray you,” Tresten said. His voice thundered and filled the chamber.

      The high priest clasped his hands in front of him, looking from Endric and back to Tresten. “We seek to serve the gods, and the Magi as they serve the gods.”

      Tresten nodded. “Good. There is something we need of you.”
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      Tresten, along with Endric, collected the various teralin found throughout the temple. All of it had been negatively charged, and all of it was systematically switched to a positive polarity. It had taken the better part of a day, and Endric was exhausted from the effort of changing the teralin, and still uncertain how he had managed.

      “How is it that I can do this,” he asked Tresten when they had a moment of silence.

      “How is it that any of us are able to do anything that we are able to do? How is it that you can fight as well as you do?”

      Endric held a small orb of teralin. Like the others they had come into contact with, this was negatively charged and had been found in the barracks. There had been dozens of them set around it. Endric didn't understand how it worked and didn't understand the way it influenced others, but there was no questioning that it worked.

      “This is more than gaining skill by practice.”

      Tresten took the orb of teralin from him. “Is it? It seems to me that there are things men are born to do, and things they can learn to do. Often they are similar.”

      “How am I born to change the teralin?” Endric asked.

      “You need to stop considering yourself as somehow less than you are. You have been given many gifts. And one of those appears to be the ability to reach for teralin and change the polarity of it.”

      “It's more than that though, isn't it?”

      Tresten smiled. “It always is. When this is over, you will need to understand yourself before you can help the Denraen.”

      Endric watched him a moment. “You mean the Antrilii.”

      “I mean you should understand who you are. When you do, only then can you lead men. Only then will they follow.”

      Tresten led him to the door of the barracks. They had managed to restore several hundred soldiers from the influence of teralin, not to mention the nearly fifty priests stationed throughout Thealon, most influenced in one way or another. There were others—likely hundreds more of the Ur—they had not managed to stop. They had already been out of the city, led away by Urik before Endric and Tresten had ever reached the priests.

      “I'm going to have to stop the Ur from attacking the Denraen.”

      Tresten nodded. “You will.”

      “Urik will be with them,” Endric said.

      “Undoubtedly he will. He has begun to make his move.”

      “I don't understand why. What does he think he will accomplish?”

      Tresten stuffed several of the now positively charged teralin orbs into his pockets. Endric wondered whether the patterns that were etched along the surface of the orbs mattered, but decided that now wasn't the time to question Tresten.

      “I suspect you moved his timetable forward.”

      “I thought the attack on Listain was his plan.”

      Tresten frowned. “I did as well. Now I do not know.”

      The Mage closed his eyes and remained silent, squeezing his staff, the teralin within it flashing briefly. As it did, Endric had a sense of that power flashing within him. It was something he could almost feel, though he did not know why that should be.

      “What of you?” Endric asked Tresten.

      The Magi opened his eyes. “I will remain in Thealon for a time. The priests will need support, and they will need to return to their faith. Urik's influence has damaged them.”

      “And the Council?”

      “I didn't realize that you were concerned about the operation of the Magi Council,” Tresten said.

      “I’m not accustomed to the Magi remaining out of the city. How will we protect you?”

      Tresten tapped his staff on the ground. It rang out softly. “I think I can manage well enough on my own.”

      “You should have some protection,” he said.

      Tresten tipped his head. “Are you offering to remain and to serve as my protection?” There was a hidden question within there, something that seemed more than what Endric expected.

      “I need to be involved with ending the potential war before it happens. I would be more valuable there.”

      Tresten smiled. “Once again, you underestimate yourself, Endric. But, when you are ready, I will help with whatever you might need.”

      “Ready? Ready for what?

      Tresten shook his head. “Not until you are ready.”

      With that, Tresten tapped his staff, the runes along its side glowing softly, and made his way out of the Ur barracks. Endric watched him leave, feeling confused as he so often did around the Magi.

      He sighed.

      He turned at the sound of boots on the stone and saw Senda coming his way. She wore a slight frown and carried with her a few teralin items. “You look troubled.”

      Endric looked in the direction Tresten had headed. “Troubled is probably the best way you could put it.”

      “I think we found most of the teralin. I worry what will happen if others are found when were not here.”

      Endric shook his head. “Tresten plans to remain in Thealon.”

      Senda arched a brow. “He sits fairly high on the Council, doesn't he?”

      Endric nodded. “He's the Second Eldest. I'm not exactly sure what that means, but I think that it means that he sits right below the head of the Council.”

      “It's interesting that he's willing to remain in Thealon, then, isn't it?”

      Endric smiled and nodded. “It is interesting.”

      “At least we don't have to worry about the teralin potentially overshadowing the priests once more.”

      Endric shook his head. That wasn’t anything they had to worry about, though there were plenty of other things to focus on.

      “We shouldn't remain in Thealon for much longer,” Senda said. “Especially if Urik plans to attack the Denraen.”

      It still troubled him, not knowing what Urik planned and not knowing why he would think to attack the Denraen. He didn't think Urik wanted to destroy the Denraen, but what was he after?

      “What is it?” Senda asked.

      Endric shook his head. “I can't get beyond what he's doing. If he really wanted vengeance for what happened, why would he cause disruption in the north? If he was after the Deshmahne, this isn’t the way to go about doing it.”

      “There has to be something for him to gain,” Senda said. “There has to be some reason he would attack. Think about what you know of him. How does this connect?”

      Endric smiled. “You remind me of Listain.”

      Senda hid a sad expression as she looked at him.

      “I don't know how it would all tie together,” he said. “Urik has shown his willingness to use both the Ravers, as well as the priests…”

      Endric frowned, something that Brohmin had noted as they rode into Thealon coming into his mind.

      “What is it?” Senda asked.

      “Well, you asked what connected things. The Ravers came after you, but to draw me away.” Endric thought that was the reason, even if the commander claimed he hadn’t recognized Endric. “If Urik planned this, he would have expected me to bring the commander to Listain.”

      Senda nodded. “He didn't just go after Listain; he wanted to kill him.”

      Endric's frown deepened. “Which forced my father to lead the Denraen sweeping across the north, removing the threat of the Ravers.”

      “Endric, the Ravers won't prove much of a threat to the Denraen. Not in the number the general brought.”

      “What if that was never their intent?”

      “What are you thinking?”

      Endric started pacing, looking at the barracks. “How many soldiers do think the Ur can draw?”

      “I don't know. Listain had their numbers pegged in the thousands. They view themselves as a smaller version of the Denraen. The keep all of Thealon protected.”

      Thousands of soldiers, trained. Adding that to the soldiers of the Ravers. And now Urik was in control of both.

      “Everything I've learned tells me that Urik was interested in vengeance for what happened to his family,” Endric said.

      “He lost his family and blamed the Deshmahne. He went to the historian guild to find answers but found knowledge he was forbidden from using, which was why he went to the Denraen.”

      “I don't think it's as simple as that,” Endric said. “Everything we've learned about Urik tells me that he’s a planner. This is a man who could plan years into the future. This is a man who joined the historians to gain the knowledge he sought. This was a man who was patient enough to work his way up through the Denraen, reaching a rank where he could finally enact part of his plan. I think if anything, I have underestimated him.”

      “What are you getting at?” Senda asked.

      Endric stopped pacing and met Senda's eyes. “The Denraen. What if he intends to unify the Denraen with the Ur and the Ravers? What if he intends to use everything that he can against the Deshmahne?”

      “In order to do that… Oh. You can't think that he might—”

      “He doesn't have to defeat all of the Denraen.” It was the same plan Endric had, though he suspected Urik would be better prepared than Endric to challenge Dendril.

      Had Endric given Urik the idea?

      The thought bothered him.

      “You can't think he’ll attempt a challenge?”

      Endric nodded. “I think we need to reach Dendril before Urik does.”
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      They reached the Denraen almost too late.

      It was late in the second day after leaving Thealon. As they approached, the caravan of two hundred soldiers from the Ur, along with the Denraen traveling with Endric, slowed.

      “What is it?” Pendin asked.

      “Look,” Endric said.

      In the distance, the Denraen marched, their disciplined movements hurrying over the ground. The dust kicked up behind them clouded the sky. From his vantage, he could see another approaching caravan, one that had similarly efficient movements.

      “You were right,” Senda said.

      “We won't know that I'm right until they attack. By then, it might be too late.”

      Brohmin glanced over. “You need to stop this before it reaches that point. There can't be a battle between two forces that are both engaged in maintaining peace. If that happens, we all lose.”

      “That won’t happen.” When Brohmin frowned, Endric pointed to the Denraen. “I don't think Urik’s after that battle. You’re the one who helped me connect it together. All of this was a ploy to draw my father out of the city. He had to find a way to force Dendril to engage so he could challenge him.”

      “Dendril would be too smart for that,” Brohmin said.

      “If he thinks it will end this fight?” Endric asked. “I think that Dendril would very much agree to it.”

      “It would be a danger to underestimate Urik at this point,” Brohmin said. “If this man has done everything that you claim, then he has likely prepared for whatever your father might be able to do.”

      Endric nodded. Dendril might be the most skilled swordsman, but it didn't mean he couldn't be defeated. Endric had seen the Deshmahne fighting and seen how the dark teralin granted them power. What would happen with somebody with real skill like Urik?

      Endric had barely beaten him last time, and that had been more luck than anything else. This time, he doubted he would be quite as lucky.

      As they watched, the Denraen caravan angled north, toward the caravan of the Ur.

      “It's beginning,” Senda said.

      Endric motioned the caravan toward the Denraen. If nothing else, he needed to reach his father, both to help him and to alert Dendril of what he suspected—and prevent his father from making a mistake in attacking the Ur.

      As they rode, it became clear that they wouldn't reach them in time.

      Endric turned to Brohmin. “You need to get down there. You could stop Urik before he does something that will destroy the Denraen.”

      Brohmin shook his head. “It must be one of the Denraen. I can't guide the Denraen, not if the challenge is offered and accepted. It has to be you.”

      “I don't know that it can be me. I barely survived the last time, and he’s had a year to prepare.”

      “So have you,” Senda said.

      Endric prayed that it wouldn't be necessary, that his father wouldn't accept the challenge, that his father would be enough to withstand the challenge. But… would he? Dendril was incredibly skilled, but Endric didn't know whether he was capable of stopping Urik when he was powered by dark teralin.

      “We will do what we can to keep him from destroying the Denraen,” Brohmin said. “You will need to do what you can to counter him.”

      Endric nodded mostly to himself and then raced forward.

      The horse sped along, seeming to feel his anxiety, seeming to know his tension.

      Denraen soldiers gradually noticed him and turned their attention to Endric. Men whose name he knew flashed through his mind, and he urged his horse through the line, racing forward. He needed to prevent this battle before war broke out. He needed to serve the purpose of the Denraen.

      Then he saw his father. As he did, he saw Urik.

      The man looked different than he had the last time Endric had seen him.

      Urik had always been nondescript, nothing about him that had been remarkable. Now, much like the priest, Urik had a shaved head. His features were harder, his eyes darker, and he held a teralin sword, one that seemed the match for his father's greatsword Trill. He stood defiantly.

      “I challenge you, Dendril Verilan. Let us prevent warfare.”

      “Father!” Endric yelled, but he was too late. He was too far away. Even racing forward, he couldn’t reach them in time.

      “I accept your challenge,” Dendril said.

      Dendril surged forward, lunging toward Urik. His sword was a blur, but Urik met him, matching him blow for blow. The darkness of the teralin blade swirled around Urik, and he moved faster than Endric could follow.

      How could his father withstand that type of attack? How could Dendril survive?

      Endric pulled up along the edge of the line of troops, observing the battle.

      It was strange watching Dendril fight. Was this what others had felt when watching him challenge his father? He suspected Urik managed much better than he had.

      Unlike when Endric had battled Dendril and ended with countless injuries, Urik, on the other hand, battled with just as much ferocity as Dendril. His father might not survive this.

      Endric felt powerless, much like he felt when he’d faced his father. There was almost something inevitable about the attack, a sense that regardless of what he felt should happen, Urik was superiorly powered.

      Was that the teralin influence?

      He tried to push it back but struggled.

      The man had been skilled before while in the Denraen, but in the time away, something had changed. He had the same sort of supernatural ability Endric had seen from the Deshmahne. How was such a thing possible? How was it possible that he could be this talented?

      And what would happen if his father failed?

      Endric knew what would happen. That was what Urik counted on. The man planned for Dendril to lose, and he would take that opportunity to gain control of the Denraen. Once he did, he would force the Denraen into more fighting. They would head south and take on the Deshmahne and would place the world into war.

      That seemed the biggest betrayal of all.

      And for what? For the loss of his son? Dendril had lost his son and hadn't forced the Denraen into war. It had to end.

      Urik blurred forward, his attack impressively fast, and caught Dendril across the chest. Endric jumped from his horse before he had time to think about what he was doing.

      Uric stood over Dendril, his sword poised to slash down.

      The moment slowed.

      Endric saw it as if he could anticipate the movement, as if he could see beyond the present and into the future.

      Endric unsheathed in a smooth motion and brought his sword out and caught Uric’s. His arms quivered from the force Urik used against him.

      What he was thinking?

      If Urik could take down Dendril, what chance did Endric have to stop him? Endric wasn’t even Dendril's equal. How could he compete with Urik?

      Urik smiled. “We’ve seen how this has gone before, haven't we?”

      Endric snarled, throwing Urik back. The other man might be a skilled swordsman, but Endric was larger. Stronger.

      “The last time I faced you, you were the one who left bloodied,” Endric said.

      Urik slashed forward, swinging his sword twice in rapid succession, each time pushing Endric back, forcing him into a defensive posture.

      Dendril remained prone, not moving.

      How hurt was he?

      “I’ve learned much in the last year. It will not end the same as the last time,” Urik said.

      Urik lunged forward, his attack a flurry of movements, each one almost too much for Endric to counter. It was only the constant training that Endric had gone through that allowed him to withstand the attack. He was able to react but little more than that.

      Endric held onto the teralin sword, clinging to the one thing that was keeping him alive. He didn't think the teralin was giving him any strength or speed, not the way it seemed to aid Urik. Somehow, he had to come up with a way of stopping him. Somehow, he had to overwhelm him.

      As Urik attacked, it became increasingly clear that Endric was overmatched. This was no longer a fight that he could win. Urik had the speed, which Endric was barely able to keep up with, and was skilled, his swordsmanship rivaling what Dendril possessed.

      Words flashed in his mind, a memory of what Tresten had told him. It was a reminder that he needed to stop doubting himself and his ability.

      Confidence had never been his problem. Growing up, he had been a skilled swordsman and had known it. It wasn't until his exile that he began to question his ability. It wasn't until he began to face those with skills that exceeded his own, those with what seemed impossible abilities that he truly began to question.

      How could Endric win? All he could do was react. Each attack from Urik was precise, perfect. The man flowed from position to position, his sword a part of him.

      Endric couldn’t keep up. He would lose. The Denraen would fall. Senda would suffer.

      He recognized those feelings.

      Those were not his own. Those came from the dark teralin.

      But he recognized the dark teralin fed off him. Those were his doubts. He did have those questions. But just because he had them didn't mean that he would give up.

      He would fight—because he had no other choice. He would buy time for his father. He would buy time for the Denraen. He would fight for peace. And if it were required, Endric would die for it as well.

      He’d almost died so many times over last few weeks. Each time when he had survived, he had wondered if the next would be the last. This time, Endric suspected that it might be. Urik was too fast, his swordwork too skilled, especially with the teralin blade that seemed to augment him.

      Could Endric do anything to counter that? Could he somehow change the teralin?

      For Endric to change the polarity, he needed to touch the blade.

      That meant a sacrifice. Was he ready for such a sacrifice?

      Did he have any other choice?

      He stepped back and allowed Urik to approach.

      “You see that you’re defeated,” Urik said, smiling. “I'm glad you recognize this. I’m sorry it has come to this. I like you—I truly did—but this is about more than you. It’s about more than Dendril, and is about more than Andril, and this is about more than the Denraen.”

      “This was about your revenge,” Endric said. “Don't make this about anything more than it is.”

      Urik shook his head. “You think you know me?” He hacked at Endric.

      Endric barely managed to counter, surviving through luck as much as anything else. “I think I know you better than you realize.”

      He lunged forward, dropping his sword as he did, and reached for Urik.

      Urik tried jumping away and swinging down, but Endric caught his hands. He reached up and managed to grab the bladeguard of Urik’s massive sword. Like the rest of the sword, the bladeguard was made of teralin.

      Endric pressed through it.

      There was resistance.

      He felt the dark pressure of the teralin, felt an overwhelming urge to step away, an urge that called on him to abandon his fight. And he wanted to. Despite himself, he wanted to.

      Endric recognized the sense for what it was.

      He fought against it, ignoring it, and pushed.

      Much like when he was facing the priest, pushing was like a physical presence. He felt pain and wondered if he'd been struck. He felt a weight upon him and struggled against it.

      Endric pushed.

      Nothing happened.

      Urik started to pull away.

      If he managed to succeed, Endric doubted he would get another chance. Whatever happened, it had to be now.

      Endric heaved against the teralin polarity again.

      This time, he felt trembling.

      It started slowly, but the trembling built. Endric could feel the pressure, but all it needed was another push.

      He shoved.

      It was a strange thing, one that he didn't understand, one that he couldn't explain, but he pushed with everything he had.

      The trembling became a violent shaking. The sword vibrated in Urik's hands.

      Terror flashed across Urik's face. The man knew what was happening. And had no way of countering.

      Endric continued to press, harder and with more strength, and this time, he knew that his strength, his leverage, was more than what Urik could withstand.

      With one more shove, Endric changed the polarity of the teralin.

      It happened in a flash.

      The sword went from black to silver before quickly turning a brilliant white.

      The sword glowed so brightly that Urik was forced to turn away. He released his grip and Endric grabbed it, shifting his hands to the hilt as the sword continued to shake.

      Endric stood over Urik, the sword glowing.

      Urik didn't move. “How? Who taught you how to do that? Only the gods can change the polarity of charged teralin!”

      Endric shook his head. He nodded to the Denraen who had been watching nearby. They grabbed Urik. “I thought you were a scholar,” Endric said as he struggled to catch his breath. “I am no god, and I changed the polarity.”

      The Denraen started dragging him away. Endric hoped they used more than rope to hold him. Chains might be better.

      “Urik,” Endric said. The Denraen carrying him paused so that Urik could look to Endric. “Once more, you were right.”

      Urik frowned. “What do you mean I was right?”

      Endric smiled. “This did end differently than the last time. This time, you were captured.”

      Urik glared as he was carried away.
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      The early morning sun greeted Endric. He held the reins of his horse, a nervous excitement flowing through him. After everything that had happened, this wasn't the outcome he had expected, but he thought this was the outcome that needed to happen.

      Brohmin stood next to him. He had a dangerous, almost casual violence about him, one that made Endric think that perhaps the effect of the dark teralin had not been completely removed. He had convinced the remaining Ur not to attack. And now, they were separate armies once more, but both serving the same ideals. Both wanted peace.

      Endric looked at his father. He struggled with words, not knowing what to say. What words would be enough?

      “You don't have to do this. You could return to Vasha. Serve as my Raen. You have earned that right. With Listain’s death, I will have need of strong leadership.”

      Endric shook his head, thinking back to the conversation he’d had with Tresten. It made sense to him now. He needed to understand himself so that he could serve the Denraen the way they needed. There was only one way he would be able to do that.

      “I haven't earned anything. Yet. But I intend to. I intend to earn the right to serve the Denraen. I need to have truly earned it and not have it given to me.”

      “Is that what you think? You believe that it was given to you?”

      “I believe that I have a chance to earn it. I also believe that I have not yet. In time, I intend to be the en’raen the Denraen deserve. I am not yet that man.”

      Dendril smiled. It was the most emotion that Endric had seen from him. “You are closer than you realize. Without you, the Denraen would have lost to Urik. Again.”

      Endric glanced over at a chained Urik. Five Denraen guarded him. “We lost so much, all so he could draw you out of the city.”

      “And still it almost worked. He planned on my willingness to engage the challenge.”

      Endric glanced at the ground. “That’s my fault.”

      Dendril grunted. “Yours? Did you force me to agree? The Denraen are lucky you serve as you do, Endric.”

      “And I will serve. After. This is something I must do.”

      “I understand better than you realize.”

      Endric tapped the hilt of the massive teralin sword he’d taken from Urik. Now that it was positively charged, it felt right for him to carry it. “Will they accept me?”

      “Accept is a difficult concept. Nahrsin might, but the Antrilii will not welcome you as you expect.” Dendril took a deep breath. “Regardless, you will be welcomed back to the Denraen upon your return.”

      Dendril turned from him, motioning to the Denraen, who began their steady march west, back to Vasha. There were multiple regiments, and though some would remain on patrol, for the most part, the Denraen would return, would train, and would mourn the loss of Listain and Fennah.

      Senda rode up to Endric. She climbed from her saddle, nodded to Brohmin, and wrapped her arms around Endric. “Why are you doing this? Is it because you don't want to take the position your father wants for you?”

      Endric shook his head and touched her cheeks. “It's because I want that position.”

      She watched him, studying him as if trying to comprehend, before shaking her head. “I don't understand.”

      “Tresten has suggested that I understand myself better. That I need to know who I am, to know where I came from, to know who I can be. I think it’s time I understand my Antrilii background.”

      Senda hugged him again, squeezing him tight. “Be… Be safe. Know that I care about you. Know that I want you to return.”

      Endric swallowed. “I'll be safe. The Antrilii won't allow any harm to come to me. And besides, I think it's time to learn just how skilled their swordsmen are. When I return, we’ll find out what we can about your parents. I promise.”

      Senda gave him one more hug before climbing back into her saddle and rejoining the procession. Endric watched her go, saying nothing. After a while, he climbed into his saddle, nodding to Brohmin.

      “She's a good woman, isn't she?” Brohmin asked.

      Endric nodded again. “She is.”

      “The kind you would hate to leave.”

      Endric nodded. “I do.”

      “Why not have her come with us? She could learn from the Antrilii as well. I'm sure Nahrsin would welcome her.”

      Endric glanced over his shoulder and watched the departing Denraen. “The Denraen need her. With Listain gone, she's needed to serve her role, much like I need to serve mine.”

      Brohmin grunted. “Now you sound like your father.”

      Endric chuckled. “Perhaps that's a good thing.”
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      Destined to lead the Denraen, Endric knows he must first understand himself and his connection to teralin. They are answers he can only find learning about his ancestors, the mysterious Antrilii warriors. Finding them requires he travel north through lands the Denraen cannot safely patrol, and even accompanied by Brohmin, he might barely survive.

      Reaching the Antrilii is only part of the challenge, as not all are pleased he came to their lands. There he discovers a family secret that will require Endric to make a dangerous choice, but it might be the only way he can prove himself—not only to the Antrilii, but to himself—and save more than his family, but people he had never imagined he would call his own.
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      The arrival of the mysterious Magi, along with their near invincible guardians, signals a change. For Jakob, apprentice historian and son of a priest longing for adventure, it begins an opportunity.

      When his home is attacked, Jakob ventures out with the his master, traveling alongside the Magi, beginning a journey that will take him far from home and everything he has ever known. As he travels, he gains surprising skill with the sword but begins to develop strange abilities, along with a growing fear that the madness which has claimed so many has come for him.

      With a strange darkness rising in the north, and powers long thought lost beginning to return, the key to survival is discovering the answer to a lost prophecy. Only a few remain with the ability to find it, and they begin to suspect that Jakob has a pivotal role to play.
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