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      The Mage stepped quickly through the familiar central chamber. His years spent in Vasha, within the confines of this palace, had all but blinded him to his surroundings. He made his way down the seamless hallways, eyes neglecting the priceless tapestries that hung everywhere about the palace. His dark eyes were locked straight ahead while his thoughts were turned inward, knowing no one would dare stop to speak with him along the way.

      His black robe hung almost motionless about him as he walked, hood pulled up over his head, hiding his face. His height, similar to that of other Mages, did not make him remarkable in any way. All Mages shared the features of the original Warrior Mages, from whom they all descended, the heroes of the battle with the Ancient Threat so long ago. In his mind, he could recite the names of the original hundred as well as those from the smaller brigades that joined them later, sixty-three more in number. Sometimes their history made him laugh.

      Walking down the hall, he passed the room where the delegates were attending class. He smiled when he thought of them, still suspect of the role they were to play. He’d observed them without their knowing, influencing their training in ways they would not be able comprehend. Even the Magi who were teaching them did not yet know their true mission.

      As he continued down the hallway, he felt a strange sensation. It was a quick, almost unnoticeable, feeling. Like a brush across his neck or a breath of wind blowing through his hair. But nothing shared the hallway with him, and the air was still. He stopped, and turned quickly, but saw only the darkness of the rest of the corridor.

      His turned back again and started walking. After about five more steps, the feeling came again. It was more of a tickle along the base of his neck this time, followed by an almost whisper in his ear. His lean face jerked around, his black hood falling slightly from its perch atop his head, exposing a long, graying beard. He quickly pulled up the hood.

      Dim light flickered the length of the hall with an unseen breeze. A steady sway could be seen to the soft glow of the torchlight. The Mage turned back around then starting off more quickly.

      His robe swished quietly around him, his concentration broken so that it was no longer motionless. He turned quickly down the next hallway, his eyes no longer locked on the path ahead of him. Instead, they flicked from side to side in a nervous twitch. Each footstep lightly echoed, a sound like someone following him.

      Suddenly, something seemed to grab at his mind. It felt almost like a hand dipped into his skull, before pulling out, taking pieces of his mind with it. He staggered, missing a step, before moving on. He swung his head almost fearfully from side to side as he walked, but he had never known fear. He didn’t know what was going on, but he was not above moving quickly enough to distance himself from whatever it was. He would send others out later to search for the source of the strangeness.

      He finally reached the archway marking the entrance to the tower. He followed the hallway as it curled around until he reached the stairway. He took the steps two at a time, his long legs having no trouble with the movements, reaching his destination some fourteen flights later.

      A door at the end of the hall leaned open just a crack, weak light streaming from within in a flickering dance. He reached the door quickly and tugged it open. It swung out slowly and he passed inside, closing the door tight behind him.

      “Were you seen?” a harsh voice called quietly from a dark corner. The sound seemed to fill his mind. He struggled to see into the darkness.

      He shook his head slowly and replied, “No.” Memories of the strange encounter along the hall flashed briefly through his mind before disappearing.

      A figure emerged into the light. It seemed impossibly tall, even taller than he, and in all black. The Mage pushed the hood back off his head, his eyes searching for a face in the darkness. Pools of red glittered impossibly where the figure’s eyes should have been, but nothing else of a face could be seen. The Mage tried to compose himself, and for the first time in his life found the task difficult.

      The voice came again, like steel scraping along stone. “Here is how you will use the delegates…”

      The Mage nodded as he listened, the rough voice filling his head.
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      Roelle turned to study the massive mountain looming behind her with a bittersweet longing. It swept up toward the flat blue sky, only a few clouds visible. Atop the mountain, far too high now for her to see clearly, was the city Vasha. Her home. It was a place many men longed to see, a place that had for years been the seat of the Urmahne. The city was a place of scholarship, not only for the Magi, but men and women from all over the known lands came to the city hoping to learn from both the world’s greatest scholars and the Magi teachers. It was where she had long expected to serve when her training was complete.

      Now she raced away from it.

      She had seen it from this vantage only twice before: once with Elder Haerlin when they had departed to find one of the chosen delegates, and once when they had returned. Both times, she had taken in the view and felt a sense of awe at what their Founders had created, giving them a place for the Magi to exist, and for them to develop the Urmahne religion. The city had become so much more than what their Founders had expected, but lately, she wondered if in spite of all that they had built, and the knowledge the Magi possessed, the city had become something less as well. If they had become something less.

      Roelle tore her gaze away, focusing on the camp at the base of the mountain. They stopped tonight off the wide road switchbacking up the side of the mountain, nearly two days from their home. Troubled thoughts plagued her.

      Endric had suggested that they make this journey, and she had left without the Council’s permission, but Roelle still wasn't sure whether this was the right plan. Some of the other young Magi were concerned about the rumors out of the north, about creatures that roam about terrorizing villagers. But Roelle had faced the Deshmahne in battle and feared another attack from them more than rumored creatures. How did having her and the Magi apprentices traveling north help them prevent another Deshmahne attack? Was this journey a mistake? Did they leave the city vulnerable?

      The Denraen would manage the Deshmahne—that was what Endric had told her—but they had barely survived the last, and that was only against a few of the warrior priests. What would happen if they came in numbers? Would the Denraen be able to oppose them?

      “Something bothers you. Is it leaving?” Selton asked. “We’re only a few days out, so if you think we should return…”

      Roelle turned to her muscular friend. Selton had dirty-blonde hair, an angular jaw, and wore a long cloak to protect him from the cold they knew would be coming the farther north they traveled. All of the Magi wore similar cloaks, their preparations guided by Endric. He had guided the planning for much of this journey. A long sword gifted to Selton by the general hung sheathed at his waist. Roelle wore a similar sword, though hers was somewhat more ornate, made of teralin—a metal no longer mined beneath Vasha as it once had been—and she had not gotten an answer about whether there was a reason for the decorative sword. Had Endric intended her to have a fancier blade for some reason?

      “It’s the Deshmahne,” she started, turning her gaze back toward the mountain. “I know Endric thinks the Denraen can handle them—”

      “You don’t think they can?”

      “I’ve seen what the Deshmahne can do, Selton. I can't help but think we’ll be needed in the city if they attack.” As much as it would pain the Magi to engage in battle to defend their city. They were taught to respect peace, and now, Roelle thought she understood why. An ancient text that her uncle Alriyn possessed, one he thought had been given to the Founders by the gods themselves, warned the Magi against disrupting the balance—the peace, and now the fighting in the north—and the Deshmahne—threatened that peace.

      “The Council will take care of the city,” Selton said.

      Roelle turned away from the road leading up into the city. There were nearly one hundred Magi apprentices camped with her, all trained by the Denraen. These apprentice Magi acquired skill with the sword and staff quickly—almost too quickly. How did that fit with what the gods wanted of them?

      “It won't be up to the Council. Regardless of what Alriyn claims, if the Deshmahne attack, it will be the Denraen who protect the city,” she said. Had they remained, Roelle had little doubt that she and the other apprentices would have been involved as well.

      Selton chuckled. “Even more reason for us not to worry, then. We’re not soldiers.”

      Roelle looked around the men and women gathered with her. Not apprentices anymore, at least not here. Here, they were something else. She wasn’t sure what to call them yet, but not apprentices.

      Tents were arranged in neat lines. A large central campfire was lit and crackled brightly in the fading daylight. Two of the soldiers Endric sent with them worked at roasting venison that had been caught. Distantly, she could hear practice staves being used, the study clacking of wood on wood, the same sound she'd heard when traveling with Endric back to the city.

      “What are we, if not soldiers?” she asked.

      His chuckle subsided, and a troubled expression wrinkled the corners of his eyes. “Roelle… we’re not soldiers. We may have learned to use the sword or the staff, but the Denraen are something more. Endric sent us north for information only.”

      Roelle nodded. She felt differently than Selton, likely because she had seen what they had faced. She had witnessed the violence of the Deshmahne. The Denraen had barely survived the attack. If the Magi chose to do nothing if they attacked again, they would not survive.

      “Endric wanted us to scout only, so we will find information, and we will bring it back to him.” She worried that they would be required to do more, that perhaps Endric expected them to do more. The Deshmahne weren’t confined to the south, not as she had been led to believe. If they attacked, the Magi would have no choice but to respond. As she surveyed the apprentices with her, she wondered if they would be ready.

      Other questions troubled her as well. Would they be able to find the Antrilii? The Antrilii were nomads, wanderers of the north. What would they gain from searching for them? Both Endric and Novan the historian felt they needed to reach them. She still wasn't sure what they would learn from them, or even why Endric hadn’t simply told them about the Antrilii—he claimed there was something they had to learn firsthand—but what would they need to learn that he couldn’t simply share? Why send them like this? Whatever the Antrilii knew, they claimed the Magi could only learn experiencing it themselves.

      “You should work with them,” Selton suggested. He nodded in the direction of the Magi working with the practice staves.

      “The Denraen work with them.”

      “They would learn more from you.” Selton watched her, clenching his jaw in the way that he always had since they were children, the way that told her of his frustration.

      What bothered him today?

      Roelle sighed. “I don’t know that they will. As you said, I’m no soldier.”

      “No, but you’ve faced the Deshmahne. They respect that, even if they don’t really know what it means.” He turned to stare into the distance, his eyes glazing as he looked toward the north. She imagined that he used his Magi ability, though she couldn’t detect it. “Besides, someone has to lead us.”

      Roelle laughed as he wandered away, checking on the roasting meat before joining the others practicing. A leader. It wasn’t a responsibility she wanted, but she almost had to be the one. She wasn’t even certain she was fit for the job. Had she made a mistake coming here?

      They had been gone for two days. Long enough for them to make their way down the mountain's face, and now begin their journey north, leaving their home in the distance, the flat-topped mountain something of a taunt. Long enough for her to begin questioning, each step leaving her more unsettled. Selton’s suggestion that she should work with the others made her feel… she wasn’t quite certain how it made her feel. Almost as if she were playing a role she didn’t deserve.

      As it often did, her attention turned back to the mountain her people called the Peak of Ascension. From there, the gods were said to have left the earth and gone into the heavens where they would watch over everyone. It was why the Founders had chosen that mountain to build upon. At times, she wondered if they really could see her and what she intended? Did they know her troubled heart? Did they see Vasha the way she could not?

      From here, she could no longer see the terraces, forced to imagine them as they rose from above the great wall surrounding the city. For so many years, the city and the terraces were all she had known. The third terrace, surrounded by a fence of the strangely warm metal teralin mined from deep within the mountain, contained not only the palace, but the outer buildings were many of the Magi families lived. The second terrace consisted of the Denraen, the soldiers keeping the barracks and all the buildings on that level. Thousands of soldiers trained and lived there until they were sent out on patrol to maintain the peace. Then there was the first terrace. It was the majority of the city, most of the shops and other buildings that were required to run a city the size of theirs, but also the University of Vasha, an unrivaled place of learning.

      “You shouldn't keep staring up at the clouds.”

      Roelle turned to see Lendra approaching. She was an interesting woman, and had trained with Novan in the south before he had made his move toward Chrysia. She was the student who had studied with him prior to his working with Jakob, the man who still occasionally occupied her thoughts, despite being away from him for as long as she had. Whenever she practiced with her sword, she found her thoughts going to him, thinking of how skilled he had been, and thinking of…

      Roelle sighed and shook away those thoughts. “Not in the clouds, just contemplating.”

      Lendra laughed softly. “You don't have to explain yourself. I think most of us understand that what we do is potentially dangerous.”

      “You might be the only one who feels that way, Lendra. I don't think most understand what we’re getting into. The gods know that I'm not even sure I understand what we’re getting in to.”

      Lendra tipped her head to the side, and ran her hand through blonde hair that was so similar to Selton. His cousin shared a similar angular jaw and the same deep blue eyes. Roelle understood why so many of the men looked at Lendra the way they did, the same way women often looked at Selton. Both were strikingly beautiful.

      “There are rumors. Even in the south, I heard the rumors. I think most did. Even with those rumors, I don't think anyone understands the dangers.”

      “We didn't hear them in Vasha. The first I heard of rumors out of the north was when I traveled south with Endric. And I began to realize there was something else taking place.”

      “Was that when you were attacked by the Deshmahne?”

      Roelle nodded slowly. Had rumors of the attack spread so far that even Lendra would have heard? It was bad enough what she had been forced to do, bad enough that she struggled with what it meant for her. She was Magi. She was Urmahne. She was supposed to protect the peace; she was not supposed to be a soldier, and definitely not a warrior. But that was what she had become that day.

      “Endric believes that what we face in the north is worse than the Deshmahne.”

      “We don't really know what we face. Rumors,” Lendra said.

      “Antrilii. That's what we search for. For some reason, they will have the answers to our rumors,” Selton said as he rejoined them.

      Lendra smiled at her cousin. “Is that all you think this is about? Do you think we come to see the horse warriors?”

      Selton frowned. “What else would it be? Isn't that why Endric sent us to the north? There’s something they know that will help us understand.” He shrugged as he studied Roelle. “Whatever it is, at least we’re getting out of the city. I think everyone is excited about that.” The sound of the clacking came louder as others of the Magi joined in practice. He grinned as she turned her attention to it, and tapped her on the arm. “Working with them might clear your mind.”

      “I doubt that,” she said.

      “At least watch. I know how much you enjoy watching a skilled swordsman.”

      Roelle flushed and turned away from Selton before starting toward the sectioned-off area between four tents, a small square where the young Magi could work and practice with swords or staff. It was much like what Endric had set up each night as he'd given everyone the chance to work with him. She had taken that opportunity every night, and had developed her skills. The others had practiced with the Denraen, but few—other than Jakob—had practiced as often as she had with Endric. That time had given her an advantage in skill the others didn’t yet share.

      Wasn’t it her responsibility to help them now? She owed it to those with her to help them develop, much like Endric had helped her develop. Wasn't that what the old general had taught her?

      Selton and Lendra followed her to the practice area. All of them watched as two of the Magi, Matthew, and Donovan, worked. Both were skilled with the sword, attacking and moving through catahs in ways that some of the seasoned Denraen would've struggled against. There was fluidity to Magi movements Roelle never saw when she watched men practice. Considering the Magi need for peace, why had the gods gifted them with this skill?

      The men finished, Matthew getting the upper hand, and then stepped apart. The trio of other Magi watching from the sideline clapped in appreciation as the two men rejoined them.

      “See?” Selton asked. “I knew you’d enjoy watching.”

      Roelle elbowed him. “I don’t see you out there.”

      He tipped his head toward the clearing. “I was waiting for you.”

      Selton outmuscled her, but she was quicker, and she had worked with Endric far more than Selton had. Practicing might clear her head. Unlike the others, she hadn’t taken the time to practice since leaving the city. There had always been something to check on in the camp. Maybe her friend was right.

      She offered a half-smile. “Are you really certain you want to do this?”

      “If you're afraid…”

      “I just don't want to embarrass you in front of your cousin.”

      Selton laughed. “I don't think you want your new friend to see how badly you get beat.”

      Roelle headed into the center of the practice area and grabbed one of the wooden practice staves. It had a smooth handle and was weighted to resemble a sword, though wasn't anything like the sword Endric had given her. The blunt sides still hurt when they struck flesh. Roelle had developed plenty of bruises when she'd practiced with Endric during their travels. Plenty even when she'd practiced with Jakob.

      Selton grabbed a practice stave and joined her.

      She stepped into her ready stance. Selton mirrored her. With a nod, they began.

      The forms came easily to her. She sank into an emptiness within her mind, trained by Endric to find it, and opened herself to her Magi abilities, but made a point of not using them. In some way, that felt like more of a violation of the gods’ gift than simply taking advantage of her innate physical prowess. She tried not to think about how she had been forced to use those abilities when she had faced the Deshmahne. Better to practice and develop her skill pretending she didn't have those abilities.

      She darted forward, using a technique Endric had taught her, going through the full movement as she did before dancing back. She struck Selton three times in the single catah. He managed to block two others, but she was quicker than he was.

      Selton grinned and attempted an attack.

      Roelle noted the movements, recognizing the form he used, and blocked. She lunged forward and attacked again, this time using the same catah she had the last. It was the way Endric had taught her.

      Selton's face screwed up in tight concentration. He managed to block an extra attack but still was struck twice.

      Roelle stepped back and waited. This time, Selton attacked with the same form she had just demonstrated. She smiled, moving through the blocks, demonstrating the defense as Endric had demonstrated to her.

      A look of understanding crossed Selton's face.

      They continued through the movements, Roelle continuing to demonstrate techniques Selton didn't know. After a while, long enough that the sun had descended below the horizon leaving them with only the light of the campfire, Selton lowered his practice stave and rubbed his arms where she’d struck him.

      “I think I've had enough for tonight.”

      She laughed softly as she replaced the practice stave. “See? I told you that you didn't want to get embarrassed in front of your cousin.”

      Selton looked around. Nearly twenty of the Magi watched. Roelle hadn't realized so many had come to see them practice. “You might not be the only one who enjoys watching a skilled swordsman,” he said with a smile. “And I think you're going to have to deal with more than me.”

      The Magi were laughing; some of them were making jokes. All seemed to be enjoying watching Selton get beaten by the much smaller Roelle.

      Selton started away and another of the Magi, a young woman by the name of Cara, took up a stave and joined Roelle.

      She shook her head as she approached. “I don't think I'll give you quite as much of a challenge as Selton, but I want to learn.”

      Roelle nodded, but was unable to shake the sense that they relied on her to learn, as she had relied on Endric.

      It didn't seem a fair trade.
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      Alriyn made his way across the grassy lawn outside of the palace. The air had the strange, persistent warmth that it always had within Vasha, the warmth that came from the veins of teralin that flowed deep within the mountain. The mines of teralin had been the reason for the last Deshmahne infiltration into the city, one that had occurred over a quarter century ago when they sought to acquire the ancient items of power the Magi possessed. The attack had been kept mostly quiet, so that few of the Magi remembered that time, thinking it nothing more than a miner rebellion. Alriyn remembered. One of his closest friends had died shortly afterward, and he still felt his absence.

      He paused at the gate, resting his hand on the silver teralin, looking out over the rest of the city. From this vantage, he could see the Denraen practicing in the barracks, though not quite as clearly as he would prefer. The Denraen managed to construct buildings within the second terrace that blocked the Magi from seeing their movements and the formations.

      Situated as they were, the second terrace directly below and the first terrace below that, it was easy for the Magi to imagine they were above all things, and all people. Alriyn knew that wasn’t the case, especially with Endric. He served in a different way, one that was nearly the equal of the Magi, and had secrets he had not fully shared with the rest of the Magi Council, including why he had sent Roelle from the city.

      The Denraen worked with their weapons, the steady clatter of practice mixing with the shouts that indicated men moved into formations. There was even the occasional sound of laughter. The activity on the second terrace showed increased intensity that came from concern over the growing presence of the Deshmahne.

      Far below the third terrace, the first terrace was almost easy to ignore. From here, Alriyn could see wispy clouds that moved in like a fog, practically obscuring much of the lower terraces from his view. They made it seem like the palace terrace floated atop the mountain, as if the Magi were like the gods themselves prior to their Ascension. It was an illusion, one that far too many allowed themselves to believe. Alriyn knew that the real activity happened below, with the people they were meant to serve and protect, the reason that gods had given them their abilities.

      Alriyn passed through the gate and made his way down the wide sloping ramp leading from the third terrace to the second. He paused at the entrance to the main barracks. It was heavily fortified here, several guards standing watch at the gate, with more hiding along the wall. He didn't need to see them to know they were there. He could feel them, the connection to his Magi abilities allowing him to detect their presence. Using the term of the Founders, they called it manehlin, a name that descended from the ancient language that came from the first Magi. All things were comprised of manehlin, the small energy that connected everything. The Magi were able to reach it, could feel the faint energy. None but the gods could see it.

      Alriyn turned away from the Denraen barracks and made his way down the ramp and into the first level. He didn't come down here often, certainly not as often as he once did. There was a time when he visited the first terrace frequently, wandering the streets and admiring the taverns and bakeries and other shops. It was a time before he had been raised to the Council, before he was the Second Eldest, a time when he was simply Alriyn Ral. That had been many years ago, before the Deshmahne had made their presence so well known, when he had thought to serve as Teacher in the university. It had been a time of peace, but one that had come at a price.

      Only a few remembered that time, because few lived long enough to remember. The Magi lived long lives, and those among the Council were among the oldest of the Magi. Alriyn remembered previous attempts to choose a Uniter according to the ancient custom. He remembered all too well the Magi failure. It was the reason those among the Council were so cautious, the reason they didn't want to risk repeating the same mistakes. They couldn't afford that kind of mistake this time, not with the Deshmahne moving as they did. Alriyn began to wonder if they would have to choose. Would the rest of the Council see it that way?

      A line of troops made its way along the streets, and Alriyn paused and turned to the side, letting the Denraen pass. They marched three across, hands on swords, eyes fixed straight ahead, the training implemented by Endric so ingrained within them. It truly was a beautiful thing to watch.

      He understood Roelle's fascination with it and why she had sought to learn the sword. He was thankful she had. Who would've known—who could have known—that her ability, and that of the other Magi who trained with her, would become so crucial?

      Alriyn still couldn't believe that she had been forced to face the Deshmahne, but hearing accounts from both Novan and Endric, it would seem that she was a natural warrior. A part of him wished he could have seen that, and he wondered if she had made the Founders proud.

      And now Endric had sent her away.

      He felt only sadness that he hadn’t done what he could to prepare her better. She should not have been sent by the Denraen general. Alriyn should have seen the need as well.

      What would she discover? What hid in the north?

      When he had visited the north, he had seen nothing but empty towns. And that had been deep within the upper foothills. That emptiness actually reassured him. Endric hadn’t sent her into danger; he had sent her for information. Alriyn had yet to learn what he intended her to learn or how it tied to the Antrilii.

      Knowing Endric, there was some deeper plan in place, and he wondered if it had something to do with Deshmahne movements he hadn't shared. Even though his sources were not what they once had been, Alriyn still heard the rumors that the Deshmahne had moved farther north than the Council had expected. They were a threat that needed to be curtailed, yet… How could they when he and his small council had yet to discover how deep the Deshmahne infiltration went within Vasha?

      Alriyn shook his head. The Denraen patrol had passed, and he waited along the street, the hood of his cloak pulled up over his head, keeping him concealed. He couldn't conceal his height, but it was not uncommon for Magi to come to the first terrace, only for the Elders.

      Many of the Magi taught at the university. The University of Vasha was considered one of the greatest places of learning, and only allowed a select few into their ranks each year. It had long been a desired place to come for those seeking scholarship, mostly because of the Magi. Alriyn hated to admit it, but even that had waned over the last few years, leaving the university somewhat less prestigious than it once had been. The University of Masetohl had become more prominent, and located well into the Deshmahne zone.

      Alriyn rarely went to the university these days, though he once had taught there. He wondered what the chancellor thought of their waning influence, or whether they even noticed. Could the university leaders be as blind as the rest of the Magi had been about the decline?

      Alriyn turned a corner, then hesitated. A familiar face appeared, before disappearing inside the door, passing into a tavern.

      Where had he seen that man before?

      He scanned his memory, trying to think about where it had been. It took a moment, but he realized that he was probably a delegate.

      No, this wasn't a delegate. He hadn't spent much time with the delegates but would recognize them when he saw them.

      The face resembled one of the delegates. But why?

      Alriyn started down the street, troubled by the thought, knowing that he had too much on his mind for him to think as clearly as he needed to.

      When he was well past the tavern, it came to him. Not one of the delegates, but one of the delegate’s servants. As he started off once more, a soft wave of unsettlement drifted toward him.

      Alriyn paused, frozen in place.

      He had known the sensation before. It was what he had trained Roelle to recognize, what he had trained her to resist. He knew what it came from, but not where. That bothered him as much as anything.

      The Deshmahne were in the city, but what were they after?

      When they had come before, Tresten had revealed the Magi no longer needed the teralin to reach the gods, if they ever had. Alriyn hadn’t discovered what the Deshmahne had come for then, only that they had sought a relic they thought tied to the gods. If they returned for a similar reason, Endric needed to know. The Council needed to know.

      He turned away, needing to return to the Council, but troubled by what he had sensed. It meant war was coming and Vasha would not be excluded. Was there time to prevent it?

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Council sat quietly, each waiting for the Eldest to arrive. Alriyn considered starting the meeting without him, but thought better of it. He glanced around the others in the room. Those among his council did not meet his gaze, but then again, those not among his council did not either. Each Mage sat pensively waiting. He wondered how many of them worried about the Deshmahne and how many, himself included, worried more about the events to the north. He would share what he’d observed as soon as the Eldest arrived.

      The door to the hall opened suddenly and the Eldest strolled in, his dark cloak scarcely moving as he walked, and took his seat. As he did, the sleeve of his robe pulled back, revealing an angry red burn on his left arm. The Eldest pulled his sleeve down quickly to cover it and rubbed his arm carefully.

      What’s he been doing?

      Alriyn stared at the Eldest for a few long moments, but the Mage did not meet his gaze. Alriyn made a mental note to mention it the next time his council met, to see if any of the others had any ideas. They’d been meeting less frequently since Roelle had left the city. He was not certain when next they would convene.

      “Where are the children?” the Eldest asked. His voice was hoarse, as if he had recently been yelling, and he cleared his throat carefully after speaking.

      “There is no word,” Rendrem answered. He was the newest member of the Council, and Alriyn cared little for him, though he didn’t know if that came from the fact that he had replaced Tresten. “And Endric refuses to aid, stating it is a Magi matter.”

      “A Magi matter?” the Eldest repeated. Slowly, he turned to Alriyn. “Where is your niece?”

      Alriyn was careful not to look around the table. Now was a time for caution. “I know as much as the Council knows. Roelle did not confide in me in this.” Would they sense this as deception? He should have known.

      “You do not know?” Gustiven asked.

      Alriyn had often thought Gustiven preferred more direct leadership than others on the Council. As far as Alriyn was concerned, Gustiven could have it. Seeing how the younger Mage stared at him, he realized he would not be of use on his council. Someone else then, but he still did not know who he could ask.

      “I do not,” Alriyn answered. “But I suspect she grew weary of discussion, choosing instead to act. She faced the Deshmahne when the delegates were brought to the city. Even Endric reports that they wouldn’t have survived had she not intervened.”

      “Reckless youth!” Felkin muttered.

      “Have the studied the meaning of the mahne,” Rendrem interjected, “do they know what they risk in doing this?”

      “Do you understand the mahne?” Crayn asked Rendrem.

      It was a question Alriyn should have asked. Rendrem was the newest Mage raised to the Council, raised after Tresten’s passing. Alriyn still mourned Tresten’s wisdom. The Mage had been Second Eldest prior to Alriyn taking the role, and had long been a friend when he had few. Now was a time when he wished for friends.

      There had been a time when the Eldest had been a friend, a time when they both shared the same desire—to understand the mahne so they could serve the gods—but that had been years before. As his friend had risen in prominence on the Council, Jostephon had changed, leaving behind that curious mind Alriyn had prized. Could he renew that friendship? For the good of the Magi—and the Urmahne—he would do it. If any of the Magi would understand the need to find the Uniter, it would be Jostephon.

      Debate raged through him as he wondered if he should share with Council the assignment Roelle had taken upon herself, how Endric had sent his niece in search of answers he had never managed to find.

      He had promised her parents that he would watch over her, but was that what he did? Allowing her to become a soldier?

      Not allowing—practically pushing her to become something else.

      It had been his encouragement that had led her to take up the sword, though she might never realize it. Because of Alriyn, Roelle did know about the mahne, and she had learned more than any person not of the Council was ever allowed to know. Not only did she know of the mahne, but she now chased rumors, risking her safety as she did. Endric might have made the suggestion, but Alriyn had as much sent her away.

      Rendrem shot Crayn an angry look but said nothing, turning instead to the Eldest for support. The Eldest did not answer, and finally Rendrem turned away.

      “What of the Deshmahne movements?” Haerlin asked. They had agreed that those among his council would raise the concerns. If Endric was concerned, then Alriyn knew they should be as well. “There are rumors they are in the city.”

      “Then the Denraen will take care of it,” the Eldest replied.

      How could the Denraen deal with Deshmahne in the city while also worrying about the north? Alriyn considered that they were possibly stretched too thin—and wondered if that might not be part of the reason Endric asked Roelle to go north.

      “The south begins to show greater signs of unrest,” Isandra spoke. “They have been firmly Deshmahne for many years, but something there has begun to shift.”

      Alriyn did not listen; they had discussed this at their last meeting. He stared at the Eldest, wondering. Jostephon had been distant, disappearing as he often did in his studies, and had frequently dismissed ideas that ran counter to his own. His position entitled him to it. Could Alriyn sway him?

      “The delegates will reunite the south,” Rendrem said. “We can leverage that influence through the Magi we send with them. We will bring others here to train, and continue to exert our influence.”

      That could work, he knew. Over time, they would have more and more delegates, each trained by the Magi, and each offering their counsel. Any other time, he would have thought it could work, but they didn’t have time. Not before what needed to be done.

      “They might reunite the south,” Alriyn said, the skepticism in his voice making it clear how little he believed that likely, “but they can do nothing in the north.”

      “The rumors—”

      Alriyn leaned forward, resisting the rising agitation within him. “They are more than rumors. I have seen it.”

      He shifted his gaze to the Eldest, watching for signs of reaction, but there weren’t any.

      Rendrem frowned at him. “And yet you still allowed our Magi and their escort to venture north? Don’t you think that is dangerous, Alriyn?”

      Alriyn held his gaze, ignoring the strange crawling sensation in his mind. “I did not allow her to go, but think the apprentices leaving is no more dangerous than ignoring the threat entirely.”

      He stared at Rendrem until he lowered his gaze.

      Alriyn sighed, hopeful that Roelle would have greater luck. They needed answers, and soon, or not only the nations of the south would be divided, but the Magi was well.
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      Allay Lansington, second son to King Richard, second in line to the throne of Gom Aaldia, made his way through the massive courtyard of the third level of Vasha. His eyes darted around him as he surveyed everything, never resting, much as he’d never rested while in Gomald. At least here, he didn’t have to fear his father’s men watching him, following him, like back home. But he still struggled with understanding why he was here at all.

      That the Magi had selected him of all people to join what they intended here surprised him. He hadn't even asked his father if he would give his approval for his son to join the Magi. If he had, Richard would have refused. His father hated the Magi, blaming them for the fact that Gomald was located too far to the south, too far away from the Tower of the Gods. For some reason, his father seemed to believe the Magi were at fault for the fact that Gomald was too far west. Then again, since his mother's death, Richard had become increasingly paranoid. Now that Richard had a new advisor, Allay thought it the best time to leave, to give his father enough space so that they wouldn't clash anymore.

      In that way, it had been fortuitous that the Magi had come. Fortuitous and a little surprising. They claimed he would be able to help them with reestablishing peace, something Allay couldn't help but feel necessary. He'd witnessed firsthand the effect of the Deshmahne priests, seeing how they had gained influence in the city of Gomald.

      “You don't have to walk behind me here in Vasha,” Allay said, glancing back at Mendi as she walked just off his left shoulder.

      She was a woman of slight build and, though born a slave, had a certain confidence about her that he appreciated. Allay didn't treat her the way others in Gom Aaldia treated her kind. As someone from the island of Salvat, before Gom Aaldia claimed it, she could be nothing else. Yet to him, she was much more. He was thankful his father never saw how much freedom he gave Mendi.

      “We have to keep up appearances, don't we, my prince?” she said as they entered the palace.

      Allay chuckled. “I think we've always been beyond keeping up appearances, don't you?”

      Mendi laughed. She had an easy-going nature, and her voice filled the hallway. Raven dark hair flowed, growing longer since they’d left Gomald. Were she not from Salvat, he might allow himself to find her appealing. Hell, even though she was from Salvat, he found her appealing. Maybe that was because he knew how much it would upset his father. He’d never acted on that attraction. Doing so would only have placed her in danger.

      “What do you have planned for today?” Mendi asked.

      Allay kept his eyes fixed straight in front of him. “They haven't told us.” Whatever it was, hopefully it was more interesting than what they'd been doing the last few days.

      When they had first reached the city, Allay was as impressed as anyone else. Many made treks to Vasha, but reaching it was difficult unless you knew where you were going, and without the Denraen guides, he wasn’t sure they would have found it. From the first sight of the massive wall surrounding the lower terrace, he had been impressed. The wall was easily thirty feet high, much higher than the wall surrounding the palace in Gomald. Had his father seen this wall, Allay suspected he would have demanded his own be built even higher. Then again, Richard would never see this wall. He would never come to Vasha.

      Instead, it was Allay who had been invited to the city. Not his older brother, not his father.

      “Have you learned anything about the other delegates?” Mendi asked.

      He glanced over and noted her gray jacket worn over tight, brown leather pants that hugged her hips. He reminded himself she was a slave. He could do nothing. Mendi was his friend. She had been his friend since the day she had been assigned to him, likely as some sort of joke from his father, given to him as a slave, even though his father knew how he felt about them.

      “Not really. There is one from the far west, a man named Stohn…”

      Allay knew his geography—his father had demanded that he understand geography— and couldn't believe the man had come as far as he had. He’d never expected to meet someone from El’arash. The man was friendly enough, if not stoic. He had dark brown skin, and with his head shaved, had an imposing appearance. It made the fact that he carried a flower with him wherever he went in the palace all the more amusing. If Allay ever got to know this man better, he hoped to learn why he had chosen to bring a flower with him.

      “Have you heard anything through your network?” Allay asked.

      Mendi glanced over to him, a half smile on her lips. “My network? You mean the servants?”

      Other delegates had each been allowed to bring a servant with them. Allay had met Comity and his brother on his journey to Vasha, surprised that Michael Comity came in place of a servant. Allay had insisted Mendi come with him, mostly because he feared what might happen to her had she remained behind, and he’d wanted the familiarity of having her with him.

      That was the only reason.

      Allay pulled his gaze away. What would Mendi think if she realized the thoughts that tore through him? They were friends, nothing more. That was it and all they could be. He was second in line to the throne, and she… she hardly had any rights in his city.

      “Fine. What have you heard from the servants?”

      Mendi laughed softly and clasped her hands behind her back. He tried not to notice how it thrust her chest forward.

      “The servants say little. You know that I'm not the only servant with the delegates?”

      “I know, though some aren’t really servants.”

      Mendi's face clouded. “Yes. He’s not.”

      “What is it?”

      “You’ve met the man. He's almost as cruel as your father.”

      Allay’s jaw dropped before he remembered that he wasn't in Gomald and there was no punishment for her speaking that way. In Gomald, he protected her as much as he could, though there were limits to even his influence.

      “He was quiet on the journey here.”

      “He’s not in Vasha.”

      “I still haven't figured out what we’re doing here.” Allay said.

      Mendi studied his face for a minute. “You are here to serve as a delegate to the Magi, which means you represent the Urmahne. I suspect they intend for you to be their voice—reassert their influence back home. They made the mistake of allowing that to wane for too long, and during that time, the Deshmahne became far too powerful.”

      Her insight was part of the reason he found her so valuable. Only part of the reason. “It has to be about more than that, don't you think.”

      Allay looked around, staring at the walls of the massive palace around them. The smooth stone had impressed him the very first moment he entered the halls. It was almost like the palace itself had been carved from the rock of the mountain and sat atop. He didn't think that possible, but how else could he explain the seamless walls?

      The wall surrounding the city had been similar. It wasn't made of individual bricks like those in Gomald. He had wondered if it was some trick the Magi used, smoothing the stone, a way of demonstrating their strength. Either way, it impressed him. That was probably the point.

      “That is enough, I think. The Deshmahne would upset the Magi, but the Council should take the blame for allowing them to grow as strong as they have.”

      Allay arched a brow at her. She really enjoyed speaking freely in Vasha.

      “How long do you think you can be gone before your father gets angry?” Mendi asked.

      His father had been distracted lately, though in reality, he had never been anything but distracted. There had been some activity with the soldiers, which possibly meant he planned something… or not. “My father is mostly concerned about his throne,” he said.

      “Lately, your father has been concerned about other things.”

      “Such as?”

      “He takes advice from one who does not seem to have the best interest of Gom Aaldia.”

      Allay didn't know his father's new advisor, other than the fact that he had one. It was unusual enough. His father rarely listened to anyone, especially since his mother's death. When she was alive, the queen had been a calming influence, taking an edge off of his father. But since her demise, lost to the strange wasting disease, her mind gone in those last few days, he had not been the same.

      “I need to take this opportunity to learn as much as I can, forge whatever connections we can make, to keep Gom Aaldia from—”

      “From what? Do you think that what the Magi will teach you will keep your father from attacking if he gets that in his head?”

      “My father wouldn't attack.”

      “Are you certain? The rumors in Gomald before we left were that he was readying for war.”

      If true, if his father was readying for war, it made his absence even more significant. Allay was expected to lead one arm of the army, and with him missing, his father would have more reason to be angry with the Magi.

      But… If Allay could return with the Magi support, if he could return with knowledge given to him by the Magi, perhaps his father would recognize his value to the kingdom.

      Allay had to hope that would be the case.

      “See what you can find—”

      He didn't get a chance to finish. Michael Comity stepped into the hallway and appeared to take note of Mendi. A sneer twisted his lips. Allay looked past him and saw his brother Thomasen, the delegate from Thealon. Why would Michael look at Mendi that way?

      As they approached, Allay nodded politely. “Delegate Comity,” he said.

      Comity nodded carefully. “Prince Lansington.” He pushed past him and hurried down the hallway. Allay followed them with his eyes, noting how Thomasen's brother looked back and watched both him and Mendi.

      “What do you think that was about?” he asked.

      Mendi shook her head. “Some people never move past old conflicts.”

      Allay looked at her, and then started laughing. “Says the slave who serves the prince.”

      Mendi shrugged. “That one is one to watch. If there is anyone who shouldn't have been brought to the city, it's him.”

      Allay frown. “The delegate?”

      “Not the delegate. His brother. Well, maybe Thomasen also.” She stared down the hall, shaking her head. “I don't know what it is about him, but he makes me uncomfortable.”

      Allay had rarely known anything to make Mendi uncomfortable. She was strong—in many ways, stronger than he was—and had been through more than he could imagine. The fact that she kept a sense of humor in spite of that was even more impressive to him. And if someone made Mendi uncomfortable, he should pay attention.

      “I’ll watch the delegates, if you will watch the others.”

      Mendi nodded curtly. “I intended to. Just figure out what we’re here for.”

      “Why are you so anxious? Why do you want to get back to Gom Aaldia?”

      “This isn't where I belong.”

      “And you belong in Gomald?”

      Mendi shrugged. “Gomald, or someplace else near there. Once you free me…”

      He had promised to free her, and still intended to, but it would take his brother assuming the throne. His father wouldn’t do it, but Theodror?

      Before that, he first needed to ensure that she would be safe if she were freed. He wasn't willing to risk her safety until he knew that she would.

      Mendi watched him, seeming to know the troubled thoughts rolling through his head.

      Allay looked away, unable to give her what she so deserved. And he hated it that he couldn't.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The inside of the home was well lit. A massive chandelier hung overhead, candles glowing softly. Their light reflected off the crystals within the chandelier, more expensive than most in his home province of Saeline would be able to afford, and more decorative. Shutters were thrown open, letting the evening breeze in, carrying a hint of the salt on the air this close to the coast. Locken, regional king of the Saeline province of Gomald, waited on his sister.

      Bryana made her way to the table, carrying two glasses of wine. She offered one to him and he took it, sniffing it before taking a sip.

      “Coamdon wine?”

      His sister nodded. “This vintage is particularly difficult to obtain. I thought you would appreciate something to celebrate your first visit to the capital in several years.”

      Locken smiled and took another sip. It really was a smooth vintage. Wine wasn't his preferred drink, but his sister was well known for having one of the best palettes for it. And living in the capital, she had access to fineries that others in the more distant provinces did not. “I thought I owed you a visit since I came to Gomald.”

      “If you hadn't visited, I would've sent Terrence’s men after you.”

      Locken smiled. His sister had married a minor Gom Aaldian noble. Together, they had moved to the capital, and her husband had become more a merchant than a noble. He traded, moving in wines, his palette as refined as his wife’s, and together, they had built a bit of an empire within Gomald. He rarely saw his sister, and as much as he cared for her and wished they had more time together, finding time to get together with everything he had to do and everything she had to do was oftentimes difficult.

      “When the king summons, I have little choice.”

      Her mouth twisted in something of a frown. Had Locken not known her as well as he did—or had—he might have missed it. “You are also the king.”

      He took another sip of wine. It warmed his throat, a not unpleasant sensation, one that felt thick and full. Interesting that any drink could take on such unique characteristics. He could almost taste the earth in this one, and it mixed with a woody sort of flavor, as if the barrel it had been aged in had given up much of itself for him to drink.

      “I am simply the Saeline king. We are nothing more than—”

      “Father educated me as well as he did you,” she reminded.

      Locken sighed. Sometimes, sitting in her house as infrequently as he did, it was easy to forget that they had been raised together in Saeline.

      Locken set his wine glass down. “What should I say? Should I tell you that I don't love what I've been asked to do? I need to serve my king. That is how I best protect our people.”

      His sister snorted. She took a long drink of wine before setting her now-empty glass down next to his. “At least you admit that. They are our people.”

      “Bryana—”

      “When do you plan to leave?”

      Locken shook his head. “I'll have to get back right after I visit with Richard.”

      “And when is that?”

      Locken frowned. “Soon. I thought to stop here first, wanting to ask if I can stay with you while I'm in the city.”

      “Of course you can stay with me. What of the rest of your entourage?” She asked while refilling her glass.

      “They will be staying in the palace. We need to keep up appearances. It wouldn't do for Richard to know that I'm not staying with him.”

      “He'd surely understand that you stayed with your sister, wouldn't he?”

      “I don't know any longer what is considered acceptable. But I would rather stay with you.”

      “Good. This way, we can speak more freely. The timing of your visit is interesting.”

      “Why interesting?” It seemed an unusual choice of words from her.

      “I've heard the king has a new advisor, and he's not all that interested in hearing opposing points of view.”

      That was the first that Locken had heard of Richard having another advisor, and it surprised him. Since he had dismissed his Mage advisor, Richard had not allowed anyone into the throne room other than the regional kings. What did it mean that he now did?

      Probably nothing, but given all the upheaval in the south, it was possible that there was more to this advisor than his sister knew. Locken would have to be careful.

      “You heard the prince went with the Magi?” Bryana asked.

      Locken nodded.

      “I doubt Richard appreciated the Magi claiming one of his.”

      “Allay is second in line. Besides, there is little harm in having him learn from the Magi. I spent some time in Vasha myself.”

      Bryana sipped her wine. “Yes. Learning from the Denraen. This is different. Richard is different. You should be careful. Things have changed since you last were here. Saeline is much closer to Thealon, geographically and ideologically, though we are almost in the south.”

      He started to laugh, but realized she didn’t share it. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you must be careful.”

      “I have men with me.”

      “This is a different kind of caution. After you meet with Richard, you will see.”

      Locken didn’t care for the ominous note to her comment, but Bryana didn’t elaborate. Instead, she took another long sip of wine.
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      Roelle sat by the campfire, sweat gleaming from her brow, her sword resting on the ground next to her. She leaned back, letting the soft, cool northern breeze blow through her hair, and watched the two Magi as they practiced with the wooden practice staves. It had been two days since she had begun working with the Magi, demonstrating the various patterns that she had learned from Endric in her time traveling with him, two days since she had effectively taken up the mantle as swordmaster, and many more days since they had left the mountains of their homeland behind them.

      By day, they traveled along a narrow hard-packed road. The scenery consisted of rolling grasslands dotted with the occasional twisted tree. To the west, rose the Shariin Mountain chain, with Vasha in the middle of it. Roelle could still feel the pull of her home upon her, though they moved far enough away that it now looked no different from any of the other snowcapped peaks.

      Selton sat on the other side of the fire, and she watched him chewing on a hunk of venison. The soldiers sent with them by Endric had proven to be skilled hunters, something Roelle hadn't planned for, though she suspected Endric had. So tonight they fed on fresh venison, but they had brought enough dried meat and other supplies to keep them fed for the better part of two weeks, probably long enough for them to reach the north, find the Antrilii, and return to their home, but not much more than that. She wondered if Endric had anticipated delay. So far they had barely broken into their store of supplies.

      The practice staves clacked regularly, drawing her attention, and she watched as Jhun and Jimson worked with the sword. Both danced with a fluid grace, though they might not know the catahs quite as well as she did, they still had grown in skill.

      “The general was right. You Magi really do have a gift.”

      Roelle looked over to see Hester watching the Magi. He was one of the soldiers sent with them, and had proven adept with his bow, bringing down both deer and hare with equal skill. He chewed on a bone, a little trail of grease running down his chin, his brow furrowed as he stared against the darkness and watched the two Magi working, every so often rubbing his hand along his graying temple, and scratching at the scars on his face.

      “What do you mean, the general was right?” Selton asked.

      Hester shrugged. “Only that he suspected even those with minimal skill would develop quickly on your journey.”

      “Did he tell you that?” Selton asked Roelle.

      She shook her head slowly. Endric wasn't much for words when it came to things like that. He'd given her the book on strategy and tactics, though she didn't really expect that he thought her to need it.

      Yet… She wondered. He had made certain to send with her men able to provide what she could not. He'd sent hunters, men able to help with keeping the camp fed, and men who would serve as guides, helping them find their way north. What else might he have planned on her behalf?

      The thought made her smile.

      “The gods have given us gifts,” Roelle said, leaning back on her elbows.

      Hester chuckled. He had a grizzled face, one that told her he had seen much in his days. She knew him to have scarred arms, one with a chunk of flesh missing. Many of the Denraen bore scars. It was something of a badge of honor to them. She hadn't been surprised to see that Hester had them as well.

      “Yeah? The gods saw fit to give me this face. I can't help it the women find me so beautiful.”

      Lendra coughed and covered her mouth with her hand.

      Selton chuckled as he fingered the hilt of his sword. “I think Endric sent you with us to get rid of you. Maybe he did it to torment us.”

      Hester shrugged. “Maybe. I think he got tired of me guffin’ off to him. You know the general, he's not the kind to take too lightly to someone questioning him.”

      Selton arched a brow. “You questioned Endric?”

      “Mostly his plan for you.”

      Selton looked over to Roelle. “Is that what he told you?” She gave him a shrug and returned her attention to the Magi practicing.

      Roelle stared at the pair. Jhun managed to connect twice, once on the arm and once on the leg, and Jimson dropped the practice stave. She stepped back, and he remain crouching.

      Roelle leapt to her feet and made her way out to the practice area. She grabbed Jimson's practice stave, and brought it up and caught Jhun. She attacked several times quickly, running through a series of forms faster than what Jhun could counter. The woman dropped her stave, and Roelle sliced at her neck, a killing blow.

      “Never take a step back until you have finished your opponent,” Roelle said.

      Jhun offered a half smile. She her hands raised in front of her in surrender. A strand of her thick, black hair hung across her face, obscuring one of her eyes. “Roelle… This is Jimson. I'm not trying to kill him.”

      Roelle looked from Jhun to Jimson.

      The young man dusted himself off and stood, looking at Roelle with an amused glint in his eyes. He chuckled softly, his laughter merging with that of Jhun. “This is just practice, Roelle. A game.”

      “Practice? This was not the kind of practice you need. Real practice is what allowed me to survive when I faced the Deshmahne. Real practice kept me alive when they came in numbers more than what even the Denraen could oppose. If you don't take practice seriously, what will happen when we face a real opponent?”

      Jhun’s smile faded as she nodded slowly. “Like the Deshmahne?”

      Roelle nodded. “Like the Deshmahne. We don’t know how far north they’ve reached. If we come across them, do you think the four Denraen with us will be enough to stop them?”

      It wasn’t only the Deshmahne she worried about. She had a feeling that whatever the rumors spoke of in the north, it was something other than the Deshmahne. Perhaps it was this mysterious ancient threat her uncle feared. If it was, and if they came across it before they found the Antrilii, they needed to be prepared. Which meant fighting with real intent behind it, practicing as though their lives depended on it.

      “Now, practice again.” She tossed the practice stave back to Jimson, who caught it. He stared at Roelle with an incredulous look on his face that she ignored.

      Roelle made her way back toward Selton and the others and took her seat. She noted that Jhun nudged Jimson with her practice stave, urging him to fight again. They began their practice again, this time with renewed intensity.

      “Don't you think that was a bit much?” Selton asked. “It's not like we’re going to find the Deshmahne in the north. Even Endric said that they'd been pushed back south again. If anything, all we’re going to find will be a collection of nomadic horse warriors, and that’s if we’re lucky.”

      Roelle stared at the ground in front of her. Had she been too hard? She didn’t think so. These people hadn’t encountered the Deshmahne. They hadn’t seen the way the warrior priests could move. Had she not prepared, it was possible that she would have died that day. Wasn’t it her responsibility to see that they were ready?

      “You haven't faced them before. You don't understand what it's like when you must make the decision about whether to attack and use what you've learned to take a life. They need to be prepared.”

      Selton studied her for a moment, nodding slightly as he did, but saying nothing. He had taken her at her word about what she had seen when she traveled out of the city with Elder Haerlin. She had assumed that he believed her, but it was possible that Selton still struggled with what she'd shared. It was possible that he didn't really believe the Deshmahne to be the threat that they were, or even that they might encounter something worse.

      Roelle looked around at the other Magi collected in the camp. Many seemed to make a point of not watching her. How many others were like Selton?

      Had she made a mistake? She thought they had come because they believed what she had shared, that they agreed there was a need for those with their abilities, those who could counter the Deshmahne or something worse, but what if they came for a different reason, the same reason she’d left Vasha when offered the chance to go with Haerlin?

      She knew how she had felt when she first left the city. That had been something of an adventure, little more than that. Few Magi ever left the city while training, and when they did, it was rarely to travel quite as far as she had gone.

      But then… Then she’d encountered the Deshmahne.

      Seeing that threat, witnessing for herself the destruction they caused, the disregard for life and peace, had shown her the need for… something. Roelle still wasn't sure what that something was.

      Selton stood. “I think I'm going to get some rest. Long days in the saddle, you know?”

      Roelle nodded. The long days in the saddle had worn her out as well. She suspected Selton was going to bed for another reason, though she didn't blame him. With each day on the road, their friendship changed, though she wasn’t certain quite how.

      Selton made his way toward the tent he had claimed, disappearing inside. Lendra stared into the darkness after him before getting up and following him. She had taken to camping with Selton, mostly to keep her familiarity with her cousin. Their departure left Roelle alone with Hester.

      Hester scooted close to her, saying nothing as he stared at the campfire. After a while, he coughed and cleared his throat. “That was something the general would have done.”

      “What's that? Scare off my friend?”

      Hester laughed, his rough voice breaking the silence of the night. A few of the Magi glanced over at the sound. “No. Though I have seen him chase Pendin away more than once. Those two are thick as thieves most of the time.”

      Roelle had a hard time imagining Endric and his Raen as “thick as thieves.” Had they been friends first? She had a hard time imagining Endric as anything other than the stern man she’d not really gotten to know. “Then what?”

      Hester nodded toward the practice yard. “What you did there. That was something the general would have done. He always felt that if you were going to hold the sword, you had to be ready to use it, and end whatever fight you were in.”

      “That's just the problem. Most people here don't seem to think we’re going to see any action.”

      “Scouting. That was what Endric told me too. But things tend to go awry, and it would be good if you make your team ready.”

      “You don't think we're capable?” Roelle asked.

      “It's not a matter of capability. It's a matter of the fighting.”

      Roelle arched a brow at Hester. “I thought the Denraen enjoyed their battles. You're telling me that you would rather not fight.”

      He frowned at her. “You’re one of the Magi. You understand the Urmahne.”

      “What does that have to do with this?”

      “Don't you think the Denraen want peace as well? We serve the Urmahne. That's our entire purpose. We fight to maintain peace so that others don't have to.”

      Roelle hadn't given much thought to the Denraen and their attitudes toward their role. The more she did, she realized that what Hester said must be true. The Denraen did serve the Urmahne. That servitude allowed the Magi to have peace and protection, just as they helped maintain peace throughout the land.

      Well, at least the north these days. The south had been taken over by the Deshmahne. And the Magi had allowed it. At least the Council seemed ready to change that if the delegates they chose did as intended.

      “What do you think is in the north?” Roelle asked.

      Hester turned toward the north, the firelight reflected in his eyes. He stared for a long while, sniffing at the air. “Last patrol I took was probably a year ago,” he started slowly. His voice was hushed, and she had to strain to hear him. “Even then, there were stories starting to come. Strange attacks. Most on my patrol thought it was animals. The north has wolves and other things…” He shook his head. “Most just assumed those attacks were related to that sort of creature.”

      “And now?” Roelle asked. “You think there's something different out there?”

      “Don't really know. As I said, my last patrol was a year ago. Lately, I've been in the city, spending my days teaching.”

      “But you're afraid of something. I can see it on your face.”

      Hester didn't look back at her, but nodded slowly. “Aye. I'm afraid of many things. Stories like I hear… Something like that will make any man nervous. Even the most hardened.

      “Is it the Deshmahne? Do they scare you?”

      Hester turned back to her. A hint of a smile played at his lips. “I've faced Deshmahne before. Many of them are skilled with the sword, but they’re only men. They can be defeated.”

      Roelle waited for him to elaborate, but he did not. The fire crackled softly, and there came a distant hooting of an owl. Some in Vasha would call that bad luck. “How many of you have faced the Deshmahne?”

      “How many of the Denraen?”

      “No. How many of the soldiers Endric sent with me have faced them.”

      Hester’s smile faded. “All of us.”

      She wasn’t surprised. Similar to Endric’s plan to use the soldiers to help us with hunting and guiding, it seemed he’d sent men with experience fighting the Deshmahne too. But what was the look of fear she saw on Hester's face when he spoke of the rumors out of the north? Whatever he knew was more than what had been shared with her.

      Had Endric shared with Alriyn? Had Novan known?

      Hester broke the silence. “You keep working with them. I think the general saw a bit of himself in you.” With that, Hester stood and started away, his slight limp notable in the fading light.

      Roelle sat back, staring at the crackling flames, smelling the hint of fall in the air, that of changing leaves, earth, and the dry grass, and wondered whether traveling to the north, attempting to find the Antrilii was right. It was the question that had plagued her from the beginning, even after Endric suggested she learn about her Founders.

      As she stared at the fire, she wondered… what would her Founders have done?
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      Roelle studied the small village that appeared in the distance. There was a low wall, built with river rock that looked to be about waist high. Thatched roofs were visible, as well, probably no more than a few dozen in total. Not a large village, but a place where about a hundred people could live.

      Roelle took the lead as they rode toward the village. They'd been traveling for over a week, and everybody had a sort of road weariness to them already. She wondered if some would begin to lose faith, realize that what they might have thought of as a game was something else entirely. So far, none had said anything to her, but the nights had passed with less laughter than they had at the beginning.

      Roelle rubbed her eyes. She was tired as well. Partly because she stayed up later than most, working with any who chose to practice with her. She began to understand why Endric had been willing to face all comers. Not only did it improve the skill of those who served under him, but practicing with them, even those with lesser skill than he possessed, helped him continue to improve his own skills.

      In that way, Roelle had found that she had continued to improve with the sword. Teaching especially had helped her to develop. In the demonstration of the various catahs, she had to be more exacting in the way she performed them. Even those whose defense she hadn't quite learned, she had begun to see and formulate her own way of defending them. She wondered if Endric had done something similar. Perhaps that was how he became so skilled and feared.

      She raised a hand, calling the line to a halt. Hester rode up to her. Since that night by the fire, he had become something of an advisor to her. She appreciated his wisdom, something she suspected Endric had also anticipated. In some ways, he reminded her of him.

      “What do you think, Hester?”

      He squinted, studying the village. “Well… You've got nearly one hundred Magi with you. I can’t imagine many more people than that live in the village. Might be that our approach will cause more problems than you want.”

      Roelle nodded. She had felt the same. “How far are we from the next city?”

      She should have spent time studying the maps. She had one in her pocket that she had folded and rolled up, but she didn't have the same familiarity with them as Hester did.

      “The next? The next real city is probably Rondalin, but that’s more to the east than what we’re traveling. There are a few smaller towns, all larger than this village, that we can stop in if you're concerned about supplies.”

      “It's not supplies,” she said. The soldiers had continued hunting, and now they had more than enough meat. The lands were plentiful, though she wondered whether it would remain the same the farther north they went. “We’re looking for information about the Antrilii. Will these villages have stories about them?”

      Selton had ridden up alongside her. He’d remained somewhat distant over the last few days, though he had joined her in practicing several times, and had improved each time. He said nothing after they finished, returning his practice stave back with the others. She would have to talk with him one of these nights. She couldn't afford to lose her friend over this, or risk marginalizing him either.

      “They get merchants through here the same as other villages, traveling from village to village. That's how rumors reach these places.”

      Roelle looked back at the line of horses. Most rode two or three abreast, a long caravan of Magi. They weren’t nearly as neat or orderly as the Denraen soldiers had been when she had traveled with Endric, but then again, she hadn't expected them to be. She was simply happy they kept a steady pace.

      “Let's take a few into the village,” Roelle suggested. “Not so many that we frighten them, but enough that they get a sense of who we are.”

      Hester smiled and nodded. “Probably a good suggestion. Once they hear the Magi have come, they'll talk. Too many, though, and I suspect they'd tell you whatever you want to hear, regardless of whether it’s true. So maybe only a couple.”

      Roelle glanced to her left. “Selton? What do you think? Bring Jhun as well?”

      “Matthew,” Selton suggested. “He looks younger, might not be quite as intimidating as the two of us. Especially given how you’ve been—”

      He seemed to catch himself before finishing.

      Roelle smiled, letting the comment slide. “You think you'd be too intimidating?”

      Selton started to smile. “I can't help but that the gods gifted me the way they did.”

      Normally, Roelle would think Selton was joking. He had a dry wit, and she'd always appreciated that about him, but now, she wasn't sure what his reaction meant. It was possible that he was being serious as he’d been since leaving the city.

      “Let's go so we can get back before it gets dark,” she said.

      Selton rode back and gathered Matthew. While he did, Lendra rode up to Roelle.

      “Mind if I join you? Just to observe. Novan would be upset if I missed the opportunity to record the Magi's first meeting with the great village of Snider.”

      Hester shot her a look that Lendra seemed to ignore.

      Roelle wondered if there was something she missed, but decided it didn't matter. “You can come. Observe only.”

      “What else do you think I’d do? Isn’t that what Novan did?”

      Roelle laughed softly. Novan never listened to anything the Magi instructed him to do. She didn't know the man well, but it seemed as though he took joy in needling first Haerlin and then her uncle. “I think Novan has his own ideas about what he can do.”

      Lendra grinned as Selton returned with Matthew. Roelle, Hester, and Lendra spurred their horses forward to join them, leaving Jhun in command of the rest of the Magi.

      Roelle cast a glance back as they rode away, deciding that perhaps the term command might be a bit strong. They still didn't have much structure. Endric had tried working with them, getting them to form something of a Denraen organization, but so far, any organization they had was fortuitous more than intentional. The Magi worked together, but they didn't have the same cooperation that she had witnessed between the Denraen.

      Was that something she could work on? Did it matter?

      They approached the wall of the village. Snider. Lendra had proven adept in what she had known, sometimes surprisingly so. In that way, she was much like Novan. Only Roelle was determined to listen to her in ways that her uncle had been unwilling to listen to Novan. Why dismiss an opportunity, especially with someone who traveled with them willingly?

      Inside the village, she expected to see other people, but she saw no sign of movement. No candlelight flickered in windows, and—though she hadn't seen it from the road—she hadn’t noticed until now that no smoke drifted from chimneys.

      She raised her hand, calling them to a stop.

      Hester looked over at her. “What is it?” he whispered.

      “Look around. The village. It's empty.”

      Hester frowned and started studying the buildings with a different intent.

      “If it's empty, something happened here. This village has been here for hundreds of years,” Lendra said.

      Roelle spurred her horse forward, making her way deeper into the village. At the center, there was an open space, a clearing that formed a central square. The remains of a fire were here; logs that were half burned had char marks. The air still had a hint of the char to it, some sort of stink that took away the familiarity of fall from the air.

      Roelle started to say something, but caught herself.

      She heard movement.

      She jumped from her horse, unsheathing her sword. She’d not yet had the opportunity to use the blade Endric had given her, and the hilt felt unfamiliar in her hand.

      “Mage?” Hester asked.

      Roelle shot him a look. “I don’t know what it is. There’s something here, so be ready.”

      Selton climbed down from his saddle and approached her, his sword unsheathed as well, his angular jaw clenched. “What do you see?”

      “That's just it, I don't see anything. What I heard—”

      Movement flickered around them, almost faster than she could react.

      Roelle had seen something like this only one other time and knew immediately what it was: Deshmahne.

      She backed toward her horse, toward Lendra, who had no way of protecting herself. Hester seemed to have recognized the movement and unsheathed his sword, moving out of the saddle more quickly than she would've expected him able to do given his limp. The last to join them was Matthew.

      “Deshmahne,” she said.

      It was the only thing she had to say, and she didn't have a chance to say more. Shadows flickered, darkness moving around her, and she strained to see through it.

      Then the first attack came.

      Roelle darted forward, moving through the forms Endric had taught her, and caught the first Deshmahne. He carried a large, dark-bladed sword, and it collided with hers, sending a muted ring into the air.

      Roelle heard other sounds of the fighting near her, and realized that Selton, Matthew, and even Hester had been forced into an attack.

      She danced forward, her mind going blank as Endric had taught her, moving through the catahs that she had been demonstrating to the others over the last few nights. She twisted, parrying, and then stabbed, catching the Deshmahne in the stomach. Blood spurted, spraying over her hand.

      The sticky warmth almost tore her from the emptiness in her mind. Almost.

      Roelle jumped forward, swinging her sword as she came at the next attacker.

      This time, there were two. Both of whom stepped off to her side, flanking her. Both had the same dark-bladed swords.

      Roelle swept up with her sword, anticipating that she would collide with the other attacker.

      It missed, catching only empty air.

      Roelle dropped and rolled, bringing her sword around as she heard a whistling in the air.

      She managed to catch the attack.

      The strength of the Deshmahne forced her sword down. Her arms shook with the effort of fighting him back.

      Roelle took a different tact, sweeping her sword down and then flickering back around, severing his arm.

      The Deshmahne screamed as he staggered back. It left her with only one of the warrior priests to face.

      Roelle approached him, swinging her sword as she prepared to attack.

      The Deshmahne darted forward, stabbing with his sword, before dropping back. A dark fog swirled around him before disappearing. She held herself ready, prepared to face him, but the attack never came.

      When the fog cleared, the Deshmahne was gone.

      Roelle looked for another attack, but it was over. The others with her all stood with sword in hand, all with blades bloodied. Lendra stared from atop her horse, eyes wide.

      “That was—”

      Roelle nodded. “Deshmahne. That was Deshmahne,” she panted.

      Hester grunted and leaned to wipe his blade on the cloak of one of the attackers. When it was cleaned, he sheathed his sword. Roelle copied the movement.

      “They shouldn't be here. Too far north,” Hester said as he searched through the man’s clothing. He moved on to the other four fallen Deshmahne. Roelle realized that she had taken down two while Hester had killed one, leaving one that Selton and Matthew had taken down together. Then there was the one that vanished.

      “They were traveling the north pretty openly before,” she said.

      “Not openly. They might have been traveling the north, but I think they were testing us. This… This is something different.”

      “What happened to the villagers?” Selton asked.

      Memories of what she'd heard of the destruction in the north, stories of empty villages, came to mind. Was this what had happened to them?

      Hester reached the nearest house and turned the knob, before pushing open the door with the tip of his sword. “See anything inside?” Roelle asked.

      She stopped next to him and peered into the darkness inside. Her Mage eyesight gave her an advantage that she could see through the darkness more easily. “It's empty.”

      At least the outer rooms were empty. She hadn't gone any deeper and didn't want to risk going any further to see what else might be in there. Probably nothing. Hester went door-to-door, opening them, checking each house. Roelle, Selton, and Matthew all went with him.

      They found no evidence of villagers. Roelle began to think that they had either been slaughtered, or had run off, much like the rumors that were coming out of the north said many had done. Then they reached a larger squat building. It was twice the size of most of the homes, and had a second story, reminding her of the inns found on the first terrace within Vasha.

      Inside, they found nearly a hundred villagers, all clustered together.

      Roelle came in, raising her hand, and pulled on the empty part of her mind, the part that gave her the Mage abilities, using the small elements in the air that her people called manehlin, drawing them together so that a flame hovered over her hand.

      “The gods!” someone cried out.

      “It's okay. We’re here to help. You can come out,” Roelle said, stepping back and motioning for the people to follow.

      They complied, but did so slowly, stepping into the fading daylight, staring at Roelle then Selton, then Matthew before their eyes settled on Hester. As each of them came across the fallen Deshmahne, they gasped again and made a point of moving away, veering around the bodies, staying far away from the fallen warrior priests.

      “Was this what it was like when you fought them before?” Selton whispered to her.

      “We didn't save any villagers. It was just us and the Denraen,” Roelle said. “And the delegates,” she added.

      “What would they have done with the villagers?” Matthew asked.

      “In the south, when the Deshmahne came, they would oftentimes capture villages like this.” It was Lendra who answered. She watched the villagers, studying them.

      All faces turned to her. One of the village leaders seemed to take control again and started motioning people back to their homes. Hester helped, creating something of a physical barricade in front of the fallen Deshmahne.

      “They would come, and they would claim villages. Many suffered, much like this village seems to have suffered,” Lendra said. “Most of the time, they forced conversions.”

      “How can you force a conversion?” Matthew asked. “You either believe in the plan the gods have for us, or you do not.”

      Lendra looked down at the fallen Deshmahne. “It's more than just forcing the belief, though rumors have said they can do that as well. What we have seen in the south is something more. They demonstrate power, and those who choose it, those who are willing to pursue it, are given the chance to demonstrate it.”

      “How?” Matthew asked.

      “We've seen several different ways. Some have been asked to demonstrate on friends and family. Others have been asked to serve the priests, given the opportunity to gain the strength the warrior priests claim they possess and serve as soldiers for them. Others… Others are given a darker task. Many are not heard from again.”

      Roelle shivered. She had known that Lendra came from the south, and knew that she claimed to come back to see her family, but began to suspect a different reason had driven her north. It was something she would need to talk with Lendra about when she had a chance.

      Hester returned to them. Roelle noted he had piled Deshmahne bodies near a circle of logs and had started a fire, burning the bodies. Normally, such a fate was not imposed on a body. The gods preferred that a body be returned to the earth upon its death, so that life could be nourished from death. Burning was an act of destruction.

      Roelle thought the fate was appropriate for the Deshmahne.

      Hester nodded at them. “We should go. There is no word of the Antrilii here. These people are scared and will need to grieve.”

      “What if the Deshmahne return?” Selton asked.

      “We can't prevent that. We've done what we should've and could've. They're free.”

      “For now,” Selton said.

      They turned to Selton, and Roelle suspected they all thought the same. How could they feel comfortable leaving these people when they knew how they had suffered? How could they leave them when they had experienced such devastation? How could they leave them when they couldn't guarantee the Deshmahne wouldn't return?

      “Roelle?” Selton asked.

      No answers came to her, but this wasn’t the reason they had come. “We move on. We’ve stopped the Deshmahne here and need to keep moving north.”

      As she climbed atop her horse, spurring it from the village, she couldn't help but feel as though she was abandoning these people.
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      Allay made his way down the wide ramp leading to the first terrace of the city. Far above him stretched both the level of the Denraen, the soldiers occupying the second terrace within the city, and the palace on the first terrace that stretched impossibly high, nearly touching the clouds. Almost at the same height, he noted snow on the nearby mountaintops. The city itself was relatively comfortable. Not cold, certainly not as he would expect, but not snowcapped like the others around it. Another Magi trick.

      He walked next to a compact man, muscular, with pale white skin and deep brown hair. Dougray Collinsworth was from Liispal, and had been friendly with Allay since arriving in Vasha. Dougray had convinced him and the Coamdon delegate, Danvayn, to venture down to the first terrace, where they could explore more of the city.

      Dougray glanced over at him. “I can't believe they gave us time to leave their sessions,” he said. “Gods, I thought they were going to keep us locked up in that palace the entire time we’re here in the city. All I want is a chance to explore and see the amazing city of the gods.” There was a note of sarcasm in his voice, and Allay didn’t know how to interpret that.

      Danvayn smirked. She was tall, nearly as tall as a Mage, and had deep red hair and skin that was nearly the color of Dougray’s. She had a good-natured humor about her, one that had appealed to Allay. She and Dougray had traveled to Vasha together and had grown friendly. Allay had traveled part of the way with Thomasen Comity and still barely knew the man, though partly that had to do with the Deshmahne attack on the caravan.

      At least Dougray and Danvayn were friendly. The Magi wanted all the delegates to get along, and he suspected the reason they encouraged them to leave the palace was to build rapport, but most went in separate directions. Did the Magi know how the delegates split off?

      The last few days had been spent in classrooms, each day basically learning about geography or history or studying the Urmahne faith. After the first day, Allay had thought perhaps the next would be better, and then the next day, he thought the next would better, but he began to think this was the entirety of their lessons. If this was all there was, why had he come all this way?

      He wasn't the only one to feel that way. He'd overheard Danvayn and Dougray talking about that as well. Both had a certain homesickness.

      They reached the bottom of the ramp where it opened into the city. The street was enormous, and the entire face of the mountain had seemingly been hacked away, leaving a wide shelf for the city. He couldn't imagine how it had been created, but there was no doubting that it was created. It was almost enough to believe the Magi truly had asked the gods for help, and they had given it to them, gifting them the beauty of their city.

      Shops and inns and taverns all lined the street. Merchant wagons rolled through, a surprising amount of trade, given how difficult it was to reach the city, though he suspected some of them traveled to the university that hugged the flat face of the mountain. The longer he watched, the more he realized that all the merchants were accompanied by Denraen soldiers. Even here, they restricted access, granting it only to those who had been screened by the soldiers.

      “Daydreaming again?” Dougray asked.

      Allay shook himself free from the thoughts and glanced over to the other man. Dougray grinned at him. “Not daydreaming, but trying to come to grips with this city. I could never have imagined something quite like this.”

      “Only because the Denraen make it so damn difficult to reach,” Danvayn said.

      Dougray nudged her. “Careful. The men in the north are a little touchy about the Magi.”

      “You're not concerned about offending the Magi?” Allay asked.

      “Oh, we've been desensitized to such things. I think that's why they have us here, don't you?”

      “What you mean desensitized?” Allay asked.

      Dougray looked to Danvayn. She shrugged and motioned up to the second terrace where Allay could almost hear the soldiers practicing. When he’d passed through the second terrace, on the descent to the first terrace, he could see the Denraen moving in formation, could hear the steady clacking of their swords as they practiced, and had been impressed. They were exquisite soldiers. The best trained, and the best equipped, and they claimed to only be interested in maintaining the peace. What would happen if his father’s soldiers encountered the Denraen?

      That question hadn't been asked in many years. The peace had been maintained for long enough that none had been forced to question what it would be like if it failed.

      “You mean by the Deshmahne?” Allay asked.

      Dougray answered. “The warrior priests have a certain sort of logic. Even if you don't necessarily agree with everything they teach.”

      Danvayn started to grin, but her smile faded.

      Allay wondered what they had witnessed. The Deshmahne had a presence in Gom Aaldia, but he didn't know much about them, other than the fact that they unsettled him. He had seen a few of their priests, and had found their preaching distasteful. They called for fighting, for war, and he valued the peace that Gom Aaldia had known for the last several decades. If that disappeared, many of his people would die.

      “I'll admit when they first came to Lakeliis, I wasn't sure what to think. But they've demonstrated that they have something.”

      “Something? Didn't you tell me your father witnessed one of their dedication ceremonies?” Danvayn said.

      “What's a dedication ceremony?” Allay asked. They continued down the street, and Allay was tempted to peek inside the bakery they passed. The smells were amazing. Would the bakery be as amazing as the Denraen soldiers? Perhaps all the merchants along the street were the most amazing of the entire world. The idea of only the best existing in the Magi city seemed almost fitting in a way.

      “It's a ceremony where they show how they honor the gods. In Coamdon, they used a small cat for the ceremony.”

      “How did they use a cat?” Allay asked.

      Dougray and Danvayn glanced at each other. “It doesn't go so well for the cat, at least it didn’t in Lakeliis,” Dougray said.

      Danvayn grinned. “No, not in Coamdon either. They sacrifice it to the gods.”

      “How does that impress the gods?” People from Gom Aaldia weren’t as religious as those from Thealon, but they lived close enough to the place of power that Allay had been raised in the Urmahne faith.

      “It's not the actual sacrifice that impresses the gods, it's how they use the sacrifice.” Dougray shook his head. “You would have to see one of their ceremonies. What they do, their dedication to the gods, it's real. I've seen how it grants them strength.”

      Allay looked at the terraces above him. On the third terrace, where the Magi palace loomed, with the same smooth stone that surrounded the city itself, he had no difficulty believing in the Magi strength, or their claim to speak to the gods.

      Donovan tapped his arm. “Get your head out of the clouds. We’re not saying the Magi don't also have a connection to the gods. All we’re saying is that the Deshmahne have a way of demonstrating power as well. It's compelling.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” Dougray asked. “Because anyone can reach it. They've shown how anyone can have the power of the gods, not just the Magi.”

      Danvayn laughed. “Come on. Let's go get a pint of ale and forget about the Magi harassing us for the day.”

      Allay let himself be led along. He was willing to work with these others, but they made a good point—and it troubled him.

      How could the Magi compete with a religion that offered anyone a path to the gods?

      [image: ]
* * *

      The inside of the library was dark, and there was a musty quality to the air. There was something almost soothing about that heaviness, the weight, as if the knowledge of all the years stored here pressed upon him.

      Alriyn scanned the shelves stretching from the floor to nearly five feet over his head. There was row upon row of shelves, each filled with books from the generations since the founding of Vasha, each written by a scholar or historian or Magi. Alriyn had studied these through much of his youth, and had absorbed the knowledge of the past, hoping to guide his people into the future.

      He ignored these shelves. It was not where he needed to go.

      Pulling on one of the shelves, it came away effortlessly, revealing a flat, blank section of wall. Here, the stone looked no different from anywhere else. Alriyn pressed his hand upon the wall, feeling the smoothness of the stone. Much like the rest of the palace and the walls around the city, the stone was seamless, as if the palace, and the city itself, had simply been drawn out of the rock. Magi who attempted similar creations had not been able to reproduce what the Founders had done.

      Alriyn opened his mind, allowing himself to reach deep within to the place that connected him to the manehlin. As he reached it, he drew forth that power, letting it fill him. He pulled until the emptiness within him was no longer empty. He drew manehlin out of the air surrounding him, filling himself with the energy, and then released it through his hand and into the wall.

      As he did, the section of wall opened, a crack appearing along its surface, forming a massive door that slid away.

      There were few Magi capable of performing this trick. Those among the Council all could, and perhaps a few others, though they lacked the knowledge of the location within the library. It was in this way that the mahne was protected.

      Alriyn stepped through the doorway and triggered it to close on the other side.

      The room here was different from the library outside. There, rows and rows of massive shelves filled the library, towering from floor to ceiling, crowded with collections of books that only the librarians knew how to find easily. There was an organization to it all, but it was one that Alriyn only vaguely knew.

      Within this space, there was a different feeling. The room was small, his head almost reaching the ceiling, the stone walls curving slowly upward until they reached a point a foot above his head in the center of the room. Much like the rest of the palace, the stone here was completely smooth, but it was not the same pure white as elsewhere. Here, it was streaked with veins of black that he knew to be teralin like was found deep within the mountain. Elsewhere throughout the palace—and the city, really—the teralin had been cleared, leaving the stone completely white.

      This room was the only one where the ore had not been mined away. It gave the room a sense of warmth, one that was fitting, but that also made it feel somewhat oppressive. The closeness of the walls and the low height to the ceiling added to that.

      The only piece of furniture was in the center of the room. It was a simple pedestal, constructed of finely crafted metal, with decorative shapes depicting the gods worked into each leg, until they reached the slightly curved surface. The ancient tome of the mahne rested on the surface. The book was closed, as it always was, and Alriyn could feel the power radiating around it. It was a protective barrier placed by Magi over the years, one that preserved the text.

      The text was the founding of all their people. It held the history of those from whom they had all descended. That text was the gift given to them by the gods themselves, the one that put forth the need to maintain the peace. The warnings written inside, scrawled in the ancient language, had provided a warning for his people to follow.

      Peace must be maintained. If it was not, the gods could not return.

      Alriyn stood in front of the book, looking down at the thick binding. It was made of something like dense parchment, dyed a royal blue that had faded only slightly over time. A single symbol was placed on the cover, that of a series of interlocking triangles surrounded by a circle. As he often did when looking at the symbol, Alriyn could almost imagine the shape of the palace, the series of towers surrounded by the circular wall. That had been the inspiration for the construction.

      It'd been months since he had come to this room and stood before the mahne. This was a place of power, a place of reflection, a place that only those who served as Elders ever truly understood.

      Alriyn reached through the protective barrier shielding the mahne, touching the book’s cover, and flipped it open.

      A thrill ran through him that came from knowing that by touching these pages, by running his fingers along the lines of text, he connected somehow to the past, to those who came before him. Doing so connected him to his people, and connected him to a greater knowledge than he possessed.

      His eyes scanned the page, taking in the words. He had long ago memorized each page. When he had first been raised to the Council, when he had first become one of the Elders and had been shown this room, he had spent days here, immersing himself in this text. Alriyn had long enjoyed scholarship, and this… This book was the epitome of his people's studies.

      His eyes skimmed across the words, taking in each one, recognizing the warnings that were written there. The Founders had taken these words and turned them into what had become the Urmahne faith. The Book of Urmahne was given to each priest, occupied each temple, including the half-dozen within Vasha, and all were derived from this one work.

      And still, it was incomplete.

      Sections of the mahne were missing. As Alriyn flipped to the back, he found the damaged fragments. His gaze stopped at the interrupted words. Many had tried to puzzle together the missing pieces, had tried to understand what the gods might have wanted them to know, but there was no way of really knowing.

      As he stepped back and closed the book, he wished he knew what had been on those pages. His mentor claimed it was only fitting that his people not know exactly what it was that they needed to do to serve the gods, but it was a sentiment he didn’t always share. If they knew, wouldn’t they be better able to serve?

      A soft shuffling near him disrupted his thoughts.

      He turned and saw the Eldest watching him.

      Jostephon nodded. “What brings you here today, Alriyn?”

      Back when they had first been raised to the Council and simply served as Elders, they both thought they could raise the Magi influence, return it to what it had been centuries before, but in the last few decades, the Eldest had stopped including Alriyn in his decisions, and Alriyn had not pressed. His interests had never really been about leading; rather he preferred to study, to search. He had spent the greatest part of his time among the Council studying the mahne, seeking greater understanding, and few understood it as well as he did.

      Only the Eldest could claim the same level of knowledge. They had once studied together, discovering aspects of that prophecy that drove them both, learning that the Magi had once been more than Magi. And now, the Eldest seemed to have abandoned what they knew.

      “Troubled thoughts, Jostephon.” Formality disappeared within this room. Here, they were all nothing more than Magi standing before the wisdom of the gods.

      “Do you still question what we do with the delegates?” Jostephon asked.

      “I'm not sure that the delegates will achieve the level of influence we think they will.”

      “They will have an easier time of it than the Magi.”

      Alriyn nodded. “Perhaps. It's possible that they'll have an easier time, but what do we expect of them? What do you really think they'll be able to accomplish?”

      Jostephon nodded toward the mahne. “We seek to return knowledge to the people. Is that not what the Founders would've wanted from us?”

      “If that's what we truly are after, I question whether we have chosen the right pathway.”

      Jostephon stepped next to him and reached his hand through the barrier to the mahne. As he did, he scratched his arm, pulling his sleeves down. He flipped open the mahne, running his finger across the page quickly. “We are led to believe this is the wisdom of the gods.”

      “You don't think the gods provided us this wisdom?”

      Jostephon shrugged. “Who's to say? What we call the gods, others view as something else.”

      Alriyn frowned. Had Jostephon discovered something in his studies? It was not uncommon for him to disappear for months at a time, traveling, searching for some new piece of information. It was a practice that Alriyn himself had modeled. There was a reason he had gone north. Few of the rest of the Council followed their lead, but few of the rest of the Council had the same interests.

      “What else would they be other than gods?”

      Jostephon closed the book and rested his hands on it. “What else indeed? Most believe the Magi still speak to the gods.”

      Alriyn had only once spoken to one of the gods, and that had come in a dream. It had been a vision, one that had instructed him to chase knowledge, to search for answers. It had been that vision, that dream, that had started him on his pathway toward learning. Had Jostephon had a similar vision?

      “Perhaps the gods are truly gone for good. Perhaps there is another answer.” Jostephon took a step back, and for a moment, Alriyn thought he might take the mahne with him. Instead, he left it, sliding it slightly on the top of the pedestal. Alriyn resisted the urge to reach through the barrier and slide it back into place. It seemed disrespectful to leave it disrupted like that. Yet, he knew that was just his imagination. It was only a book. One of power and knowledge, but still only words.

      “Have you spent much time with the delegates?” Alriyn asked.

      Jostephon shook his head. “Others will do a better job than I can. My strength was never with instruction.”

      Alriyn chuckled softly. “I think you underestimate yourself, old friend.”

      Jostephon closed his eyes tightly. “Perhaps.”

      “If our plan with the delegates is going to work, this will need to be only the first wave of many,” Alriyn said, sharing a suggestion Karrin had made. “We could continue bringing delegates to the city, continue to train them.”

      Jostephon said nothing.

      The sliver of hope that he had begun to have, thinking that perhaps these delegates might help them deal with the Deshmahne, faded slightly. Whatever his small council did, they would ultimately need the Eldest's approval. Right now, working covertly with his small group felt deceptive.

      “When will your niece return?” Jostephon asked.

      Alriyn blinked. Had Jostephon just been reading his thoughts? “Hopefully soon. From what I understand, they went to see if the Deshmahne proved a danger in the north.” He considered sharing more with Jostephon but something held him back.

      There was a strange crawling sensation in the back of his mind, almost an itch, that Alriyn chose to ignore.

      Jostephon smiled. “Deshmahne? They think they can do more than the Denraen?”

      Alriyn shrugged. “Roelle saw more than I can claim on her return journey to the city. The others… They think—”

      “They think to play at being soldiers as well?”

      “Our Founders were soldiers,” Alriyn reminded.

      “The Founders laid down their weapons as they founded the Urmahne. Does Roelle now seek to abandon our beliefs?”

      Alriyn had to choose his words carefully. He didn't want to risk Roelle’s safety and needed to keep Jostephon as an ally, especially if they were to find a way to eliminate the Deshmahne threat in the city.

      “She does not abandon the Urmahne.” Alriyn turned to Jostephon. “Let the apprentices have this. They will return soon.”

      “One can only hope they return intact. There are dangerous rumors out of the north.”

      Alriyn nodded, resisting the urge to ask Jostephon what rumors he might have heard. It was bad enough that he had sent Roelle, that he had allowed her to go, without knowing more.

      Without saying another word, Jostephon turned and swept out of the chamber, disappearing back into the library, leaving Alriyn standing alone.

      Before leaving, he reached through the barrier and move the mahne back into place.

      When he withdrew his hands, he added another layer to the barrier.
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      The room echoed with the sound of Locken’s footsteps. Each heavy step was answered by a call that rang from the walls and weighed heavily on his heart. A shadow seemed to envelop the room, sucking the light from the fire and candles. Almost as if there were a presence within the room. Locken shuddered silently to himself and forced the dark thoughts from his mind.

      His blue eyes darted quickly along the walls searching for hidden figures. The Deathguard must be hiding somewhere. They never left the king, so they must be here. He gave up as he realized he was unable to see deep enough into the darkness.

      A tickling at his mind came quickly and was gone again, but another shudder coursed through him, leaving a trail of goose pimples along his arms. He briskly rubbed his large hands, rough and callused from his years of hard work, along his bared skin as he walked, little warmth gained but a distraction from his thoughts nonetheless.

      His head turned slowly to face forward again, and his eyes caught on the dim shape of the large chair near the end of the room. A tall figure sat lazily within the confines of the huge throne. Three other figures stood at a careful distance from the chair. He knew they waited for his arrival, but hadn’t known he would be the last to arrive. The echoes along the walls increased their pace as he hastened his steps. It would not be good to approach the High King too casually.

      As he neared the throne, a strange smell came to his nostrils. It felt heavy, cloying, and he could almost taste the fumes. There was something about it that was sweet, but sickly sweet as if covering something worse. What it covered, he could only guess. The undertones were of something pungent.

      His stomach turned slightly at the smell, and he glanced about quickly for its source but was unsuccessful. The strange dimness of the room did not allow for prying eyes.

      He stopped near the other men and dropped quickly to one knee, his hand squeezing the hilt of his sword, his knuckles whitening, as he lowered his head. “May the gods welcome us this day, my lord.” The required greeting came out quietly, his words seemingly hushed by the heaviness in the room.

      “May they grant their protection once again,” came a deep voice with the chanted reply.

      His gaze turned up. He saw the lean face of the High King nod to him, the man’s short, graying hair parted slightly to the side. He stood slowly and stepped back into line with the other three kings. As he took a step backward, he thought he saw the shape of a cloaked figure standing behind the High King, but it was quickly gone. Did the darkness fool him, or was it simply one of the Deathguard?

      “It’s good you could make it, Locken. We have much to discuss.” The High King’s words seemed unusually loud within the large throne room.

      He nodded a curt reply, unsure if the comment carried tones of sarcasm. Recently, Richard always seemed to speak in tones of dark sarcasm. It made it difficult to decide what could be ignored.

      “You were all asked to begin preparations, as have begun here. I trust everything has gone as ordered?”

      Locken looked quickly to his sides and saw the other kings nod quickly. His own nod came more slowly.

      He didn’t like Richard’s sudden interference in his kingdom. He and the others had been left to their separate rule for years with little direction from the High King. Those dictums that did come were usually nothing of import, and he used his own judgment to carry out what he felt prudent. Few were.

      Lately though, Richard had been calling for him and the other kings to carry out certain laws that seemed strange to him. First, Richard had demanded that trade with Thealon be cut off, trade that was a vital part of the Saeline economy. King Robden had been required to halt all movement in and out of his harbor. The other kings had similar requirements, all closing Gom Aaldia off from neighboring nations.

      Worse though, was that Richard had changed laws Locken had known his whole life, imposing new punishments and demanding they be enforced. And for the first time, he sent advisors to ensure that they were. It had become increasingly difficult for him to justify some of the High King’s requirements. He wondered how much longer his people would have to suffer through Richard’s new eccentricities, and he was sure it was the same for the other kings.

      It irritated him because many of the king’s orders seemed strange, and he had struggled to enforce them. He supposed he had grown too accustomed to the freedom of rule, but it did not change the fact that there were some things he would not put his people through.

      “You seem uncertain, Locken.” Piercing eyes pulled him from his reverie. “You have begun preparations as ordered?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed heads of the other kings turned in his direction. A smile turned on the lips of the man standing farthest from him, but he ignored it for now. Jeslen had always been jealous at the size of his holdings, and the fact that he was on the mainland.

      His reply came quicker this time; a nod that staved off further questioning. He had begun the preparations ordered, but only barely. He needed to maintain the image of obedience. My people deserve better than this king.

      “Good.” The deep bass voice seemed somewhat limp in the strange dimness of the room. “I suppose you all would like to know what we prepare for.”

      Locken noticed nods from the other kings, slow and dignified, yet eager all the same. His own nod was careful.

      “Many of you have heard the tales of strange happenings in the north.”

      More nods. The tales were hard to ignore, frightening as they were. Cities north of Rondalin were empty. His own holdings had taken on many immigrants, more than he had ever seen. Considering how many likely went to Thealon, the numbers moving south must be enormous. Had he not been forced to deal with Richard’s strange requirements, he would have been better informed. As it was, his attention needed to be focused internally.

      “Many of you worry for the day rumor will come to your ears that the threat in the north is pushing southward.” More nods. The High King smiled. It seemed darker than necessary. “But rumors are simply that. Rumors.”

      “Why prepare then?” King Robden interrupted. “To aid the northerners in defense if these rumors turn out to be true?” Locken knew him to be an honorable man, the oldest of the four regional kings and wise with his years. He had lived during the reign of three different high kings and Locken suspected Richard was the least favored of them.

      A smile escaped Richard’s lips. “Help them?” he asked. “No.” A shake of the head and a light laugh. “We will attack Thealon while their attention is to the north. They closely watch their northern borders. While they are distracted by these rumors, we’ll make our move. With the city and the Tower under my rule, we will have no reason to worry even if these rumors are true.” His words stopped momentarily, and his fingers gripped the sides of the throne. His hands pushed against the arms of the chair as Richard brought himself up. “The gods will be on our side once again when we stand before their tower!”

      Locken tensed. How much of this rhetoric was coming from the damned warrior priests he’d heard were moving through the southern realms? They sought violence, and claimed strength through battle, but his own holding had known nothing but peace for generations. As they shared a border with Thealon, Locken had nearly as much in common with them as he did with the rest of Gom Aaldia.

      Worse, if their preparations were not to aid the northerners, they should at least remain at home ready to defend their own lands, not run off to conquer Thealon. “Should we not be concerned with the protection of our own holdings, sire? What if this threat in the north is real? We will not be here for our own people when needed.” As he finished, he knew he had spoken more than he should. A dark glint came to the High King’s face. It was usually a sign of bad portents.

      “You question my command, King Locken?” The words dripped sarcasm. It wasn’t the tone he had expected.

      “I would never question, sire.” He feigned obedience and forced himself to meet the High King’s gaze, refusing to give him the fear Richard wanted. “Only offer my advice. I know the High King is a busy man. I wanted to ensure everything has been examined thoroughly.”

      “You question my thoroughness now?”

      This was not going as Locken had hoped. He had never sat very high in Richard’s favor, but this was something else.

      “Or is it my devotion to the people you doubt?”

      Locken shook his head quickly, and refrained from voicing his true opinion on the matter. “No, sire, merely worried about the fate of your nation and the people you protect.”

      Richard smiled, much darker this time. “Let me worry about my nation and my people. You should worry about carrying out my orders promptly.”

      Ice flowed through him. Richard was aware of his delays. “Of course, sire.” He paused a moment, reflecting on Richard’s expression. He wasn’t sure what should follow. What assurances does he need? “My obedience has been and always will be to the throne.” A careful pronouncement of his fealty, but the most he was willing to offer at the moment.

      A slow nod, slight, came from the High King as he sat thoughtfully on the throne. A finger pursed lightly on his lips and an occasional nod of his head made him appear to be listening to something.

      Finally, Richard turned his attention back to his visitors. “When I summon, you will send your troops to Bastiin. There, they will assemble for the attack.” A concerned look crossed Robden’s face. Bastiin was within his holdings. It meant he would carry much of the financial weight of supplying the army while assembling, as it had been for hundreds of years. Richard knew tradition demanded the assembling army be supported by the province it assembled in, knew this would place a huge burden on Robden.

      Locken wondered why Bastiin. It did not seem the most logical assembly for the army. Why not Gomald itself? The capital was surely a better place for Richard to ensure the assembly went according to plan than a distant city in one of the distant provinces.

      “I will expect a swift response,” Richard continued. His attention focused on Locken as he spoke the last.

      The throne room went silent, and Locken knew the meeting with the High King was over. He was unsure what choice he had. He suspected Richard would be watching him much more closely than before, and it left him little room to maneuver. He knew he must move carefully now.

      “You may go.” The deep words sent them on their way, and each man turned quickly and quietly toward the door. Locken paused a moment after the third man had gone, his gaze searching behind the throne. A movement, slight though it was, caught his attention. He hesitated, but saw nothing more.

      Finally, he walked quickly toward the door. A long journey for the summons of the High King for such a short meeting.

      Passing through the door, the tickling sensation came to his mind again, leaving again just as quickly. He didn’t stop to think on it; rather he stepped hurriedly through the palace halls. He needed to think on the summons, but worse, decisions needed to be made.
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* * *

      Richard turned his head to scan behind his throne after Locken left. That man would need watching, he knew. He also knew he was the best war general he had, having spent nearly two years training with the Denraen long ago, so he dared not alienate him now. The loss of the battlefield skill of King Locken was not a distraction he needed, nor one to be taken lightly.

      Movement in the shadows behind the heavy wooden throne caught his attention, pulling him from his worries. He opened his mouth to speak, but his advisor Raime emerged from the darkness before sound escaped his lips.

      As he approached, a familiar smell came to Richard’s nostrils, one that was almost cloyingly sweet with an undertone that disappeared the longer he was around Raime. Almost a fog, it seemed to fill the room, pressing into his skull with unseen fingers, watering his eyes and tugging at his essence. It seemed to follow the man wherever he went. There was something to it that pushed and pulled at his mind, making it difficult for him to think straight.

      Cocking his head, Richard could almost hear voices calling to him. He strained to hear, to understand, but could not. The sounds tickled his ears, his mind, and he shook his head. They stayed just beyond his hearing.

      Sometimes, he thought he could understand the words, as if they instructed him. He had learned to listen. The voices had been right many times. He wondered if the gods spoke to him. He imagined one of the powerful gods, staring out across the plains toward him from high within the Tower, whispering him instructions.

      He shook his head again. It was no clearer.

      Raime neared, and Richard made out wrinkles in the dark cloak covering the man, long black sleeves obscuring hand and wrist alike, and the bottom hem dragging slightly along the floor. Faint stitching lined the throat of the cloak, the threading as black as the cloak it adorned, in patterns and symbols unfamiliar to him. He wondered at their significance, though he dared not ask the man. Briefly, he toyed with the thought that they must signify something, perhaps from the distant past, but the thought breezed through his head and was gone.

      The hood of the dark cloak was pulled well forward over the man’s head as usual, only the red in his eyes from reflected light of the candles allowed Richard to see a face at all. The red almost seemed to dance, as if a flame were truly alive in those eyes.

      The man made him uncomfortable, but strangely relaxed as well.

      He sighed and inhaled the heavy fumes that hung in the still air of the throne room as he prepared to speak, tight muscles loosening. “Raime. Good to see you again. I trust you found the meeting entertaining?”

      Richard did not ask directly why Raime had come to the meeting. Something about his advisor always made him cautious. He knew it was wise to be careful with words around him; he had seen many criminals falter, sealing their own fate, as they spoke more than they had intended. It was something he worried he’d falter with as well. Something in his head seemed to swirl, and he could almost make out the voices he thought there. He strained, listening, but there was nothing more.

      “I felt it prudent to see if all could be trusted.” The voice was thick with an accent Richard had so far been unable to place. “A second opinion is always useful on matters of trust, don’t you think?”

      Richard found himself nodding. The pressure on his head seemed to be building. He shook it quickly to try and clear it. The smell really was intoxicating. But something about it was also… It slipped his mind before he knew what he was thinking. Much did while Raime was around. He didn’t understand why.

      “That last man will be dangerous, I think,” he heard Raime say, his accented words thoughtful.

      “Locken?” he asked lightly and Raime nodded. “Although he may have his doubts and prefer to do things his own way, he has always been a faithful servant to the throne.” He paused and left unspoken his own concerns if Locken’s battle strength turned against him.

      The hood shook slightly, almost as though from a breeze. The red of Raime’s eyes seemed not to move. “Yes. The throne is what he is faithful to. I worry his loyalty does not extend to the man who currently sits atop it.”

      Richard sat quietly while Raime spoke, unable to hold a thought.

      Raime’s tone suddenly changed. “But if you believe him faithful, we only have to wait until he proves otherwise to measure the extent of his loyalty.” Richard was unsure how to reply. “But waiting can sometimes be dangerous.” The words resonated in the air, his voice pausing a moment. “Your son. What have you heard of him?”

      The sudden change of subject was a relief.

      You must know where Allay has gone!

      The words were quiet in his mind but seemed screamed. He had never heard the words so clearly.

      The gods? he wondered. What he planned would honor the gods.

      “Nothing has been heard about Allay. There are stories in the city that say he slipped out in the night with one of the Magi, but I think that unlikely. The Magi do not steal children, especially noble-born children.”

      No, they do worse! the voice told him.

      He froze, listening, then silently asked What do you mean?

      There was no answer.

      He hadn’t worried over Allay’s disappearance until Raime had mentioned it only a week before. He was not close with his son, and Allay rarely told him where he went, but he was second in line to the throne.

      But If something should happen to Theodror during the attack on Thealon, Allay would need to take his place, he was reminded.

      He nodded. The royal line needed to be preserved.

      Even Raime seemed more concerned about the boy than he was. He supposed that made him a bad father. He preferred to think of himself as being preoccupied by the pressures of ruling.

      Raime shook his head slowly. “No, I suppose the Magi do not steal children.” Richard thought the man sneered as he spoke. “It still leaves the issue of his location. We need continuity within the kingdom. If something should happen…”

      Richard wondered why Raime worried about an heir, but it slipped again from his mental grasp. He worried for the kingdom.

      It is his job, the voice reminded. You must focus!

      He knew he needed to focus.

      “Yes. We do need continuity, but I’m sure Allay will return soon. I’ve been told he often disappears like this.” He paused, trying to judge Raime’s response. He couldn’t. “Perhaps he enjoys traveling around the kingdom. He is certainly entitled to do such.”

      The hooded man nodded again. Richard wished Raime would just once lower the hood. Ever since the man had arrived to serve him, Raime had never shown his face.

      Perhaps he is scarred, he thought.

      It matters little, the voice answered.

      True, Richard admitted to himself. His advice had been invaluable.

      “Certainly…” came Raime’s response, though it was slow in coming.

      “We must send word to our Regrars to begin the preparations in Bastiin. We must also soothe Robden and help with burdens he worries he alone will shoulder. All the men must be focused on the task that lies ahead of us.” Including me, he reminded himself.

      Raime nodded. Richard wondered briefly how this foreigner had so quickly risen to such great influence over him. Sometimes, he didn’t remember ever meeting the man before he suddenly had become his advisor. Other times he couldn’t remember ever not having him as an advisor.

      The thought left him as Raime spoke. “The Regrars will receive their mission. It will be one that they will carry out well, you can be assured.”

      Richard nodded. He had expected no less.

      “And I will personally see to it that Robden is focused.” The words seemed somehow tainted by the man’s tone.

      “We must begin preparations for our initial strike. It must come as a surprise to those bastards in Thealon. We will have the city and we will have the Tower.” Richard was almost surprised by his own vehemence. Almost. “The gods will look upon us once again. They will smile at the strength that defends them.” He thought he faintly heard a dark laugh from Raime but dismissed it. He knew the man was strange. He had a sense of humor to match.

      The Tower, we must have it, the voice reminded.

      “Ah, the attack. Yes.” A pale, slender finger tapped hidden lips thoughtfully. Richard was briefly tempted to throw back the hood to see how scarred the man was, but the urge passed. “It must be timed just right.”

      Yes, just right.

      “That is what I said. I will meet with the Regrars myself to gather suggestions on the initial attack. Then I will decide on the first strike.”

      The hood shook from side to side as Richard spoke. “You will meet with your Regrars, but you will wait to strike at Thealon until news from the north distracts them. Only then will the first attack take place.” The words hung in the air, the command heavy.

      Richard would not let his advisor tell him when his army could move, even though he’d already decided the attack would occur when Thealon was distracted. “I think you get ahead of yourself, Raime. I will attack when I choose.” He spat the words out in his rising anger.

      The room seemed to flicker and darken, all the candles about the room swaying in some hidden wind. Richard knew it must be his imagination. Raime straightened his back, fingers gripping the hood of his cloak, and Richard saw the room sway. He grabbed the arm of the throne, seeking balance that was suddenly lost. His fingers dug into the hard arm of the chair as he forced his mind to still the motion his eyes saw. His ears were suddenly filled with the sound of Raime’s voice, a deeper tone than before.

      “You will wait to attack when Thealon is distracted by movement in the north. And you will not question me again.” The words carried a hint of a threat.

      His head ached at the sound.

      Trust Raime! the voice screamed.

      He looked to his advisor, a new light in his eyes.

      Richard still swooned with the dizzying motion before him, but he nodded as Raime spoke. Something in the words frightened him in a way that he had not been frightened before. He wondered again who the man in front of him was.

      Raime! He should be exalted.

      “How do you know news from the north will distract Thealon?” he managed to ask.

      Echoes of laughter pealed off the wall. The stone seemed to shake and the floor seemed to ripple. Richard knew it was the dizziness that made him feel what he did. It had to be.

      His heart raced. There was something all too knowing in the laugh that he dared not question.

      He shivered slightly, trying to look around the room, but the movement made him sick. Then the feeling passed and the room was normal.

      His gaze shifted to Raime, and he looked up at him with a different expression: true fear. Raime had somehow caused the sickness.

      Who was the man standing before him?

      He thought he heard a faint laugh.

      Silence stretched through the room until Raime broke it. “You have five convicted criminals, two murderers and three thieves, who wish to appeal their sentences this morning. Will you see them?”

      Richard sat thoughtful for a moment before asking, “Who tried them?” He knew the answer as he spoke the question.

      “I did.”

      “And their sentences?”

      “Death.”

      He paused, unsure what to say. Finally, he asked, “From who are the three thieves convicted of stealing?” Again, he knew the answer as he spoke.

      The voice laughed within him.

      Richard wanted to scream.

      “Why, my lord the High King, of course.” Richard thought he felt the laughter again as Raime continued. “Two were caught in the royal pastures, paying too close attention to your majesty’s horses. The other…” He paused, almost bearing down on Richard. “The other was a servant caught stealing food from the kitchens.”

      Death? For those three? The servant deserved little more than exile from the palace. And the other two? He doubted the other two were anywhere near his horse stock. “And the murderers?”

      “One man was guilty of slaying a traveler outside the city, a young woman who hasn’t been identified. Brutally torn apart, insides strewn from her body so that only the animals and the insects would have at her…”

      “Enough!” Richard shouted. He did not need the details. He didn’t think his stomach could handle them. Not now.

      There was more laughter.

      It had to be the gods laughing, but why would the gods laugh at him?

      Raime nodded slightly, “As you wish, my lord.”

      Richard tried to harden his gaze. He doubted its success.

      “Regardless, they each seek an appeal from your majesty.”

      Richard doubted they sought appeal on their own. Raime was testing him. What were the consequences if he failed? The dizziness and nausea faded, but the memory of what he’d felt remained.

      “When are the sentences to be carried out?” He tried to keep his voice light, but a slight squeak of his words at the end of the sentence betrayed him.

      “This afternoon. Public hangings, all of them. And we will open the bodies of the two murderers following their deaths.”

      Hanging for theft was not unheard of, but three in one day? The brutal sentence for the murderers was also uncommon. The bodies would not be allowed their final rest. It almost bothered him, and little ever had.

      What would the gods think?

      Nothing! the voice answered.

      Five hangings would upset the people even more than usual, and he was already little loved by them. If he heard the appeals, he would likely fail Raime’s test.

      “No. Their sentences shall serve as an example to the city.” He tried to sound more authoritative.

      Yes! Authority! the voice laughed.

      A silence filled the room again before Raime responded. Richard thought he could almost feel a smile crossing the man’s lips, and knew it to be a satisfied smile.

      “They shall. The people need a firm rule.”

      Richard nodded.

      “There are other matters that need your opinion,” Raime started.

      With a shudder, Richard doubted that. He suspected more tests.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Roelle watched the Magi as Hester guided them in their formation, directing them as they marched. They moved more crisply than they had before, almost following his commands as the Denraen soldiers would have. Each day, they improved.

      When he realized she watched, Hester came over to her. Beads of sweat gleamed on his forehead. “They're coming along. They'll understand how to move in formation soon.”

      They were more coordinated than they had been just the day before. They were now three days past the Deshmahne attack. Three days into the Magi seeing the danger that even a few Deshmahne would pose. Now, the others understood a little more of the potential threat they faced.

      Some of the joviality had waned. When before, they had laughed and joked in the evenings, now there was more intensity. Hearing from Matthew and Selton what they had faced drove home the risks. It still wasn't the same as facing it themselves. Roelle knew that, just as she knew that she wanted to protect them from the need to face it. Better to experience it secondhand. But, if nothing else, it encouraged them to work more efficiently.

      There was an interest now to learn tactics that had not been there before. The Magi now shared a willingness to study with Hester and the other Denraen soldiers. Not only learning the sword and the staff, they had an interest in learning how the Denraen moved, to march the way the Denraen did. Roelle hated that it was necessary. They were Magi, not soldiers.

      But they gained skill quickly, natural warriors.

      She refused to think about what that meant.

      At night, wooden practice staves collided with a certain energy. Even Selton trained with more earnestness than he had before. He still hadn't spoken to her about the Deshmahne, or pressed her about what they faced in the north. It was as if facing the Deshmahne had shown him the necessity of what they did.

      Hester grabbed her arm. “You should get some rest. I can see how this is straining you.”

      “I need to understand these techniques the same as they do.”

      Hester chuckled. He released her arm. “I think you've got most of it down. You've already demonstrated how much you know. One might believe you've studied tactics the same as Endric.”

      Roelle reached into a pocket beneath her cloak. As they continued to move farther north, the heavy for cloak had become more necessary. The air had a bite to it, cold where before it had been comfortable. She held up the slender book that Endric had given her.

      “He gave me this to study.”

      Hester took it from her, eyes scanning the title before slightly widening. “You know what this is?” When she nodded, he shook his head. “I can't believe he would give this to anyone, let alone one of the Magi.”

      “He said his father wrote it.”

      “Aye. The man is widely regarded as the second best general the Denraen have ever had.”

      “Second best?”

      Hester shrugged. “We all think Endric is the best general. Because of him, we've known a different kind of peace in these lands than has been known for a long time.

      “Peace?” She frowned. “Other than the Deshmahne—and those attacks have been recent—we haven't had fighting for hundreds of years.”

      “Not here. But the south… That's where the Deshmahne have taken hold. The people in those provinces have seen bloody fighting that even the Denraen haven't been able to corral. Endric has sent Denraen to the south, but all they’ve been able to do is limit the extent of the Deshmahne reach.”

      Roelle watched the Magi get out of line little bit, and stepped forward. “No. Stay together as you move. Like this,” she said demonstrating the movement to the Magi.

      It wasn't that she knew it herself, but she had seen it from the Denraen when traveling with them. And not just from the Denraen, she realized, but she’d also read about this maneuver in the book Endric had given her.

      When she had demonstrated to the others, they acknowledged and began practicing again.

      Roelle stepped back, and Hester laughed softly. “See? You don't need to practice. You're the one teaching the others.” He returned to the Magi, demonstrating another maneuver.

      She watched Hester work with the Magi for a while longer, then headed over to the weapons practice area. Once there, she saw three of the Magi, Jhun, Stan, and Beckah all facing off against each other.

      Roelle stood back and watched, observing the movements, admiring the grace with which the Magi were able to move. It was undeniable that they had a specific physical ability. Were they somehow destined to use the ability the gods’ gifted them with to fight? As she did every time she watched the Magi, she wondered: Why would the gods want them to use their abilities to fight and then teach them to maintain the peace?

      “You look troubled.”

      Roelle turned to see Lendra approaching. She wore a heavy leather cloak with a fur-lined hood. Unlike the Magi, Lendra was dressed in winter riding pants and a similarly thick shirt. Both were simply made, but looked to be of warm spun wool. Roelle wore something similar but beneath her Magi robe, which was covered by the cloak she wore. They hadn't abandoned wearing their traditional garb, remaining dressed like they were still in the city.

      “Not troubled, just thinking.”

      “You asked me earlier what I think we will find in the north,” Lendra said.

      “And you didn’t answer,” Roelle said. “I didn't think you wanted to offer your opinion.”

      Lendra shrugged. “I'm not quite like Novan. But I don't know what he knows. I haven't heard the same rumors out of the north. My time was spent in Lakeliis, far removed from those rumors.”

      “You spoke of your experience with the Deshmahne. Are they the reason you came north?”

      Lendra met her gaze. She had deep blue eyes, and there was an intensity behind them, a deep intelligence that reminded Roelle of looking into Novan’s eyes. Novan had a similar expression, one of deep knowledge, a wisdom that could only be gained by seeing the world. It was the kind of wisdom the Elders on the Council were lacking.

      Had her uncle felt the same way? Was that why he had ventured out of Vasha and into the north? These days, it was unusual for any of the Magi not assigned as advisors to leave the city, and there were fewer and fewer advisors.

      “The Deshmahne came to my city several years ago. At first, nothing seemed to change. They came in, offered a different method of reaching the gods, preaching at various places throughout the city. They built a temple and offered those interested to travel there to learn. Some took them up on it, but not as many as did in other places.”

      “You said, ‘At first.’”

      Lendra nodded. “That was what happened at first. Over time, they began having confrontations with the Urmahne priests. In the beginning, it was nothing more than skirmishes. They would argue with them, claiming they had a better way of reaching the gods. The priests, as you know, were not confrontational. They had no interest in fighting the Deshmahne. They taught as they always had, too proud to realize that the Deshmahne had gained influence. They thought no one would see the value of the Deshmahne teachings. They couldn't fathom how any would turn to the Deshmahne way of serving the gods.”

      The practice battle in front of them continued, Jhun forcing Beckah back. Stan attacked, driving both of them back with a flourish. Then, with a nod, the other two joined forces and drove Stan back. They caught him on each arm, and he dropped his practice stave. This time, Jhun stayed close, leaving her sword up against his neck.

      Roelle couldn't decide whether she should be proud that Jhun had remembered the lesson and taken it to heart, or ashamed that Jhun had attacked another and mimicked killing him. The answer wasn't easy.

      She pulled her gaze away and back to Lendra. “What happened with the Deshmahne over time?”

      “I witnessed how they changed their approach. First, arguing with the priests. But when that proved ineffective, they began fighting them. It started in secret, nothing more than rumors about attacks, and then more openly. They would capture them, brand them, and demand that they convert.”

      “The priests would not comply with such demands to convert,” Roelle said.

      “No, they did not comply.”

      “So what happened?”

      “To demonstrate their strength, to show how they could reach the gods, the Deshmahne killed Urmahne priests. They claimed this was their way to power.”

      Roelle shivered. She believed the Deshmahne capable of doing that. She had seen it herself in the way they had attacked and destroyed the temple in Chrysia. Had that been an attempt to convert? Had the Deshmahne failed, which was why they had destroyed it?

      Why risk coming openly into what were known Urmahne strongholds? Roelle's gaze drifted toward Hester. Could the Denraen have done something that would have stopped the attacks?

      Lendra followed the direction of her gaze. “The Denraen tried. By the time they came, by the time patrols reached us, the Deshmahne had taken over, and there was no further fighting.”

      Roelle closed her eyes and sighed. She could imagine what had happened. Without an actual attack, without any reason to engage with the Deshmahne, the Denraen would have let peace remain, in accordance with Urmahne beliefs. It was unfortunate, but it made a sort of sense that they would do so.

      “Is that why you left?”

      “I think there is much that we could learn from the Deshmahne. I would've stayed, but they began to chase out those who sought learning. The teachers first, and then they came after the historians.”

      “There can't be that many historians to come after.”

      “Not as there once were. There was a time when the guild was quite large, with representatives throughout the land. Like the Magi, their influence has faded.”

      Roelle sighed at the comment. It was bad enough knowing the Magi influence was not what it once was, but having Lendra comment on it made it somehow worse. “Are you a member of the guild?”

      “I’m not. You have to be named to the guild by a member,” she said, frustration seeping into her voice. She waved her hands in the air. “It's all very complicated.”

      Roelle couldn't help but smile. She imagined the order of historians as some sort of nebulous group, but that probably wasn't it at all. They were probably more like the scholars within the university in Vasha, educators, but nothing more. Well, other than Novan. “What role did Novan have with the order before coming to Chrysia?”

      “Novan was always a little different from other historians,” Lendra said.

      Roelle chuckled. “Different how? I haven't met any other historians who really know what to expect.”

      “Most of the other historians are of the philosophy that they should simply watch and be neutral observers. Novan… Well…”

      Roelle laughed again. “I've seen him. I traveled with him. Neutral doesn't really fit your historian, does it?”

      Lendra grinned. “No, I suppose it doesn't. Still, Novan is quite respected within the order. Few are quite as well-known as he, and there aren't many who are as… well, I suppose respected is about the only way I can describe it.”

      “Why did Novan leave Coamdon? That’s where you worked with him, wasn’t it?”

      “Novan keeps his own counsel. There aren’t many he respects enough to share his thoughts with. Endric is one. Your uncle would be another.”

      Roelle shot her an amused look. “Are you sure about that? Alriyn didn't seem that fond of Novan.”

      “You didn't hear some of the comments Novan made about your uncle. It was clear he respected him. I think he respects you as well. He wouldn't have encouraged me to come otherwise, and he wouldn't have shared with me what he revealed to you otherwise.”

      “Novan didn't reveal anything to me. All I know is that we're heading north, searching for the Antrilii.”

      “Is that all we’re searching for?” Lendra asked. “Don't you think we’re looking for something more than just Antrilii? Why else would your uncle be concerned about what was taking place in the north? Why else would they tell you to search out your Founders?” She nodded toward the Magi practicing and then tipped her head toward where Hester worked with another group. “Why else would the general have been so willing to work with you, teaching you his techniques? A violation of everything your people have taught for so many years.”

      Roelle had thought it was related to the fact that she had impressed him, but maybe it was more than that. Maybe it was something that Endric himself feared. If that was true, what might it be? What would the general be worried about, and why would he not have shared that with her?

      She glanced at Lendra. “Whatever it is, he's more worried more about it than he is about the Deshmahne.”

      Lendra nodded. “And you’ve faced the Deshmahne more than once now. So you know that whatever it is that we might face is something worse.”

      Roelle sighed. What could be worse than the Deshmahne? That was the question that troubled her. It was the question she still had no answer to.
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      Roelle marched alongside her horse, leading the mare today instead of riding her. She was a dappled gray, a friendly horse named Betty, a strange name for a horse, at least in her opinion. Endric had promised the horse would be battle hardened, and that she wouldn't have to worry about how the mare would handle an attack. Considering that the horse hadn't bolted when they faced the Deshmahne attack, she suspected he knew exactly what she was getting.

      Not that she would have expected anything less from Endric. Given everything she’d seen from him, she believed he had anticipated everything they might need, including the quality of their mounts.

      Roelle wasn't the only one walking today. Selton walked alongside her. They still hadn't taken the time to talk about the attack, but Selton had been working with the Magi. Now, he led one of the groups, a true raegan in more than title, leading the daecka as Endric had instructed. It was a group that could be managed more easily, though many of the Magi still didn't quite understand why that mattered.

      To be honest, Roelle wasn't certain yet either. All she knew was that, if it came to an attack, she wanted her Magi to be ready. She didn't want to fear them being unprepared for whatever they might face.

      To the west, the ocean crashed against the rocks. They were probably only a few miles from the ocean itself, and the occasional breeze carried the sound of the waves, or the calling of gulls nearby. The air smelled of salt, a briny odor that had grown more prevalent the farther they had followed this path steadily north.

      A day back, they had come across a branching road that Hester claimed led to Rondalin, a large city isolated in the center of the north, its own nation amidst a sea of unclaimed land. One of the delegates had been called from Rondalin, but what influence would someone like that have? The man from Chrysia had been the son of a councilman, but being from Thealon, there was an advantage. The nation was at the heart of the Urmahne faith. That presented them with a unique position, gifted with the Tower of the Gods, presumed to have the favor of the gods, something no other nation could claim.

      “You look like you’re deep in thought,” Selton said.

      She took a breath and sighed. “I’m just thinking about the last time I was outside of the city.”

      “The attack?”

      She nodded.

      “That delegate who traveled with you was lucky you were there to protect him.”

      She hadn’t really thought about it at the time. But it was the delegates on her mind now. “I know they were summoned to work together to help restore peace, to begin restoring the Magi influence, but what can they really do to stop the spread of the Deshmahne?”

      Selton glanced over. “I don't know. I’m not sure how much influence they’ll have.”

      That had been her concern as well. Especially because several of the delegates came from the southern lands, lands that have been claimed by the Deshmahne. Now that she had heard Lendra's take on what happened in the south, and the way the Deshmahne had pushed out the Urmahne priests, she wondered how much influence any delegate of the Magi would have. Did the Council overestimate their ability to influence?

      She watched Selton as he turned back to staring straight ahead. It was time for the strangeness between them to end. “You've been quiet since we left the city.” She waited for him to turn toward her and readied what she hoped was a friendly gaze. Selton didn't need her accusation. And she needed her friend.

      Selton swallowed, his jaw clenching, then looked over at her. “It was one thing when we were planning a scouting mission,” he began, seeming to choose his words carefully. “When Endric requested that we learn of the Antrilii. That… that was something I thought would be exciting. Leaving the city, exploring…” He shrugged. “You had that opportunity when you went south with Haerlin, but most of us did not.”

      “You heard what Endric and Novan said. You understood—”

      “They were concerned about the Deshmahne, and we’ve left the city, getting away from the Deshmahne. I didn’t think… Even with the stories out of the north, I didn’t think they would send us anywhere dangerous.”

      He had been caught up in the excitement of leaving the city, the same as the others. Had he thought they only played at being soldiers? “We could go back.”

      Selton shook his head. “I don't think we can. Not anymore.” A pained expression came over his face. “I didn’t know what to expect, but when we saw how those people were treated…” He shook his head again. “No. Even if the general sends Denraen to push back the Deshmahne from the north, we need to know what else is taking place here.”

      Silence fell between them. She felt the same way about that village. It had been devastating to see what had happened there. Those people corralled into a small building, and the Deshmahne… She didn't know what the Deshmahne intended for them, but she feared what they had in mind. Especially after hearing from Lendra, and hearing the way the Deshmahne had treated the priests in the south. Would they have been slaughtered or simply forced to convert? Why did both give her a queasy sensation in the pit of her stomach?

      “Once we find the Antrilii, we’ll learn what Endric wanted us to know, and then we’ll return.”

      Selton nodded. “I've been giving it thought. Why send us? Why not simply tell us what we’ll see? What’s Endric hiding? I know these are questions you’ve been asking, but they trouble me the farther we travel. There has to be a reason he wanted us to come all this way, and it can’t only be for a story, can it?”

      Hester was riding close enough that I saw his posture change. His back stiffened slightly, but he gave no other sign that he listened.

      “I don’t know. Something he thought we needed to see—or hear— ourselves.” The other possibility troubled her, but it was one she wouldn’t put past Endric. Had he wanted the Magi to help deal with the Deshmahne?

      “Then it's not the Deshmahne. You’ve already seen that firsthand.”

      “I don't think so.”

      “But you don’t know,” he pressed.

      They hadn’t seen anything to make her think the rumors out of the north were about anything other than the Deshmahne. And maybe that was bad enough. If they had reached this far north, how much more extensive was their reach?

      The two fell silent again. Selton occasionally reached over to pat his horse, a thin stallion named Hank that Endric said he had once ridden. Roelle was sure that had given Selton a little bolster of pride. She hadn't thought of it at the time, but now she wondered if that hadn’t been his intent. Everything Endric did seemed calculated.

      It was these calculations that troubled her. What other calculations had he made? What plans did he have that involved sending them north?

      They topped a rise, and in the distance, she saw the low wall of another village with buildings tucked behind it.

      Roelle motioned to Selton, who motioned to Matthew and Jhun, and the four of them advanced toward the village, signaling the other magi to hold their positions. Hester rode up, joining them, with Lendra alongside. The six of them made an unlikely group, and Roelle wondered what the villagers might think if they knew four Magi, a historian, and a Denraen soldier all approached.

      “Should we be ready?” Matthew asked.

      Hester grunted. “You should always be ready. That's one thing the general has taught me. You should always expect a battle, even when you think it unlikely.

      Matthew started to unsheathe his sword, but Roelle caught his arm.

      “Not yet. If this is only villagers, they don't need to see Magi coming in with swords. Can you imagine what they would think?”

      “Only the same thing the other village thought,” Lendra said.

      Hester laughed again. “The other village was happy to have you come through. Had you not, they would've been left to whatever the Deshmahne intended of them.”

      They reached an opening in the wall leading into the village. Crossing through, Roelle felt a slight chill. Closer to the coast, the air wasn't quite as cool as it had been farther to the south where they had been more inland, but the air still had a cool bite, and a hint of the salt hung on the wind. It was gustier than it had been in the south, and it flapped their cloaks. Still, a strange heaviness hung in the air as they reached the village.

      Roelle tipped her head to the side, listening, but she heard nothing.

      Hester unsheathed his sword. When Selton shot him a look, he shrugged. “They might not expect the Magi to come armed, but who wouldn’t expect a Denraen to come with his sword unsheathed?”

      Matthew laughed. The laughter died off, pressed down by the heaviness in the air.

      No one else said much. They all made their way around the village. Much like the other village, they saw no sign of any others. Roelle tensed, readying for another attack, but it never came.

      Nothing seemed out of place. Roelle saw no signs of violence. The homes were closed with doors secured. When they got close enough to look inside some of the windows, most of the homes had dishes put away. Everything appeared well cared for, but still abandoned.

      “What happened here?” Jhun asked. She tucked her dark hair behind her ears, her hand on the hilt of her sword, leaving it sheathed for now, but the tension in her body was visible beneath her cloak.

      Roelle could tell that she was ready to unsheathe at any moment, ready to attack, prepared for anything. But there was nothing, only the emptiness and the heaviness in the air.

      Roelle glanced at Lendra, whose nose was crinkled as if smelling something sour. “What is it?” she asked.

      Lendra shook her head. “Probably nothing. Smells like something is rotting here.”

      After making a complete search of the village and still not finding anyone or any sign of the Deshmahne, they gathered back at the wall. Roelle turned to Lendra. “What do you think? Could this be the Deshmahne? Is this the sort of thing they would've done?”

      Lendra looked back toward the village, letting her attention drift before turning her gaze back to Roelle. “I'm not sure. In the south, they came to larger cities and their presence was well-known. The smaller villages where they attacked were different. The only ones who would know were the villagers, and the Deshmahne rarely left any villagers behind who could tell of the devastation. Those they did let live converted.”

      Was that what had happened here? Could the villagers have converted? It seemed impossible to believe, but what other answer was there? And if they had, where had they gone? Were they new Deshmahne who now wandered the rest of the north, converting others?

      Remaining in the village unsettled her. This couldn’t be what Endric wanted her to see, could it? “We should go,” she said.

      The others nodded agreement.

      As they rode off, Hester motioned for her to move off to the side. “We need to get word to the general. If this is Deshmahne…”

      “What do you fear?” Roelle asked.

      “We’re too far north. Even that last village was too far north. And if this is Deshmahne, then it’s farther north than they should be. Denraen patrol these lands, Mage. There should be no way for them to move so openly here.” He cast his gaze back to the village. “We've had attacks in the south near Gomald, but here? We’re almost to the lower hills, and from there, we reach the mountains. Then we’re in the true north. If the Deshmahne have reached there, they are far more advanced and aggressive than we ever realized.”

      They neared the rest of the Magi. “I could send one of mine back.”

      “Not one of yours. I'll send one of mine. We’ll still have enough to guide, and enough to hunt.”

      “If you think we must.”

      “I'll only do it if you approve. Otherwise, we’re with you, Mage.”

      Roelle forced a smile she didn't feel. “You don't need my permission, Hester. Endric commands you, and he's the one who sent you with us.”

      “That may be, but Endric put me under your command. Rightly so, I think.”

      Roelle didn't know what else to say and only nodded. She didn't like the idea of losing one of their Denraen but also didn't like the idea of continuing north without warning those in the south.

      Hester sighed. “We’ll have someone head out in the morning.”

      What he said made sense, and she suspected they needed to do it, but she couldn't help feel they were missing something as well.
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      Allay slowly climbed the face of the smooth rock wall surrounding the second terrace. Most of it was difficult to climb because there was nothing to grab onto. Maybe those who built it had never intended that anyone climb from terrace to terrace. Which, the more he thought of it, the more likely that was the case.

      Despite that, there still seemed to be sections of the wall that were easier to climb because vines crept up the wall providing natural handholds. He squeezed onto the vines, holding them tightly as he made his way up. At one point, he slipped, his hand missing the next place to grab, and he started slipping down the face of the smooth wall.

      Allay cursed under his breath, but cut it off. This close to the gods, would his swearing anger them? Then again, this was just what he needed: Dying while trying to sneak in for a view of someplace he was not meant to be.

      As he reached higher, his hand got snarled in a section of vine. It twisted around his hand and he again lost his footing, swinging away from the wall before slamming into it again, finally coming to a stop. Allay allowed himself to take a few slow breaths.

      Gods! If he had fallen all the way from here, he would have… He didn’t know what would have happened. As he glanced down, noting the ground at the base of the wall far below, he shivered.

      Allay repositioned himself and began climbing up the rock again. He moved more carefully, sliding his hands from grip to grip, working his way toward the top of the wall. Once there, he grabbed onto the lip, and pulled himself up stretched out atop the wall, his breathing labored and his heart hammering in his chest, sending something akin to a vibration through him.

      After a while, he sat up. The sounds of practice, that of men hollering, swords clanging, wood cracking, drifted up to him. Now that he had reached the top of the wall, seeing the Denraen practicing was his reward. Allay had made the climb, curious about the Denraen, wanting to watch the soldiers as they trained. The few times he’d seen them, it was clear how they practiced with intensity and with a brutal sort of efficiency. Gom Aaldian soldiers were skilled, but these men, when he’d seen them in battle, were more than simply skilled.

      Allay looked out into the yard. There was movement near him, almost directly below, and he looked down. He counted nearly one hundred Denraen soldiers, all marching together, splitting off into various formations before coming back together. At a single gesture, they parted, stepping aside, before merging back together.

      Not far down the yard, he observed several pairs of soldiers engaged in mock combat, using their swords as they struck, back and forth, a deadly sort of dance.

      “They are impressive, are they not?”

      Allay spun, and nearly toppled off the wall.

      His heart surged anew in his chest, and he swallowed back a lump that had formed in his throat. He glanced up and saw the strange, dark-skinned man from the El’arash. Stohn. He had been silent in their lessons for the most part. Stohn had watched the Magi, not with the same sort of amused level of suspicion, bordering on distrust, that he'd seen from Dougray or Danvayn, or Simion, the other delegate from the south, but more with the expression of a man who hadn't come to a decision.

      “They are.” Allay didn't know what else to say.

      Stohn settled onto the wall next to him. He wore maroon leather breaches that went to his midcalf. And a silky white shirt that hung open, revealing much of his chest. He crossed his arms over his chest, his biceps bulging. Allay wondered whether Stohn was a soldier where he came from. Was that the reason for his interest, or was it similar to Allay’s?

      “I have been coming here to observe the last few days. I do not think they mind.”

      Allay blinked. “The last few days? How is it that you get up here?” Maybe Stohn had an easier way of climbing the rock wall than what Allay had chosen. If he did, it might make the view almost worthwhile. Almost.

      Stohn pointed back toward the sheer rock leading up to the third terrace. “I climbed down.”

      Allay studied the wall, trying to find a way to actually climb down. The drop from the third to the second was even higher than what he’d climbed, making it seem more difficult than scaling the wall. Not just difficult, but practically impossible. The wall was equally smooth, and probably stretched another fifty feet, a staggering height for someone to climb down. And then, it required him to balance on the narrow width of the wall. It meant he had to perfectly time his descent.

      “Where did you climb down from?”

      Stohn turned back and motioned toward the wall at the base of the rock. “There. There was a rope, so I don't think I was the first to do this.”

      Interesting. Who would've left a rope descending from the third terrace down to the Denraen practice yard?

      “What have you seen, if you've come here the last few days?”

      “The Denraen prepare for an attack.”

      Allay chuckled. “I think they prepare for an attack constantly. Whether one comes is a different matter.”

      “This is something different. In my land, we have many soldiers. I have witnessed such movements in the past. When they come, it can mean only one thing.”

      “What one thing?”

      “War is coming.”

      Allay almost started laughing, but saw that Stohn wore a serious expression. This was not a man accustomed to making a joke.

      “The Magi wouldn't allow anything to get to that point. The primary purpose of the Denraen is to keep the peace,” he said

      “Perhaps that is their intent. As I said, I have seen men preparing like these men do now. Perhaps the Denraen always prepare that way. Perhaps they are always ready for war.”

      They sat quietly on the wall, neither of them saying anything, both simply observing as the Denraen moved in formation, making a few more quick movements before coming back together in the center of the yard. When they did, Allay noted a smaller man, one he recognized even from here. He had seen him during their travels. General Endric had been imposing even then. He was not particularly impressive up close, that is, until Allay had seen him practicing with his sword. Allay had the sense that Endric alone would be able to stop most battles.

      He barked out a few orders, and the men marched off, leaving the yard empty once more.

      “In my land, we know of General Endric. He is considered the finest swordsman to have ever lived,” Stohn said. “When the Denraen come for their Choosing, all eligible men willingly offer themselves. All would take the opportunity to learn from the general.”

      “I've often wondered why they take the best from each land. It weakens them. Some of my father’s men have come to train, and Endric has chosen the best of them.”

      Stohn glanced over at him. “Does it? I like to think that by choosing the best from each land, they are strengthening the defenses for all of us.”

      With that comment, Stohn stood and walked along the wall, leaving Allay sitting by himself. When he reached the sheer rock wall of the third terrace, he grabbed what Allay suspected was the rope and quickly scaled it, reaching the top easily before disappearing back into the third terrace.

      Allay continued to stare, wondering about the strange man. He hadn't bothered to get to know him well before now. He was interesting, perhaps more interesting than any of the other delegates Allay had met. The others were mostly amused by what they as delegates did here, but Stohn seemed to take his task seriously.

      Allay wasn't certain he knew how seriously to take this assignment.

      He considered following Stohn back up the rope to the third terrace, but decided against it. Instead, he would risk himself going down the way he came up. He hoped the gods favored him and kept him from tumbling to his death.
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* * *

      Locken walked the streets of Gomald. It was busy today, with people throughout the city bustling along, making their way to merchant shops, some pushing carts, others riding or carrying baskets. He still couldn't shake the strange sensation that had been creeping through his mind when he’d been with Richard.

      Two of his guards trailed him. They did so quietly, not drawing attention to their presence, but there in case he were to need them. Locken didn't anticipate needing their support, but they had been trained to protect their king. And to them, he was their king, not Richard.

      He stopped at an intersection, glancing toward the ocean, noticing the distant movement of ships coming in and out of the port. Gomald was situated far to the south, the capital removed from much of the rest of the land, founded atop the bones of a more ancient—and greater—city. Remnants of that place remained, though hidden. Locken had learned to look for them, as they could be found throughout Gomald.

      The distance from the rest of the country was the reason he struggled so much with Richard's influence upon Saeline. All he wanted was for his people to be left alone, to prosper in peace. Once, his ancestors had ruled the people of Saeline as a separate kingdom, but over a hundred years ago, they were united—or conquered—under the Lansington banner. It was one many of his people still chafed under.

      Locken had never particularly struggled with it. It was all he’d ever known, but then, Richard had always remained out of the affairs of the surrounding kingdoms, offering suggestions, enjoying the levies he placed on the kingdoms, but never truly interfering. What did it mean that he chose to intervene now?

      Something had changed.

      Locken reached the shore and paused, studying the ships. Saeline was landlocked, and he had little experience on ships, not like those of the Royal Navy. Robden knew the seas, had served as captain on one of Gom Aaldia’s ships, but Locken’s strength was on land. He knew how to use cavalry and archers, and knew tactics, but was thankful they had rarely been needed. The only times he needed them now were to slow the raiders thinking to pilfer from his people.

      Ships with Coamdon and Liispal flags moored in the docks. Gomald was a center of trade, bringing in ships from both the north and the south. This was something even Thealon couldn't claim, even with the Tower of the Gods. It was something all of Gom Aaldia should be proud of; they should not feel like they had to prove anything. And yet, Richard still resented Thealon’s influence on the Urmahne.

      “You should've notified me that you were coming out here alone.”

      Locken looked over to see Lonn. His closest advisor—and oldest friend—was stout, solid muscle, but had an even stronger mind.

      “I needed to clear my mind.”

      “What troubles you?”

      “This,” he said, waving toward the ships. “All of this. Our trade. Prosperity. It depends on peace. What happens with what Richard has asked of us?”

      “Considering the activity I've seen throughout the city, I imagine he intends military action.”

      Locken nodded. “Military action. An attack. He intends for us to claim Thealon.”

      Lonn started laughing until he realized that Locken didn’t join in. “Can I ask why?”

      Locken shrugged. “We can always ask why. It doesn't mean he’ll provide an answer.”

      “What does he ask of Saeline?”

      Locken shook his head. Already, he was thinking of the troops he would have to gather, the supplies they would have to bring together, all of the steps needed to satisfy Richard's demand. “Right now? I think all he needs is me. He intends me to lead.”

      “You are his most capable general.”

      Locken turned away from the shores, motioning to his friend to join him as they made their way back into the city. “Am I? We've been so rarely challenged over the years. Fighting raiders, even massive collections of raiders like we have in Saeline, isn't the same as handling prolonged military action.”

      “I think you sell yourself short. There's a reason Richard wants your involvement. Probably much of it is related to your training. Were you not king, you would have been Chosen.”

      Locken smiled. There were times when he thought serving the Denraen would have been easier, but it was not for him. He had trained with them, had traveled to Vasha and served under Endric to learn, but had been summoned home after his father’s death.

      “Not only that, but you have proven yourself adept at suppressing raider attacks along your border.”

      “My border?”

      Lonn shrugged. “Fine, our border.” Lonn glanced over at him. “When will this begin?”

      “I'm not entirely certain. He made a point of calling me out. I have been too… hesitant for him in the past.”

      “Gods! It's not like you don't have a kingdom to rule.”

      “It's more than that, and I think Richard recognizes my reluctance.”

      They continued through the city, neither speaking. As they turned and the massive palace came into view, Lonn said, “You know that I will support you.”

      Locken nodded curtly. “I know you will.”

      It still was good for him to hear it. Knowing that Lonn was on his side would help with any decision he had to make. Locken wasn't certain what decision that would be, but he had a troubled sense that whatever he decided would have broader implications than he realized.
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      Roelle guided her brown mare down the road at the head of the Magi caravan. They were making good time, the horses refreshed after resting. The riders did not have the same energy. The last empty village had affected everyone, and there was a subdued energy hanging over them as they began to understand there was more at stake than they had realized before. That it had taken this long should not have surprised her, but it did.

      “How much farther do you think it is before we reach the northern foothills?” she asked Hester as he rode next to her.

      “Probably still a few more days. Once we reach the true foothills, it will be more difficult going. We may have to lead the horses in places.”

      “You worry about something more than that, though, don't you?” Roelle asked.

      Hester stared straight ahead. His jaw clenched, and as it did, one of the scars on his face twitched. It reminded her of Endric. “Aye. I worry about more than that.”

      “What is it?”

      Hester glanced over at her, then his gaze drifted back toward the caravan of Magi. “You have prepared well, Roelle. I think this is what Endric intended for you.”

      She laughed softly. “You think Endric intended for me to find empty villages?”

      “We knew the villages would be empty. It's the why that we care about,” Hester said.

      They crested a rise and started downward. The road skirted a wide, sloping hillside. Occasional mounds of dirt appeared out of place, rocks strewn as if they had been tossed aside. As they neared, the rocks took on a shapes, a stacked appearance, some almost resembling fallen buildings. In a way, it reminded her of the Lashiin ruins found within Vasha, and she wondered if they were similar. Unlikely, she decided. The ruins in Vasha had been left by her Founders. This was too far north for the Founders to have been here.

      As they passed the rocks, a tingling eased over her skin. Roelle let out a soft sigh.

      Hester nodded slowly as she did. “You feel it?”

      “Feel what?”

      “There are places of power still scattered throughout the land. The Lashiin ruins within Vasha is one such place, but there are others that are similar. This is another, I suspect.”

      Roelle studied Hester for a while before turning to look back at the fallen rocks. Could they be related? What's more, how were they related? What sort of power did this place possess?

      “When you patrol, you get to see things like this.” Hester patted the side of his dappled brown stallion, and checked his sword strapped to his waist. “It's not only places like your city, or like the Tower, there are dozens of places. Most are found within the north, many throughout these lands and even down into Gomald, but there are a fair number across the sea in places like Liispal and Coamdon. Enough that it makes me realize that there was a time when we were much more interconnected than we are now.”

      “The gods once had a greater presence. It is not surprising we should recognize that,” Selton said, riding up.

      Roelle hadn't realized he'd been listening. He remained distant, the friendly comfort they once had shared had changed. It saddened her that it would. That comfort had come from years spent as friends growing up together and learning side by side, and ultimately both taking up the sword as they challenged old traditions. She had thought Selton had joined her on this mission because of a shared interest, but what if that wasn’t it? What if he'd only joined her as a distraction?

      Although, were she honest with herself, even her interest in learning the Denraen way had initially been only a distraction. It was once she’d traveled with the Denraen and realized the extent of the Deshmahne influence that she had taken a more active role, and realized the extent that her Magi abilities would allow her, and the other Magi, to be more than what they had been.

      Yet… that still troubled her. It bothered her that they should be so skilled with using sword and staff, weapons that her people had not held for centuries. The Founders had once been soldiers, but that had been a time of great destruction. It made sense for them to have been soldiers. But they had embraced the peace of the Urmahne faith. More than that, they were the Urmahne.

      “The gods were present,” Hester said. “When you travel in patrol, you get to see the extent of the influence they once possessed, even over the land. It's subtle, such as in the contours in places like Maron, or the flow of the river north of Gomald. Even when you reach the Great Valley, you see the depth and strength of the gods. These places,” he said, waving his hand back toward the fallen rocks, “these are another sort of reminder, one that we don't fully understand, but…” He smiled as he trailed off.

      “But what?” Roelle asked.

      “Some think these were places the gods once called home,” Lendra offered. She'd been riding near them, close enough to listen, but had not spoken. Every so often, she made a note in the small notebook she carried with her. In that, she was much like Novan when Roelle had traveled with him. Jakob, as well, had made notes in his small notebook.

      Thinking of Jakob, she wondered what had become of him. He had been sent north with Endric's men, and most of them had been lost. Before leaving Vasha, she’d had no word of what had happened to him. Would they encounter him in the north, or had he been lost to the Deshmahne? That bothered her more than it should.

      It had been Novan who sent him north, asking him to accompany Endric’s men on their mission, though she didn’t know what that mission had been. Had he sent him to Rondalin? Or some other northern city? Novan had not been free with the answers, and it was times like this that Roelle wondered—and worried—about Jakob.

      Hester stared at the rocks. “When you get near enough to these places, and feel that sensation of power, it’s not hard to believe that the gods once lived here.”

      They followed the road around the curve, and in the distance, they caught sight of another village. Roelle raised her hand, a gesture that was sent down the line of Magi. A soft murmuring followed those riding with her. What would they find this time? Would it be empty as the other had been? Would there be—

      A flicker of darkness appeared near the ruins.

      Roelle jerked her head around, looking toward the rocks.

      “They’re impressive—”

      Roelle brushed Selton off with a quick shake of her head. She nudged her horse forward toward the darkness. As she did, Selton and Hester followed.

      “What did you see, Mage?” Hester asked.

      They couldn't be this far north, could they? They’d seen the empty villages, but they had seen no sign of the Deshmahne. Was it possible that they could have reached this far?

      Her mare Betty danced around the road, suddenly nervous.

      “Gods!” someone swore behind her.

      Roelle spun, and noted nearly a dozen Deshmahne attacking the Magi.

      How had they appeared, and so silently at that? It was as if they had come from nowhere.

      She barely had to say anything, and her Magi formed lines as Hester and the other Denraen had been instructing the last few nights. She watched with a grim expression as her Magi were forced to fight, the same way she had once been forced to fight.

      Steel rang against steel, the muted sound of the Deshmahne blades hardly carrying. There were occasional cries, and Roelle started forward, looking to help, when another cluster of Deshmahne appeared in front of her.

      She had little a chance to think, to wonder where they had come from.

      Roelle jumped from her saddle, unaccustomed to fighting from atop her horse, unsheathing her sword in one swift movement. She cut down the first Deshmahne, her body whipping through one of the catahs she had learned long ago from Endric. She lost herself in the movements, fighting Deshmahne after Deshmahne.

      Distantly, she was aware of Selton and Hester fighting near her. She worried for Lendra’s safety, and hoped the other Magi managed to guide her into the center, keeping her away from the Deshmahne.

      Blood covered her hands, and her mind was an empty slate. She flowed through movements, the blade an extension of her arm.

      And then there were no more attackers.

      Roelle stepped back, breathing heavily. She looked around, searching for others to fight, but there were none.

      “How many?” she asked Selton.

      “I counted ten that we faced. Maybe another dozen.”

      “Not how many Deshmahne. How many did we lose?”

      That was what scared her more than anything. Endric had taught her what it was like to fight, and she had seen firsthand the brutality of the Deshmahne, but she also knew that with battle came death and loss. They had been spared so far. The Magi lived long lives, longer than most men, and to fall in this fashion, to warrior priests, seemed an even greater insult than their defiance of the Urmahne ideal of peace.

      “I'll check.”

      Roelle took a moment to look at the bodies. Tattoos marked arms and necks, much like they had with the other Deshmahne she had faced. These were fewer, and some still had pink edges to them, making her think the tattoos were recent.

      Her mind went back to what she had heard Lendra say. The Deshmahne converted those in the villages they visited. Was that what had happened here?

      But why would these people abandon the Urmahne?

      The answer came all too easily.

      Could these people feel abandoned by the Urmahne? The Magi no longer had the presence in the world they once had, and because of it, the Deshmahne were allowed to take on a greater role. To become strong. To destroy.

      To some extent, this was the fault of the Magi.

      Roelle sighed to herself. What would Alriyn think of her now?

      Selton came riding back and shook his head.

      “How many lost?” she asked again.

      “None. A few injuries, most minor, but the Magi held up.”

      Jhun had ridden up next to her. “We were lucky.”

      “I don't think this was luck.”

      Selton looked at her askance. “Why? You've seen it yourself, we’re well trained, and we continue to improve.”

      Roelle motioned toward the fallen Deshmahne nearest her. “Think of what we faced in that first village. Those few Deshmahne were almost more than we could manage. We might have had them outnumbered, but this…” She shook her head. “This was too easy.”

      Hester pulled her aside and whispered in her ear. “Let them have this victory, Roelle. They need it. If you're right, and if we do face an even greater threat of Deshmahne, we’ll need them to feel confident. And it needs to come from you. You’re their leader now.”

      Could that be true?

      Roelle noted the distraught expression on not only Selton’s face, but on Jhun and several of the other nearby Magi.

      Hester was right. It did no good bringing them down after their victory. They already struggled with what they had done, why should she add to it?

      She turned to Jhun. “Pass on word that we fought well. Praise the rest of the Magi. Let them know I’m proud of them.”

      Once more, she was thankful for Endric, and the wisdom he provided even from afar through Hester’s counsel.
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* * *

      The night following the Deshmahne attack, the Magi were awoken by a shout from one of their night watch. It came as a shrill call, loud enough to get everyone moving.

      “Deshmahne!”

      Roelle woke in a sort of daze and grabbed her sword hastily, not having a chance to even reach for her Magi robes, throwing only her cloak over her shoulders. She raced out of her tent, already seeing chaos in front of her.

      Several tents burned. Magi fought with sword and staff, facing dark blurs of Deshmahne. There were dozens—too many for her to face.

      A wave of emptiness flooded her.

      She hadn’t felt that during the last attack, or even during the attack in the first village.

      The only other time she’d felt it was when she’d been with Endric.

      Roelle recognized it, and knew how to counter it. She prayed the others with her did as well.

      Leaping into action, her sword practically guided her toward the nearest attacker. When she reached him, she noted the heavy tattoos lining his face and arms, and a dark smile that marred his face. This would not be a Deshmahne like they had faced earlier.

      “Mage. We have been watching you.”

      She swung her sword, but he blocked it easily.

      “You pose an interesting challenge for our plans here.”

      She stepped back into her catah, blocking his next blow. “And what plans are those?” Roelle asked, sword colliding with his sword.

      Much like the Deshmahne who’d attacked on her journey south, he had a deep black blade, one that gleamed dully with the early morning light, contrasting with the sharp brightness even now of the steel blade Endric had gifted her. Without realizing it, her sword had become much more comfortable, almost as if she were meant to carry it.

      “Plans you will never live to realize.”

      He danced around her, spinning so fluidly that she almost couldn't follow him.

      She sank into her Magi abilities, pulling on the small manehlin, the tiny elements of energy her people could use. She used them now, drawing them tight around the Deshmahne. With that, he slowed the barest fraction, but enough that she caught him on the arm, drawing blood.

      The Deshmahne grinned at her. “Perhaps you will be a more interesting challenge than I expected. Few of your kind have ever given me any real challenge.”

      Roelle didn't allow herself to linger on the idea that any of her people would have given him a challenge. She drew upon her Magi abilities even more. As she did, she wrapped them around the dark priest, drawing energy from him, from the earth, from everywhere, slowing him. She brought her sword up, arcing in a swift slice, and he swung his sword to counter.

      Roelle quickly shifted positions, bringing her sword down, across the backs of his legs, severing the tendons there.

      He fell, sprawling across the ground.

      Roelle dodged another attack, driving her sword through a Deshmahne that suddenly appeared near her. She spun back around, and the hamstrung man reached for his sword. Before he could, she severed his arm.

      “What is your plan for the north?” she asked the heavily tattooed Deshmahne.

      “As I said,” he began with a grunt, “you will not live to realize it.”

      Quicker than she could blink, he unsheathed a knife she hadn't seen and jabbed it into his heart, dropping onto it with a satisfied smile on his face.

      Roelle spun, looking for others to face, and saw a trio of Deshmahne approaching her.

      These were more lightly tattooed then most of the Deshmahne she had faced, especially compared to the man she’d just fought. She sank into the emptiness of her mind and quickly drew upon her Magi abilities.

      She would end this quickly. Now was not the time to worry about using her abilities in this manner. Now was the time to survive.

      She killed the first two quickly. The third stared at her, eyes wide, before dropping his sword and running into the early morning light.

      With that, the attack was over.

      Roelle stood for a moment, turning and looking for others to attack, before realizing it was truly finished. She sighed, wiping the blood off the blade and sheathing it.

      Hester found her. He had a long cut down one of his arms that he had wrapped with a strip of cloth, but it still bled through it. It would be another scar for him.

      “This was a more formidable attack. They sent nearly fifty at us.”

      Roelle shook her head. Fifty Deshmahne. “How many did we lose?” Facing this many of the dark warrior priests, the question was how many, not if.

      Hester shook his head. “There were only a handful of truly capable Deshmahne here. It's as though they didn't expect you to pose much of a threat.”

      Could that be what had happened? They might even have sent the most recent Deshmahne recruits along with whoever had recruited them. Why would they have expected the Magi to be capable swordsmen? Doing so meant going against most of their traditions, much of their beliefs.

      “They’re planning something. I don't know what it is, but that one,” she started, motioning toward the Deshmahne who’d taken his own life, “admitted there was some plan to the north. From what we’ve seen, I think it has to do with recruiting Deshmahne.”

      Hester frowned. “It makes no sense. It's one thing to attempt conversions, but what do these villagers think to gain? The Denraen have never stopped patrolling these lands. The people must know the Deshmahne would not offer the same protection as the Denraen.”

      The Deshmahne must be offering something of importance for the people of the north to so readily convert, but what would it be?

      It was a troubling thought, one that she had no answer for.

      And she doubted their search would provide any answers, either.
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      Locken considered returning straightaway to Saeline, but needed to visit with his sister before he departed. Bryana would be angry if he left without saying goodbye, and he really did want to see her before leaving the capital. If they went to war, he didn’t know when he might see her again.

      When he stopped at her estate, he found both her and her husband Terrence at home.

      “You're leaving already?” Bryana asked.

      Locken nodded. “Richard has made a request. It's one that I must fulfill.”

      Bryana glanced at her husband, but neither of them spoke as she motioned him in. Once inside, she closed and locked the door. His ears popped briefly before it passed.

      She motioned for him to follow, waving away the servants who rushed to come in and take his coat, or offer him a glass of wine.

      “Bryana?”

      She shook her head, warning him to silence.

      Locken followed, not saying anything more, uncertain what his sister was doing. This was unlike her.

      She reached a set of stairs leading down and hurried down them. Terrence followed her, leaving Locken little choice but to follow as well. At the bottom of the stairs, she stopped in front of a solid oak door. When she pulled it open, he followed her in and saw rows of bottles of wine on the other side.

      “Bryana, I really need to go. I don't have need for any of your wine.”

      “Shut the door.”

      Locken frowned at her.

      She nodded toward the door. “Shut the door, Locken.”

      He had never felt uncomfortable with his sister, but this was strange behavior. After his experience in the palace, he wanted nothing more of strangeness. Having no another option, he shut the door as his sister requested. When it closed, the air felt still and heavy. The room was cool and damp, and he noted the scent of wine on the air.

      “Bryana, what is this?”

      “Why were you summoned to the city?”

      Locken glanced from her to her husband. Both stared at him intently. After a moment, he sighed. It did no harm sharing with them. They would find out soon enough. “Richard intends an attack.”

      “Richard?”

      “That's why he summoned me here. He's coordinating an attack.”

      “You can't attack Thealon.”

      Locken laughed softly. Was that what this was all about? Was his sister concerned for their safety?

      “You will be unharmed here in Gomald. You're far enough away from the border that any fighting won't reach you here.” Even if it eventually did, it would be a long time before any fighting reached the city.

      “You think I'm afraid for my safety? No… This is about more than my safety.”

      “Why bring me down here?”

      “You can't allow Richard’s advisor to attack Thealon.”

      Locken chuckled. “It's not Richard's advisor. This was his decision.”

      His sister exchanged a worried look with her husband. “No. This sounds like something from his advisor. We have seen it here in the months since he appeared.”

      “Seen what?”

      Terrence answered. “This is something you will need to see for yourself. Please, Locken. Before you leave, take some time, see what we've seen in our time in the city. See the reason trade has started to dwindle.”

      “Is that what this is about? Are you afraid of losing trade?” He glanced from one to the other. “You’ll be unaffected in Gomald for a while, and even if the war lingers, there will be a role for trade with the south.” He offered a placating smile, but his sister and her husband ignored it.

      “No. This is about more than only fear of trade. This is about fear for the future of our country. As our king—”

      “I'm not your king. I am the Saeline king.”

      “Fine. Then as Saeline’s king, you should be concerned as well. Let me show you before you depart.”

      Locken had never known his sister to overreact, so for her to have sequestered him in this way, for them to have drawn him aside, meant that they were worried about something more than what they let on. What did they need him to see?

      Locken said, “Fine. I can spare a few hours before I leave.”

      His sister shook her head. “It will be more than a few hours. But it will be worth your time.”
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* * *

      Locken stood at the edge of the square, Terrence standing next to him. His sister remained back at the estate. Both men wore long, plain cloaks of simple black-dyed wool, the better to blend in, Terrence had said. They had the hoods of the cloaks pulled up and over their eyes, and neither man had spoken since they’d arrived. Terrence hadn’t needed to.

      Within the square, three gallows had been set up that hadn’t been there when he’d wandered the city before. A crowd of people surrounded the square, and an unsettled sort of murmur made its way across the square. From the faces in the crowd, it seemed they had seen similar executions recently.

      “How often are they executing people?” Locken asked without looking over.

      “It's become almost daily. Most of these people are little more than thieves.”

      “Executing men for thievery?” he repeated, looking over at Terrence.

      Terrence nodded.

      Locken struggled to believe the sentence. There were other punishments, plenty that were effective and standard throughout Gomald for such crimes. None of which did anything to get to the underlying cause of the thievery. Punishments like this served only as a show of power, not one where true justice was served.

      “Did Richard sanction these?”

      Terrence nodded. He had a flat face and a small nose, but his eyes were inquisitive. There was a depth to them, perhaps the most remarkable thing about the man. In Locken’s interactions with Terrence, he had learned the man had a sharp mind. That was what appealed to his sister. It certainly wasn't his outer appearance. Bryana was a beauty, and could have married much higher, but she had elected to marry Terrence.

      “Is this what you and Bryana wanted me to see?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I'll admit the executions are a bit much, but Richard is king, and if there has been increasing thieving taking place in the city, it is his right to do whatever he deems necessary to put an end to it.”

      “It is his right,” Terrence said. “But those of us who live in the city, those of us who witness these killings, suspect it may not be his choice.”

      Terrence didn't need to elaborate for Locken to understand. “You think it’s this new advisor?”

      “That is what we think.”

      “And how do the people take this?” Locken asked, surveying the crowd. Most here had a certain energy to them, almost like they looked forward to what would happen here.

      “Better than they should.”

      “How should they take it?”

      Terrence’s gaze seemed to settle on things that Locken didn't see as he scanned the crowd. “Gomald has long favored the Urmahne faith, but the people understand their place, even moreso of late with the southern priests coming to the city. They describe the unfairness in the world and convince the people that this is justice. Executions like this make the masses feel the king supports them.”

      “And yet you don't feel that way?”

      “I can see on your face, Locken, that you don't feel this is justice any more than I do. This grooms people to accept violence. It grooms them to have a willingness to accept these sorts of punishments. What happens when the punishments escalate?”

      Locken didn’t have a chance to answer.

      Three men emerged from an opening in the crowd, marched forward by six soldiers. When they reached the gallows, ropes were placed around their necks, words were said quickly, and trap doors were opened, dropping each man to his death.

      Locken forced himself to watch. The guilty deserved that much.

      “Where were the prayers?” he asked. When Terrence didn't answer, he pressed, “Where were the priests? Punishments like this—executions—require men be offered a chance to say their peace before the priests for their final moments.”

      “He doesn't allow priests to offer them any final moments or peace. He doesn't offer much other than a quick death.”

      Locken stared at the men hanging from the gallows. Had the people cheered?

      He turned his attention to the crowd and realized that they must have cheered, but he’d never heard a reaction like that before.

      “Why is it that she wanted me to see this?” Locken asked.

      Terrence turned his attention away from the dead men. “Because you need to understand the king you support. You need to understand what role you have as a man with more influence than any other in the city. Much has already changed in Gomald, and I—and others—fear more change will come.” He grabbed Locken's arm. “Keep this in mind as you make your preparations. Know that there are those who don't agree with Richard’s demands. Know that there are some who see a different future, one that is more reflective of the values we hold dear.”

      Locken's attention was pulled away by three of the soldiers unsheathing their swords. They jabbed the swords into the bellies of the now dead men, disemboweling them. He frowned, surprised at the brutality of that. A surprising shout of support came from the crowd.

      He turned to Terrence and noted an uneasy expression on his face. It was one Locken began to share as well.

      Terrence warned that people might begin to accept violence. From what he saw, it might already be too late.
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      Jakob opened his eyes slowly. The sun was high overhead and nearly blinding. It was warmer too. It had been growing cold in the mountains, and overcast, and he seemed to remember his cloak offering little protection as it was whipped by the wind.

      Where am I?

      His head throbbed, the steady pulsing he vaguely remembered still there in the back of his mind. Had something happened?

      They had been fighting, facing the creatures—groeliin, he remembered now—and now they were here. How? And where were the Deshmahne priests? They’d been following them, had nearly reached them. If he and the others waited too long, the Deshmahne would reach them... but, as he looked around him, he could tell that they were no longer in the mountains. Maybe there was no longer the same threat of the Deshmahne.

      Trees towered behind him, taller than any he had ever seen. His first thought was that he was back in the Great Forest, but something was different. The color of the leaves was greener than he remembered. Fruit hung from a few branches, though it was not the season. Reds and oranges like nothing he had ever seen adorned the branches; there were even some purple fruits hanging from a few trees. All were high above him, too high to reach.

      The sounds of the forest were different too; it was not just the colors that seemed strange to him. Birds cawed with unusual voices, and insects chirped at a different pitch. The smells were evocative, fresh, and filled his nose with thousands of aromas—too many for his mind to sort through. And though foreign, he found them strangely comforting.

      Forcing himself up, he saw that he had been lying in a huge grassy clearing, just at the edge of the forest. Stands of colorful flowers interrupted the green field at times, almost artfully, as if painted on. The flowers were enormous and their colors incredibly vibrant. Everything around him seemed more vivid.

      The waist-high grass all around him seemed to move differently than he would expect, and not from the gentle breeze brushing lightly across his face. The grasses swayed with a life all their own. A strange, translucent haze stretched out across the plain, and it was this that moved the grass, slowly and in swishing waves. He could almost feel its pull. He touched a few of the blades, finding the edges rounded and velvety.

      A little area had been trampled down and cleared. There was an outline of where his body had lain, pressing down upon the long grass while he slept. Two other similar shapes were present—Brohmin and Salindra he suspected—though neither of them was in sight. He worried about that for a moment, but it passed, leaving him with a sense of peace.

      Jakob felt at ease. There was no way for him to explain it other than that. Amid the grasses, he felt more relaxed than he had in a long time. There was no need to worry about Brohmin or Salindra. He could sit and wait, and let the warm sun touch his skin, leaving it practically tingling. As he sat, the soft grass surrounded him, covering him. He adjusted his sword, and was comforted with the knowledge that it still rested at his side.

      After a time, he could almost feel the soft swaying motion of the grass. A few ants found his arms, and he shook them loose; they were an irritation that interrupted his relaxation. Taking a deep breath, tasting the crispness of the air, he knew he could rest in this place a long time. And he should.

      He let himself drift with the slow sway of the grass. It mingled with the low pulsing in his head, and after a while, it seemed as if he were moving with it. Side to side. Not with the ebb and tide of the breeze, rather with his own rhythm and that of the grass. When he closed his eyes, he could still almost see the haze covering the grass, but now he was beneath it and its force worked at him.

      He let it take him. Let it move him. And he drifted.

      He wasn’t sure how long he had lain there when he heard his name.

      It came from a distance, from another place. Pulled toward the voice, Jakob felt dragged from his rest. He opened his eyes slowly, fearing this place of calm had been only a dream.

      “Jakob!”

      Jakob sat up, propping himself up on his elbows before looking around. Brohmin stood near the edge of the circle of grasses, searching for something.

      “Over here,” he answered.

      Brohmin turned to him quickly, and rushed over to him.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Brohmin sighed softly. “I couldn’t find you.”

      Jakob smiled. “I was just relaxing and enjoying the beautiful day.”

      Brohmin stared at him oddly for a moment before replying. “This grass has a way of hiding things in it.”

      He could believe that. All he wanted to do was lie back down and relax again, but Brohmin motioned him to follow.

      When they reached the place where he’d first woken, he found Salindra waiting, the same anxiety on her face as Brohmin’s. “What is it?” he asked.

      She frowned. “We’ve been looking for you for—”

      Brohmin cut her off with a slight shake of his head. “Sit,” he instructed. “Are you hungry?” Brohmin offered him a stack of rolled up leaves.

      He took the food Brohmin offered, but his stomach moaned for more than greens. It ached for one of the hares Brohmin was so adept at catching. He chewed at the leaf and found it sweet, though the texture was strange, and like nothing he had anticipated.

      “Not what you thought it would be?” Brohmin laughed.

      “No. It was… wonderful.”

      “Try this.”

      Jakob took a fruit with bright orange streaked with red, similar to what he had seen high above in the trees, and his gaze drifted upward.

      Brohmin pulled another from his leather pack and bit into it. “I didn’t climb, if that’s what you were thinking. These fruits will fall when they are ready. They aren’t ripe until they fall.” Brohmin looked at the tree line again. “If I could pull one from the branches, it would be poison to us.”

      Jakob slowly bit into the fruit he held. It was much like an apple, though sweeter. Its rind was soft, somewhat chewy, and silken to his tongue. He took a bigger bite and devoured it quickly. It was delicious.

      He was still hungry when he finished, and felt like he hadn’t eaten in weeks. “No hare this time?” he asked Brohmin.

      “Not in this place. You won’t taste the flesh of animal often here.”

      Salindra scooted closer to him, studying him as he ate. “How do you feel?”

      He shrugged. “Fine, I suppose. How am I supposed to feel?”

      She laughed. Jakob hadn’t heard the Mage laugh before. “You’ve been out for two days now.”

      Two days? He remembered the pull of the grass, could still see it if he looked, and knew that he could rest here a long time. Could I have slept two days?

      He did feel refreshed. “Why would I have slept so long?”

      Brohmin and Salindra glanced at each other. “How’s your shoulder?” Brohmin asked, nodding toward his right shoulder.

      He remembered the wound he’d sustained and fingered the skin under his shirt, finding it tender.

      What had happened to him?

      He remembered the spear. Remembered breaking it off from his shoulder. He could almost still feel the pain that had pulled at him, almost bringing him to his knees. But there was no scar now, only a little tenderness. Nothing like he would have expected.

      “How is it gone?” He shouldn’t have been able to heal as quickly as he had… unless Salindra had healed him, but he didn’t think that likely. There was something wrong with her, though he didn’t know what. Had Brohmin healed him?

      “Answers will come,” Brohmin said.

      Salindra reached for his shoulder. When he started pulling away from her, she patted his leg and whispered, “Shh.” She reached carefully under his shirt and gently felt for his wound. She looked up quickly, catching his eyes, before turning to Brohmin. “The wound is gone. It was still healing when we left to gather the fruits.”

      “Gone?” Brohmin asked.

      Salindra nodded, feeling again under his shirt.

      Brohmin glanced toward the trees, then at the grassy plain, forcing Jakob to look around and vocalize the question that had plagued him since awakening. “Where are we?”

      “Avaneam,” Brohmin said. “At least, where it leads. It’s a special place. One few know.”

      “We were in the mountains.”

      “In Avaneam, one step takes you to the mountain peak, the other…”

      Jakob looked around at the strange surroundings. Trees and fruits and grass unlike anything he had ever seen or heard about surrounded him.

      He suddenly realized where they were.

      “The Unknown Lands?” he asked.

      Brohmin nodded.

      “How is this possible?” So many had tried to reach these lands but none had ever managed to cross the Great Valley. Stories were told of the attempts, stories he had read, like those of Jarren Gildeun, and others. How had he managed?

      “Avaneam is a special place,” Brohmin repeated.

      Jakob reached his hand under his shirt again, slowly fingering the tender area, remembering the pain of the spear. He sat like that for a while—his hand under his shirt and his eyes locked down on the ground. A light haze clung to the ground, and he swayed with it.

      Memories came back to him slowly. He could almost feel the cool of the mountain air, the sting of the rock as it sliced his hands climbing, and the black fog as it rolled toward them…

      “How were the groeliin beaten?” he asked. The word flowed off his tongue, effortlessly. He stopped a moment, thinking a little more. “Last I can remember, they were coming toward us and…” The answer wouldn’t come. There was more to it, but he found his memory full of holes.

      There was something else about the groeliin attack. He suddenly remembered another attack. It was in a different time, and he was all alone. He remembered watching as they neared, he could still feel the ground rumble as he opened it around him, and he could feel the pain as the spear hit him.

      Jakob reached for his shoulder again and touched it gently as he remembered words spoken to him from a voice inside his head.

      You could have stopped that, too.

      What was going on with him? Was it that madness? He had thought that he’d been spared, that everything he’d feared happening to him had an explanation, but that… that had no explanation.

      “Yes. About that.” Brohmin smiled. “There are few who know that name. It has not been known for centuries. How is it that you know it?”

      The question, so innocuous, yet piercing. How to explain what he himself did not understand? “I…” He turned his face to the sky as he struggled for an answer. What would he say so they didn’t think him going mad? “I must have read it somewhere.” Did Novan’s texts ever record the word? He couldn’t remember but thought it possible. “Maybe you’ve used it before?”

      “I have not,” Brohmin said.

      The words came out slowly, even softly, though they thundered in his ears. What could he say? Do I tell them of the dreams? Yet they were only dreams, nothing real to them.

      Except the spear. That had been real enough.

      “I’ve heard you use the word before,” Salindra said to Brohmin. “When I first met you, and we saw them outside the town. You said the word then, called them… whatever.”

      Jakob watched a gaze pass between the two. Salindra seemed to offer a challenge before backing away. He would have smiled in different circumstances.

      “You said it then, by the gods I say you did,” Salindra continued. “And I cannot be certain you haven’t said it since. Besides,” she went on in a lighter tone, “what’s the difference? You said it hasn’t been known in hundreds of years and yet you know it. He is an apprenticed historian; why can’t the boy know it too?”

      Brohmin laughed, and it was a throaty sound that echoed across the plain. “I know many things that haven’t been known in a long time, Salindra,” Brohmin said. “But you’re right. It is nothing.” He turned to Jakob again. “You ask about the groeliin, a name I have only heard spoken by a few others.” He smiled as he spoke, but Jakob recognized the accusation and had no answer. “How did you see them so easily? They’re creatures that can’t be seen by many men—an ability they have—and few Magi could even see them at the distance you spotted them.”

      “Salindra could have—”

      “I wouldn’t have seen them until they were nearly upon us without your warning. They blended into the rock, practically invisible.” Salindra shook her head slowly. “By the time I saw them, it didn’t even matter.”

      “I too was only able to see them with your warning,” Brohmin said, the hint of a smile on his face disappearing. “Yet you sensed them before they crested the hill. How was that?”

      The fog, he knew. The black fingers, the way it filled the valley. It was like the vision from his dream, and he had remembered the horrible creatures’ faces, their teeth, their grotesque bodies, and known fear.

      Brohmin interrupted his thoughts. “Jakob, we don’t ask to scare you. We ask to understand.” The man paused for a moment, holding his gaze. “You saved our lives on that mountain. In more ways than you can know.”

      He looked between them before sighing. “I don’t know how I saw them. I just felt something wrong. I can’t really explain it much more than that.” He didn’t know how to explain the black fog he saw. Or dreams becoming real. Far easier for them to understand him feeling strange.

      “Many men feel a strangeness when groeliin appear. Many more become sick. Yet most cannot see them.”

      “I don’t know. I wish I had a better answer, Brohmin, but I don’t know.” He stared at his hands, flashes of the vision coming to him. He remembered the power he’d possessed, how he had managed to move the rock. How was that possible? “How were they beaten?”

      Brohmin considered him for a long moment. “Rocks fell on them.”

      “Salindra?” He might not have seen her use her abilities since traveling with them, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been the one to kill them—even if it didn’t fit with the Urmahne beliefs. Even as he asked, it didn’t feel right, and didn’t fit with his memory.

      She turned away.

      “Salindra is wounded,” Brohmin said when Salindra didn’t answer. “A grave injury to one of the Mageborn, but something difficult to see. She served in Rondalin as the Great Teacher of the city, once an exalted position, and one of the few remaining Magi advisors. She was an influential Mage until the Deshmahne came to Rondalin. The king named one as his advisors, a Deshmahne more powerful than any other, a man who hid what he was until it was too late,” Brohmin said.

      “He is no man,” Salindra spat.

      Jakob looked at her. “The High Priest?”

      Brohmin nodded. His eyes drifted to Salindra’s legs and he reached for and lifted her skirt, exposing her ankles. She didn’t flinch. Dark lines were etched into the skin, forming three fangs tattooed along both ankles. Something seemed to ooze from the marks.

      “These runes drain a Mage of her abilities.” The words seemed almost distasteful to Brohmin. “I can do little but delay the effect.”

      Jakob wondered—how could Brohmin delay it?

      Salindra’s eyes reddened and she wiped away a tear. “I have some small amount of my ability left, though it taxes me almost more than I can stand.” The words were soft, not quite a whisper. She caught his eye. The strength of the gaze told him she could indeed have been a Great Teacher. “I no longer have near the strength required to pull those rocks down.”

      If not Salindra, then who?

      Brohmin didn’t offer the answer.

      “Can she be healed?” Jakob asked.

      “I don’t know,” Brohmin answered.

      They fell silent for a while, and Jakob began to feel the slow pulling of the grass again and swayed with it. He let his thoughts wander, his mind empty, and felt only the swaying and the slow pulsing in his head. It was peaceful.

      Finally, he turned and looked at Brohmin. “What is all of this? I mean—how are we here?”

      Brohmin sat quietly for a moment. “You both deserve an explanation,” he said. “It is a story older than you or I, and one the histories no longer record.” He looked them both in the eyes before continuing. “I will start the story by asking a question. You have seen the Deshmahne High Priest?” he asked Jakob.

      The man haunted him, even in his dreams. He had felt the weight of his terrible gaze, had known how difficult it was to turn away. There was fear and hopelessness when he saw the High Priest. He would not easily forget it.

      “Long ago, he was known as Raime sen’Rohn,” Brohmin began. “Raime was a member of an ancient council. Few men sat on this council, and it was a privilege that he had been asked.” Brohmin’s dark eyes had taken on a faraway look as he spoke, and his voice was subdued. “When this council met, their purpose was simple. Peace. They, like those of the council before them, worked for peace.”

      “The Conclave?” Jakob asked, thinking of the overheard comments between Novan and Endric.

      Brohmin smiled. “Indeed. The Conclave has existed a long time, perhaps as long as man. Started in a time of much war, much bloodshed. The Conclave knew the peace of the world was spiraling out of control, that all would be lost…” As he trailed off, his eyes came back to focus as he looked at Salindra, then Jakob.

      “Theirs was a concern for more than mankind; they feared creation lost.” Brohmin held up his hands. “I do not know why—it was never recorded—but they worked to protect that which the Maker had created.”

      “The Maker?” Salindra asked. “You mean the gods. Urmahne?”

      “Your gods?” Brohmin smiled slightly. “They are an extension of the Maker, but they did not create.”

      “Brohmin! That is blasphemy!”

      Jakob didn’t hear the rest of what she said. Brohmin’s words had struck a chord, a memory, faint, but real, came to him. A dream of Shoren, a dream of gods.

      We are but an extension of the Maker.

      How could he have known this?

      “Those were the words Shoren used in my dream,” Jakob said to himself.

      “What?” Brohmin asked.

      “In the Great Forest, when I dreamt of Shoren,” he explained. “There was a Choosing, and he was meeting a man for the first time, a man who thought Shoren was a god.” Jakob paused. He felt strange speaking of it but felt compelled to explain. “Shoren said he was but an extension of the Maker.”

      Brohmin frowned. “You saw the Choosing?”

      Jakob nodded.

      Salindra eyed him strangely.

      “Who else was there?” Brohmin asked.

      Jakob thought for a moment. He dreamed as Shoren, remembered the other gods of the dream, but someone else stuck out. “There was a man named Chon,” he answered. “He seemed to know Shoren.”

      A memory drifted to the forefront of his mind. Would that it could be Chon…

      “You saw the first Conclave,” Brohmin whispered.

      “Who was chosen?” Salindra asked.

      Brohmin answered. “That would be Aalleyn Tompen,” he said quietly. “The first Uniter.”

      “Uniter?” Salindra asked. “That sounds like—”

      “The practice the Magi have failed following descends from this council. The Conclave created the mahne. It is this the Magi follow. They are the true founders of the Urmahne.” Salindra shook her head, but Brohmin ignored it. “Throughout time, they have chosen a Uniter. Always, they were prophesized to bring peace, someone who could help restore the balance, could stop the destruction.”

      “But we did the same! We have followed the Urmahne,” Salindra said. “How is it the ones we chose always failed?”

      Brohmin smiled at the question. “Not always. Your attempt has been but the palest replica of what used to be. You had only fragments of text to follow.”

      “But—”

      “I can’t explain more. Your Council possesses part of the original mahne. It is incomplete, which is probably why the Magi have never succeeded.”

      “How is it that you know this?” she asked.

      Brohmin did not answer.

      Jakob sat stunned. Novan had asked him to read about the Magi practice, he had said it was important to understand. Had Novan known? How did Brohmin?

      “What does this have to do with the Deshmahne?” Jakob asked.

      “As I said, Raime once sat on this council.”

      “Even if what you’re saying is true”—and it was clear to Jakob that Salindra wasn’t certain it was—“that would have been hundreds, perhaps thousands of years ago.”

      Brohmin nodded. “He had been revered among the Conclave as a brilliant mind, a brilliant strategist, until he became too curious about forbidden powers. Eventually, Raime was exiled. He never forgave the Conclave for his exile. Throughout the years, he has survived, prolonging his own life by stealing from those he could.”

      “Stealing?” Jakob asked.

      “There are many things in this world with power,” Brohmin said.

      “You mean the Magi?” Jakob asked.

      Brohmin nodded, and Salindra looked aghast. “Among others. It was from these beings and creatures that Raime stole, taking their abilities, their being, that which gave them life, and took it as his own. It has kept him alive but has turned him into something no longer a man.”

      Salindra’s mouth worked slowly before she could speak. “This man has been stealing the abilities from the Magi for uncountable centuries? How is that possible? The gods would have prevented that.”

      “It is the same person, I assure you. And he has not stolen only from the Mageborn. His own life began long before your people appeared.”

      “Why?” Salindra said. “How?”

      “The how is an easier answer, I think.” Brohmin pointed toward her tattoos. “You have experienced it firsthand. And Jakob has seen the results.”

      “The Deshmahne markings?” he asked.

      Brohmin nodded.

      “I thought it just gave them strength, speed,” Jakob said.

      A flash of anger came to Brohmin’s eyes. “It depends on who it is stolen from. I don’t know Raime’s capacity, only that after all these years, he has become something else, and quite powerful.”

      “And he is the High Priest?” Salindra asked. “How do you know?”

      “Even if I doubted, his animosity toward the Urmahne, the Magi, reveals him if his face does not.”

      “Why now?” Jakob asked.

      “Why, indeed?” Brohmin asked. “Until now, he has been kept at bay, afraid of those who could still cause him harm.”

      “The gods?” Salindra asked.

      “They are not gods,” he said gently, “but yes.”

      Jakob felt his head swimming. Dreams and visions coming to the forefront of his mind. Always a face, always the same one, and he knew. Suddenly, his strange visions made sense.

      “She is the last,” he said, somehow knowing it was true.

      Brohmin looked at him strangely. “She is.”

      “The last?” Salindra interjected. “The last of the gods?” She looked between Jakob and Brohmin and did not get an answer. “Is this why they have not been seen?”

      “Perhaps not by the Magi, but others know her still,” Brohmin said.

      “A goddess?” Salindra asked. “You speak as if you know her!”

      “I do,” he answered. “I have known her since before she was the last, when her heart was carefree. Now… she feels the weight of her burden.”

      “She prepares for something, doesn’t she?” Jakob asked. “That’s why she sent the trunk north.”

      Brohmin sighed. “She has known more than the rest of us. Her kind have a gift, a way of peering along what they call the fibers of time, and she has seen this to be necessary. Endric was tasked with this by the Conclave,” he nodded toward the trunk lying just at the edge of their circle. “And he felt that it should be passed on to Jakob. Perhaps he was right to trust you.”

      “He didn’t intend for it to be me carrying the trunk,” Jakob said. “There were to be Denraen carrying the trunk to Avaneam.”

      “Endric sits upon the Conclave for a reason. Though he may have initially been tasked with the trunk’s safety, he passed that on to you.”

      “If the High Priest attacks now,” Jakob started, thinking of what he’d seen in his dreams, “there’s something he plans.”

      “Destruction is what he plans. And with Alyta having limited time remaining, he knows that removing her would leave none to stop him.”

      “What can we do?” Salindra asked.

      Brohmin looked around, staring off toward the forest for long moments. “There was something about the trunk that she wanted protected more than it could be in the Tower. That is why she sent it to Avaneam. I am not certain why.”

      “You’re on the Conclave!” Salindra said.

      “I serve, but she leads. There is a difference.”

      “Why couldn’t a goddess bring it herself?” Salindra asked.

      Brohmin shook his head. “I don’t know if she could, or whether she thought it safer if she did not, or if there is another reason, one she saw but the rest of us do not know.”

      “Then why here?” Jakob asked. “What is in the Unknown Lands?”

      Brohmin’s face clouded a moment, then he nodded toward the trees. “Perhaps they can tell you.”

      Both Jakob and Salindra turned to look.

      Coming from the trees were two figures. They moved fluidly, with a grace he could not describe, and he knew they weren’t human.
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      Jakob stared at Brohmin, a question hanging on his lips, before turning his gaze back to the forest and the figures moving toward them. They moved quickly and approached faster than should have been possible. It was as if one moment they were far away, the next they were nearly before them.

      Jakob could tell little about them. He guessed at their height, but wasn’t certain he gauged it well. They seemed to blink in and out of existence as they walked, flickering in a sense. The simple shirts and pants they wore were exotic; bright colors flowing into one another, crashing and overlapping and becoming another color so that it was hard to separate them from the forest. They carried no weapons.

      “What are they?” Salindra whispered. They were almost to them now.

      “They are called daneamiin,” Brohmin answered. “They will give us answers.”

      The word flowed from the man’s mouth in a way that only the ancient language did. Jakob repeated the word, feeling how it slid along his tongue. Something about it sparked a memory; something about the way it felt on his lips was familiar. Then he knew.

      “My sword,” he whispered, looking to his side. The sword was sheathed as usual. “Novan told me it was called Neamiin.”

      “I know.” It was all that Brohmin would say.

      “What kind of answers?” Salindra asked.

      “The kind that will explain the reason we are here.”

      Jakob turned back to the daneamiin. They were no more than ten paces away.

      They were tall, much taller than he and even taller than Salindra. Both heads were bald, eyebrows and all. There was something strange about their eyes; they were set wider apart than his own, large like a curious child’s, and when they blinked, their eyelids shut sideways, toward their noses. Long eyelashes were the only hair he saw.

      Jakob suddenly realized that as he stared at them, they were doing the same to him. He smiled, unsure what else to do.

      “We ask shelter in your forest,” Brohmin said. “We ask for comfort among the trees.”

      One of the daneamiin nodded. “Shelter is not ours to give, nor comfort. Only the trees can decide.”

      The sound of their words was musical, much like those of the gods in his dreams. The quality of his voice was smooth, silky, and yet there was something indescribably more. It was hypnotic. He felt as though, if he let himself, he would drift off, his mind wandering, floating like the grass in the field.

      He shook his head to clear it and realized something else about the ritual to their greeting: Brohmin had known it. None were to have ever been to the Unknown Lands, so how could he have known?

      “You are welcome among us, Brohmin Ulruuy,” the other figure spoke.

      With the naming, Salindra’s head spun around quickly, turning to stare at Brohmin. Her dark eyes were wide as if surprised, though Jakob did not know why. Brohmin nodded slightly, though he wasn’t sure if it was meant for her or for the daneamiin.

      The figures turned toward Salindra, and she managed to stop staring at Brohmin long enough to face them. “You are welcome among us, Salindra Indrianne. You are welcome among us, Jakob Nialsen.”

      Everything around them seemed to stop momentarily. The daneamiin appeared to listen, their strange heads cocked to one side, as if there was something only they could hear. Finally, they both nodded slowly. “The trees grant you shelter.”

      With those words, everything seemed to resume. The daneamiin looked to Brohmin expectantly.

      “Your welcome warms me,” Brohmin said.

      Salindra looked at Brohmin for a moment before repeating, “Your welcome warms me.”

      The daneamiin turned to Jakob and waited. He looked around and again noticed the translucent haze that covered the grass. The same haze flowed around the trees, the flowers, and even the daneamiin. As he studied it, he saw that Brohmin and Salindra had something much like it, though theirs were both tinged with color and seemed to almost shimmer. It was as if what covered them, though similar, was weaker than what he saw everywhere else around him. To his surprise, even the trunk resting now at his feet seemed to rest in a haze.

      It was the energy—the aura—that he saw around the gods in his dreams. How was it that he now saw it so clearly?

      It didn’t surround everything. A bird cawing as it flew overhead wasn’t surrounded in the same haze. The few rocks he saw scattered about the ground were not surrounded by it either.

      Looking to the daneamiin, seeing the pale haze surrounding them, he felt its warmth. Jakob could almost feel it pull at him, and it resonated with something of him. He looked down at himself, at his arms, and saw that he, too, had an energy surrounding him. Where the haze about Salindra and Brohmin seemed weak, shimmering in and out, what he saw about him was different. Different even from that around the daneamiin. His seemed thick, milky, and was touched by much more color than that around Brohmin and Salindra.

      Was he dreaming? That had been the only time he’d detected anything like this. Hadn’t he wanted to be like Jarren Gildeun? Was this his mind providing that for him?

      The daneamiin waited silently for him to answer.

      “Your welcome warms me,” he finally answered.

      The daneamiin nodded then, looking to him then to Salindra before one spoke. “Come then, our path unwinds before us.” With the words, they turned and headed back toward the forest.

      With Brohmin leading, they started off.
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* * *

      Jakob followed the daneamiin in silence. It could have been moments, or it could have been days. It was difficult to keep track of. The daneamiin seemed to follow some sort of path, though Jakob could not make it out. Directly in front of him as he walked, it was obvious, but not much past that. Turning to look behind him, he saw no sign of the path or their passing. They could not have found their way without the guides.

      The forest surrounding them grew thicker until sunlight no longer filtered through the trees. Moving deeper into the forest, Jakob continued to see the energy of the trees, the shrubs, everything around him, and felt it as it pulled at his own. He could almost taste the sweet smell of decay from the leaves on the forest floor that mixed with the fragrance of the flowers on the trees. It was not unpleasant.

      Occasionally, he saw animals within the forest, none seeming afraid. What looked to be a deer simply stared at him as they passed, while what resembled a dog looked up from nibbling at some grasses before licking its lips and returning to its business. Huge insects that flittered by with brightly colored wings seemed annoyed by their passage.

      Slowly, the familiar itch, the feeling of being watched, returned. He had not felt it since awakening in these strange lands. Jakob looked around, but saw nothing. The feeling did not leave. Readjusting the trunk slung on his back, he walked on and tried to ignore it.

      After walking for a while longer, the silence and his curiosity of the daneamiin overcame him. He quickened his steps and was soon walking next to the daneamiin. Brohmin watched him as he passed, a trace of an amused smile on his face, and Salindra hurried her steps to match, and they were soon walking in a tight cluster.

      “I am Jakob Nialsen,” he said, unsure what else to say.

      One of the daneamiin nodded. “We know you, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “And I am Salindra Indrianne, of the Magi,” Salindra said.

      “We know you, Salindra Indrianne,” came the response from the second daneamiin.

      “How do you know me?” she asked softly.

      One of the daneamiin turned to her then. Strange eyes peered at her deeply. “The fibers spoke of your coming.”

      A sour expression briefly crossed Salindra’s face. A few moments of silence passed until Salindra again spoke. “Since you know us, may we know what you are called?”

      One of the daneamiin spoke. “I am Chollin om’Daysma sen’Johmi.” The words came out quickly, flowing from his mouth in the ancient language.

      The other daneamiin followed suit. “I am Elin om’Yanda sen’Urin.”

      Jakob tried repeating the names to himself and found the task difficult.

      “I am pleased to know you, Chollin om’Daysma sen’Johmi. And you, Elin om’Yanda sen’Urin.” Salindra seemed able to repeat their names easily.

      The daneamiin seemed to laugh. “You may call me Chollin.”

      “Elin,” answered the other.

      These names Jakob thought he could master. “Where do we travel?” he asked.

      Both Chollin and Elin smiled, barely wrinkling their hairless features. “We travel to our home,” Elin answered.

      “When will we arrive?” Salindra asked, excitement in her voice unrestrained.

      Chollin turned and looked at her then, with an expression on his face that Jakob could only call confusion. “We have already reached its edges,” he answered.

      He looked around, not sure how they could be at the edge of a city. Everything was still dense forest to his eyes. “We have?”

      Brohmin laughed, and the daneamiin looked at him a moment before nodding. Their gaze swept up to the branches of the trees. Following their gaze, Jakob stared as he saw shapes in the branches that he hadn’t seen before. Structures were hidden high overhead. He almost convinced himself that he saw movement, too, though wasn’t sure of it. The trunks of a few of the larger trees had lines etched into them that looked much like doorways.

      “You live in the trees?” Jakob finally asked. Salindra simply stared wordlessly.

      “No,” he answered. “We live with the trees.”

      “How is that different?” he asked.

      “We could not live without the permission of the trees,” Elin said, nodding toward the treetops.

      Jakob looked up, again catching a glimpse of movement and structures high above him. He saw the flow of the energy around him, the daneamiin, Salindra, and around the trees. It was getting easier for him to see it, requiring less concentration to come into focus, now just another part of everything he saw. Almost underlying everything he looked at, if he stared long enough. The energy pulsated slowly, and he felt the pounding in his head in sync.

      “What do you call the energy that surrounds everything?” Jakob asked the question hesitatingly, unsure what he was seeing, unsure how he was seeing it, or even if it was real.

      Brohmin stared at him curiously. “What do you see?” he asked.

      He shook his head, uncertain how to explain.

      Elin saved him from explaining. “Everything around us has an inner force,” he began. “It is what we call its ahmaean,” he said, turning to glance at Brohmin. “It is what drives everything. That which gives life and is life. If the ahmaean is bright enough, some can see it radiating from within.”

      “Much in this land is bright,” Chollin offered, nodding to the trees.

      Ahmaean? How is it that I can see it?

      It wasn’t the first time that he had. When he’d seen the creatures—the groeliin—he’d seen it around them. And it had been there in his visions as well.

      The daneamiin said that some could see it, but judging from Salindra’s expression, it seemed that she could not. Could Brohmin? His face was unreadable, and Jakob was left to wonder. How was it that he could?

      What was happening to him?

      The thought lingered, unanswered, and they walked a while longer in silence. Occasionally, a sound from above or the call of a bird would disturb the noise of their progress, but it was rare.

      “We are not separate from the forest,” Elin continued after a while. “We are a part of it and live with it.” He looked at Jakob and then Salindra. “We do not take anything that is not offered to us, and we take only that which we need.”

      “How many daneamiin are there?” Salindra asked.

      Elin considered the question a moment and then looked to Chollin. “Too many to count, I suppose.”

      “Too many to count throughout this land?” she questioned further.

      Elin looked at her then nodded. “Yes.”

      “How many live within the city?” she asked.

      Chollin shrugged again. “Too many to count there, as well.”

      Salindra’s face went white. Jakob suspected the Magi had never considered that what lived in these lands could rival the numbers in the known land.

      “How can all of you get enough?” Salindra asked.

      “The land provides,” Elin answered.

      “How long have you been here?”

      It was Chollin who answered. “We left the plains long ago.” Salindra watched him, as if waiting for more, but it was all the answer he would offer.

      “When?” Salindra asked, and was silenced when Brohmin laid a hand on her arm. Salindra ignored him. “How did you come to these lands?”

      “There was a time long ago when we lived with your people,” Elin said. “Men enjoyed fighting too much for us, enjoyed hurting each other more than we could bear to watch.”

      Chollin continued for him. “Our people moved to these lands. Some followed us here, trying to bring us into their struggles, and so our lands were broken from each other.”

      Questions raced through Jakob’s mind, but he didn’t get a chance to ask them. Three other daneamiin emerged from within the forest to join them as they walked. He hadn’t seen them or heard them approach. They were simply there. He looked around to see where they’d come from, but found no sign of it. Chollin and Elin slowed them to a stop.

      One of the new daneamiin looked at them. “You are welcome among us, Brohmin Ulruuy.”

      Brohmin nodded, and there was the same strange fleeting expression to Salindra’s eyes.

      “You are welcome among us, Salindra Indrianne,” the daneamiin continued. “You are welcome among us, Jakob Nialsen.” The voice was higher than either Chollin’s or Elin’s. Her head was as bald as the others.

      Giving them no time to reply, she turned and led them forward. Chollin and Elin followed. Jakob suddenly realized that he could see light through the trees overhead again and realized they must be thinning out. A clearing of the trees in the distance grew larger, and their pace increased.

      When they reached the clearing, Jakob saw the sun drifting low in the sky, casting shadows over everything. It was then that he realized the forest did not end as he had thought. Instead, it opened up in a huge circular clearing with forest on all sides. Trees as tall as any of the Great Forest formed the border of the circle.

      In the center was a large structure of sorts, glowing more strongly with the hazy energy, the ahmaean, than any he had seen so far. It appeared constructed from a combination of grass, trees, and rock that had seemingly grown together, forming the building. It was huge and stretched high into the sky, the top of the mound reaching toward the upper branches of the nearby trees.

      The strange building was beautiful. Walls were covered with lush grass that turned to stone about halfway up the building. A tree grew from the center of the building, its massive trunk stretching high above the roof.

      That tree was immense, towering high overhead, much higher than the surrounding trees. Rope walkways hung suspended from its branches, reaching out to the surrounding trees. There were hundreds of these walkways, he saw, all made of a greenish brown rope blending into the forest. A few daneamiin walked along them.

      He stood in awe.

      Chollin nudged him. “We must continue.”

      Jakob looked at him, and the daneamiin smiled. As he turned his attention from the huge building, he realized that the clearing seemed to be filling with more daneamiin. There were more than he could have imagined. He looked up above again, and saw many within the trees as well.

      “Many have not seen a man before,” Elin said, addressing Jakob and Brohmin. “Nor a Mage,” he told Salindra.

      “Come,” Chollin said.

      As they walked toward the building, Jakob found his eyes glued to the enormity of it. His mind found it difficult to understand it, grown from grass, dirt, and stone, yet fitting together perfectly. They circled around the outside of the building, finally reaching a huge doorway. The growing crowd around them cleared as they walked. An occasional whisper was heard, but for the most part, they were silent. It was unnerving.

      From within the open doorway came another daneamiin. His hairless head was wrinkled with age, but there was a bright wisdom in his eyes that shone with intelligence unlike anything Jakob had ever witnessed. A white robe covered the daneamiin and flowed in the slight breeze that wafted through the clearing.

      “Jakob Nialsen,” came his deep voice as the daneamiin turned toward him. It was full and musical. “You are welcome among us.” The daneamiin turned then to Salindra. “Salindra Indrianne, you are welcome among us.” Turning to Brohmin, “Brohmin Ulruuy, your return warms me.”

      Brohmin nodded.

      Jakob didn’t know how to respond. “Your welcome warms me,” he spoke, remembering the greeting from the clearing.

      Salindra followed his lead. “Your welcome warms me.”

      The elder daneamiin smiled at them. “You will find rest this evening. Tomorrow, we will meet.”

      With the words, two other daneamiin emerged from inside the building. One walked toward Salindra while the other moved toward him. As the daneamiin approached, Jakob heard a soft, sweet voice call to him, “Follow me, Jakob Nialsen.”

      He followed her but looked over his shoulder and saw Salindra was led in a different direction. Brohmin remained with the older daneamiin. They spoke quietly to each other.

      The daneamiin led him toward a tree at the edge of the clearing. He was completely disorientated and unsure if it was near where they’d entered the city. It didn’t matter, he realized. He was suddenly very tired, and his body felt as though he had traveled much longer than it had seemed.

      They reached an enormous tree and a small arched opening that looked like it was a natural part of the tree’s growth. The daneamiin ducked into the opening and motioned him to follow. He dropped his head and followed her. It was small inside, but a narrow stairway circled upward around the inside of the tree. It, too, seemed as though it had grown that way.

      She led him up the stairway; though narrow, it was easy to climb. Enough light filtered in for him to see and after constant turning for step after step, they reached a break in the stairs. It wasn’t the top—the stairs climbed higher—but she directed him into a small room. It was dark, yet enough light filtered in through a hole in what could only be the bark of the tree that allowed him to take in the room. The ceiling was low and the floor was covered in grass.

      “You can take rest here,” she motioned.

      He nodded, looking down and dropping his pack lightly to his feet. The daneamiin turned to leave, and as she did, he asked, “What’s your name?”

      A soft smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I am Alisandra om’Lenoalii sen’Enheaardliin.” He must have made a strange face, because she laughed then and said, “You can call me Anda.”

      He smiled. “Thank you, Anda.”

      “Rest now, Jakob Nialsen,” she said before turning again to leave.

      He didn’t need any more prompting. He lay down in the grass and immediately began to relax. It was refreshing, reminding him of how the grass in the field had felt as he had lain in it. He smiled again and drifted to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      They were nearly to the lower hills. Travel had become a little more arduous, and forced Roelle and the Magi to slow down, moving at a more controlled pace. The horses struggled at times, but it had as much to do with the changing temperature as it did the terrain.

      It had become cold. An occasional flurry of snow drifted around them, but even without that, it would have been cold. She had long ago cinched her cloak tight, but the wind still whipped through to chill her bones. She’d felt strange moving her sword outside the cloak, but the others had followed suit, not wanting to be too far from their weapons.

      They had traveled another couple of days beyond the last village and had seen nothing more. Each day had been spent in increasing quiet. They’d been gone nearly two weeks, long enough that they should be preparing to turn back. This was all the longer they were supposed to have been gone, but Roelle still didn’t have a sense of what Endric wanted them to find, and that was what she needed to understand now.

      It was noon, or there about, when they came across a third village. Roelle raised her hand, calling the column to a halt. After the last attack, the Magi warriors with them responded more quickly than they had in the past and stopped on command.

      They had continued practicing movements each night, Hester and the other soldiers demonstrating them. Roelle and now Selton and Jhun had taken on larger roles, working with the rest of the Magi to hone their swordsmanship. Most had come a long way, becoming much more skilled than they had been when they left the city. Even then, many of them had been talented.

      Hester had remarked on it one night, more amused than anything, and made a comment that he wished the Magi could join the Denraen. “Might be then we actually keep the peace,” he had said.

      Roelle hadn't known what to say. She still struggled with the concept that they were so skilled with using the sword and staff, something the Magi shouldn’t be, considering the gods wanted them to only have peace, and yet she found a different kind of peace while working with the sword.

      It came with the emptiness that she had to sink into when sparring. She remembered the first time she had worked with Endric, the way he had taught her how to open her mind, expand that sense of consciousness, and immerse herself into it. He described it as finding her center, the core part of her. He had promised that when she could do that, she would be a capable fighter. He claimed that any man could reach that state, and that any man could develop such skill, but few could truly reach the center, the core, and maintain it. Some found it from time to time but couldn’t stay deep within it. That was what prevented them from reaching something greater than themselves.

      When Roelle practiced, lifting the wooden stave, she always managed to find that peace. What did it mean that the sense of peace came to her so similarly to the way she had to use her Magi abilities? It couldn't be that they were connected, could it?

      Strange that Endric would be able to demonstrate it for her, sinking into that as well.

      Roelle glanced at the line of soldiers pulling up and waited. They were four across now, ready to split off if needed, prepared for a single hand gesture on her part for them to do so.

      Without needing much prompting, Selton, Matthew, and Jhun once more rode forward. Like before, Lendra and Hester came along. They searched the village, moving quickly. Much like the last village, this one was empty. Unlike the last village, it appeared as if these people had departed more hastily.

      Some of the doors weren't fully closed. Rain that had seeped in left floors damp. In one house, a meal remained on the table, the food long since gone stale or rotten, a stool tipped over out of the way. One house had been partially destroyed by fire, and Roelle could almost imagine the people having to quickly escape their home before abandoning their village.

      What would make them run away like this?

      Again, this was too far north. Where were the Denraen who should have provided protection? How were the Deshmahne eluding them?

      Lendra’s nose wrinkled as it had at the last village. “I don't think this is the Deshmahne. This is something else.”

      Roelle nodded. Maybe not even an attack. There was no sign of violence other than the hasty departure. Something had chased these people away. This was different from what she’d seen of the Deshmahne attacks.

      “This is what Endric warned of,” Hester said. “I don’t think he expected Deshmahne as far north as we’ve faced them, but he said places were abandoned. Didn’t expect to see it quite like this.”

      For the first time, Roelle began to have a sense of the rumors they heard from the north. This was what Alriyn said he’d seen. People abandoning their homes. Villages empty. But where would they have gone? They'd seen no sign of travelers in there two weeks on the road. Nothing other than two empty villages and the one village that had been attacked by the Deshmahne.

      Hester made a mark of the Urmahne across his chest, a gesture intended to summon the gods’ favor. How many of the Denraen were as devout as it appeared Hester was?

      “We should go,” Hester said. “I don't know what happened here, but we need to keep moving. Whatever this is, I think we’re heading in the right direction.”

      “This isn't what we're looking for. We’re searching for the Antrilii,” Matthew said.

      Hester nodded. “I’m beginning to think that when you find the Antrilii, you’ll understand why the north needed roving warriors, don't you?”

      Roelle watched him. He knew more than he let on. He had to, which was why Endric had sent him. But why had he sent her? Was it only the Deshmahne? Did he know that they would encounter them as often as they had? Had Endric expected the Magi to help deal with the threat? If so, why not simply tell her?

      “They're nomads. Nothing more than that,” Jhun said.

      Hester faced her with an amused expression. “Is that what you really think? Why would the north have roving warriors?”

      “What do you know that you aren’t telling us?” Selton asked.

      Hester shrugged. “I know as much about the Antrilii as you do. Endric doesn’t speak of them, and keeps the Denraen from pressing this far north.” His mouth tightened into a grim smile. “We need to ask questions. And I think that’s why he sent us here.”

      They searched the village a little more, but found no other evidence that would help them understand what had happened. They rejoined the others, and a sense of dread began rising within Roelle.

      As they rode away from the village, she couldn't help but glance back for one last look at the village before it disappeared behind the rise of the hill. How many more villages would they find? How many more places would they come across empty and deserted like this? What did it mean that so many had already been abandoned?

      None of them spoke as they met up with the others, a different sort of pall hanging over them this time.
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* * *

      Alriyn awoke, but not really. He looked around. He was in his room, noting the dresser and the tapestries hanging on the wall that he’d collected long ago, and the plush, brown carpet covering the floor, but everything looked as though a haze covered it, almost like thick smoke. Standing from his bed, he turned and walked toward his office. A sound, a heavy grunt, startled him and he turned. Was he not alone?

      There was a shape on his bed, and he walked over to it.

      “You are asleep,” a voice behind him said.

      Alriyn spun, his heart fluttering in his chest. What was happening?

      “You are asleep,” the voice said again. It was soft, high pitched, and the haze obscured the owner. “I have summoned you.”

      “Who are you?” Alriyn asked. His voice was steady and it surprised him. He stretched, trying to open his mind to reach for his abilities, and found that he could not.

      “You are asleep,” the voice said again.

      A shape became visible in the haze. She was tall, willowy thin. As she moved forward, long hair became visible. Yet she was like nothing he had ever seen before. As impossibly beautiful as she was tall, Alriyn suddenly knew what he was seeing.

      A goddess.

      The Magi had kept up the belief that they still spoke with the unseen gods, but as far as Alriyn knew, no one had actually spoken to one of the gods for centuries, in spite of different attempts to do so. For years, the Magi believed the teralin mined in Vasha the key to reaching them, but that had done nothing, and the practice had been abandoned. Alriyn had never spoken to the gods directly, never anything like this. He’d had the vision when he was much younger, but it wasn’t anything like this. This… this was real.

      This was a goddess standing in front of him. Speaking to him.

      And he was unprepared.

      “You summoned me?” He looked over his shoulder and saw where he was lying on the bed.

      The woman nodded. “I did,” she said. “You are needed again.”

      “Again?”

      The woman stepped closer and Alriyn saw that she was smiling. “The last time we spoke, you listened.”

      “The last time?” he repeated. “It was you,” he said as a wave of realization swept through him and the memory became complete. “You’re why I focused on the Founding, why I study what I do.”

      She nodded. “You listened.” There was a musical quality to her voice, and she smelled of flowers as she stepped closer to him. “And you are needed again.”

      Alriyn composed himself before answering. “Of course. How can I serve the gods?”

      She smiled again. “You must leave the north to the young.”

      “But the rumors—”

      “The Magi must remain in the north,” the goddess repeated.

      “Endric sent them to find the Antrilii.”

      “That is good.” She was not fully formed, not real, and the smoky haze seemed a part of her, floating and drifting through the room. “Protect your city. There are those who would destroy what you have protected.” She paused. “Do not let him have a presence here.”

      “Who?” Alriyn asked, but realized he already knew. The High Priest. The smoke was thinning, and as it did, the goddess drifted away.

      “Protect the mahne. Protect your Founding. It is what he seeks,” she said. “I do not yet know what use it will be to him, but he must not have it.” Her voice came from farther away this time, and Alriyn knew she was leaving. “Protect it. You are needed.”

      “I will,” Alriyn answered, unaware that he was nodding. The room was nearly free of the haze now, and he felt himself pulled back toward his bed.

      “Now awaken,” she whispered and was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      The inside of the tavern was boisterous. Back in Gomald, Allay rarely spent much time in taverns because doing so only put a target on him. He could be protected, surrounded by his father's soldiers, but that only isolated him.

      There was something freeing about sitting in the tavern, holding a mug of ale, sitting across from Mendi, and not fearing what others might say—or do. Here in Vasha, he was just Allay, delegate to the Magi. Here, he could sit next to Mendi, enjoy her company, and maybe… Allay pushed the thought away with a smile.

      “What are you grinning about?” Mendi asked.

      “I don't think I'm grinning about anything.”

      Mendi took a long drink from her mug. He didn't think she was drinking ale. He'd never seen her drinking anything other than tea, the preferred drink of those from Salvat. “You’re grinning. You’re thinking about something.”

      He flushed and changed topics. “I met the delegate from El’arash.”

      “I would've expected you to have met him when you first came to the city. Gods, even I've met Stohn.”

      Allay arched a brow and leaned forward, taking another drink. Even the ale here was lighter and tastier than any in Gomald. “You have? How many of the delegates have you met?”

      Mendi shrugged. “A few,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “Stohn isn’t particularly concerned about appearances. He explores the city more than you.” There was a hint of an accusation in the comment.

      A slight flush crept into his cheeks. That freedom had been one thing he'd enjoyed about the time here. The delegates all spent long hours in classrooms, learning from the Magi. They were taught geography and politics and teachings of faith, but they combined that with many evenings of freedom.

      “Have you been watching him?” Allay asked, taking another drink of ale.

      “It's hard not to watch him. He travels many of the same places that I do.”

      He’d asked Mendi to follow the servants of the other delegates, to try to get to know them. He wouldn't pressure her about how she managed to do so.

      “Have you heard the rumors?” she asked.

      “What rumors? I've been stuck in these sessions with the Magi, learning nothing more than what they want to teach about geography and politics.” He was surprised they had not spent much time talking about the Deshmahne. That seemed an oversight, especially considering he thought they were the reason the delegates were here.

      “Forgive me for forgetting how you get to spend time with the Magi, the hands of the gods. How tortured you are.” She cupped her tea to her nose and inhaled, hiding a smile.

      Allay grinned and took another swig of his ale. “I never said I was tortured. But you know, it's good you understand the sacrifices I'm making.”

      She nearly spit out her drink. “You should know there are rumors coming from the south. From Gom Aaldia and Gomald itself. “

      “What rumors from Gomald?”

      “I've heard your father has men mobilized.”

      Allay shrugged. “That could mean many different things. That doesn't necessarily mean they're readying for war.”

      “No, it doesn't. But it's troubling to me that they're moving to Bastiin.”

      That was Robden's land. Now he understood her concern. It was farther north of Gomald, and would require Robden to take a pivotal role in supplying and maintaining any men. It wasn't that Robden would be unwilling—he knew Robden to be an honorable man and if his father requested and required something of him, Robden would comply—it was more about what it meant for the rest of Gom Aaldia. Bringing troops to the north, to Bastiin, meant that what Mendi had heard was likely more than rumor.

      “How did you hear these rumors?”

      She took a sip of her tea. A hint of a smile played across her face, making her more lovely. A slight flush crept up her cheeks. “There's a slave network. Don't you know that?”

      Allay should know better than to pressure Mendi. “Fine. But if my father is moving troops, it won't be long before he demands I return.”

      “I suspect he’ll already be angry that you're gone.”

      She was likely right. Allay’s responsibility was to his nation, but if there was an attack, he would be expected to be present, able to serve.

      The door to the tavern opened and a couple of Denraen came in. Mendi flushed again. Allay wondered at that, what would give his friend such a reaction.

      She finished her tea hurriedly and nodded toward the door.

      “I think I'd like to see another part of the city.”

      Allay glanced at the Denraen before turning his attention back to Mendi. “Is that how you're finding out your information?”

      Her face clouded. “Not in the way that your mind has jumped to, Allay Lansington.”

      “I don't know where my mind has been jumping to.” He leaned forward lowering his voice. “The Denraen appear and all of a sudden you want us to leave. Seems to me there's a connection, that’s all. I… I just want you to be careful.”

      “Is that all?”

      Allay met her gaze, wishing he could tell her what she wanted to hear, what he wanted to tell her.

      When he didn’t, Mendi shrugged. “It's not nearly as exciting as you would like to believe.

      “No? Then what is it?”

      Before she could answer, the door to the tavern opened again, and two men he recognized entered. One was another of the delegates, a man named Tresh Longtree, the delegate out of Rondalin. Allay barely knew him. He rarely spoke to others, and he seemed almost disinterested in what the Magi had to teach. The other man with him was Thomasen Comity's brother. Why would they come together to a tavern?

      The Magi wanted the delegates to become friendlier, not necessarily the delegates’ servants—or brothers.

      Mendi lowered her head. Tresh noticed him and started toward his table. He nodded politely and made his way to pass the table without saying anything. The other man had a wide grin plastered across his face. He turned his gaze to Mendi, staring at her.

      Not staring, Allay realized. Leering.

      “I didn't know the Gom Aaldian prince socialized with his slave.”

      Allay stood and crossed his arms, blocking the man from Mendi. Something had happened between these two, and she hadn't shared it with him.

      “I'm afraid we haven't formally met. I am Allay—”

      The man brushed him off. “I know who you are.”

      “I'm afraid I don't have the same honor.”

      The man’s lip curled up into a sneer. “There is no honor in Gom Aaldia.”

      With that, he pushed past Allay, making no effort to hide his disdain.

      Were they in Gom Aaldia, such an insult would end with a man dead. The same freedoms that allowed him to sit openly in a tavern drinking ale with Mendi, allowed a man like that to insult him and simply walk away.

      Mendi grabbed his arm, pulling him back down. “It's not worth it.”

      “Worth what?”

      “I see the way you're looking at him. It's not worth it. He's not worth it.”

      She took another sip of her tea and stood, waiting for him to follow.

      As Allay stood, he turned his attention back to the man, watching how he sat with Tresh Longtree, both speaking softly to each other. As they walked out the door, the man looked up, watching Allay. The same hint of a smile remained on his face.

      Mendi grabbed his arm and pulled him from the tavern. Allay didn't take his attention off that man until the door closed behind him.
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* * *

      Richard walked the halls of the castle, and his eyes searched the shadows, looking for evidence of Raime, but he saw no sign of the man. He had learned that Raime could hide, disappearing into the shadows. It made him uncomfortable, especially when he met with other people. He never knew if he was being observed or whether he was alone.

      The halls were emptier than they should be. Was that Raime’s doing as well?

      He didn't know, much as he no longer knew how tightly his control remained over the rule of the city.

      At least he knew the decision to attack Thealon was his. Once he did that, once he claimed the Tower, he would have no more need for Raime's advice. Then, he could marginalize his advisor.

      Richard stopped at the end of the hall. Was that footsteps that followed him?

      The longer he listened, the more convinced he became that someone followed him.

      Richard turned his attention back to his search and made his way along the hall, his feet clattering off the stone. Two Deathguard, ostensibly keeping him safe, followed a step behind.

      Richard stopped at a room. Inside, he saw Theodror speaking with someone, but the person was just out of sight behind the door. He considered going inside, but his son didn't need his involvement. He was first in line to the throne and had proven himself to be both a competent leader and devoted son.

      Not like Allay.

      No… Allay had proven to be something different. His son had abandoned Gom Aaldia, leaving with the Magi on some mission, leaving their people. When he saw Allay the next time… he would have something to say to him.

      When Theodror moved toward the fireplace, his visitor followed, and Richard could now see that he met with Raime.

      His breath caught. Why would Raime meet with Theodror? Maybe sensing his father’s presence, Theodror looked toward the door.

      Richard froze in the doorway, the strange crawling sensation drifting in the back of his mind.

      Go in. You still are the king.

      “Theodror. Have you heard anything from your brother?”

      That wasn't why he had come, but seeing Theodror and Raime together, he felt almost compelled to say something.

      Theodror thinks to undermine you. That's why he's meeting with Raime.

      “Father. I was just discussing your plans for the attack. As I was telling Raime, I think it would behoove us to take a little more time to plan.”

      Did Theodror think to disrupt his rule? Was he now questioning his authority?

      “You didn't answer the question,” Richard thundered.

      Theodror took a step back. He looked from Richard to Raime, as if searching for answers.

      Richard was unwilling to satisfy him. No, his son needed to obey, not question.

      “That wasn't my intent, father. I thought that I would only offer my suggestion. As heir—”

      “Heir? You think of what you will inherit? Is that why you challenge me?”

      Theodore shook his head. “Father, I—”

      Dismiss him. He needs to know that you still rule.

      “Go. I need to speak with Raime.”

      Theodror glanced from Richard to Raime and then nodded. “I will go. It's time for my visit with the priests anyway.”

      When Theodror left, Richard turned to Raime. The damned man still had his hood pulled up over his head, obscuring his eyes. Why would he not reveal his face? Had he ever seen his face?

      Of course you have. You would never have trusted a man unwilling to show himself. Now you're just second-guessing everything.

      That must be it. It was bad enough that he felt like he was losing control of the city, now he was losing control of his son. It was enough to make him question every decision he made.

      “Your son seeks the solace of the gods.”

      Richard glanced toward the doorway and waved his hand. “My boys have always been as devout as their mother.”

      “And you?” Raime asked. “Do you share their devotion?”

      His mind raced. He was no longer able to share anything with his wife, not since she'd been taken from him. The gods were to blame for that. And now they had taken his second child, the Magi claiming Allay.

      No, his devotion was not the same as his sons’.

      “Why are you here now, Raime? Do you think to tell me of more executions?”

      Richard imagined he saw him smile beneath the hood. It had to be imagined, much as he imagined the flashes of red in Raime's eyes. His mind grew foggy, as it often seemed to when he was around the man.

      “The people appreciate a strong rule. They appreciate the fact that you have made the city safer. Much as you will make your nation safer when you destroy the threat of Thealon.”

      Threat?

      Yes. Thealon is a threat to our beliefs. The Magi are a threat to our way of life. We need to claim the Tower to claim the strength the gods expect of us.

      “Good. I trust you will continue making the decisions necessary to show the people the strength of our rule.”

      Our rule? No… He hadn't meant to say that at all. It was his rule.

      He could almost hear Raime laughing. “There are some who still question. Some who think to challenge the authority of the King. I am certain you will deal with them appropriately,” Raime said.

      Richard nodded. Of course he would deal with those who challenged his rule. Why would Raime even bring that up?

      He sighed and waved Raime away. “Leave me. I need to rest.”

      “Of course, my lord. You rest, I will take care of the issues in the city.”

      Raime left him, and Richard settled into a chair in front of the fire, feeling exhausted. It was always that way when he met with Raime. Or maybe… maybe something was wrong with him, much as it had been with his beloved Julianne.

      As his eyes drifted closed, he swore he heard laughter once more, but it was faint and in a distant part of his mind.
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* * *

      Locken pushed open the door to Saeline Castle. It had been his home since he was a child, a place that he now protected, a place that had served the people of Saeline for generations. There was always a sort of warmth within the castle, one that carried with it the familiar humidity of the air, none of the salt air that Gomald possessed, but a heavy humidity, making even the lightest of clothing uncomfortable. Despite that, Locken loved the castle. It was home.

      The journey back to Saeline had been uneventful other than his troubled thoughts. He could not stop thinking about what he’d witnessed in the square, as well as other stories Terrence had told of similar events taking place on the order of their king. This was the man he was pledged to support. This was a war he was pledged to join. He was not certain he could serve the king, much less be a part of such an overt action against the peace any more.

      Lonn joined him as he made his way down the hall. Neither man spoke much; there wasn't much more to say. They needed to speak to his council who had ruled in his stead. Theresa had remained in control of the castle for him.

      “The council should be gathered by now,” Lonn said as they approached the meeting hall.

      “Theresa sent word as well.”

      “I hope you'll forgive me, but I did send ahead Richard’s request so that the council could begin considering preparations.”

      Locken said nothing, keeping his gaze fixed straight ahead of him. He still didn't know how to react to the request. Richard needed him to gather his men. He could summon some twenty thousand soldiers from Saeline. It was more than any other region but Robden’s could muster.

      Theirs was the largest land holding, the most populous, other than the capital of Gomald, and the capital consisted mostly of merchants and traders, men and women who were not fit for military duty. Locken's men, on the other hand, had all served in his army at some point, many having trained with the Denraen as well. Now they served to protect his realm, but it was their training and experience holding and using a sword that gave them their advantage. That, as much as anything, was what Richard wanted.

      Theresa sat on the great throne of the Saeline meeting hall, looking as lovely as ever, her chestnut hair pulled into an elegant bun; her exquisite face carrying a worrisome expression. She understood the dilemma he faced.

      He'd sent an encrypted note ahead to her, warning of what his sister and Terrence had shown him. Their daughter, Alayna, sat in a chair to her mother's right, looking much like her mother.

      The councilors were all seated at the table.

      Two were Teachers, men descended from the Magi, neither born with the Mage abilities but still connected to them. Trevor was the older of the two, a man with thinning gray hair and a sharply sloped forehead, with a long hooked nose. His back was stooped from his years, and he wore thick glasses that rested near the end of his nose. A large sheet of parchment was spread out in front of him. Despite appearances, Trevor was one of the sharpest minds Locken had. The second Teacher, Idle was also descended from the Magi. They had long served in Saeline, and had long provided him counsel. They were as much a part of his family as Lonn.

      Then there was Gresham. He was a retired general, the man who had preceded Lonn. The man had served Saeline well, and Locken had made certain to keep him on his council. He had served Locken's father as well before his untimely death.

      “Where is David?” He didn't see his son present in the council room. He was young, no more than eleven, but he needed to be included. It was the way his father had taught him, the way they had taught Alayna, and now Locken would teach his son the same.

      “He is… not feeling well.”

      Locken frown. “Stomach?”

      She shook her head but didn't offer any further answer.

      Locken took his seat next to his wife, reached for her hand, and gave it a firm squeeze. Were they not in front of the council, he would throw his arms around her and pull her close to him. He had been too long away from his wife, and missed the softness of her embrace, but he missed her company as well. “Thank you for gathering so quickly.”

      Trevor leaned forward and pushed the glasses up on his nose. “Is it true? Does Richard intend to attack Thealon? Decades of peace and he wants to abandon it on a whim?”

      Locken met each person’s eyes. He held his wife’s gaze the longest before turning to Alayna, then Trevor and Idle, and Gresham. He sighed. “We have been asked to gather our troops. We are to meet in Bastiin. Robden will be supporting the offensive.”

      “Bastiin? That is to the south. Then he wants you to march north?” Trevor asked.

      Locken nodded.

      “Does he not hear the same rumors we hear out of the far north?” Idle asked.

      “What rumors are those?”

      “Rumors of desertion in the north. Mining villages abandoned. My reports from the Denraen tell me they patrol the north now, but there is little they can do.”

      Locken pinched his chin, trying to think about what Richard had said. There was something about Thealon and a distraction. Did Richard know something?

      “Between these rumors and Richard making a point of letting me know that he grew weary of my delays, I doubt we can hold out for too long. We can make our preparations, and we can hope he changes his mind—”

      “Which he has in the past,” Gresham reminded.

      Locken nodded. Richard had changed his mind in the past about similar attacks, but then he’d been advised by the Magi. His current advisor didn't seem as interested in maintaining peace as the Magi would have been.

      “We can take our time, gather our men, but ultimately, we will need to make our way toward Bastiin.” He turned to Lonn and then to Gresham. “I will need your help determining how many men we will send.”

      Trevor leaned forward. “You don't intend to send all available troops?”

      Locken sighed. That hadn't been the request. But it would be his decision alone to determine how many he was willing to part with, and how many he would leave behind protect Saeline. If there was anything coming from the north, whatever Trevor and Idle had heard of, whatever the Denraen protected and patrolled for, he didn't want to leave his people unprotected. His gut told him to worry about something he might be missing, and he’d learned to trust it over the years.

      “Perhaps we take half of the available troops,” Lonn suggested.

      “Which half?” Gresham asked.

      Locken glanced at them. “I will leave it to the two of you to determine how to split our men. Let's plan our preparations, but we will not leave Saeline unprotected.”
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      Everything was quiet. They traveled more easterly now, having reached the start of the lower hills. No one wanted to speak, and it seemed fitting to remain silent, the quiet suiting the mood they found in the north.

      They had passed one other village, that one empty as well. There had been no further Deshmahne attacks, or even sign of the Deshmahne. Multiple empty villages, but no villagers found traveling the roads, and no attackers. That seemed a disconnect, one that worried her. What else might they be missing?

      It had been nearly a month since they’d begun their mission. Still they had no sign of the Antrilii. She had a growing sense from the rest of the Magi that they wanted nothing more than to find the Antrilii so they could turn around and return to their city. It was a feeling that Roelle shared.

      They had seen enough and fought enough. Only… they still didn't know what had happened here. It bothered her as much as why Endric had sent them to find the Antrilii, as much as why Alriyn had returned from the north without answers.

      Unless she was not meant to find them. Could the Antrilii be key to understanding it all?

      What did they know? What had happened to these people?

      They followed a narrow road, one that wound up and over the hills. Roelle rode exclusively now, never walking. This far north, the days were longer, and though they were tired, and she had a growing fear that she might need all the energy she could muster, they pressed onward, each day traveling well past sunset.

      The Magi stayed in their daecka as they rode. They managed to maintain their positions, holding on to the training Roelle, Hester, and the other Denraen soldiers had provided. She suspected that came from the traditional Magi training, that which taught focus so they could access their abilities, making them better equipped to maintain the focus necessary to hold these positions. Maybe Endric had expected that as well.

      Topping a rise, Roelle saw movement on the road up ahead.

      She tensed and glanced over to Selton. “Do you see that?”

      Selton stared into the distance, studying the road before nodding slowly. “If you mean the family in the distance, then I see them.”

      Roelle hadn't considered that it might be a family. Not Deshmahne then. That was what she’d feared when she first saw them. She saw at least three people, but as they continued to draw closer, she noted more than three. This was the first time they had encountered anyone else along the road since coming upon the first village where they freed the villagers from the Deshmahne.

      She spurred her horse, with Selton following, wanting a closer view of these people. She now counted five. Her hand went to the hilt of her sword, and she hated that it did, but she could not take any chances. They came from the north, after all.

      As they approached, Selton raised his hand in a traditional Urmahne greeting.

      Two children, probably not older than ten, traveled with a woman and an elderly couple. All wore dirty clothing, tattered, and patched in places. The children carried small packs on their backs, while the woman pulled a cart piled with clothes. The elderly couple seemed to struggle to just remain standing.

      The children flicked their gaze from Roelle to her sword and then to the water pouch at her side. She noted their dry lips, cracked and wind burned, and the way their eyes appeared hollow and sunken. She pulled the water skin off her shoulder and tossed it to the children. They opened it and drank quickly, passing it back and forth as they did, careful not to spill even a drop.

      Selton did the same, handing his pouch to the woman, who drank her fill before handing it to the elderly couple.

      When all were finished, they handed the water skins back to Roelle and Selton, and Selton slung his back over his shoulder. Roelle noted that hers was not empty.

      “May the gods bless your travels,” Selton said.

      The woman looked up, meeting his face, and a flicker of emotion crossed her face. Was it anger? Was it something else?

      “The gods?” she asked. “There are no gods.”

      “Marna!” chided the elder woman.

      “Would the gods have allowed Juslin and Danik to be taken from us in such a way?” she asked, heat rising in her words.

      The children stared at the ground as she spoke, and she corralled them to her, whispering quiet words to them. The elderly pair looked up at the Magi, but said nothing else.

      “What happened?” Roelle asked.

      The woman turned her attention back to them, sighing softly. “You have been generous with your water, but I fear that is all you can provide for us.”

      “What happened?” Roelle asked again. “We’re Magi searching for answers. We offer what help we can give.”

      Marna considered them before pushing the children toward the elderly couple and stepping forward, lowering her voice. “They do not need to relive it,” she explained. “Magi, I don't know how to answer your question. Juslin, my husband, was with our son in the field. It was mealtime, the same time I call them in from the field every day. It's harvest, you see…”

      She looked off in the distance, tears welling up in her eyes. The haunted look Roelle had seen on the faces of the children, she now saw on their mother’s face as well. Whatever had happened here had been terrible.

      “Did soldiers attack?” Selton asked.

      Roelle suspected that was probably the easiest way to explain the Deshmahne. How else to describe warrior priests to someone who may not have ever seen them.

      The woman shook her head. “Not soldiers. I… I don't know what it was. There was a horrible stench that arose around us like a fog. I've never sensed anything like it before. I hollered to them, calling them in, and…” She paused, seeming to relive it in her mind’s eye. “Juslin and Danik were coming back to the house. Juslin was holding his nose, clutching it, then suddenly blood erupted.”

      Roelle blinked. “Blood erupted from his nose?”

      The woman nodded. “Not his nose. I can’t explain what happened. Both of them were there one moment, and the next, there was nothing left of them but blood. Through it all, there was the horrible smell, and a trail of dust like a fog.” She glanced back to the children. “I took the two younger ones with me and hid. We found my parents. There were strange sounds. Horrible screams. We didn't see anything… there was nothing. Nothing but the smell.”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she hurried to wipe it away, as if trying to hide her tears from the children.

      “Was it some sort of animal attack?” Selton asked.

      “Not any animal I've ever seen. We've lived in Drestin for nearly twenty years. We've dealt with wolves and we've dealt with fox and we've dealt with thearn, but we’ve never known anything like this. No animal attacks like what happened there. When we came out, there wasn't anything left but their bodies. There was a stench, something almost too much to bear. I threw up twice while burying them, but I forced myself through it.”

      “Why?” Selton asked.

      The woman looked up at them, seeming to see their height, then their features, for the first time. She made a small gesture of the Urmahne. “I did it because I didn't want to anger the gods any further.”

      Roelle looked over to Selton and knew that they couldn't leave these five alone, not after what they’d been through.

      Roelle turned toward the woman, “If you would like, you can travel with us a while. We could provide some protection.”

      The woman looked at her children, then to the older couple. “Where are you traveling?”

      Roelle nodded toward the northern mountains. “North. We seek the Antrilii.”

      The woman’s eyes widened as she turned back toward where they’d come from. “That way is death. No one's going north anymore. Haven't you heard?”

      “We—”

      The woman shook her head. “No, we’re heading south, toward Rondalin, maybe to Thealon if we can make it that far. There will be safety there. That's what everyone we've met tells us. But if you’re determined to find the Antrilii, you’ll find them in the north.”

      Roelle and Selton exchanged glances. She opened her mouth to say something to the woman, but Selton cut her off.

      “How many others have you met on the road?” Selton asked.

      “Not many others. We don't move very quickly. With my parents, and the children, we can only go so fast as their legs take them. We will reach Rondalin, but…”

      “Take two of our horses,” Roelle said.

      They couldn't afford to give up two of the horses, but she didn't feel right leaving these five wandering by themselves. “The two children can ride with you. The horse will be able to handle that burden. And the other couple can ride together. That will get you to Rondalin faster.”

      The woman didn't seem to know what to say. Roelle motioned toward the line, making a hand gesture. Three riders broke off from the rest of the caravan. When they appeared, Roelle told them what she intended. Two Magi quickly dismounted, handing the reins over to the woman.

      “We can provide some food as well.”

      “Why? Why would you do this?”

      “Because the gods want us to protect you,” Selton said.

      Tears streamed from the woman's eyes. She took the horses, helped her children and her parents climb onto their backs, and accepted the offered food. As they rode slowly away, heading east and south, Roelle wondered if they sacrificed too much allowing the woman to take two horses.

      “Do you think we did the right thing?” she asked Selton.

      Selton nodded. “If nothing else, we helped her find her faith again. Is that not worth it?”

      Roelle glanced back, thinking that perhaps Selton was right. Helping the mother find her face once more was worth the sacrifice.

      If only Roelle could know what it was she was meant to do.

      “What she described…” she started.

      Selton nodded. “That sounds nothing like what we’ve faced.”

      That was what she thought as well. The Deshmahne were men, and could be seen. What had this woman described? “Some of it sounds like what my uncle was describing.”

      “Yes. I fear we won't find the Antrilii fast enough.”

      Roelle sighed. She agreed with Selton. They needed to find the Antrilii, and soon, so that they could return to Vasha. Once they did, she suspected they would need to help the Denraen with the Deshmahne attack. After what they’d experienced, she doubted the others would challenge that.

      They rejoined the procession and continued their journey north, leaving behind the only people they had seen along the way. Roelle felt unsettled, and knew she was not alone in that sensation. The others with her shared it, and no one needed to speak, as the silence that stretched around them said all they needed.
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* * *

      Allay was bored. It had now been three weeks since he'd come to the city. Each day had passed much like the one before. Each day spent sitting in classrooms. He discovered the Magi apprentices also spent their days much in the same way. It should have comforted him, but instead, it only annoyed him. Worse, Mendi seemed to be spending her days wandering the city, exploring it much more thoroughly than he had been given the opportunity to do. He wished he had the chance to see what she was seeing. For that matter, he wished he had the chance to see her.

      He sat near the back of the room. They were given wooden desks and instructed to sit while one of the Magi, today a man by the name of Rendrem, lectured to them. Today was another history lesson, detailing previous wars. He wasn't surprised to discover that they'd chosen to focus on the Slavers’ War. It wasn't Gom Aaldia's finest hour.

      “I bet you didn't get a lecture from this perspective back home,” Dougray said, nudging him from across the aisle.

      Allay avoided looking over at him. Dougray meant well, but there was an edge to him.

      Danvayn chuckled softly at the comment. Allay had seen the two of them sneaking off one evening and followed them. He wondered if the Magi had anticipated the delegates connecting in the way that Dougray and Danvayn had. Probably not, he suspected.

      “What did the gods say about this war?” a voice asked from the front of the room.

      Allay didn't have to look to know that it came from Tresh Longtree. The man had a nasally voice that matched his soft, pudgy body.

      Allay still hadn't discovered whether he was some sort of royalty within his own city. He knew little about the ruling of Rondalin. There was a king, but other than that, Allay didn't know. What did the king really rule, given the fact that Rondalin was essentially a city-state?

      “The gods demand peace from all of us.” The Magi stopped in the center of the room and swung his gaze over the class. He had dark eyes, almost a gray black, with dark hair to match. Many of the Magi instructors had been welcoming, almost warm, but this man had seemed put out by the fact that they were here. Allay refused to let it bother him, mostly because he still didn’t know why they were here either.

      “If they demand peace, then why do the Magi stand by and do nothing about the Deshmahne threat?”

      All eyes swung toward Stohn. He sat almost alone, in a row by himself, dressed the same as the last time Allay had seen him. His back was straight, his arms crossed over his chest. He stood as though he wanted to intimidate the Mage.

      “Do not presume to know what the Magi intend.”

      “It seems the Denraen are the only ones who prepare. They have grown in power over but the Magi have done nothing, not as they once would have. Is this gathering of delegates your attempt to curtail the threat of the Deshmahne?” Stohn asked.

      Allay suppressed a smile. He couldn't believe Stohn pressured one of the Magi, especially this one who had seemed so dour and irritable. It was amusing that he would, but he worried doing so would only antagonize him.

      “The Denraen are the keepers of the peace. That is the purpose the gods have given them. The gods have given the Magi another purpose.” The hard glare in the Mage's eyes dared Stohn to question him again. “You will be tasked with working with the Magi. That is what you agreed to prior to your selection. If you have changed your mind…”

      Stohn fell silent, simply meeting the Mage’s gaze.

      “If that is all, I think we are finished for the day.”

      The Mage turned and strode from the room, not giving anyone else a chance to ask additional questions.

      Allay stood, and the others with him did as well.

      “That was… interesting,” Dougray said.

      Danvayn nodded. “Interesting? The fool almost had the Mage snapping at him.”

      “Don't you think it's a valid question?” Allay asked.

      The two of them shook their heads. “It's not like that. You don't understand the Deshmahne. They may be different from the Magi, and the Urmahne, but that doesn't mean they’re worse.” Dougray leaned against the desk, half smile on his face. “You haven't had much experience with them in Gom Aaldia, but trust me, they speak sense. When the warrior priests come…”

      Allay could only nod. He didn't expect he would convince them otherwise. Worse, though, was that he didn't know whether there was anything to worry about with the Deshmahne.

      What was there to fear from the warrior priests? They had come to Gom Aaldia, but they hadn't spent much time there. They were simply an alternative at this point to the Urmahne. But would that change? Would there come a time when they were a threat?

      The delegates started filing out of the room, and he noted that Tresh Longtree and Thomasen Comity went out together, speaking softly. Dougray and Danvayn went out together as well. The few others filed out, and Allay waited, lagging behind and waiting for Stohn.

      When the others had departed, he approached Stohn who still stood in the back of the room. “Have the Deshmahne not come to El’arash?”

      Stohn smiled tightly. “Prince Lansington. It is good to speak with you off the wall.”

      “Have you returned to watching the Denraen?”

      “I watch them daily. They fascinate me.” He turned and picked up a notebook off his desk and tucked it inside the pocket of his jacket. “As to your question, my people remain faithful to the Urmahne. The warrior priests have attempted to convert us, but they have failed.”

      “It seems they’ve not failed in many places.”

      Stohn dipped his head to the side. “They have not. Much of the south has converted. They have… changed.” His jaw clenched almost angrily. “And Gom Aaldia? Do they remain faithful?”

      “For now. We’re near enough to Thealon and the Tower of the Gods that it's easy to remember to honor them.”

      “These others think to honor them as well. They just happened to do so in a different manner.”

      “You seem to know quite a bit about them.”

      Stohn started out of the room and Allay kept up. “Not by choice. They came to El’arash, but we remain faithful. The Magi know this. That is why they came for us. That is why the Denraen had a Choosing.”

      “I'm not sure how the Magi selected their delegates, but it doesn't seem to be based on who has the most faith.”

      Stohn’s brow furrowed. “No. Perhaps you are right. It does not seem to be how they were selected. It is… troubling.”

      “What do you think they intend for us to do. They teach us about politics and geography, but nothing that will be any more useful than the positions we already possess within our nations.” And nothing more than he could have learned in Gomald.

      “It seems they would have us provide influence. Though the Magi have never lost influence in El’arash.”

      Allay grunted softly. “There had been a time when a Mage served as an advisor to our king, but it’s been many years.” Mostly because he exiled the last Mage.

      “The Magi once advised all nations,” Stohn said.

      Allay nodded. “And now my father has gained a different kind of advisor.”

      “You do not care for this man?”

      Allay shrugged. “I'm not sure that it matters whether I care for him or not. He is who he is.”

      “Does he serve the Urmahne?”

      Allay thought about what he knew of his father's new advisor, Raime. The man had appeared from nowhere and quickly gained support from his father. That alone was unusual, particularly for his father, a man who prided himself on keeping his own counsel. What did it mean that he now took on outside counsel, and a man who did not appear to have come from within the borders of Gomald?

      “I don't know what he believes.”

      “And does that not trouble you?”

      “It doesn't matter to me. My father is the king, not I.”

      “Do you not care for your people?”

      Allay was taken aback. “I care.”

      “Then you should care who advises your father.”

      “I’m second in line to the throne. My brother is older, stronger, and better favored than I. I might be interested in who advises my father, but there is very little I can do to intervene.”

      They reached a branch in the hallway, and Stohn took a right, going the opposite direction that Allay would've chosen. Allay let him lead, curious where Stohn would take him. Where did the man go in the palace?

      They reached a set of stairs and traveled down. At the bottom, they reached a narrow doorway and Stohn opened it, stepping out into a wide grassy lawn. Trees lined the lawn, growing vibrantly despite the cooler temperature in the rocky soil atop the mountain.

      “My father—he is On’shun. It is a position similar to your king. He rules, but he has always taught me that I need to understand how he rules so that I can be prepared if it becomes my turn.”

      “If that’s the case, then you’re closer to the throne than I am.”

      Stohn shrugged, making his way away from the palace. Allay realized that he was heading toward the shoulder-height wall that separated this terrace from the one below. When he stopped at it, he paused briefly before grabbing the lip, throwing himself up to the top, and sitting there. Allay climbed up more hesitantly than the other man.

      “It is the same. My father treats both my two sisters and me the same. They must be prepared to rule no differently than I. If something were to happen to me, they must be ready.”

      He looked over to Allay, fixing him with an intense gaze. “What would happen if something were to happen to your brother? Would you be ready, Allay Lansington?”

      Allay didn't have an answer. And perhaps that was the point.
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      Jakob sat in the middle of the massive clearing, the large central building looming nearby. It was early morning, and he had rested well, a dreamless sleep, and awoke hungry. Anda had greeted him and informed him that they would eat, leading him to the clearing.

      Salindra sat next to him, saying little. Since joining them this morning, she had said very little. Brohmin spoke with one of the daneamiin who had escorted them to the city. He spoke quietly, but there was an agitated energy to him. Jakob wondered why that would be.

      “What do you think he's talking about?” Jakob asked Salindra.

      Salindra stared at Brohmin, her hands smoothing down her long cloak so that it covered her ankles, but Jakob didn't need to see the skin to remember the wound there. It seemed impossible to believe that Magi abilities could be stolen by the High Priest, but he couldn't deny the fact that Salindra seemed weaker, lessened in some ways, than the other Magi he had interacted with.

      “We shouldn't be here,” Salindra said softly. “We’re not meant to visit these lands. What was Brohmin thinking?”

      She said the last under her breath, but Jakob felt similar, thinking that they needed to get back to the other side of the valley, that whatever they needed from the trunk could be taken to where Novan and his Conclave could utilize it. That was the reason they were here. The reason they had made the journey had been all about bringing the trunk to Avaneam, but why? What was it about the trunk that needed to reach this place, and these people?

      Brohmin finished whatever he was discussing with the daneamiin and joined them. He took a seat next to Salindra, touching her lightly on the wrist. As he did, Jakob noted the swirling energy around him shifting, curling toward Salindra's ankles where it created something almost like a barrier. A bandage of energy, he realized. As he placed it, Salindra's energy shifted, becoming more distinct.

      Brohmin seem to notice Jakob watching and looked up with a sly smile on his face. “I find it interesting that you can see the ahmaean now.”

      “I see… something like energy around you. I see it everywhere.” He waved his hand, motioning toward the trees, to the daneamiin, and then to Brohmin and Salindra. The energy surrounded everyone here.

      Why should Jakob see this? What had changed for him that would allow him to suddenly be able to see this? He tried not to think about it too much, knowing that if he did, it would only bother him, make him realize that perhaps there was something wrong with him.

      He had changed in the time since leaving Chrysia. Not only had he become more skilled with the sword—which was strange enough, especially given his previous level of skill—but he’d also started having visions, some that were so real that he thought he lived them.

      His hand went to his shoulder where the spear had pierced him. That had been a vision, but that had been something more than imagined. In that vision, he had seemed to travel to another place, possibly even another time, where he was… he didn’t know what. Someone else, he thought. In that place and that time, he had powers. He had controlled the rocks, using them to destroy the groeliin, nearly getting impaled in the process.

      What did those visions mean for him?

      He no longer worried about the madness, not as he once had. He didn't think that he was going mad, though something was happening to him. Whatever it was seemed to have been triggered when he first left Chrysia with Novan. Had it been traveling with the Magi, had that changed him? Had that awoken something within him?

      Thinking like that would only lead him back toward the path of believing in the madness.

      Jakob pulled his knees up and wrapped his arms around them, his sword—Neamiin—resting awkwardly next to him. “I've seen it since we've come to these lands. There's something powerful about this place.”

      Brohmin smiled. “There is indeed something very powerful about these lands. It's a place that has been hidden from mankind for centuries.”

      Salindra looked over to Brohmin. “Men have never known these lands.”

      Brohmin arched an eyebrow. “No? Are you so certain? Do you truly believe that this place has never been explored in all the years of our world?”

      “We have no—”

      Brohmin rested his hand on Salindra's arm. “Just because something seems difficult, does not make it impossible.”

      Salindra's gaze drifted to the brands on her ankles, and Jakob could see the question forming behind her eyes, but it was one she never asked.

      How was it possible that Brohmin could heal her? How was it that he kept her from losing all her strength entirely? What other secrets did he hide?

      “Why are we here, Brohmin?” Jakob asked. “You know something you haven’t shared. You knew I was sent with the trunk.”

      Brohmin nodded. “Novan sent word. He asked for my help.”

      “Why? What’s in the trunk? How can the daneamiin help with it?”

      Brohmin studied Jakob before nodding toward the daneamiin. “You were sent with an important item. Endric was to have brought it, as Endric was thought to have been the one most likely able to benefit from its use.”

      “What you mean?” Jakob asked.

      “Only that the Conclave thought Endric would play a greater role. But… Endric handed that task off to you. Interesting that he would, don't you think?”

      Jakob looked from Brohmin to the daneamiin. “I don't know enough about why we’re here, what is in that trunk, or even them,” he said, motioning toward the daneamiin, “for me to know how to answer that.”

      Salindra frowned. “Why was Endric supposed to come here?”

      Instead of answering, Brohmin smiled.

      A steady drumming began, seeming to come from everywhere all at once. It took Jakob a moment to realize that it came from deep beneath him, the drumming seeming to come from the earth itself.

      Salindra tensed, and the energy surrounding her shimmered before fading. Jakob wondered if she attempted to use her Magi abilities and failed.

      “Brohmin?” Jakob asked. “Why was Endric supposed to bring the trunk here?”

      “Endric was thought to be the key to bringing an end to a battle that has waged for centuries. Alyta has been trying to end it for years, but now that her time comes to an end, there is a renewed urgency. She has seen something…” Brohmin shook his head. “I cannot say what she saw, not with certainty, only that she fears our failure.”

      “This war—is it with the High Priest or the Deshmahne?” Salindra asked.

      Brohmin took a deep breath. “Are they different?” he asked. “There are those who seek knowledge for the sake of knowledge. There are those who seek power for the sake of power. There are those who would abuse both. Endric has been the most capable soldier in generations. Many on the Conclave thought that granted him a particular chance at accomplishing what the rest of us had not.”

      “What does that even mean?” Salindra asked.

      “The Conclave seeks to maintain a certain order. There is danger to the world—real danger—if that balance is disrupted.”

      “You mean the Urmahne faith. That is why they founded it, to teach it.”

      “Not entirely. Your people follow a text from generations ago, from the first Conclave. It is a text that contains wisdom gathered by people before civilization nearly collapsed. It is a text that understood the need for peace, recognizing the need for balance, but what you are missing is what might happen if that balance is not maintained.”

      Salindra chuckled. “You think we would anger the gods if the peace is not maintained? I never took you for the faithful type, Brohmin. In the time that I've traveled with you, you seem to be more of the do-it-as-you-see-fit type.”

      Brohmin laughed. “Many of your people shared the same assessment of me over the years. Everything I’ve done has been—and continues to be—in service to the Conclave. When I was Chosen”—he ignored the pointed look Salindra gave him—“the Conclave brought me in and showed me how I could best serve. The Conclave recognizes what would happen if this balance fails.”

      Salindra leaned toward him. “And what is that?”

      “An unmaking.”

      The words hung in the air.

      Salindra seemed like she wanted to ask more, but she didn't have the chance.

      The steady drumming, which had subsided for a time, began again, building slowly with a soft crescendo, deep within the earth. The daneamiin formed a circle, and then a circle around the circle, moving steadily in opposite directions. Jakob, Salindra, and Brohmin sat outside of the two rings of circles.

      Energy swirled around the daneamiin, a powerful dark and light mixture. Power built and built, reaching a crescendo, before settling, fading once more. As it did, it extinguished in a soft wave that washed over Jakob and Salindra, rolling past Brohmin, and drifting out and into the rest of the forest. The trees themselves seem to sigh, almost a giving of thanks.

      The elder daneamiin who’d spoken to them earlier approached, his white robe flowing around him. His bright eyes seemed to weigh them, before focusing on Jakob. The daneamiin who had traveled with them from the edge of the forest stood next to him. Three other daneamiin stood on the other side. As Jakob watched, he noted energy swirling between them, connecting, touching, before receding. It reminded him of what he’d seen of the gods in his vision from the Great Forest.

      Brohmin stood and motioned for Jakob and Salindra to follow.

      “Today, we will feast,” the elder daneamiin said. Jakob concluded he was clearly their leader. “The Maker has welcomed you to our home. We will provide warmth, comfort, and peace.”

      “Aruhn, there is a reason for our visit more than the comfort of your meal, in the comfort of your company,” Brohmin explained. “We were entrusted with transporting an item of great value here.” He motioned to Jakob who lifted the trunk and held it out to the daneamiin.

      Aruhn took the trunk. “Indeed, you were entrusted. It was a gift given long ago, one that was meant to provide protection.”

      “What is it?” Jakob asked.

      Aruhn’s strange, exotic eyes blinked. The fading daylight reflected off them, practically seeming to dance. Jakob was reminded briefly of the High Priest, and the way that fire seemed to dance in his eyes, but this was less frightening. There was no malevolence in Aruhn.

      “It is a key, one that has been lost for many years.”

      A key? A memory of the first night he’d seen the trunk came to him. There had been mention of a key then. “How has it been lost?”

      Salindra shot him a look, and Jakob ignored it. He had taken the trunk from Endric, he had brought it north, and dozens of Denraen had died protecting it, helping him so that he could reach Avaneam only for Avaneam to not really be their destination.

      Aruhn smiled. “It was an item given to men, a gift given so that peace may live on. Now that it has been returned, an ancient tradition will follow.”

      Brohmin's eyes widened slightly. “Aruhn—”

      The daneamiin held out the trunk, and his energy swirled around him, before seeming to press on the trunk. It opened with a soft snap.

      Within the trunk, there sat three small sculptures. The inside of the case was lined with a soft, velvety maroon fabric. The sculptures were made of a dark silvery metal, reminding him of his sword. Jakob was surprised to note the strange energy that he'd seen since coming to these lands swirling around the figurines as well. It seemed even more intense than what he’d seen around the building itself, more powerful.

      “I have not seen them in…” Brohmin shook his head without finishing.

      Aruhn nodded in the strange way of the daneamiin. “We will once again serve as asked. For now, we eat.”

      The daneamiin turned away, leading them toward the center of the clearing.

      Jakob and Salindra both looked to Brohmin for answers, but he stood silently, a troubled expression on his face.

      “Brohmin?” Salindra asked.

      When Brohmin turned to face them, he wore a forced smile. “It seems that we are to eat. And then tomorrow…”

      He never finished.

      Instead, Brohmin turned and started toward the daneamiin, leaving Jakob and Salindra standing without answers.

      It was the first time since awakening in these lands that Jakob felt unsettled.
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      Allay Lansington made his way through the first terrace within Vasha. Mendi trailed behind him, nearly a dozen steps behind, watching him. As a slave, she was an inconspicuous spy.

      He had asked her to keep an eye on him as he followed the other two delegates, curious where Danvayn and Dougray traveled. He’d not seen Stohn since that day after class when they’d spoken about their fathers and the training they had—or in Allay’s case, had not—received, and wondered about his absence.

      The two southern delegates turned a corner. He stopped and ducked around the corner of a nearby building, one that smelled like a bakery. The aromas drifted to his nose, making his mouth water. He still hadn't taken the time to explore the city proper. It felt a shame for him not to have done so. Almost as if coming to the city he had wasted an opportunity to discover more about the Magi.

      Instead, he had trained with the Magi, had learned that they simply wanted the delegates to learn to work together, and had hoped to restore the Urmahne faith to the faithless. That was shortsighted. Even Allay could see that. They seemed to overlook the fact that they had allowed those who followed the Deshmahne into the city.

      Did the Magi believe the southern delegates, those from areas where the Deshmahne had pressed the farthest, could be swayed by the opulence of the Magi city and be drawn back to the Urmahne faith through lessons given by the Magi themselves?

      He suspected that they did.

      There was a certain arrogance to the Magi, one that he understood, especially given their power, but it was not arrogance that would lead to their failing. If what they intended was for the Deshmahne influence to wane, he didn't think that would happen through their training. Unfortunately, it would require fighting, and he didn’t think the Magi were prepared for that.

      His gaze drifted to the second terrace. Were the Denraen prepared? He wondered if they would be ready to fight, or would they avoid bloodshed simply to avoid war? They’d been forced to fight on his journey to Vasha, but Allay had heard nothing of Denraen countering the Deshmahne, and he would have expected Mendi to share something about that if she had known.

      Maybe he needed to return to Gom Aaldia and convince his father to oppose the Deshmahne. If he did, would he listen?

      Mendi approached from behind and elbowed him as she joined him beside the bakery, pushing away his thoughts.

      He glanced over, noting the way she had her hair tucked back, a flower woven into strands of her hair, and tried to shake away the attraction he felt toward her. Since coming to Vasha, it had been increasingly difficult to do. When they were in Gomald, he had no choice but to see her as his servant, to see her as the slave.

      Allay couldn't help that he wished there could be more, but his father would never approve. Even his brother—Theodror, ever the obedient son—would not approve when he took the rule.

      “They’re meeting Comity in the tavern,” she said.

      “Thomasen remained in the palace,” he answered, turning to look at her.

      “Not Thomasen. His brother Michael.” Her brow wrinkled as she said his name, and there was a measure of disgust in her voice. He didn't know what had passed between them, but didn't think it had been pleasant.

      “You think the southern delegates are meeting with Michael Comity? Why would they do that?”

      Mendi shrugged a shoulder. “There's only one reason I can think of. The same one you’re here for.” She turned her attention back to the street.

      Allay arched a brow. “The Deshmahne haven't reached here. The Denraen and the Magi would keep them out.” Even as he said it, he wasn’t certain that were true.

      She looked back at him with a look that told him she thought him naive. “What have you heard out of Salvat? Have you heard the way the Deshmahne pressed through, forcing conversions? Have you heard the way they attacked my people? The entire island has changed.”

      “The Salvat are my people too.”

      “The Salvat are my people, Prince Lansington.”

      She said his name something like a taunt, and he understood the anger she felt from suffering under the rule of his father and his grandfather. Salvat had not been a part of Gomald for long, and her people had not been enslaved for much more than the last half-century.

      “I haven't heard. Listen, I'm sorry…”

      She touched his hand, and it lingered for a moment. In spite of the tension between them, Allay wished it could remain there. When she pulled her hand away, he almost sighed.

      “You asked me to watch the other delegates. You asked me to watch their servants. Most of the servants are boring, more interested in exploring the city, discovering secrets of the Magi. Then there is Michael Comity. He has been somewhat purposeful where he travels.”

      “What do you mean purposeful?”

      “Only that he has been monitoring the Denraen. He's been watching their movements, watching patrols coming in and out of the city, and visiting the various temples throughout the first terrace.”

      Allay stared at the door to the tavern, thinking of entering. The Magi wanted them to work together. For them to work together, that meant finding a way to look past differences. That might even mean looking past the differences between the Deshmahne and Urmahne. So far, Gom Aaldia had been protected from the conversions, but the Deshmahne had begun moving into his country. Their dark priests had been proselytizing throughout coastal cities, even in the city of Gomald itself, and people he'd been friendly with throughout his life had taken to listening to them.

      Theodror did not. Theodror had the same Urmahne faith that their mother did. Allay wondered if his father had taken to listening to the Deshmahne. It was the type of religion he could imagine his father supporting.

      “I need to try and find a way to work with them,” he told her.

      “Work with them all you want; I'm just warning you. There's something not right here.”

      She stared at the door to the tavern, her brow furrowed as she did, and Allay wondered what it was she suspected.

      He started toward the tavern when a pair of muscular men passed him on the street. One of them elbowed him, almost accidentally. Allay was thrown backward, and slammed into the wall.

      He started forward, but Mendi grabbed his arm.

      “That's what you need to watch for,” she said.

      “What, huge miners attacking me in the street?”

      “They closed the mines here years ago. There haven't been active mines in Vasha in probably twenty-five years.”

      “Why?”

      “I haven't discovered that yet. There's something to it, some rumor the people won't speak of. I think if I have more time, I can find the answer. But, regardless, that wasn't a miner.”

      Allay watched them enter the tavern, and caught a flash of darkness along the nearest man's neck as he scanned the street before heading into the tavern. His gaze lingering on Allay for a moment.

      Allay shrunk back against the wall, his heart throbbing in his chest.

      He'd seen markings like that before when they’d been attacked on the journey north.

      Deshmahne.

      “That's what you wanted me to see, isn't it?” he asked.

      Mendi nodded slowly. “I started seeing evidence of them several weeks ago. They keep themselves covered for the most part, but there seem to be more and more of them.”

      “Shouldn't the Denraen be able to eliminate the Deshmahne from the city? I mean, this is Vasha!”

      Mendi let out a deep breath. “The Denraen allowed the Deshmahne to take over the south, Allay.”

      He allowed himself a smile. “Allay this time? Not Prince Lansington?”

      She elbowed him in the side, but her eyes didn't show any hint of amusement. “I haven't seen any sign of the Deshmahne on the second terrace,” she said. “But I worry they may have made it there as well.”

      Allay’s gaze drifted up toward the massive wall that surrounded the Denraen barracks. “The Deshmahne wouldn't be able to infiltrate the Denraen.”

      “Wouldn't they? From what I've heard, they were infiltrated following the Choosing in Chrysia. If they can be infiltrated there, what makes you think they wouldn't be equally vulnerable here?”

      “Mendi, how is it that you—”

      Mendi cut him off with a shake of her head. “It doesn't matter. If they can infiltrate the Denraen, what if they can infiltrate even the third terrace?”

      Allay stared up at the Magi palace. He didn't think it possible, but what if she was right?

      He pushed the thought from his mind. The Magi were the Urmahne.

      It was clear that the Deshmahne had infiltrated the first terrace. Allay decided that it was his responsibility to notify one of the Mage about this, and to alert their leadership that the Deshmahne might have reached the barracks as well. Maybe if he got word to one of the Magi instructors, they could send word to Endric.

      Allay leaned back against the building, his mind churning. Had it been a waste for him to come here? He had not forged any useful connections, and he had not learned anything of much value. All he had learned was the extent of the Deshmahne influence, and that influence didn't seem to be all that disruptive to those who lived in the south. With word of his father planning something, he felt as if he were needed, but not in Vasha.

      Allay turned to see Mendi staring at the door to the tavern. Something bothered her. Allay wished he knew, and wished that she would share.

      She touched his hand, seeming to recognize that he had been thinking of her.

      If nothing else, coming to the city had brought them closer. Maybe that had been the real purpose of his time here. If only he could remain, and if only they could maintain the closeness they had finally managed to have.

      The corners of her eyes tightened in something of sadness, almost as if she knew what they had here couldn't last.

      Allay stood on the street, holding Mendi's hand, and wished she was wrong, but there would come a time when he would complete his training with the Magi, when he would be sent back to Gomald, where Mendi would once more serve as his slave.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Raime rode atop a black stallion next to Richard, leaving the capital behind as they made their way to Bastiin, readying for the attack. The caravan stretched far in front of him. Thousands of his men, his best soldiers, his wolf banner waving in the air.

      Robden would come into line, much like the rest of the kings would. They would acquire all of Thealon, and then… then he would be able to demonstrate his strength to the gods. There would be no questioning his rule at that point.

      They had been riding for several hours, having departed the city to much fanfare and celebration. Richard could no longer remember if he had left appropriate counsel in charge of the city while he was gone.

      Of course you did. Raime saw that your rule would be maintained.

      Had he? Had Raime seen that the city would be safe while he was gone? Who had he left in his stead?

      There had been a time when Richard would've left it to the Teachers, but that was when he had still willingly allowed a Magi advisor. It had been many years since he had done so. Shortly after that—or was it before?—Raime had come to him.

      Richard's mind felt foggy, tired from the time in the saddle, growing weary of the ride north. Perhaps he would remain in Bastiin and let Raime command his troops.

      Raime? No… If anyone, it would be Locken, Richard affirmed in his mind. The man may not always agree with me, but he was the best fit to command.

      Locken is not fit to command. He challenges you.

      Yes… Locken did challenge him, but he also had wisdom.

      “I have seen to it that the threat to your rule in the city was removed,” Raime said.

      Richard glanced over at him. Had he been talking before then? “What threat?”

      “There was a growing rebellion. They thought to disrupt the good work you have been doing establishing order in the city. It will no longer present a challenge to you.”

      Richard nodded. “Theodror will see to it that we continue to rule in the city.”

      “Theodror… Unfortunately, my sources tell me that an attempt was made on the palace, and Theodror was lost.”

      Richard pulled his horse to a halt and sat unmoving. “When did you learn of this?”

      “Last evening. I didn't think to burden you with the news until I knew for certain.”

      “And now you do?”

      “One of my informants brought word,” he said, handing over a sheet of parchment.

      Richard unfurled it and saw a simple line: Theodror dead. Attack thwarted. Resistance destroyed.

      “How?”

      “I do not know the how. All I know is that this resistance intended to take advantage of your absence from the palace. Your forces”—Richard realized that Raime actually meant his forces—“managed to push them back. The identification of one of the resistance organizers is somewhat troubling to me.”

      Richard looked up. “Why is that?”

      “Because of connections to King Locken. I fear that we must be more careful with him. He poses more danger than you realize.”

      Why didn’t Raime tell him of the connection? Did it matter? “Locken will obey. He is nothing if not faithful to the throne.” After a moment of silence between them, he said, “I should return to the city and mourn Theodror.”

      Raime shook his head. The cloak moved, and the reflected light within his eyes seemed to flicker. “No. If you return, it shows weakness. The troops will believe you are not committed to this plan. And the resistance will think they have succeeded. By drawing you back, you would appear to abandon the plan to attack Thealon. The attack must continue.”

      Richard opened his mouth, wanting to object, but pain shot through his head. He grabbed it. Raime touched his arm, and the pain surged for a moment and then faded.

      “Another headache, sire?”

      Richard nodded. They had been coming more frequently. His healers hadn't been able to help. Raime had helped some, but even his healing touch had been limited.

      “What was I saying?” Richard asked. Raime pointed in the direction of the procession. “You were telling me that we needed to make haste. You wanted to ensure the attack took place as planned.”

      Richard nodded, a memory of the pain flickering in his mind before disappearing. Was that what he had been saying? It seemed that there had been something else, but he no longer recalled what it might be. He also felt there had been something more important, but… Even that slipped from his mind.

      Richard sighed, relieved at the absence of the headaches. Yes. They would make their way north. They would continue their planned attack. And they would ensure that he got the gods’ attention as they claimed the Tower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      The light of the fire was all they needed. That they dared a fire at all was enough for Roelle, especially after the second Deshmahne attack. Several Magi now stood watch each night, and none took the responsibility lightly. It had been two days since the last attack, but everyone remained on edge.

      Different stories had started circulating today, not the same rumors they had been hearing for the last week. After meeting that first family on the road, they had encountered others, people with experiences that told her what they faced was indeed different from the Deshmahne.

      They had to be close, yet they had seen no sign of the Antrilii. Roelle was beginning to worry about how— or if—they would find them. Empty villages and the Deshmahne were all they had encountered so far, neither of which had been their reason for coming north.

      The camp was quiet tonight. It had been quiet the last few nights since the new stories had first reached them. The laughter of the first few nights was no more.

      “Another day, maybe less,” Hester said. “The foothills are not far. If the rumors are right, we should find the Antrilii soon.”

      She turned her attention back to the group. She needed to be a part of this conversation. “The family from the other day,” she started. “They were from Drestin. How far was that?”

      Hester shrugged. “Three days, maybe four. It’s a small village. I don’t know it well.”

      Roelle leaned back from the fire, remembering the family. Three days, maybe four until they reached where that family had experienced violence. There had been no further sign of the Deshmahne, only travelers making their way south, all with the same story. They saw nothing, but knew of destruction.

      Roelle had been advised to search near the mountains, and they were nearly there, but where were the Antrilii? Forward scouts had been searching for signs of them yet had found nothing.

      Her thoughts turned to her uncle. Would he get the same message Hester sent to Endric? Did the messenger Hester sent back to Vasha even get there? And what would it change? Her uncle thought there was something other than Deshmahne to worry about in the north. What they’d heard made it likely, but they needed more than rumor for the Council.

      “Let’s leave at sunrise,” she said. “We must be ready for possible encounters from now on.”

      Hester nodded agreement, then stood and started away.

      Selton watched him leave. “We have supplies for another two weeks or so,” he began. “That is, if we keep hunting each evening to keep us stocked.”

      Roelle had figured as much. Neither quite knew what they would do if the supplies dried up. The Denraen seemed to believe they would find a town where they could stock the things they could not gather. Roelle wasn’t as sure.

      “Roelle,” Selton began hesitantly. It was not like her friend to be hesitant in anything. “Roelle… I know I’ve been distant, but I’m beginning to think this is more important than any of us realized. I’m… I’m sorry.”

      She rested a hand on his arm, feeling the strength within him. “I understand. I felt the same emotions after we encountered the Deshmahne heading back to Vasha.”

      He smiled tightly. “The others admire you. They follow your command. You’ve done well training them. If you hadn’t…”

      She nodded. They hadn’t lost anyone. Yet. If they came across the Deshmahne again—and in greater numbers—would they be able to make the same claim?

      “Whatever we encounter might be worse than what we’ve faced. They plan something,” she said, thinking of the dark satisfaction the Deshmahne had when sharing that with her.

      “We’ve proven capable fighters, Roelle.”

      “With the Deshmahne. We don’t know what will happen when we get deeper into the north.”

      “After facing the Deshmahne, I think everyone among us now knows what might happen and what might be asked of us. Like I said, we’ll be ready.”

      She had done her best, reading through the book on tactics Endric had lent her and quickly grasping several of the key points. Before departing, Lendra had found several other texts from the library, and Roelle had read those as well. It was one thing to read of warfare and quite another to live it.

      They sat quietly for a while, Roelle lost in thought as she listened to the crackle of the fire. Lendra stared at her from across the fire, her blue-green eyes seeming to study her.

      Finally, she broke the silence. “Tell me about your family, Roelle.” The words were light in the heavy blanket of night. “I know all about Selton, but little about you.”

      Selton shot Lendra a warning glance and she frowned.

      “It’s fine,” Roelle said to her friend. “There’s not much to say. My parents were born without the gift, a generation removed from being Mageborn. I was their first born, and they knew the tradition.”

      She didn’t need to explain to Lendra the tradition she referred to. Those descended from the Magi were all tested for abilities. When manifested, they were brought to the city for training and education.

      “They were happy for me, though I wasn’t,” she said, remembering too well the day they’d informed her she would leave them to live in a strange city with only a great uncle she didn’t know as family. “I think it was something they would have chosen for themselves if given a chance.”

      Lendra nodded, and Roelle tried to ignore the tears that welled in her eyes. It was a sore spot for many not born with abilities, as if the gods had abandoned them. Her own parents had tried to shelter her from their feelings about it, but had not completely managed.

      “You had your uncle. He’s family,” she said.

      Roelle nodded slowly. “Great uncle, really. And he was the only one of his parents’ children Mageborn. He’s treated me like a daughter, and I love him like a father, but I would still have liked to have known my parents better.” She shifted on the ground to find a more comfortable position. “I used to get letters from them regularly,” she said sighing, settling back on her elbows and looking up to the sky. Looking up at the stars and the moon with a hint of a blue rim around it, felt peaceful. “There were annual visits, so I was able to meet my younger brother one year. But I never got to know him.”

      Selton touched her hand gently, and there was a warmth to his touch. It made her realize that it had been a while since they had shared a connection.

      “Why not?” Lendra asked.

      She cleared her throat. “One day, the letters stopped coming and they no longer visited. It was two years before I learned they had all been killed.” She cleared her throat again. It still pained her, even after all these years. “It was much later that I learned how.”

      She did not say more, and Lendra didn’t press, letting the stillness of the night surround them. Selton continued to hold her hand softly. The touch of his skin, the smoothness of it, relaxed her somehow. His presence was soothing.

      “Both of my parents were Mageborn,” Lendra began breaking the silence. “Both had the gift, as did my older brother. When I came, they continued to live in the palace, because had I been Mageborn, it would have been the best for my training. When I was not, they kept me in the palace as long as possible. I knew family then. Happiness.”

      “You were trouble then,” Selton said, trying to add some levity.

      Lendra gave a soft laugh. Roelle suspected what would come next.

      “When I turned ten, they decided they should take me out of the city.” She paused. “It wasn’t that I was asked to leave, really, more that no one would teach me there. My parents were determined that I be educated.”

      “We moved to Coamdon, where both my mother and father served the Urmahne,” she went on. “They were determined to have me apprenticed. I became ill when I was eleven. I was near death before a healer my father knew came to me. The healer knew more than either of my parents, and I am forever in his debt. I truly would have died were it not for his skill.”

      She sat a moment. “I spent some time learning from him before he moved on. Then, once I was better, my father sent me to the historian of the city.” She met her eyes. “I learned much from him, and soon my interests parted from those of my parents.” She sat back a moment and laughed. “Father and mother wanted me to become a priest.” She shook her head in amusement. “I left that to others.”

      She sat quietly for a long time until finally Roelle found herself asking, “What did you study?”

      “Novan is a historian,” she began in answer. “He knows much of recent history, but it is the times long past that truly interest him. It rubbed off on me,” she said.

      “If only he and Alriyn were on better terms,” Roelle said, “they could learn much from each other.”

      Lendra crinkled her nose. “Novan respects your uncle, but that’s where it ends, I think. I’m not certain anything more will happen easily.”

      The historian had sent Lendra with them, and Roelle had wondered how much she would help. “What did Novan know about the north?” Roelle asked.

      Lendra considered for long moments. “There’s not much that’s known,” she said with a sigh. “I think you know as much as I, perhaps more. Rumors, but that’s all. If the change in the north is what Novan thinks, then they are what are known as the unseen. Others called them smoke beasts.” Lendra explained. “They are the creatures that preceded the founding of the Magi.”

      “If what Novan said is true,” Roelle admitted. How could their founding be tied to such destruction? Were they not gifted by the gods? The Urmahne taught peace, not war.

      The longer she traveled, the more she wondered if what they had been taught was nothing more than a lie? Could the Deshmahne have it right? Was that what Endric wanted her to find?

      For some reason, the last thought haunted her most of all.
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* * *

      Locken rode his brown mare north. Alayna galloped alongside him on a gray mare with more skill and grace than he could ever manage. They surveyed the Saeline border together, looking out over the river valley that separated Saeline from the western edge of Thealon.

      “Are we really going to do this?” she asked her father.

      “Go for a ride?” he asked.

      Alayna shot him an annoyed look. She had the same deep brown hair as her mother, and the same expression Theresa managed when she was upset with him. She was a lovely girl, and old enough that it was time to begin thinking about her marriage, though he dreaded that day. At least their tradition was to marry for affection. It was the reason his sister had chosen Terrence. It was the reason he himself had chosen Theresa.

      “There were more raider attacks while you were gone.”

      “That's what I hear. Lonn made certain to get the report as we neared.”

      “There was one that passed through here on its way to Thealon. They attacked on the edge of the valley.”

      Locken had heard that rumor. It was the same rumor that had claimed the warrior priests had been with the raiders. He found that less likely.

      “I've always felt more a part of Thealon than of Gomald,” Alayna said.

      Locken looked around, relieved that none of his men were with them. What would they think hearing their princess speak so bluntly? Alayna had always been close to his heart, and he would do anything to protect her.

      “Mother won't tell you this, but David has been sick while you’ve been gone. The healers haven't been able to help him.”

      “She told me. They think it's confusion from an infection. They are treating him with all the medicines they have. When the infection clears, they expect his mind to return.”

      “Do you know there are rumors of similar afflictions elsewhere?” Alayna asked.

      He hadn’t, and tried to hide his concern. “How do you know this?”

      “Trevor tells me. He fears this is more than just an infection. He doesn't tell Mother about his fears, but I overheard him speaking to Idle.”

      Locken sighed. “We have access to some of the finest healers in the world. We will do everything we can to help your brother.”

      “I know, Father.”

      “I won't be gone for long. Just for the next few weeks. Your mother and Trevor will rule in my stead.”

      Shifting her weight, she turned to him, her horse seeming to know intuitively what she wanted of it. “You really intend to do this? You really intend to attack as you say?”

      “Consider this a lesson, my dear. We are a regional rule, and we must follow what King Richard asks of us. We may not always agree, but he is our king.”

      “Even though it goes against everything you believe?”

      He had hoped that she didn't know how difficult this was for him. “You've been spending too much time talking to your mother.”

      “Not to Mother. This is what you've taught me.”

      “And what is that?”

      “That doing what is right and doing what is easy are not the same thing.”

      Locken's gaze drifted toward the valley, the space between Thealon and Saeline. The landscape blended together, a better match than the harsh change between Saeline and the rest of Gom Aaldia. He shared Alayna’s sentiment. Saeline was a better match for Thealon.

      He let his gaze drift farther to the east, and could almost feel the pull of the Tower of the Gods. It was there, distantly, almost chastising him for what he contemplated. Did they dare risk the peace the gods required? If he played a part in it, what did that mean for him?

      “Father?”

      Locken turned back to his daughter, meeting her eyes. “I think, I think perhaps I have taught you too well.”

      She offered a tight smile. “You know that your people will support you.”

      He nodded. It was the same thing Lonn had told him. He just hoped he did right by them.

      He turned his mare away from the valley, and Alayna followed. They rode back in silence. It was as if Alayna knew that he needed that silence to contemplate, and prepare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      Allay wondered what he was thinking. He knew he shouldn’t be following Michael Comity, but he wanted to know where the man was going, especially if he decided to say something to the Magi. He hadn’t decided what he wanted to say, only that he knew he needed to say something, especially now that he knew the Deshmahne had a presence in Vasha.

      Comity hurried through the streets, past the rows of houses near the outer edge of the first terrace, and made his way toward the sloped walls leading up to the second terrace, though Allay didn’t think there was any way he could reach it. Not from here, at least.

      Some of the buildings here appeared of newer construction, and he wondered if there had been damage to the city some time recently. He’d never experienced one, but he’d heard stories of earthquakes, and imagined the entire mountain shaking. How safe were they really this high on the mountain?

      Safer than many others. His gaze drifted briefly to the third terrace and to the massive palace on that level. Clouds hung low, like a fog hovering over the city, leaving a gray cast and a hint of rain. Since coming to Vasha, Allay had noticed that many days were the same. How did the Magi deal with the dreariness of these days? How could they tolerate this day in and day out? Did the sameness allow them the chance to focus on reaching the gods?

      Michael turned a corner, and Allay hurried forward, determined not to lose him. He’d left the tavern alone. Dougray and Danvayn had remained back at the tavern, sitting with Thomasen Comity. Allay should try to socialize, especially if he were somehow to work with them in the future, but it had become clear to him that most of the other delegates had already become entrenched in the Deshmahne mindset. The only one who hadn’t was Stohn, and the man had been distant and reserved.

      Rain began falling, dripping down his face.

      Allay wiped it away, and almost missed it as Michael circled around a pile of boulders near the cliff wall.

      What was he doing here on this terrace? Mendi had followed him other times, and he probably should leave this to her, but he worried that doing so would lead her into danger. It was bad enough that he knew how she used the Denraen for information on his behalf. He didn’t want her risking danger from Michael Comity as well, not given the way the man looked at her.

      Allay still tried to work out how he felt about Mendi. If there was a time to discuss the fact that he wanted something more—and to find out if she shared it—it was now, before they returned to Gomald. Perhaps they could even use the excuse of the Magi request of him as a way to remain together.

      Allay pushed the thoughts away. Those were for another time. For now, he needed to see where Michael went.

      Why did he come back here?

      Behind the boulders, shear rock rose up until it reached the second level and the Denraen barracks. From there, the rock sloped in, rising to the next level. There would be no way of climbing the rock—not without getting noticed. Allay couldn’t think of any other reason to come back here.

      Unless Michael had come to meet with someone.

      There was little doubt that Deshmahne were in the city. Mendi claimed to have seen the Denraen trying to clear them discreetly—and by that, Allay knew they were either killing them or forcing them from the city—but that didn’t mean there weren’t others. Was that who Michael had come to meet?

      He weaved around the pile of boulders, staying low as he did, not wanting to be seen.

      When he reached the other side of the rock, he stopped.

      An iron gate blocked an opening in the rock.

      Not iron, he realized. The metal looked something like iron, but was warm. Heat radiated off of it, and he could feel it from here. A warm breeze drifted from the mouth of the cave.

      The mines. That’s what Michael had found.

      Why would he have come here?

      Allay grabbed at the gate and pulled. The metal was almost painfully warm, and the gate opened easily.

      He shouldn’t follow Comity into the tunnel, but curiosity drove him forward. He wanted to know what Michael was after. More than that, he wanted to know what the Magi hid in the tunnels. Why had they closed the mines? He’d heard only rumors, and most of them had come from Mendi, and she hadn’t been able to find out any more for him.

      Maybe that was why Michael had come here as well. Had he heard the same rumors, and decided to learn what had caused the Magi to close the mines? Could he have heard more than what Mendi had discovered?

      Allay crept forward, entering the mine.

      Heat surrounded him as he did.

      The change was drastic, and his breath caught. Was this the reason the city always felt warmer than it should? When they’d ridden up the mountainside, taking the switchback road as it wound ever higher, Allay had felt a growing chill. The trees had changed the higher they climbed, and there were places where snow still clung to the mountain, even though it was early fall. Once they had reached the city, Allay had expected it to still be cold, but the city itself had a strange warmth. He’d never really understood why—and had assumed it was some Mage trick. Could it be because of the strange metal they mined here?

      Light filtered in from the tunnel entrance, but it was becoming darker the further in he went. Allay knew he wouldn’t be able to go much farther before having to turn back. Likely, Michael Comity had a lantern with him. Now that Allay knew how to find the tunnel, he could leave, and come back another time—with a lantern. There was no need for him to be here like this, no need for him to risk the darkness—and the unknown—of the tunnels.

      The light faded and Allay paused.

      Farther down the tunnel, he noted a soft glowing orange light.

      The ground sloped down, and he followed the distant light, moving carefully, listening for any noises he might encounter. There were none.

      The farther he went, the brighter the light became. The walls of the tunnel widened, and the top of the tunnel began to rise high over his head, high enough that he couldn’t reach it even if he were to jump. Why would the miners need such tall mines?

      Allay noted a flickering of shadows, and hesitated.

      This was a mistake. He should turn around, maybe find Mendi or even one of the Denraen, and let them know what he’d seen. He wasn’t responsible for chasing down the brother of some delegates.

      Then he heard voices.

      They were soft, a faint murmuring that carried to him, and he moved forward before he was fully aware of what he did. The tunnel he was in ended, and he realized that the lantern light he saw came from another mineshaft working perpendicular to the one he’d entered. Other lanterns lined the wall, each spaced evenly, all lit.

      For a mine that was supposed to be inactive, there seemed more activity than he would have expected here.

      Where had he heard the voices?

      Standing at the intersection, they could be coming from anywhere in the mines. With the way the tunnels were arranged, the sound carried, enough that he worried his footsteps would give away his presence.

      Allay glanced back up the tunnel he’d come down. The light marking the opening to the mine was there, but appeared like a faint circle of grayish light.

      The voices seemed to be coming from a single direction and Allay started toward them. The ground began to slope upward, and at one point, he found stairs that he climbed. He had the vague sense that he was heading toward the third terrace, and toward the Magi.

      Why was he doing this? What did he hope to discover?

      He had a nagging worry about needing to get out and go report what he’d found to the Denraen, but what would he say? That he’d discovered the empty mines, and that maybe Michael Comity had entered them? Would that even matter to them?

      Probably not. With the Deshmahne in the city, they had other things they would be more concerned about.

      He came upon another tunnel intersection and paused.

      This time, the voices continued down the tunnel ahead of him, but off the branching tunnel, he noted even brighter light.

      Why would it be so well lit there?

      Allay scanned the tunnels, looking for signs of anyone, but found nothing. Which way should he go? If he followed the sounds of the voices, he would have to explain why he’d come here. If he went toward the light, he might see why others were in the tunnel.

      He chose the light.

      It grew brighter and brighter as he neared.

      Allay moved slowly as he approached, but heard no other voices, nothing to indicate that the voices he’d heard followed him in this direction.

      The tunnel opened into a wide chamber. The roof rose high overhead, but that wasn’t what drew his attention. Rather, it was rows of shelves, all holding what appeared to be sculptures of some sort, and all seemed to be made of the same strange warm metal that the gate at the entrance to the mine had been made of. A wheeled cart in the middle of the room had more of the sculptures.

      Whatever was stored here, they were taking it out of the mines.

      Allay started toward the sculptures, thinking to examine them, when he heard voices again, this time on the far side of the room.

      Was there another entrance to the room, or had others been here the entire time?

      Allay ducked back as shadows appeared, darting back toward the entrance to the chamber, hiding there. As the shapes came into view, he noted one man with dark tattoos writhing around his exposed arms and up onto his neck.

      Deshmahne.

      What were they doing here?

      This he could share with the Denraen.

      Now he had to get out without getting caught. Staying here any longer would be dangerous. The voices moved toward him, and he hurried back along the tunnels, his heart hammering in his chest.

      As had found his way back toward the entrance, moving slowly, listening for voices behind him, they were silent. Rushing toward the gate, his heart didn’t slow until he was back in the open air of the city, and racing down the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      The green plains below him were covered with tents. Far to his left, Richard could see Bastiin, its great walls easily visible even here, and beyond that the blue of the sea. The tents were arranged in orderly rows. Neatly. Perfectly, as his army should be. Richard expected nothing short of excellence from his troops.

      The tents were small, only large enough to cover one man as he slept, but Richard gave a tent to each soldier as a sign of the importance he placed on his army. There were four separate camps, though there should be five, and each seemed to be running smoothly. He knew who commanded each of the four camps, and knew who to call when it was time to move. Each was headed by one of the lower kings, all but the fourth. The fourth were the elite warriors, the Aaldian Dragons. That he commanded. At least in name.

      It had been a week they had waited. A week, and still no sign of Locken. He should have heard some word from the commander, at least from the scouts he had sent forth. So far, none had come back. He worried what it meant.

      He worried about his throne. Theodror had died too suddenly.

      And of what?

      An attack. Rebellion. Richard could hardly believe it, but Raime had sources that told him what had happened.

      Theodror’s death left Allay as next in line.

      If I get him back from those bedamned Mages! The throne must be protected.

      A huge canvas tent had been prepared for him. It stood taller and larger than all the others. He walked to it. The two guards standing to each side of the door, each garbed in the distinctive armor of the Aaldian Dragons, saluted him as he passed. Neither bothered to look at him otherwise. It was as it should be. They trained to see attackers, not their king.

      Inside, a fire blazed high, casting flickering shadows around the tent. The air was filled with the heavy smoke of the burning hickory as it rose toward the great opening in the roof. To one side, he saw a table with a large map spread across. It was, or had been, his planning map. Raime used it now, and stood leaning over it as Richard entered.

      Off to the other side, he could see another table, empty, and surrounded by three men in chairs. He sighed as he neared. There should be four sitting.

      As he approached, the lesser kings rose quickly. Each gave a hurried bow. Richard nodded to his advisor. Raime wore his all too familiar black cloak, the painfully familiar etching along the collar. The man did not nod back. It had been that way for several days.

      Richard looked each king in the eyes before taking his seat. There was something different about the way they looked at him now. He couldn’t quite place what it was, but was sure he didn’t like it.

      “It has been a week,” he began. The three kings nodded. “One week and nothing of Locken. We can wait no longer.”

      “My lord,” Robden began. He was the only man with a full head of gray hair, and always strove to be the voice of reason. Once again, it seemed he would not disappoint. “Locken has the longest journey to make, all the way from Saeline.”

      One of the other kings nodded, but Richard threw a glare his way and he stopped.

      Robden went on, ignorant. Or ignoring. He briefly wondered which.

      “He even needs to travel around Lake Gomald. It is a week’s journey itself!”

      Richard paused. What Robden said rang true. It could be simply that the journey was a long one, and that he had been delayed along the way.

      He sensed a light brushing along his ear, and then it felt as if something grabbed at his head and tore into his mind.

      Richard wanted to scream but couldn’t, frozen in place. His muscles would not respond, and his body seemed to betray him. He now knew that Raime did something to his mind, but didn’t know what he could do to stop the pain.

      As suddenly as it came on, it left.

      “There will be no reprieve for Locken.” It was a whispered command, almost a voice in his mind.

      Had the other kings seen or suspected anything?

      Looking at them, the three stared at him expectedly.

      “No. Locken has had ample time to make an appearance,” Richard said.

      Robden opened his mouth but seemed to catch himself.

      “Ample time. If he has been delayed, there has been time to send a messenger ahead. We have heard nothing.” He turned a hard gaze on each of the kings. Each turned away as he stared. “We will depart the day after next. Have your troops make the necessary preparations.” Jeslen and Paylig nodded. Robden was slower with his response, but finally it came. “We will head north and east around Lake Gomald, toward Saeline. We will find what keeps Locken. He will answer.”

      Jeslen smiled. It was comforting to know he had an ally there, though they should all be allies. Paylig always went with the strength; he would follow Richard. Robden… Robden’s allegiance was to the throne. The man respected the authority and tradition of the High King.

      “If we see Locken or his men along the way, we will consider them our enemy,” he added.

      Robden shook his head almost angrily. “We should give the man a chance to explain. He has done nothing before this to warrant such action.”

      “Silence!” Richard roared, his deep voice filling the tent. He would not have his authority questioned. The volume of his voice surprised even him.

      It had the desired effect, though. Robden stepped back, eyes turning down in fear. Perhaps they would all remember to fear him again.

      “My lord,” Robden whispered quietly.

      Richard let the silence build. It hung heavy in the air. Thick. Almost palpable. “We will leave the morning after next. Ready your men,” he reiterated. A wave of his hand, and the kings were kneeling quickly before they hurried toward the door to the tent.

      Turning to Raime, he wished for time to himself. Raime was some sort of wizard—nothing like a Mage—and wielded too great a power. He knew the little tricks Raime played on mind were just a taste of that power, and Richard had no idea how to fight against it. Worse, he feared how to stop him from whatever he planned.

      Raime stepped closer. The sweet stench Richard had always smelled on him from the first time they’d met no longer was evident. He wasn’t sure what that meant.

      “Very good, my lord. It is good to have your men fear you.” His voice seemed to echo, and a strange accent played with the words, making them hard to understand at times.

      Richard imagined Raime smiling at him. He couldn’t see it, though. He had never seen his face.

      “We will move into Thealon once we move past Locken. It will be an easy battle.” Raime said.

      “War is never easy.” Raime laughed in reply. Richard no longer expected anything else. “I worry what message Locken sends me.”

      The hood of Raime’s cloak shook in response. “His absence? It means what it seems.”

      Richard waited. Raime’s answer would come.

      “Treason.” The word hung in the air. Seeming to float around him, pulling him in with twisted arms before spinning him away. “No matter, though.” An arm waved in the air dismissively. “Thealon will be an easy target. The attacks in the north grow worse. Thealon knows it must protect its northern border and its precious people. While they move north, the west grows weak. We attack at the flank. When our other allies join us…”

      “Allies?”

      “I have taken the liberty to arrange an allegiance with the Deshmahne. They are more than eager to gain a foothold in the north. They will be valuable against Thealon as we claim the Tower and demonstrate your strength to the gods.”

      It made sense. Raime’s wisdom always seemed to make sense. That worried him at times. “It will still not be easy. The Ur are formidable. They have thwarted us in the past.”

      A dark, full-throated laughter seemed to rumble up from Raime’s chest. “It will be easy. I have assurances that we will find less resistance than you think.”

      “Assurances? What sort of assurances? You think you can wait to tell me these things?” Richard grew angry. He tried to soothe himself. He knew it was not wise to show anger at Raime.

      “Do not worry about them now.” The words were a command. “Your worry is with your people, your kings.” He spoke the title mockingly. “Robden must be watched. He has a soft spot for Locken.”

      Richard knew the man too well and knew what Raime could not. “He will not challenge me. He respects the authority that placed him in power. He would not risk losing that.” It reassured him to know something Raime did not.

      “I am not so sure. You will watch.”

      This conversation with Raime had drained him. He grew tired of trying to fight the man, grew tired of struggling to keep his authority. He lost a foothold with every meeting. Worse, though, was that he couldn’t even remember why he wanted to attack Thealon, or why he wanted the Tower. It had seemed so important once, so logical, when Raime had first come to him offering his services. The balance was much different now.

      His head hurt thinking of it, and he turned toward other matters as Raime left. No longer an advisor, now he rarely bothered letting Richard make decisions. A part of him knew he needed to be free of him, but could he? What power did Raime now wield?

      Smoke from the fire drifted lazily toward the top of the tent, and he struggled to keep his mind clear. His head was as hazy as the smoke, making him wonder how Raime influenced him even here, but soon he forgot what he had feared.
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* * *

      Allay followed Mendi up the wide ramp leading from the first terrace to the second. She’d found him as he had raced back into the city from the mines, and asked him to follow, claiming that she had something for him to see, but had been unwilling to share what. No matter how hard he pressed, he wasn't able to get Mendi to reveal anything more than she had. Her answer remained the same: Wait.

      When they stopped at the gate into the second terrace, the only entrance along the terrace’s massive wall, he could only stare. It was the first time he had approached the Denraen level from this direction, and convenient that he was coming now, especially after what he’d seen in the mines beneath the city. The Denraen needed to know. It was strange that it took this timely incident for him to actually visit the second terrace, rather than observe it from atop the terrace wall. His visits on the wall with Stohn seemed ages ago now.

      Allay had struggled to even get Stohn to talk with him since their last conversation after class, when they’d spoken of their fathers. Had Allay said—or done—something to offend him?

      Mendi said something to the guard, who nodded, opened the gate, and waved them in.

      Once inside, Allay looked around. Reaching the barracks was almost as much a challenge as getting into the Magi palace. From above, he’d seen the way the practice yard stretched throughout most of this level, leaving rows of buildings tucked along the stone face. All he saw from here was the row of barracks.

      Mendi hurried along a road set between the buildings. She seemed to know where she was going.

      “Have you been here before?”

      “Don't worry about it, Allay.”

      “You said this was how you discovered your sources. I just didn't expect you to have come into the barracks itself.”

      Mendi glanced back at him. “The Denraen only allow certain people into the barracks. You should feel honored that they are allowing you.”

      For some reason, Allay didn't feel particularly honored. He felt more concerned than anything. What was Mendi bringing him into?

      They turned a corner and reached another building, no more distinct than any of the others around it. Mendi stopped in front of the door and rapped her fist against the deeply stained wood. She clasped her hands behind her back as she waited.

      “What is this?” Allay asked.

      Mendi shook her head.

      He didn't get the chance to ask her again. The door opened, and a scarred face peeked out.

      Allay gasped. It was General Endric.

      He had seen the general during the latter half of their travels to the city, after the Deshmahne attack. That had been after they had joined Thomasen and the others from Chrysia. Since coming to the city, he hadn't seen the general, other than from above. At least he could share with Endric what he’d seen.

      “General Endric?”

      The general stood with the door open, waving him in.

      Allay glanced to Mendi, but she made a point of not meeting his gaze.

      What was he missing here? There was something going on that he didn't understand, but what was it? Why bring him to Endric… and why would Endric be willing to meet with him?

      The door closed behind them, and Endric made his way to a desk that was more utilitarian than anything else, stacks of paper and books covering its surface. Before sitting, he tried to clear some space and motioned for Allay and Mendi to sit in the chairs opposite. A massive map was mounted on the wall behind him. Pins were placed throughout both the north and the south. Allay suspected they represented locations of Denraen troops. He was not surprised to learn the Denraen patrolled throughout all the known lands. He was surprised to note a set of pins even in Gomald. They rarely saw the Denraen there.

      “What is this? Why have you brought me here?”

      “Prince Lansington. Thank you for taking the time out of your training to meet with me.”

      Allay glanced from General Endric to Mendi. “The timing is fortuitous. I saw Deshmahne—”

      “We know the Deshmahne are in the city.”

      “It’s not only the city. I followed”—he cut off, wondering what Mendi would think of the fact that he’d followed Michael Comity into the tunnels—“Michael Comity into the old mines. I saw Deshmahne there.” Allay ignored Mendi’s piercing stare.

      “Deshmahne in the mines?”

      Allay nodded. “There was some sort of storeroom. I thought the Denraen should investigate.”

      Endric sighed. “Is that their play?” He asked it mostly to himself. “Dangerous, especially after the last time.” With a shake, he looked from Allay to Mendi. “I’ll have the Denraen investigate. The mines should have been protected.”

      “Why were they closed?”

      Endric’s eyes narrowed. “Another attack, one from long ago and tied to a betrayal.” Endric sighed. “They won’t find what they seek there. I have ensured that much.”

      “The city has been attacked before?”

      “There have been other attacks on Vasha. People view it as nearly as close to the gods as Thealon, and for good reason.”

      “The Deshmahne?” Allay asked.

      Endric nodded. “They had help, but their attempt failed. Don’t worry about the Deshmahne succeeding. I have plans in motion to stop them.”

      Allay couldn’t help but notice that Endric appeared troubled. “I could help—”

      “You are a delegate. And a prince. You are not here to fight the Deshmahne, and that’s not why I asked you to come.”

      Allay should feel relieved that Endric would investigate, but he still felt uncomfortable about what he had seen. “Why then?”

      “What do you know of your father's plans from before you left Gomald?”

      Allay shot Mendi a hard look. Then he turned his attention to the general. “I'm sorry, General Endric, but you know that I can't answer that. Doing so would be a betrayal of my people.”

      Endric gave him a withering look, and Allay resisted the urge to shrink back from it.

      “Let me tell you what I know,” the general said, leaning forward on his elbows. “Your father has begun moving troops to Bastiin. He has each of the regional kings supplying him with troops. Were you aware that he intended war?”

      Allay made a point of not looking over to Mendi. She had told him much the same, and if he hadn’t known before how she had acquired her information, he did now.

      “I don't know what my father plans, if that's what you're after. My father and I aren't particularly close. Most of the time, I think he would be perfectly satisfied if I disappeared.”

      Endric chuckled and leaned back in his chair. He glanced behind him, as if searching for locations on the map for confirmation, before turning his attention back to Allay. “I often felt the same way about my father.”

      “Did it ever change?” Allay asked.

      He laughed again. “In a sense.”

      “What changed it?”

      “When I defeated him. It’s when I became general.”

      Allay started to smile but realized the general wasn't making a joke. “I don't think there will be a transition in leadership based on me defeating my father.”

      Endric met his gaze for a moment. “No, I suppose not. As much as that might make it easier for us.”

      “That can't be the only reason you've summoned me here, can it? Why did you have Mendi bring me here?”

      Endric sighed and shuffled through some of the papers on his desk. When he reached one that he searched for, he studied it for a moment before sliding it over to Allay. “I'm sorry.”

      Allay frowned, but took the proffered page and scanned the contents. It seemed to be a report out of Gom Aaldia. While he wasn't entirely surprised that Endric would have such detailed report of the movements within Gom Aaldia, he was surprised Endric shared that intelligence with him.

      Was that what he wanted Allay to know? Did Endric seek to show him how much he knew about Gom Aaldia?

      A name on the report caught his attention, and all the worry about what the Deshmahne were after in the mines and beneath the city disappeared.

      Theodror.

      He and his brother weren't close. His brother was next in line to the throne, and Allay was never meant to do anything other than serve the kingdom. But they were close enough for him to care about his brother, to want to see him succeed.

      Tears welled in his eyes and he swallowed.

      Allay looked up from the page and shook his head.

      Mendi looked at him with compassion gleaming in her eyes.

      “This can't be right,” he said.

      “I'm afraid it is, Prince Lansington. I'm sorry you must learn this way, but I wasn’t sure when the Magi would learn this news. My sources are a bit more reliable than theirs, especially in Gomald.”

      “When? How?”

      “I don't have answers to either of those questions. The details are sparse. All I know is that there was some sort of incursion on the palace. Your brother was left behind when your father started north. He was attacked and killed.”

      Allay turned and stared at the page. “This means—”

      “It means you are next in line,” Mendi said.

      Allay blinked and looked up at his friend, uncertain what to say.

      That was exactly what it meant.

      He didn't want to be next in line to rule, had never planned on it, but if his brother was gone…

      “I need to return.”

      “I think the Magi intend for all of the delegates to return home. When you do, you will travel with an advisor. I would know what you intend.” Endric leaned forward, fixing him with the same intense gaze that he’d worn when Allay first arrived. “What is your plan with the Deshmahne?”

      “The Deshmahne?” he asked dumbly.

      “They have grown in strength—and in numbers. They intend to attack. If they coordinate with Gom Aaldia, we could be facing a war unlike anything we have faced in generations.”

      “I…” Allay struggled with the words. All he could see were the two that mattered now. Theodror dead.

      “More than ever, we need to maintain the peace. The south will pose more of a challenge, but we can still hold the north. Can you work with the Thealon and Rondalin delegates?”

      Allay didn't know what else to say. He stared at the page again, his mind numb. Theodror was gone. Allay was next in line for the throne. And his father readied for war.

      Mendi reached over and grabbed his hand.

      Allay took her fingers and entwined them in his, nodding in response to Endric’s question. They would have to return, and he would find a way to work with Comity—and Longtree, if he could. For now, he would sit with Mendi, hold her hand, and feel connected to her.

      At least here, there would be no shame in his holding a slave's hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Alyta blinked open her eyes as she filtered out the darkness. Something was amiss. Even though her vision at night was nearly as good as in the daylight, she saw nothing to worry her. Inhaling deeply through her mouth, tasting the cool northern air, a small voice at the back of her mind, the companion of her kind, deciphered the scents for her. There was nothing out of the ordinary.

      Still, she couldn’t shake the sense.

      Alyta had come north to see the desolation for herself, already knowing what she would see. The reality of it all was no surprise. The empty towns stank of the creatures that men long ago had named groeliin, the odor foul enough that she did not need her companion Elaysa to explain what she smelled. Alyta didn’t linger long enough to see the creatures themselves, remembering their features too well from her last encounter with them. She had come only for confirmation.

      She sighed. From her lips, it was the sound of the wind, quickly lost in the night air. A part of her was thankful for the wan moon and the black sky, though it didn’t hide from her the desolation that now overran the bleak northern mountains. Were she no more than the goddess that men thought her kind to be, she could change much of this. The truth was both simpler and much more complex. Never as all powerful as men would believe, her kind served the Maker as few others—and no man—could claim.

      Soon that would end.

      She was the last. Once, such a thought seemed impossible, but she had grown accustomed to the impossible. With each breath, she felt the passing of time, far too aware of the work remaining. Preparations had to be made, and the Conclave, once numbering the wisest and most powerful of this world, could now be counted on her two hands. Not enough for what was needed.

      The stink of the air reminded her of what the Conclave needed to accomplish. Spread thin, there seemed little hope that they could capture the man responsible, not after what Raime had become. They should have been more proactive with him years ago, back while he still learned his craft. Before he had stolen his power.

      Now she was not even certain she could stop him. At some point, it would come to a confrontation. None of her kind had dared confront him before, fearing to upset the balance critical to the Maker, yet Alyta had learned the price of their delay. They all had.

      Alyta took another deep breath. She had not given up hope that additional help was out there somewhere. Following the fibers of time did nothing to clarify where she might find that help, as many times as she had tried. There had been a glimpse of something, little more than a suggestion, not enough to understand its meaning. Searching along the fibers for help had only triggered something else, but that illness had to be tolerated were they to succeed.

      Lingering did nothing, certainly not with so much work remaining. She gathered herself and felt a slow quivering in her mind as she prepared to travel.

      Something held her in place.

      She tried again without success.

      Her heart suddenly hammered in an unfamiliar sensation: Fear.

      Alyta glanced around and saw nothing, but the distant golden glow of Elaysa’s eyes. Normally, that would be reassuring, but now?

      She closed her eyes, looking through the darkness using Elaysa’s better sight.

      There she saw what she feared. Three of the creatures stood around her, like the points of a triangle. Their inky energy surrounded her, masked somehow from her sight. Each was marked with more runes than she had ever seen on one of their kind. Alone, they would be formidable. Together—she had no chance. If they could hold her in place, prevent her from traveling, there was little she could do to oppose them.

      Seek help, she commanded Elaysa. Find the Conclave. If I am lost, we must find the other, she begged, showing Elaysa the vision of what she had glimpsed in the fibers. If she failed, that might be their only remaining hope, the one glimmer she had glimpsed along the fibers, the reason she still searched. Alyta was not even certain whether she had succeeded.

      Her companion paused before loping off into the night. Even Elaysa had been fooled by the creatures’ veil.

      Yes, she decided, these creatures were powerful.

      Had her time already run out?

      She prayed she could last long enough to find the one she’d seen when looking along the fibers of time. If she couldn’t, Raime would truly win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    
    
      The day was overcast, gray skies shouting of rain that had yet to come. Roelle’s heavy cloak fluttered in the cool northern breeze, which no longer carried the scent of the sea. She wrapped her cloak tightly around her, her sword sheathed outside of her cloak in readiness. She wouldn't be unprepared, especially given the attacks they had faced. None for several days, though. That bothered her for reasons she didn't quite understand.

      “This doesn't feel like the north I once knew,” Hester said.

      Roelle turned to him. They had been silent for a while, leaving her lost in her thoughts. “You knew the north?”

      Hester nodded. “My family comes from a town near the lowest foothills. It's a place called Fristin, closer to the Great Valley than the sea, but it's a place much like here.”

      Roelle surveyed the landscape. The lower hills climbed slowly ever northward, almost too slowly for Roelle’s liking.

      So far, they hadn't encountered the Deshmahne again. She worried about that, much as she worried about the mindsets of the Magi still riding with her. The two Deshmahne attacks had changed them, but Roelle wasn't sure that was a good thing. It had hardened many of them, but had they become brittle or stronger?

      They rode slowly. Though she felt a sense of urgency, and her horse seemed to notice it, as well, the rest of the Magi did not, much the opposite in fact. It was almost as if everyone dreaded the possibility of another attack.

      Hester wrinkled his nose. “What—”

      He didn’t finish. “What is it?” Roelle asked.

      They were crossing a rocky valley. He paused, looking up to the sloping boulders around him, and shook his head. “I'm not sure. I've never smelled anything quite this awful.”

      Roelle didn’t sense anything.

      She sniffed tentatively at the air, looking around at the Magi, but none of them seemed to notice either. Only the other two Denraen and Lendra seemed to notice it.

      “I don't smell it,” Roelle said.

      Hester grunted. “Magi eyesight might be good, but perhaps your nose isn't.” He tried to laugh but only ended up gagging.

      Hester took a roll of cloth out of his pack and wrapped it around his nose. The other Denraen did the same, and Lendra followed.

      They continued forward, but neither Roelle nor the other Magi noticed the smell.

      Lendra leaned off the side of her saddle and vomited violently. She sat up, wiping her eyes, shaking her head as she did. “I don't know what it is, but it's…”

      Roelle didn’t need Lendra to finish. They’d heard stories of something like this.

      Would they reach the threat of these creatures in the north before they reached the Antrilii? Were they ready?

      The landscape flattened out here before sloping upward once more. Roelle motioned to the Magi, indicating a change in their maneuvers. The Magi quickly formed up, and Selton guided them, taking on the role of second in command. The clearing here was large, large enough for every rider and horse to move into a ready position. A large bluff blocked their way north, marking the beginning of the upper hills. From there, a small, narrow path led farther up into the rocks. They would have to go that way, which meant dismounting and leading their horses. It meant walking single file. It would make them vulnerable.

      The clearing was silent. There was the occasional movement of hooves across rough stone, which echoed loudly off the huge bluff. One of the other Denraen vomited, and Roelle glanced over to see that it was Trenal. He was a solid and strong man, one who said little. For him to vomit meant that whatever was coming was terrible.

      The sky overhead darkened, though she thought it only her imagination. The wind whistled through the clearing, catching off the stone, almost a moan of sorts. Roelle shivered.

      She smelled nothing, but the look upon the Denraen’s faces told her everything she needed to know.

      “What do you think is causing this?” Jhun asked.

      Roelle scanned the rock. “The stories that came from the north all mentioned a sort of sickening smell. The mother of that family on the road mentioned the same thing.”

      “Why don't we smell it?” Jhun asked.

      Roelle didn't have an answer.

      She slapped her hand against her thigh, unable to suppress a nervous energy she felt. Others turned their heads, chasing the unseen shadows. The movement did little to ease the gnawing at the pit of her stomach that told her something was amiss.

      She suspected the others had thoughts much like hers. Nervousness. Anxiety. Fear.

      It was normal, but her eyes darted restlessly, unable to let it go.

      Even Hester was cramped over, barely able to hold onto his reins, vomiting every few moments. Lendra was the same, her face almost green.

      Roelle moved into the center of the clearing.

      “Is this the Deshmahne?” Selton asked.

      “This isn't—”

      Roelle cut off short.

      There was a slight shifting of color among the rocks, and it was all her eyes detected as creatures crept down to the small path leading toward the upper hills. When she saw them, she knew instantly what they were. There was a vague shape to them, that of a dark ring faintly seen beneath an amorphous cloud of dust and dirt, and hints of a gray hide that became clearer as they approached.

      How had the woman from the north even seen them? Roelle recalled her description: a trail of dust like a fog.

      She raised an arm in a silent command, motioning toward the creatures.

      The watchers took note and sent on the command. She was thankful they’d trained as hard as they had under the Denraen. She felt a sense of pride as she watched her people.

      She didn't have time for much thought beyond that. The shapes came quickly when they realized they'd been seen.

      The Magi nearest the trail were the first into the attack. They had already unsheathed their swords, and their blades flashed, a steady thud of steel landing on something hard, but no metal on metal sound, nothing like when they faced the Deshmahne.

      No weapons?

      Someone screamed. It was a horrible sound, a female voice.

      Roelle offered a silent prayer to the gods for safety and protection, but what they needed was strength to fight through and use their training.

      She kicked her horse forward, spurring it toward the battle.

      Hester managed to grab her reins. “Let them fight, Mage. You lead.” With that, he sank back onto his saddle, still in significant distress.

      Unable to do anything, Roelle just stared at what unfolded before her. Could she only command and organize the other Magi? She had to. Endric had taught her that confusion was as much an enemy as any attacker.

      Sixty or so of the other Magi warriors sat as helpless as she, waiting out the battle, unable to get any closer. Many stood in their stirrups watching while others were on alert, eyes darting from side to side, looking for another attack.

      Thankfully, none came.

      The sound of the dull thuds came over and over again filling the valley. A scream rang out every so often, and sometimes a determined shout.

      Each echoed loudly off the rocks, filling the clearing with the sound of the battle.

      Glancing back, Roelle saw that Hester was the only Denraen who remained in his saddle. The other two lay on the ground, vomiting and convulsing. There was nothing she could do to help them.

      The Magi line attacking the creatures started to bulge.

      Roelle motioned to several of the Magi. As they hurried forward, she indicated the Denraen. They moved toward the Denraen and lifted their heads from the pools of vomit and rolled them onto their backs. It wouldn't do for her guides to drown in their own bile.

      Lendra leaned against her horse. She had a determined set to her jaw, her throat clenched tightly trying to hold down her stomach contents. Roelle wished there was something she could do—anything—to take away the suffering of the Denraen and Lendra.

      The sounds of the battle died off, and Roelle looked up. An almost eerie silence came over the valley.

      As Roelle made her way toward the front line, she saw three horses without riders.

      Only three? She'd heard more screams than that.

      Of the three that were fallen, two were injured.

      Dustin had leapt from his horse to attack at a lower level, and was cleaning and sheathing his blade before climbing back onto his horse.

      A jagged tear was all that remained of Indrosea's arm. She’d chosen to fight with her staff. Selton had already reached her and was wrapping her, stopping the bleeding. They would do more for it later.

      Nothing could be done for Sean, though. He was missing a leg, and his forehead was caved in, dark blood pooling around his head. Roelle turned from the gore only to see the man's missing leg a few feet away.

      Four of the creatures lay strewn around Sean. She could see them more clearly in death. Grey skinned and with upper bodies covered with hair, the creatures seemed much shorter than a man and wider besides. Some were clad only in a dark wrapping that covered their genitals. Others wore ragged and dirtied breeches. Some had what appeared to be breasts.

      Each had a club lying now useless nearby, though only one of them had any sort of blood on it. Long, bloodied claws extended from thick fingers and toes, and she noted many of the Magi warriors had long cuts and scratches. Some of the wounds appeared deep, and she wondered if the creatures were poisonous. She would have to ensure they all cleaned their wounds especially well to ensure their safety.

      Had her mind already started going toward planning?

      What other choice did they have?

      Roelle studied the nearest body of a fallen creature. They were grotesque, and horrible, and she understood why people ran from the north. But how had they not heard of these creatures before?

      It seemed unfathomable, especially considering the way the Denraen were incapacitated. Veteran soldiers, all of them, had dropped from their saddles with nausea, and were unable even to stand to fight. Then there was the difficulty they had even seeing the creatures.

      This was worse than any Deshmahne.

      As she looked up, another question came to her, one without an answer: Was this what the Deshmahne planned? Were they trying to train soldiers to protect the north?

      A worried fear ate at her stomach. What if they had it wrong? What if the Deshmahne were the strength they needed to stop these creatures?

      What if the Deshmahne were their only hope?

      [image: ]
* * *

      The room was dark. Almost too dark, and the light that would normally filter in between the cracks had been blocked out. He shivered. He was not one who often shivered, but there was something about the room.

      A sound came through the darkness, a quiet shuffling from a source he could not quite place. He whipped his head around, trying to find it, but there was nothing but blackness.

      When he gave up and just looked ahead, two pools of red stared at him. Almost flames. He wanted to jump, but did not let himself. It would not have been good for him to jump.

      “There is… discontent… among your Council,” a voice from the darkness spoke. It was rough, harsh to his ears.

      Part of him wanted to cringe away from it, pull himself back to protect his ears. And his mind. He dared not move. “I know, master.”

      “There are those among it who will challenge you,” the voice came again.

      The flames he knew to be eyes danced.

      He shivered again and stared into the flames, into the eyes of the man. Or whatever he was.

      With the thought, pain stole through his body. It coursed through him, pulsating.

      He squeezed his hands in time with the beats, each contraction a slight agony. As the pain moved through him, he could feel it traveling toward his head. He wanted to cry but knew he could not let himself. It would do no good. He steeled himself for it, knowing the feeling as he had known it before.

      Slowly, the pain reached his mind.

      It burned. Branding him, he supposed.

      He could feel it pulsate within him.

      As it did, his mind clouded slightly. He tried to force his concentration, to focus his mind, but the old tricks learned long ago were ineffective.

      “You will be victorious,” the voice demanded.

      He found himself nodding. He knew nothing short of victory would be allowed. “Yes,” he whispered. “The challenge will not succeed.”

      “Good,” the voice rasped. The sound of it tore at his mind.

      The pain still pulsed within him, but it seemed to lessen somewhat. He let himself breathe deeply, forcing the air into his lungs, trying to calm himself.

      “What of the hundred?” he asked.

      They could be a problem for him. He knew he should have stopped the whole charade long before it reached the point that it had. How were they allowed to escape the city?

      A low rumble echoed in the room. A laugh. It ripped through him like a wind, tearing at him. “The hundred warriors,” the voice sneered, “are nothing.”

      He hesitated. The rumors he had heard told a different story. “I have heard of victories for them,” he began carefully.

      “Victories? Their only victories have come against new initiates. They will find success much more difficult when they face the larger arm of my army. They will be swept down in that tide.” His master laughed again.

      He knew it best not to question, but had heard of larger battles. Larger victories for the Magelings. They were more of a threat than his master was letting on. He knew he must be careful.

      “The final battle nears,” the voice began again. The flames seemed to grow with the words. “You must be ready.”

      He nodded. It would be as he had been instructed. “I will be ready.”

      “Yes. You will.”

      He shivered again.

      “The Tower will fall. It will be mine. And then our strength will be known.”

      When the Tower fell, he would get his reward. He would earn power that even he did not have now.

      A wave of excitement rushed through him. Yes… All would know their strength soon enough.

      “You will go now and make things ready,” the voice commanded.

      He bobbed his head, nodding his agreement. With it, the flames seemed to fade into nothing and disappear. The room lightened somewhat, so that he could almost see his hand if he held it out in front of him. He knew what he needed to do. There were others waiting for him now.

      He moved toward the door he knew was behind him. At least, it had been behind him when he’d entered. He could see nothing in the dark, could not really remember where he was in the room.

      I can change that.

      With the thought, a glow erupted in front of him. A huge ball of light seemed to float before him, illuminating everything. With the light, he could suddenly see everything better, could see where he was in the small room.

      Turning his head, he saw a small wooden shelf in one corner, its stain fading. The door was near the shelf.

      How did I get so turned around?

      It did not matter now. What mattered was that he needed to reach the room where others waited. It was his turn to issue commands.

      He stepped quickly to the door and let himself out. It was better lit out in the narrow hall, the lamps along the walls nearly brushing at his robe. At least he had kept them lit, so he could see his steps on his way out. He had not worried that someone might have followed him.

      He found his way quickly to the end of the hall, and without pausing, he quickly went down, taking the stairs two at a time as he readied himself for what he would say to the others. They would obey.

      At the second landing, he turned down the hall. It was wider here, enough so that at least four men could walk abreast. Fewer lamps were lit along the walls. The shadows seemed to stretch out ahead of him, pulling at him. He ignored the sensation. He passed several doors before coming to the one he wanted.

      It looked aged and unused for years. Rust clung to the steel hinges, and cobwebs adorned the metal handle. He was careful when he pushed it open not to disrupt either. It was best to let the appearance of age and disuse remain.

      The room was dark, as he had instructed. The glowing light he generated reappeared, casting light about the small room. Seven Magi were now visible around the room, few close enough to another to touch, and all with hoods covering their faces. He suspected few knew of any of the others’ involvement.

      “It is good you all are here before me,” he began.

      It was best to establish his authority. It was best to instill a little fear. He saw them nod. Good, he knew. They would follow.

      “We must know what Alriyn is about. We must know what the general is about.” He paused looking about the room.

      He had not had time to discover what Endric’s ploy was, though he suspected. The man had always been far too informed. It had to have been his decision to send the apprentices north, but they would be too late to do anything.

      “What reports do you have?” he asked.

      He waited and listened. Most he had already heard. Some were new. They would be ready. He smiled and could almost see the fear in their eyes as he did.
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      Roelle looked around the village. The small thatch-covered house to her left seemed much brighter since some of the Magi warriors had begun using it. To her right, a similar house was brightly lit as well. Everyone was glad for the night in a town, brief though it would be.

      Though small, a low wall encircled the whole of it. She saw the rough stone outline from where she stood, dark shadows covering much of it. It reached the height of her chest, low enough that she could still see over, and high enough that a normal-sized man would be able to find cover behind it. It would serve its purpose.

      Her feet thumped lightly along the stone road as she walked, the sound muffled by her soft leather soles, and her gaze darted quickly about her. She never let her eyes rest for long. There was much to see. Much to watch for. A large part of her was afraid to let her guard down, afraid that they might miss an attack. They had almost missed today’s.

      Soft footsteps broke through her reverie and the night’s silence. Roelle turned quickly to see who was following. Lendra.

      “Are you feeling better?” she asked.

      Lendra nodded. “As soon as we left the valley, it started going away. I’ve been feeling normal since about nightfall.” Her voice was a soft whisper, her breath visible in the cool night air. “How is Indrosea?” she asked.

      She had gotten worse on the two-hour ride from the valley.

      “The same. We can’t seem to wake her, and healing has done little. Selton is with her now.” She nodded in reply. “He is among the most skilled of us. He will do what he can.”

      “What will you do now?” she asked.

      Roelle looked around at the small town, their protection for the night. “We need to send proof to the Council,” she answered. They had thought to take back a body, covering it with a tarp, but the guides had been unable to stand the stench, so they had left it behind. They had taken a head, though, coating it in oil and wrapping it in enough coverings that the guides had been able to tolerate traveling with it.

      “You will go back?” she asked.

      Roelle looked at her, then looked at the empty houses of the village. The story of the woman who had lost her son and husband stuck with her. “I must,” she said, and it pained her. “The Deshmahne remain a threat and we’re too few…”

      “The Denraen said their soldiers would not have been able to help,” Lendra said, clearly changing tact. “The guides speak of you and the other Magi as soldiers now, and I hear respect.”

      Most had done little so far to earn respect, yet they were soldiers. It was still a difficult transition for her to feel like anything other than a Mage, but she knew she must.

      Lendra smiled at her, and Roelle felt herself relax. “You move in a way they cannot,” she said. “It must be something of your abilities.”

      “Alriyn thought so,” she said quietly. None had ever learned if the Magi had physical abilities; they had focused on their mental gifts for centuries. Yet they now knew the Magi did have physical abilities as well. They were quick to learn, Roelle had noted. Their movements were more fluid, more natural, than the men they learned from. It had not taken long for their abilities to surpass their instructors.

      Except Endric.

      None had beaten Endric. And Jakob—she didn’t think about him as often anymore, but she hadn’t beaten him either. If only she’d had more time to get to know him. He was… intriguing. It surprised her that she would travel as far as she had to find someone who appealed to her the way he did.

      She shook Jakob from her thoughts. It would not do to spend time thinking about someone she wouldn’t see again soon, even if he had been sent north. Hers was a different mission.

      “Will the Council help?” Lendra asked.

      “I don’t know,” she answered. She wasn’t sure they could help even if they wanted to. Most had lived decades or longer with their Urmahne training. Roelle had not even reached twenty, and still she struggled with these new ideas that went against what she had been taught.

      They stood in silence for a moment and stared at the sky. After a while, she lowered her gaze to the wall and the warriors who patrolled its perimeter. Magi eyesight gave an them advantage, but Roelle worried about how they would see at night what was difficult to see in the full light of day.

      Lendra gagged suddenly, and Roelle turned to her. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. The smell…”

      Smell. That had been all the notice they had earlier. “Where?” She heard the urgency in her own voice. She’d need to be more careful with her tone.

      Lendra stretched out her hand, pointing to the wall to her left. “There I think.” She paused, sniffing the air. “Yes, definitely there. But there’s something more. I can’t quite put my finger on it.” She grimaced as she started to pale.

      “Lendra. Run to the center of the village and sound the alarm. Then stay inside the house with Hester and the Denraen.”

      She nodded, gave Roelle’s arm a squeeze, and took off running.

      Roelle turned her attention back to the wall and sprinted to where Lendra had pointed. As she ran, she pulled her sword from its sheath. It felt heavier than usual. Probably heavy with the knowledge it would soon be used for more than mere yard play. She would fight again and she would kill. She knew it was necessary, knew that it was right, yet still worried that she would hesitate. Would the Urmahne education overwhelm her knowledge of what she needed to do, or would she be able to fight, as she knew she must?

      Nearing the low wall, several of the warriors on patrol saw her, saw her sword unsheathed, and ran to join her.

      The effect was almost immediate. Warriors came running from all directions, Selton among them, all careful to mask the sounds of their footsteps as much as possible. It wasn’t long before they were nearly forty strong along the wall. Though they were larger in number, there were other areas to patrol, other duties that needed tending. Help would come if they needed it.

      “What do you see?” Selton asked her.

      “Nothing. Lendra smelled them,” she whispered. Stretching out with her enhance vision, she still saw nothing.

      They waited.

      With as many people as now hunkered with her near the wall, it was amazingly quiet. The occasional cricket chirped, and the fires from the hearths of houses they’d settled into crackled faintly, but otherwise the night was silent.

      They waited.

      It felt like time stood still.

      At the same time, it wasn’t a long wait. Rennen suddenly motioned with a quick flick of his head out into the night, and Roelle focused her eyes into the distance, searching for motion, before finally seeing it. Only about twenty feet away and coming in quickly.

      She couldn’t believe how quickly they moved or how difficult it was to see them. They were nothing more than an dark fog, flashes of form and little else.

      These thoughts passed through her mind in the short span between seeing them and when they reached the wall. They climbed it easily, their movements quick and silent. Claws helped them move up and over the wall as if it were nothing. Suddenly, they were upon them and moving almost faster than she could track.

      How did we only lose one the last time?

      The thought came suddenly and was gone. She slashed with her sword at the first sign of movement from the creatures.

      She felt the thud of impact as it jarred her arm and the rest of her body. The creature fell, materializing as it dropped to the ground in a mess of blood and gore. Roelle ignored it, moving onto the next target. She flowed from one creature to another, her sword a flurry of energy and movement as she attacked each creature she encountered.

      Roelle used the trick Endric had taught her, the one she had taught the others, about focusing their minds, opening them as if stretching toward their abilities. With it, there was a sense of slowing such that she could respond more quickly than she could otherwise. But even with her abilities, she struggled.

      They fought for what seemed hours. Her arms began to burn with the effort. She hacked at the creatures with her sword to penetrate their thick skin. The vile odor of their blood filled the night air as she hacked. She could almost taste it. The creatures and her sword were a blur in the night.

      One of the creatures reached too close and she was forced back. Without thinking what she did, she froze the air around it, and then struck the creature. She mouthed a quick prayer for strength even as she felt her energy waning.

      Then as suddenly as it had all begun, there didn’t seem to be another creature for her to attack. They had won.

      She looked around and counted about thirty of the creatures, gray skin as repulsive now as it had been that afternoon, lying dead or dying on the ground. Many missed limbs or bore gaping wounds across their abdomens. She looked at her troops. All looked exhausted and all stared at her. Her throat was too dry for words, so she said nothing.

      On the ground near the wall, one of the warriors lay motionless, back twisted at an impossible angle. Long, dark hair flowed from her head, a pool of blood forming around it.

      Emili.

      Nearby was another warrior, another woman, mouth frozen in a scream, her head detached from her body.

      Sessah.

      She wanted to vomit.

      It was an escape path. The creatures that had decided to run rather than die had fought their way out as much as they had fought their way in.

      She began to turn away when he heard a moan from near the wall. It was a deep sound, scarcely a breath.

      She ran over, dropping her sword as she ran. Matthew lay nearly motionless next to the wall, his chest barely rising. A huge tear opened his intestines to the night air, and the stink of them was overpowering up close. His mouth worked at words, air seeping from wounded lungs.

      “Help me.” She saw the words on Matthew’s lips more than she heard the sound from his voice. The cry tore at her.

      She closed her eyes and focused. She found the open part of her mind and stretched to fill it, knowing she would need every ounce of her skill to save him. Her hands ran over wounded flesh, closing it together. As her hands closed around the flesh, she reached out with her own energy probing into Matthew’s flesh. It was cold.

      She felt where his energy had left the flesh. Stretching, she tried to fill the void with her own energy, forcing as much as she could, and then more, and then more as she drew upon the manehlin. Still the flesh would not warm, would not retake its own energy. She tried to force more and more as she started screaming...

      …and found herself pulled backward.

      She looked up. Selton had grabbed her under the arms, pulling her back.

      “You can do nothing save kill yourself. He’s gone.”

      “I need to try.”

      Selton lifted her to her feet. “You can do nothing. I can do nothing.” The words were soft and bereft of any emotion. And coming from Selton, so gifted at healing, final.

      She stared up at the sky. The world was dark around them, the night silent again. After a while, she looked over at Selton. He shook his head.

      “Jianna is gone. And Torre. As are two of our guides.”

      “Killed?” she heard herself ask. It seemed so distant from where her mind was.

      “No. Gone,” Selton replied. “They were taken before they could join Lendra and the other Denraen back at the house. Jianna and Torre were injured in the fighting and have since disappeared, as have the guides.” His gaze shifted across their small battlefield. “They just disappeared in the battle.”

      This night was getting worse by the hour. She found her gaze following the dead warriors to the wall. Along the escape path.

      They should follow. And lose more? How could they not try to save them?

      She shook her head, clearing it. The cause was what was important. They were to find the Antrilii and report back to the Council. Did they really need to find the Antrilii now that they had found proof of these creatures? Their numbers were too few as it was, and she knew they could not face many more attacks like this. Now they only had Hester and one guide remaining.

      She looked up again at the black night and the stars, sending out another prayer to the gods for help and for strength.

      “What now?” Selton asked.

      She didn’t get a chance to answer. Lendra came running up to them, her eyes widening as she saw the mess of the creatures lying strewn about the wall. Her face must have carried a strange expression because the first words she said to Roelle were, “I know you told me to stay inside the house”—her eyes darted about again before resting on her—“but your Mage, Inraith, sent me to find you.”

      Roelle nodded, encouraging her to go on.

      “There was another attack on the other side of the camp. Stronger than this one.” She shook her head, disbelieving. “He asked you to bring some warriors with you to help.”

      Irritation rose within her. Roelle should have anticipated and planned for simultaneous attacks.

      Motioning to some of the nearest Magi, they passed the message on to others. She began running, Selton and Lendra beside her, and about ten other Magi following. It was going to be a long night.

      “Stay with Hester this time, Lendra.” She tried to make her tone soft, but was sure that it came off more harshly than she’d intended.

      The town was not large, so running from one side to the other didn’t take long. Her ears brought the scene to her before her eyes could. It was the sound of battle, a few screams, but it seemed fewer defenders than attackers. She wasn’t sure if she and her ten would be enough to make a difference.

      When she finally saw the battle, her heart dropped. There were nearly six dozen of the creatures and only twenty of her warriors already fighting alongside Inraith. More of the creatures crawled over the wall as she watched. A few already lay dying on the hard ground, and she saw one of the Magi down as well. She couldn’t make out features in the darkness. She didn’t know which of her friends she’d already lost, and she didn’t have time to wait.

      Roelle moved in. She didn’t pause to gesture a command, simply attacked with the image of the dead Mage warrior implanted in her mind, rage granting her strength. She forgot about the burning in her shoulders, ignored the jarring that came again with each thrust and swipe of her sword. She focused only on the creature in front of her. When the creature she was fighting fell or moved, she turned to another creature, to another attack. Her movements flowed. Always, she pushed at her abilities. It gave her clarity, and she felt her movements quicken but her strength would not last long by doing it. The sword felt a part of her like it had never felt before as she moved in a deadly dance.

      She felt every jolt as her sword found grotesque flesh, felt the rush of warm blood spray over her hand more times than she could count. A clearing opened around her, and as she looked at what unfolded around her, she realized the creatures still had them outnumbered.

      Too many!

      A moment of hopelessness overcame her, but a sound in the night, distinct from that of their battle, startled her from those desperate thoughts.

      A braying sound, that of dogs or wolves, howled and rang in the darkness.

      She shivered at the sound, feeling a different fear. At the same time, the ferocity of the attack increased, and she had to focus more intently on the three creatures suddenly before her. A hard mental push, forcing her focus into the open part of her mind where her abilities resided, left her with a stabbing headache and increased focus and let her dispatch those three quickly.

      Another chorus of howls broke through the din of the battle.

      Hair stood up on her neck. These were closer. And louder. The cries were urgent and braying, and her heart pounded harder each time she heard them.

      “What is that?” someone yelled.

      She didn’t know. Could it be that these creatures had some evil companions? From the sounds of the cries, there was more than one.

      Roelle took down two more of the creatures and paused long enough to look around. There were still too many around them and more kept coming over the wall. How many were there? Could they hold?

      Not if they had to face something else as well.

      “Push!” she hollered, trying to strengthen those fighting.

      It seemed to work. The creatures were slowly pushed back, inch by inch, and the inky clambering over the wall seemed to slow. Gray corpses were everywhere, and somehow the warriors fought on.

      The haunting howl grew closer, and the creatures seemed to fight with an increased, furious energy, baring their teeth, claws flailing.

      Suddenly, flashes of dark fur flew through the air, leaping over the wall and landing among the clouds of dust, clearly having no issue seeing the creatures. Nearly ten in all, these beasts were the size of a small horse, with the frame of a panther or lion, ferocious intensity in their eyes. The largest of them roared, a terrifying sound, and they all moved gracefully, stalking the groeliin before attacking and tearing at them with a manic intensity.

      “They fight with us!” Selton hollered.

      The warriors’ apparent allies quickly took out twice their number of groeliin. The Magi pushed forward, attacking as well, and between them and the cats, the creatures were brought down.

      Roelle looked around, amazed.

      There were more dead creatures than she could easily count. She saw a few of her Magi injured or dead among them, but none of the cats were injured.

      How?

      A loud whistle cut through the night, and the largest cat roared again before leaping off, the others quickly following.

      The night fell into silence. Only Roelle’s heavy breathing broke the silence. Around her the others stood stunned and exhausted. No one spoke.

      “What were those?” she asked aloud, not expecting an answer. Her voice was breathy and barely more than a croak. Somehow, it echoed in the night.

      A voice from the other side of the wall startled Roelle.

      “Those,” a deep voice said, “are the merahl.”
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      Jakob was unsure where he was when he first awoke. He remembered the forest, but this wasn’t the forest. He was in a strange room. Light filtered in through a small hole in the wall, and a low, translucent haze hung in the air. There was a familiar scent in the air, one of flowers mixed with earthy undertones, and he was comforted by it. Jakob stretched, pulling tension from his arms and legs, feeling the muscles ease as he did, and he suddenly remembered.

      They had feasted, dining on food unlike anything Jakob had ever tasted, listening to rhythmic music. There had been more, but most of it was a blur, and he struggled to remember.

      The thick carpet of grass that covered the floor pulled at him, seductively dragging him back toward sleep. He resisted the urge and stood, shifting his sword where it had remained attached while he’d slept, and the slow pulsing in his mind returned. There was a buzzing, almost a quiet humming, that he sensed around him, and he could see the haze around everything.

      Jakob had to duck to keep from hitting his head on the low ceiling of the strange room as he stood. That helped his memory a bit as he recalled one of the daneamiin escorting him up the inside of a tree. Through the open doorway, a small landing gave view of the narrow staircase winding its way both upward and downward. He saw nothing in the darkness above him, only the stairs spiraling higher and higher. He chose to go down. Walking carefully down the steps, he ran his hand along the wall, finding it smooth.

      Jakob reached the bottom of the stairs, at the base of the tree, and bright light streamed in through the small arch. He had to duck to get out and into the light of the day. Many daneamiin wandered about the clearing, and the huge building in the center was especially abuzz. The daneamiin moving around the enormous structure seemed to blink in and out of sight, as if they were disappearing and reappearing.

      It was not only in the clearing where the daneamiin wandered. Overhead, others moved along the rope walkways connecting the trees, strolling casually. Others were even higher still, walking along the branches themselves. Each movement shimmered as they flickered along their path. Jakob could not help but stare.

      A light touch on the back of his arm caused him to spin quickly. The daneamiin he had met the night before, Anda, stood before him. She was tall, at least four fingers taller than he was, yet carried herself gracefully and did not seem to tower over him.

      “Anda,” he said as he hid his surprise at how quietly she had come up on him.

      She nodded, the top of her hairless head tilting toward him in reply. She blinked briefly, her strangely exotic eyes closing almost like curtains, and then smiled. It spread to her eyes, and Jakob found himself smiling back at her.

      “Did you find your sleep restful, Jakob Nialsen?” Her voice was soft and sweet with a tone and an accent that tugged at him the way the ahmaean did.

      He nodded. It had been restful, perhaps more than any sleep he had ever known. And dreamless. His sleep had been fitful lately, dreams of fiery eyes and the goddesses haunting him at night. “It was. Thank you.”

      “Thanks are not needed.” She stepped away from beside the tree, where it looked like she had been waiting for him to wake. Motioning to him with a long, slender finger, she said, “Come, you will have a busy day. Cleanse yourself before you start it.”

      She led him into the forest, through the trees and on a winding route. All along, ahmaean surrounded everything. He soon lost his sense of direction and couldn’t tell which way they had come. As he looked behind him, he couldn’t even see his footprints. The more he tried, the more confused he became.

      Above them were still a few of the tree structures, though he was unable to see any of the rope bridges connecting them. He wondered if the trees in this part of the forest grew close enough together that the bridges weren’t needed. He couldn’t tell and couldn’t see any daneamiin moving above him, only an occasional glimpse of their buildings, all leafy green and blending with the trees. Ahmaean surrounded everything in the trees too.

      Finally, they reached a large pond with trees growing by the edge of the water, casting shade over its surface. Bright flowers also grew at the water’s edge, with small insects hovering over them. Some sunlight streamed down, giving a little light to the water. Anda nodded toward the pond. He began to undress, and Anda moved to a nearby tree and averted her gaze. As he stepped into the water, he found it to be incredibly warm, and his skin tingled as if bubbles burst along his flesh.

      “Are you going to bathe?” he called out to Anda who still stood near the tree, though her gaze was no longer averted.

      “I have already, Jakob Nialsen.”

      He ducked fully beneath the surface, feeling the warm tingling the skin on his face and neck, before emerging once again. The water refreshed him. He let the silence of the forest surround him as he scrubbed himself. Anda seemed content with the silence. He sighed as a feeling of relaxation moved through him.

      After relaxing a while, he opened his eyes to see Anda watching him. “Why do the daneamiin live in the trees?” he asked.

      She stepped away from the trees and closer toward the water’s edge. Slowly, she eased herself to a sitting position and let her bare toes just dip into the water. “The trees allow us to live with them.”

      He laughed lightly, feeling a little strange. “Why do you want to?”

      A confused look crept across her face. “Why do your people choose to tear down the trees only to build something less than what was?”

      He had no response. He watched her slender toes as they traced a strange design in the water. The movement was casually deliberate.

      After a long pause, she spoke again. “You have seen the groeliin?” Seeing his face, she continued. “Yes, I thought that you had.” She stared at him a moment, her large dark eyes holding his gaze. “They came into our lands long ago. We hid from them by staying within the trees. Still, they destroyed much.”

      “You didn’t fight back?”

      She shook her head slowly. “Your kind always rushes to violence,” she began. It was a gentle admonition. “No, we could not destroy the groeliin. Our doing so would only damage the Maker.”

      “Sometimes, fighting is the only way to prevent more fighting.”

      “Another of your kind told us the same thing,” she said softly. “Yet, it has changed little.”

      Jakob didn’t know what to say. She obviously thought very little of his kind. How many other daneamiin thought the same way?

      “Why did they leave, then?”

      “They didn’t, not really. They live on violence, and we live in peace. The trees protected us,” she said before falling silent.

      The groeliin did not seem as if they would simply leave because there was nothing to destroy. He knew little about them, could not even guess their motivation, but that seemed unlikely.

      “Are you cleansed?” she asked, breaking into his thoughts.

      He nodded.

      “We must prepare then,” she told him.

      “To where?” he asked, beginning to move toward the edge of the pond.

      “You meet with the Cala maah today,” she answered.

      He mouthed the words, and they did not come off his tongue easily, yet reminded him of the ancient language. “What is the Cala maah?”

      She paused to think. “The Cala maah guide us,” she answered, turning away as he got out of the water. “We are to see them once you have been cleansed.”

      Anda guided him to the edge of the forest. “I will see if the Cala maah are ready for you. When they are ready, I will find you.”

      As she went toward the clearing, he wandered off on his own. He wanted to see the daneamiin city, but he decided to explore the forest—and the ahmaean he saw within it—a bit more.

      The canopy of the massive trees blocked the sunlight and the forest had a muted sound. There was the occasional rustling of leaves as a breeze blew through, as well as the chirping of birds, and every so often, a scurrying sound as something made its way across the tree branches. A few insects buzzed nearby, but none of them bit him. The air had that familiar fragrance to it, one of flowers and fruit and leaves, a sweet and pleasant aroma.

      This was the first time he’d been alone since coming to this place. His mind swam with what he had seen, barely able to take it all in. For so long, he’d dreamed of adventure like those told in Jarren Gildeun’s stories, and now he was here, beyond the Great Valley, where even he had never reached.

      Still… he worried about the purpose here. They brought the trunk, but after all that was lost to get it here, it held only a few small stones. What did those have to do with anything? What help would they provide?

      And now he was so far away from everything and everyone he knew. The fear that he was going mad had faded, replaced with overwhelming sense of surprise… and worry about the changes that had occurred within him, changes he had no answers for. Brohmin and Salindra both seemed to be better equipped for this.

      Then there were the daneamiin. Though exotic and interesting, he still wasn't certain what to make of them. They reminded him of the Magi, the sense of power they seemed to command, but in other ways, they were entirely different. There was a peace about them. A sense of calmness the Magi he’d met did not possess.

      Jakob felt that being here, staying with the trees, within the forest, away from the rest of the world, protected him from Deshmahne and from the groeliin—the creatures out of a nightmare—but was that what he was meant to do?

      Jakob didn't know.

      He had completed the mission Novan and Endric had given him. He brought the trunk north. What now for him?

      Was he meant to return to Novan? Was he meant to stay apprenticed to the historian and serve under him? Would that be enough anymore?

      Novan would be disappointed to know that he hadn't documented what he'd seen very well. Much of what Jakob had done, the way that he’d intervened, would have disappointed the historian. What would Novan have thought about coming east of the Great Valley? What questions would he have for the daneamiin? That Jakob didn’t even know what questions to ask told him that he wouldn’t make a very good historian.

      Jakob turned back toward the daneamiin city, marveling at the size and scope and the way it integrated into the forest. But even here, where he thought he was alone, there was a sense of eyes upon him.

      Though he enjoyed the peace and serenity he found in the forest, he found himself not wanting to be away from the beauty of the city any longer than necessary. How long had it been since he had known the sort of relaxation that he felt while here?

      He sighed. It felt calming. All of his fears, worries, and regrets—what might happen to his brother still within the santrium, the loss of his parents, his worry for his friend Braden who had joined the Denraen—all of that faded away within the forest.

      It was a sense of calm he wanted to keep, but that meant staying here, and Jakob knew that wasn't possible. He didn't know what he was destined to do, but he couldn't remain here. This was not his home.

      Waiting for Anda, he sat on a boulder where he could look at the city. He leaned forward and thought he caught a glimpse of a pair of golden eyes, but when he turned, they were gone. It must have been his imagination.

      He blinked slowly, fatigue threatening him, when he sensed of movement.

      It reminded him of the sense of movement he had when dreaming at the heart of the Great Forest, or even the strange vision he’d had as they neared Avaneam when the spear pierced his shoulder. Much like then, he saw the same energy, that which the daneamiin called ahmaean, swirling around everything. It was a translucent sort of energy, one that faded when he wasn't paying attention to it, but became more apparent when he did.

      He blinked again, and felt a part of his mind shift.

      It was a sensation he'd felt several times, one that he had once attributed to the madness, but that couldn't be what it was at all. Whatever he experienced was something else. Jakob didn't know what was happening to him, only that whatever it was meant he had abilities he shouldn’t have.

      Perhaps Brohmin might have answers—if he was willing to offer them. Maybe Novan would if he could rejoin him. More than anything else, that would be reason enough to find the historian again.

      He blinked again, and there was another sense of shifting.

      Was it his imagination, or did the forest grow thicker?

      Not just thicker, but the light that filtered through the trees did so with less intensity.

      Jakob frowned and started to stand, but his legs didn't carry him.

      He blinked again. This time when he opened them, there was a sort of darkness around him. The forest had faded, as if he’d wandered into some darker part of it.

      Jakob blinked again.

      When he opened his eyes this time, he saw three distinct points of light. They were like candles, or flames flickering, but why would that be in the forest?

      A vision. He was having a waking vision.

      What did that mean for him?

      He felt incredible power near him, and he strained, trying to see through the darkness but struggled to do so. Near the flickering candles, he thought he had a sense of something, a presence, and one that he had known before. There was warmth to it… but something else.

      Pain.

      As he stared, there was a flickering.

      Creatures appeared, one at each flame, looking like some massive version of the groeliin. These were different. Powerful.

      In the vision, they turned their attention to him, and he wanted to get away, but his body didn’t move. He could feel the power that built from them, a dark energy he couldn’t see but felt. Thick ahmaean swirled and he shivered.

      His throat was dry and he blinked.

      This time, he was certain there was movement. This time, he knew he traveled as he shifted, as his mind moved.

      How was that possible?

      What was happening to him?

      He blinked again. The forest began to reappear.

      Jakob took a deep breath, blinking rapidly, and as he did, and his mind seemed to settle back into place, returning to normal. As it did, he realized he was back in the forest. He was safe.

      His heart still hammered.

      He might be safe, but whatever that presence was—that warmth that he detected—in his vision wasn’t safe.

      Was it the goddess?

      Jakob stood with a start. The Cala maah might be waiting for him, but he needed to find Brohmin.
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      Salindra walked through the huge clearing. She had never seen anything quite like the structure at the center of it all. Grass, trees, and stone all blended into an enormous structure. With a massive tree at the center of all of it!

      There was much about this land she found difficult to believe. The Council would be amazed the land was inhabitable, let alone that a whole race of people lived here. That she had traveled here at all seemed beyond impossible, yet Brohmin had shrugged it off, as if he had been here before. She shook her head at the thought.

      There was much about Brohmin she didn’t understand. From the first time she’d met him, he seemed somehow more than any man she had ever met. His open disdain for anything her people did was surprising, and had he not shown the same disdain for the Deshmahne, she would have thought he sided with the warrior priests, but he’d been even more dismissive of them than he had the Magi.

      Still… he’d kept her alive, delaying the effects of what had been inflicted upon her. She still had some of her ability and connection to that which made her Mageborn, but nothing close to what she’d once possessed. If what Brohmin had told her about the High Priest was true, then he had stolen from her to strengthen himself. Brohmin had slowed that loss, but not stopped it.

      It was hard for her to let go of the thoughts about Brohmin. The daneamiin had called him Brohmin Ulruuy, the name of a man five hundred years gone, a man her people had chosen as Uniter only to watch him fail. She remembered the stories about him well. His violence had brought no peace, the histories told, only more violence. Yet, that was over five hundred years ago. He could not be the same man. That was even more impossible than her traveling to the Unknown Lands.

      In spite of knowing it impossible, there was something about him that bothered her, had always bothered her. He spoke as one who knew things he should not. Like what he knew of the High Priest. If what he said was true, if he was truly there when Raime… changed… then Brohmin was more than centuries old.

      It simply was not possible.

      Then again, much that she had seen was not possible. This boy was another. So much strangeness surrounded him, followed him, and Brohmin told her but a little of what he knew. He could be infuriating at times.

      She walked on, exploring the clearing, staring at the building. Salindra brushed back her brown hair, studying the structure. Her thoughts kept drifting back to Brohmin. She found herself thinking of him often, a strange appeal that she didn’t fully understand.

      Where had he gone?

      She’d not seen him—or Jakob—since the festivities. There was something about Brohmin, something about how he was capable in a way that few Mageborn could replicate. She had found him both reassuring and concerning. He had saved her, from more than the groeliin. Salindra was not sure what she would have done had the man not found her. She would be forever grateful to him for that.

      While lost in thought, she had reached the edge of the clearing. Glancing around the area, looking at the daneamiin as they moved about, she grew tired just watching. Her energy had been weak since her branding, and more so of late, drained from her along with her powers. Even Brohmin’s healing had only slowed it.

      There were days early on when she could practically feel it as it flowed from her. She cried often then, tears of her loss, knowing she could never return to the city of her birth. What would the Council do if she did?

      I will never sit among them now.

      There was a time that was important. It seemed so distant now.

      She still could not reach that empty part within her, that part of her that granted access to what made her Magi. She could reach for it, but with every effort, it slipped farther away. That part of her mind was closed to her now. It was enough to keep her up at night, if not for the fatigue.

      But last night, her sleep had been one of the most restful nights she had ever experienced. She had awoken feeling better than she had in months. In spite of that, already she felt tired, exhausted after only a short amount of walking this morning. How had she managed the hike the day before? Sheer determination, she supposed. She doubted she could do it again.

      She turned her attention back to the forest. It would be easy to lose herself in the dark woods, but would that be so bad? If she let herself wander, to disappear, maybe she wouldn’t have to suffer the way that she did. Maybe she would finally be able to rest.

      Salindra shoved away the dark thoughts. There was too much still to learn, too much she had never known existed.

      These daneamiin had something to them that rivaled what she once had, what any Mageborn had, she suspected. It was different. She could almost see it in the way they moved. Different, but similar. Stronger too, perhaps. How had they gone unnoticed for so long?

      She suddenly realized that she had wandered deep into the forest. Looking over her shoulder, she could see the edge of the clearing.

      How did I walk so far?

      She stopped so that she didn’t wander out of view of the clearing. She had no illusion she could find her way back. Movement out of the corner of her eyes caught her attention. She turned slowly and nearly jumped out of her skin.

      A huge cat sat in front of her, like no creature she’d ever seen or read about. Golden fur coated the creature, long and shaggy and seemingly unfit for the warm weather. It simply watched her, eyes unmoving, considering her. Intelligence gleamed brightly from those golden eyes, intelligence unlike she had ever seen in an animal. It held her captive in its gaze in a way that made her feel she was being examined. She couldn’t move, wouldn’t let herself move.

      A tingling sensation washed over her, almost so quickly that it might not have been there before it was gone. With it came a wave of emotions—joy, sorrow, and rage all bundled into one strange sensation. Salindra shuddered, shocked and afraid to move. Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, it loped off into the forest, quickly disappearing.

      A light touch at her shoulder made her jump. Elin smiled at her.

      “I just saw,” she started, shaking her head. “Some sort of beast, a cat or something…”

      Elin tilted his head and considered her for a moment, and a brief look of surprise flitted across his face before he nodded. “A nemerahl, I suppose, though I am surprised you would see one.”

      “It just stood over there, staring at me,” she told him, motioning to the spot where the big cat had stood. She shivered again as she remembered how it had made her feel.

      Elin nodded. “They are rarely seen, and then only when they want to be.”

      “Its eyes, they seemed so…”

      “They are wise creatures. Surprisingly wise.” He looked at her again, seeming to consider. “Come, you are requested.”

      “Me? Who requests me?” she asked.

      “The Cala maah. Come.”

      She abandoned her next question as he moved quickly away from her, and followed him into the clearing. His quick pace was tiring, and she felt herself draining even more. Salindra wondered if she had reached the end of her abilities. Would she have to learn to live with the constant emptiness and lack of energy she now felt?

      If she could, she would scrub the damned brands from her skin, but the slightest touch was tender. The sight of them filled her with a mixture of rage and helplessness. If Brohmin couldn’t help her, she doubted anyone could. The Magi certainly couldn’t do anything about the brands.

      When the Deshmahne had taken her, she had been so confident she could convert them, so confident they didn’t represent a threat to her, that it had blinded her. She still remembered the shock of the speed at which they had subdued her and the Denraen tasked to the city with her. Salindra could still smell the soldiers’ blood as their heads fell from their lifeless bodies while she was forced to watch.

      She had felt anger then. Real torture had come next.

      She remembered little of it, save the screaming and the hoarseness of her voice. Shadows and chanting came to her in dreams now and then, and she knew it was memories of her branding. It was then she had learned helplessness and fear. It was a lesson she had not forgotten.

      Salindra still didn’t know why she had been released; helpless as a child and as weak as a newborn babe, little from those first weeks remained in her memory. She was thankful of that. All that remained of who she had been, the Magi representative to Rondalin, were the brandings.

      Elin saw her dragging behind and slowed so that she could catch him. “The Cala maah waits, Salindra Indrianne.” Her tired eyes stared into his strange dark ones. He smiled a knowing smile. “You will find strength with them.”

      She smiled back at him weakly. Strength had left her more quickly than it used to, despite her rest the night before. She managed to follow Elin and realized he led her toward the huge building. The clearing around it was mostly devoid of other daneamiin. Where had they gone?

      There had been so many. When Elin had said there were too many to count, she had thought him facetious, but in her time wandering the city, she really had seen more than she could count. She could scarcely believe their numbers, and if they all had something like the Magi ability… it was more than even the Magi.

      If word of them got out, what would it mean for the Urmahne?

      That was something she hadn’t given thought to, but everything she’d seen made it seem like the daneamiin had no interest in anything other than peace. Could it be possible they followed the Urmahne as well?

      They reached the huge open archway, and he led her through it, and into the building. No one came out to greet her. Elin motioned her to continue, pointing toward a doorway. When she resisted, he gently took her elbow and led her.

      Warmth from his touch came through the long shirt she wore today. There was power in his grip, but he was careful with her, almost as one would be with a child. Once she would have taken offense, but today, it only comforted her.

      They reached the open doorway and turned toward the left. Their sloped path spiraled downward, and the light around them quickly faded into darkness. Something about the daneamiin radiated calm, and she knew she could trust Elin.

      After walking a short way, she saw a flickering light of a candle in the distance. When they reached it, she noted a large room with a single candle at the center. Six daneamiin knelt in a circle in the center of the room. There was nothing else around her, and the light of the candle wasn’t bright enough to see much else.

      Elin led her to the center of the circle. Salindra looked at each of the faces, suddenly somewhat uncertain. She couldn’t tell male from female daneamiin and gave up trying. As she reached the center of the circle, Elin left her. She watched his departure as long as she could without turning around.

      What answers would she receive here? Elin had promised her answers, hadn’t he?

      This wasn’t a place for answers. This was different. She wasn’t sure exactly what they wanted of her, but her heart quickened just the same.

      “Sit, Salindra Indrianne,” a voice directed from behind her. It was deep and musical. The voice was similar to the voice of the daneamiin who had welcomed them yesterday. She resisted the urge to turn and look.

      She sat. She knew of no other option. The daneamiin held one another’s hands and hairless heads reflected some of the candle’s light, giving them a strange glow.

      As she looked around at the six daneamiin, they began to shimmer in and out, reminding her of how they moved when they had first appeared. Salindra suspected it was only the strange shadows from the candle, but she thought she could feel the daneamiin move closer to her, though she saw no movement. The strange shimmering increased, and she looked to the candle to see what caused it.

      It snuffed out. Darkness overwhelmed her.

      She felt a presence all around her, almost touching her. Fear coursed through her. It had long since ceased being an unfamiliar feeling to her.

      A cold sensation began to creep into her veins. Her face was first, the unexpected cold stinging her eyes and lips as it moved downward and toward her neck. It stole across her chest and into her lungs before reaching her arms and oozing into the tips of her fingers.

      She shook them, but could not shake the feeling.

      It moved into her heart. Fear turned to terror.

      Are they attacking me? The thought was followed by another: How could Brohmin do this to us?

      The freezing moved across her belly and into her groin. She shook violently, painfully. She opened her mouth to scream, but it would not work. Then she felt the cold move down her legs, tearing at the flesh and muscle in an agonizingly slow manner. It reached her ankles, her feet, where it stopped.

      It throbbed.

      It pulsated.

      It was agony unlike any she had known.

      Her mouth worked soundlessly as she attempted to scream. Her entire body throbbed.

      Then it stopped.

      The candle flickered, as if switched on. One by one, other candles sprang to light along the walls, providing a comfortable light. She focused on the daneamiin all around her, and nothing else.

      “Why?” she demanded. Elin stood at the doorway, his face unreadable, and she cast him a heated glance.

      The daneamiin did not answer.

      She struggled to stand, but found it difficult and collapsed to her knees. She was more tired than she had ever felt, as if every ounce of energy she had left had been pulled out from her, leaving her completely drained. Her head buzzed, achingly, and she could still feel a remnant of the cold.

      She sat there while the daneamiin watched her, silent.

      After a while, a sensation came to her. It was something of a memory and so unexpected that she nearly jumped.

      The part of her mind she filled with her Mageborn abilities practically buzzed. She reached toward it, the trick long memorized. Her mind stretched, filling with her consciousness. She pulled at the manehlin around her, and put out one of the candles, relighting it as soon as she was sure she had done it.

      They had healed her.

      Salindra grabbed at her cloak and pulled it up, studying her ankle. The brands were no longer there.

      She touched the place where they had been. It wasn’t tender. In their place were fresh scars, neatly healed. Could she really be healed, whole again? Was it possible?

      For a fleeting moment, she thought something was different about her abilities, though not enough that she would stop smiling. She shook off the thought, suspecting it was only that way because she had not had them fully in such a long time.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “I can never thank you enough.” She paused to catch her breath. “You have given me back that which I had not thought possible.”

      The daneamiin who had greeted them yesterday stood.

      “But why? Why do I deserve this gift you have given me?” She didn’t want to question, but had to know. It was so unexpected and wonderful, but there had to be a price. There was always a price.

      The daneamiin looked at her for a long moment before answering. “The fibers brought you to us. There is much good before you.”

      Salindra didn’t care that she had no idea what he meant. She felt ready to burst. She was still tired, but began to believe that would pass. “Thank you.”

      She looked around at the other faces. Each seemed neutral, though a bead of sweat gleamed on the forehead of each. Whatever they had done had taken much from each of them. They all looked as tired as she felt.

      As she looked at them, a new question came to her mind.

      “How?” she asked. What they had done hadn’t seemed possible.

      A nod from the one she thought to be the leader made her look toward the doorway. Elin came toward her with the nod. He held her elbow and helped her to stand.

      As he led her from the room, she looked over her shoulder. Each of the six daneamiin looked back at her. Salindra realized she would never get the answer she wanted, but she’d gotten another answer to a question she hadn’t thought to ask.
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      When Anda found him at the edge of the forest, she escorted him back into the city. The trees towered just as high here, and he found his gaze drifting toward the ropes suspended overhead, watching the daneamiin as they strolled along them. There was no rush here, no sense of urgency.

      Yet Jakob felt urgency.

      “I need to find Brohmin,” he said.

      “After. The Cala maah is ready.”

      “You don’t understand—”

      “After you see the Cala maah,” she said again, touching his hand. Warmth seeped from it, leaving him relaxed, but still struggling with the vision, fear of what had happened to the goddess working through him.

      They walked toward the huge structure at the center of the clearing, and at the doorway, Anda stopped him and turned toward him. She glanced at his still drying hair and his dirty shirt and breeches before looking to his booted feet. Her gaze fell on his sword. It hung at his side, its weight so easily ignored that he often forgot he wore it.

      “You will not need that here,” she said.

      They turned toward the door again, but before they could enter, Brohmin came up from behind him and placed a hand on his arm. Jakob let out a sigh of relief.

      “You were summoned?” Brohmin asked.

      “Yes. But, Brohmin—I saw something in the forest. A vision.” He lowered his voice and stepped toward Brohmin. “I don’t know what it meant, but I think I saw the goddess, but she was trapped.”

      “Trapped? You are certain of this?” Brohmin looked from Jakob to Anda. It was the first time Jakob had seen anything other than a serene expression on her face.

      “I think they were groeliin. Three of them, but bigger than any we faced.”

      Brohmin took a shaky breath. “I will look into this while you meet with the Cala maah.”

      “But—”

      “Your meeting with the Cala maah is important. Perhaps Endric was wiser than the rest of us knew. I asked for an audience but have not yet been granted one.” There was a hint of irritation in his voice mixed with something Jakob couldn’t discern. “Alyta meant for us to be here. The trunk was meant to come here, to the daneamiin. And you were meant to meet the Cala maah.”

      “I don’t understand. Why? And what if she’s been taken?” he asked.

      Brohmin turned his steely eyes upon Jakob. “I will worry about that. As to the first, I think you are to be tested.”

      “For what?”

      “I can’t answer that for you. If this is what I think, you can’t know ahead of time. Knowing might prevent you from succeeding, and I begin to think you must succeed.” Brohmin sighed. “I pray Endric knew what he was doing.”

      Brohmin watched him a moment before nodding and turning away.

      Anda guided him through the doorway, and passing beneath, he felt a slight chill. The doorway was earth and stone covering huge twisting roots of the tree. The earth and grass clung to them, coating them, making them more than simply the tree’s roots. As they moved farther into the building, he could see little, but there was a thick haze distinct from the growing darkness clouding everything he saw.

      Anda led him straight until he was in a huge room filled with light. The walls were made of dirt at his level, supported by the roots of the tree mingling with stone as they rose high above him to a barely visible ceiling. There was no sign of windows along the walls, no sign of access to the outside light, yet the room was awash with a bright natural light. Jakob could not tell the source. Daneamiin sat on the grass-covered floor in rows, legs crossed. Otherwise the room was empty.

      Not empty.

      The three figures that had been in the trunk were placed around the room, like points on a triangle. They reminded him of what he’d seen in his vision in the forest, when he thought he saw Alyta. Like with the vision, ahmaean drifted from them, power swirling around the room.

      “The Cala maah,” Anda whispered to him, drawing his attention away.

      She took his hand and led him before the daneamiin. They stopped, and she remained motionless, still holding onto his hand. The comfort it provided was welcome.

      He looked around at the faces of the daneamiin. There were dozens, and he began to feel overwhelmed. Not because of the number of daneamiin but more because of what he sensed about them, a sort of power. It was something he hadn’t even detected when traveling with Haerlin and Roelle.

      He recognized the daneamiin who had welcomed them when they had reached the clearing—Aruhn. He sat at the front in his own row, legs crossed before him and his eyes staring intently. Did his separation from the others mean he led the Cala maah? Did it mean he was the most powerful of the daneamiin?

      Some among them appeared young, much like Elin or Chollin, whereas others had the look of age, with wrinkled features like Aruhn. With the daneamiin, determining age was difficult. Not only age, but gender. Some appeared to have features like Anda, a slightly more feminine tilt to their eyes, and a slighter frame, but even the men were slight of build and had soft features.

      “You seem surprised.”

      He glanced over to Anda. “Some look too young to be leaders of your people.” He pitched the words quietly, but a hint of a smile crossed the face of the daneamiin sitting at the front.

      “There is more to age than appearance, Jakob Nialsen.” She glanced down to the daneamiin sitting in front before looking back to Jakob and pointing to his sword. “You will not need that now.”

      Jakob looked around the room and noted all of the daneamiin staring straight ahead. He nodded once, and unsheathed it before handing it to her hilt first. In the light of the room, the blade blazed brightly.

      Anda took it and buried the point into the earthen floor of the Cala maah. The metal made a thrumming sound before quickly fading. Jakob felt a tugging inside him briefly as the sword hummed, but it too faded quickly. Curious, he attempted to pull the sword from the ground, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “You are welcome among us, Jakob Nialsen,” the deep voice of the leader of the Cala maah called out, catching his attention.

      The weight of their gaze fell upon him.

      “You are welcome among us, Jakob Nialsen,” came another voice.

      Nausea rolled through him, distorting his thoughts, clouding his vision. He tried to focus on the faces again, but found it difficult.

      “You are welcome among us, Jakob Nialsen.”

      He could no longer tell who spoke. His focus blurred briefly before returning. Lights swirled around him, the colors of the ahmaean and more, filling his vision.

      “You are welcome among us, Jakob Nialsen.”

      He could no longer see their faces at all, and he staggered with the nausea, unsure if he vomited, and realizing he couldn’t feel his legs or his arms.

      “You are welcome among us, Jakob Nialsen.”

      The pulsing in his mind suddenly flared.

      Jakob pulled on it as he had learned he could, hoping to clear his head, and the pulsing intensified, building faster than he could control.

      It filled him quickly, pressing back the nausea. He staggered again and his vision blurred.

      Worry ripped through him. This was too much like what the Deshmahne had done, wasn’t it? They had tried forcing him into a ceremony. Why would Brohmin want to stop that but be willing to allow this?

      His mouth didn’t work. Was he screaming?

      He no longer heard the daneamiin welcoming him.

      He turned his head but saw nothing. The light that had filled the room was gone. The daneamiin were no longer in front of him, or if they were, he couldn’t see them.

      He blinked and felt movement.

      Was he still standing?

      He blinked again. As he opened his eyes, there was a tug at the back of his mind, soft and gentle, and he saw an open plain, lush, dark green grass as high as his mid-calf and the warm sun creeping down in the sky.

      How did I get here?

      The thought left him as suddenly as it came. A sweet breeze brushed at his cheeks and skin, and the thick grass tickled his feet. The scent of spring flowers was heavy on the air, and he inhaled deeply, a wave of relaxation washing over him as he did. Jakob smiled at the sun and sky, smiled at the beauty he saw around him.

      A soft touch at his shoulder made him turn. A short daneamiin stood before him, young and full of energy. “Come run with me, Grandpa!” she called to him running off.

      Grandpa?

      The thought was fleeting as he realized that the name was right; he couldn’t remember why it wouldn’t be. He chased her as she ran through the grass, laughing, before finally coming to rest at a small pool to take a drink. He leaned in to take his own drink and saw his reflection in the crystal water. His hair was graying, though part of him knew it should be. That part knew he had lived a full life, longer than many of his kind. Yet he still feared it ending.

      In the distance, a large animal knelt by the pool as well, lapping casually at the water. As he stared, the creature looked up at him with bright golden eyes, and a look of recognition crossed its features before the animal winked at him.

      A sudden strange irritation started in the back of Jakob’s head, almost an itching, that was familiar. Moments passed before he knew how he recognized the sense. It was the same sensation he had felt during his entire journey, since leaving Chrysia and through the forest with Brohmin. It was the sense that something watched. Could it be this creature?

      Soon came a voice in his head.

      The word was almost whispered, and he frowned, staring intently at the regal creature kneeling not far from him. A golden mane stretched down its back and a long tail swished casually. The animal winked again before standing and leisurely stretching and then bounded off.

      “What’s wrong, Grandpa?”

      Her voice startled him and he looked up. She giggled and jumped in his lap.

      “Nothing, Denai,” he answered. The name flowed from his tongue. “I am old, that is all.” Gone was the strangeness he had felt while staring at his nemerahl.

      But why did the creature seem so familiar?

      She giggled again, and he smiled at her. “You are only eight hundred winters old, Grandpa! You are still young!”

      He looked upon his granddaughter, knowing the real youth was before him. He had lived long, would live longer still, but he could see the darkness that awaited him. He had looked upon his fibers and known it true and only hoped to see this sweet one grow older before he passed.

      The thought was pleasing, and he sighed, looking up at the deep blue sky, only hints of clouds marring it as it filled the horizon. Peace. Yet a small part of his mind nagged at him, a part that knew something wasn’t right, knew his life wasn’t nearing its end. He looked around again and sensed that something here was strange.

      With a flash of memory, he recalled standing before the Cala maah.

      There is no Cala maah.

      But he knew there was. He looked at the sun and squinted, blinking hard.

      This is not me.

      At that thought, dizziness swept through him again, and there was another soft pull at the back of his mind. He opened his eyes and saw he was in a different place. Grassy plains still stretched before him, but he stood at the edge of a forest, watching what played out before him. Part of him knew he could not interfere, knew that he and the others had forbidden to interfere, but it seemed a foreign part, unfamiliar to him.

      Before him, a wave of men swept forward across the plain, rushing toward something he could barely make out in the distance.

      There is another way. His nemerahl, Inilain, reached through, sharing what he saw.

      A wall, he realized. Surrounding… was that the daneamiin city? The wall was new; the daneamiin had never needed a wall before.

      That was before the attack, came the voice.

      What his nemerahl showed him was a city unlike any other the world had ever known; its beauty unmatched, yet now it hid behind a wall. Images of huge spires and open rooftops played in his mind, all of ivory white stone. Trees grew throughout the city, part of it. A lake at the center twinkled in the sun, crystal waters begging to be drunk.

      The daneamiin get the stone to move beautifully for them.

      More images played across his mind as a wave of men rushed to destroy the city. He recognized one man in particular rushing toward the city wall, anger in his face, and hatred burning in his eyes.

      He should not be here.

      Jakob knew the man should not, could not unless something had changed.

      The man certainly had changed from when they first met. Dark hair was no longer. A scarred dome all that was left.

      The face was too young for what Jakob knew he should be.

      How has he cheated death?

      The question came to him, and mixed with another. Where was this? He had seen no city like this, heard of no war like this. He had been with the Cala maah.

      The dizziness came again and the soft pull followed.

      He opened his eyes and saw a tall woman before him. A goddess. Something about her was familiar. He was in a small room, walls of smooth stone and the ceiling barely high enough for the woman.

      Sharna, he remembered.

      I have seen her, he remembered. His dreams.

      Of course I know Sharna, some other part of his mind answered.

      “You have much work to do, Niall,” she whispered to him, her words lilting and enchanting.

      Niall?

      He looked down and saw his strong hands, worn with years of work, but hands he knew were not his own. His clothes were unfamiliar, unlike any he had worn before. The breeches were dark, and tears exposed his legs to the cold air of the room. The shirt was little more than a blanket tied around his waist. He shivered, though not of cold.

      “You were accepted, Niall. Our cousins have seen that you have a dark path before you, but you must be successful,” she told him. “This blade was created to help. You may find use of it,” she told him, handing him a sword. “It is the key to all you do.”

      He took it slowly, recognizing the blade.

      It was his sword, though the wrappings along the hilt were missing, exposing the strange carvings along its side. He looked at them briefly, startled by what he saw, and looked back up at Sharna.

      “It is a powerful blade, Niall,” Sharna said. “Forged by those who have never used a weapon but now recognize the need.” She paused, her voice turning sad. “Much ahmaean was poured into its making.”

      He held it gingerly, testing its weight. It would do nicely, he knew. “Its name?”

      “Neamiin,” she answered.

      He looked at the blade. The name would do, was fitting. “It means many things,” he started, then looked up at Sharna. “Many vague. Am I truly fit to wield this?”

      She smiled then. “You are.”

      “You have seen this?” A humming, almost a buzzing came into his head. He shook it, trying to clear it, but could not. He closed his eyes against it, missing her answer. As he did, the dizziness returned, pulling at his mind.

      Visions came in quick succession then, and he recognized them as visions.

      His mother, time spent in his youth with her, times when the family still smiled. Then he saw her as he had last seen her—lying dead upon the floor. Sorrow he had suppressed from that time welled up inside him. Jakob saw his father, his face once smiling and young, quickly aged and became the Urmahne priest Jakob had known the last few years, before he too faded. Then his brother, once strong and vigorous, demonstrating a catah. It was a happy memory and he would have smiled except he knew what came next, knew that madness claimed his brother, stealing him away, turning him into something less than he had been.

      His head swam with the memories, overloaded by the rapid succession, yet they did not stop.

      He saw the raider attack when the Magi arrived, saw the Deshmahne attacking him and his sword impaling him. In a moment of clarity, he registered the tattoos snaking along the man’s arms. He saw the Turning Festival, the old woman, strangely familiar, and the man he now knew as Endric. Jakob didn’t need to hear to remember her words; they had stuck with him, burned into his memory. Visions of the raider attacks on the Denraen, his practice with Endric and the Mage Roelle, and scouting with Rit flashed through his mind. The memory of the High Priest lingered longer than the rest.

      Then flashes of things he had never seen came. He saw the groeliin crawling toward a city in the distance, a horde of them so large their dark ahmaean filled the open plain, polluting and killing all that had lived there. Jakob saw flickers of movement and a battle, and realized someone fought them, someone resisted, and he knew without seeing that the groeliin had superior numbers.

      His head spun and dizziness hit him again. The soft tugging at the back of his mind came once more.

      There was Alyta alone in a dark room, walls all around, and no sign of a doorway or entrance. Something magical and beautiful radiated from her, yet her head hung low, and he sensed her sorrow. She looked up, aware he was watching, and turned toward him.

      Once he would have called her a goddess, but Brohmin had revealed the truth. She shared features with Sharna and Shoren, and was beautiful. She stretched her arms out toward him, and he saw something blemish her milky skin, but before he could see it clearly, dizziness overcame him.

      Suddenly, huge golden eyes appeared before him.

      They were familiar, and haunting, carrying the weight of knowledge and emotion.

      Jakob staggered back from them, afraid. A part of him recognized the creature, and he felt the gnawing at the back of his mind, the slow itch he had grown accustomed to during his travels, and he shook his head, but it would not disappear. The eyes blinked, coming to focus on him, and he felt something click inside him like the turning of a key.

      His mind felt like it caught fire, and he screamed.

      Then there was nothing. He looked but saw nothing other than blackness, no sound, no smell, simply nothing. It seemed to stretch on forever, unrelenting, a vast hollow emptiness. Was this all that was left for him? Had the madness finally claimed him fully?

      The dizziness returned. He fell, once again aware of his body.

      As he opened his eyes, there was still nothing but blackness. Jakob tried to stand, staggering forward, only to fall again. Arms that would not answer were locked at his side. He landed on his face and smelled the earthy wholeness of the ground, yet one hand remained gripping his sword. It was vibrating slowly, and like it felt within his head.

      The nausea began to fade, and he struggled not to vomit. The blackness faded, and the Cala maah blurred back into his vision. The daneamiin in the room stared intently at him.

      What happened to me? Were these only dreams?

      The last few months had been filled with increasingly vivid dreams and strange visions, but never like this. This was a waking vision, as he’d had in the forest when he saw Alyta, but stronger than atop the mountain. It was as if he had blacked out while the dreams or visions came to him.

      What’s wrong with me?

      He looked out at the Cala maah. Their faces were unreadable. They seemed to expect something of him, had summoned him for some reason—a test, he remembered Brohmin saying—but here he had let the strangeness overwhelm him.

      “I’m sorry.” His voice was shaky.

      He looked at them expectantly, waiting for someone to speak, to tell him why they had brought him here, yet they did not. Jakob looked toward the back of the room, toward Anda. There was an unreadable expression on her face.

      Why am I here?

      The answer came back to him slowly. He knew what they sought, knew what Endric had been tasked with, the scene from the Turning Festival seeming so long ago.

      “I have delivered the trunk. Tasked to Endric, then to Rit, I saw it to Avaneam as was asked. And I saw Alyta. She was captured.”

      Aruhn nodded then, his neutral face revealing a hint of worry. “We know.”

      Jakob shook his head with frustration. He wasn’t sure if he was frustrated with the daneamiin who seemed unwilling or unable to give him answers, or with himself for what happened to him, or because he had no idea of how to help Alyta.

      “You know? How can we help her?” he asked, uncertain of how to address the Cala maah.

      Aruhn nodded to him slowly. “You must use the key, Uniter of Men. Only then can you save her.”
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      When Roelle turned to identify where the voice had come from, a man stepped into view. He was dressed in red and black leathers, and his face was painted in the same colors. Long dark hair was pulled back and braided. He leapt over the low wall and casually stalked toward the Magi. A tall man, he was easily as tall as Roelle and nearly twice as wide and well-muscled. A long sword hung at his side. The light of the moon reflected off a scarred face.

      Roelle knew without asking what this man was.

      Antrilii.

      She had been sent to search for them, told they were wandering nomads, and had known that Endric once trained with them, but this was not what she had expected.

      The man standing before her made Roelle uneasy in a way Endric never did, but he carried the same quiet confidence of the general. There was something exotic and feral about this man, and Roelle took a step back.

      Roelle stared for a moment before gathering herself. “What is a merahl?” she asked. Other questions came to mind but she was unable to ask.

      The tall Antrilii stared at her a moment before a wry smile cracked his face. “They are the hunters,” he answered.

      “What do they hunt?” Roelle asked.

      The Antrilii laughed. It was a throaty, guttural sound, and it echoed in the dark night. “They hunt the groeliin,” he said, waving his hand toward the dead creatures. “The same as you.”

      Roelle turned the word over in her mouth and found it difficult to pronounce in the same way, even with her familiarity with the ancient language. The Antrilii spoke it quickly, and it rolled out, with a soft lilting accent making it difficult to reproduce. “We don’t hunt,” she answered. “We only scout.”

      The man laughed again. “With the groeliin, it is hunt or be hunted,” he said. “You will see.” The Antrilii paused. “I am Nahrsin.”

      The light of the moon was enough to easily see without the advantage their Magi sight gave, and she noted a confused expression on Selton’s face. She wondered what expression she must wear. “I am Roelle. You are Antrilii?”

      Nahrsin laughed again. “I?” he asked. “We are Antrilii.” He motioned over his shoulder.

      Just coming into view over the wall were hundreds of similarly dressed men, each wearing dark leathers and each with his face painted like Nahrsin. They moved silently and were quickly setting up a camp. Roelle was shocked that she had not heard them moving.

      What should she say? Alriyn had sent them north, looking for signs of the Antrilii, looking for understanding of the creatures from the north, and here she was faced with both yet did not know what to do or say. These men appeared to be soldiers, and hardened ones at that, yet all the tales of the Antrilii had them as simple wanderers.

      These men were more than simple wanderers.

      And they hunted these creatures. So many questions flooded her mind.

      “May the gods bless our meeting,” Roelle said.

      “May they indeed,” Nahrsin spoke reverently. “Come, Roelle, join me at my fire.”
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* * *

      Roelle stared at the fire. Hester was on one side. The old Denraen had struggled with having been unable to fight the creatures during the attack on the village, but here, sitting at a fire with the Antrilii, he seemed nonplussed by their arrival, much less their hospitality. Selton was on the other side of her, sitting carefully with his back stiff. Roelle knew her friend was nervous. This wasn’t what they had expected to find. The Antrilii, yes, but warriors who could face these creatures? Not only face them, but hunt them.

      Endric must have known, but why send her north to learn? If he knew what they faced in the north, what was it that Endric would have wanted them to learn?

      She had to trust the Antrilii to be hospitable, but she didn’t know whether that was misplaced trust.

      Nahrsin sat across from her, cross-legged on the ground and looking comfortable. Another Antrilii, Jinrain, sat near him and stared at the two Magi sitting across from them. Both Antrilii still wore their swords and leathers, and the paint on their faces seemed to move with the crackling flames, reminding Roelle uncomfortably of the Deshmahne.

      Two of the huge cats curled up nearby, seeming to enjoy the warmth of the fire. They had tall, pointed ears and long jaws tipped with wicked teeth, yet it was their eyes that gave Roelle pause. There was a strange intelligence there, and they tilted their heads as if trying to listen. She shivered remembering what these animals had done to the creatures, knowing she wouldn’t want to anger these animals.

      “You follow the groeliin?” Nahrsin said casually, handing her a cup of steaming liquid.

      Roelle took note again of what he called the creatures, then slowly took a sip of her drink. A strange tea, nearly so bitter she spit it out. She took a deep breath of the cool night air to cleanse her palette and caught a scent of the smoke from the fire. The Antrilii continued to make camp and a few other fires dotted the night. Small tents sprouted from the ground, and Roelle was reminded of her travels with the Denraen.

      These men are soldiers, not wanderers, she told herself again. Whatever else she took back to her uncle, that piece was important.

      Why would Endric not share that with them? That was the mystery. Staring at their leathers and painted faces did make her wonder how the Antrilii were so rarely seen. They were not easily forgotten.

      “We found the groeliin,” she answered, speaking the word without the accent the Antrilii had, the lilting inflection that could only be the ancient language. More questions, there. “But we sought the Antrilii.”

      Nahrsin nodded. “You have found us. Now tell me why?” He placed his large hands on his knees as he leaned forward.

      Roelle noted a thick dark ring on one of his fingers, and something about it triggered a memory before it was lost. “We were sent to find what you know.”

      The Antrilii tilted his head and frowned. “Who would send you to seek us?”

      “Endric.”

      Nahrsin laughed, and it rang out into the night. The merahl tilted their ears, and the largest shifted forward on its feet a bit and growled a low rumble. “Sent you to find us, did he?” the Antrilii asked. “Why?”

      She glanced over to Hester, who remained stone faced. “To learn of the groeliin,” Roelle answered. That could not be the only reason Endric and Novan had sent them to find the Antrilii. There must be something more, but she couldn’t tell Nahrsin that. “He told me the story was for you to share.”

      Jinrain chuckled. “Our story would take more time than you have to spare, Mage,” the man said as he turned his gaze from the fire and reached a hand out to scratch one of the huge cats behind the ears.

      “Novan spoke of a text,” Lendra whispered quietly to Roelle.

      “Novan?” Jinrain said, overhearing her, turning quickly to face them. “The historian?”

      The two merahl sat up and shifted their intent focus upon them. Roelle chose her next words carefully. “Novan spoke of an Antrilii text but would say no more,” she said as she cast her eyes to Selton. They hadn’t worried about it before, but could they escape if it came to it?

      Nahrsin sat stone faced and silent. For long moments, the only sound was the crackling of the fire, and then he laughed again. The merahl settled back down but did not shift their attention away. “The historian,” he said, shaking his head. “What trouble does he get us in now?” He looked searchingly up to the sky and mumbled a few quiet words in the ancient language Roelle didn’t understand. Slowly, Nahrsin looked back at them. “So Endric and Novan sent you to find us.”

      Roelle nodded.

      “To learn of the groeliin?”

      Another nod.

      “You have learned all you need of the groeliin,” Nahrsin replied, then laughed again. “You battle well. It is enough.”

      Roelle looked from Nahrsin to Jinrain. Jinrain did not look in their direction, and Nahrsin appeared to stare everywhere. That couldn’t be all that they were to learn from the Antrilii. Endric would not send them on such a journey for only this.

      She looked to Selton again, and her friend shrugged.

      “What are they?” Lendra asked.

      Jinrain squinted at her a moment before answering. “They are creatures of destruction and death,” he said, turning back to face them. His voice was hard and cold. “They do not hesitate to kill.” There was a quiet venom to his voice, and it was clear that, for this Antrilii, the work was personal. “They stand against everything the gods stand for. They are evil.”

      Nahrsin nodded, serious again. “They are the groeliin.”

      “And you hunt them?” Roelle asked.

      The Antrilii nodded.

      “Why?” Not how, though that question lingered. The guides and Lendra could not see the creatures until they were dead, incapacitated by an odor she only vaguely sensed. How, then, could the Antrilii face these groeliin?

      That had to be the secret, the reason that Novan and Endric had sent them to seek the Antrilii.

      “Why do the birds fly? Why does the grass grow? Why does the moon rise and fall each night?” Nahrsin asked. “It is what we do. It is who we are. We have hunted the groeliin for a thousand years, and still they come. We have provided protection to the world so that others do not suffer. That is our purpose. That is our vow.”

      Roelle sat back, stunned. A thousand years? If Nahrsin spoke truly, it meant they had been fighting the groeliin since the Magi were founded. How was it possible that the Magi did not know this? The connection could not be mere coincidence. What did that mean for the Antrilii?

      “How can you see them?” Selton asked.

      Her friend did not look over to meet her gaze, but Roelle saw the uncertainty plain on his face. Both knew where this line of questioning would lead. Were the Magi and the Antrilii connected somehow?

      “How is it that you can?” Nahrsin asked before laughing again. “It is our gift from the gods.” He paused, and the words fell loud into the night, a dangerous proclamation. “For many years, we have wandered the northern lands, always we seek the groeliin. Many times, we have chased them far to the south, and only once have they attacked beyond the foothills. We have held them,” he said proudly.

      “Is that why we have not heard of the groeliin before now?” Lendra asked. She spoke the word fluently, a familiarity with the ancient language.

      Nahrsin nodded. “The groeliin are our charge. The gods have entrusted this to us.”

      “What changed?” Lendra asked.

      Jinrain shook his head, and Nahrsin settled a comforting hand on his arm as he answered. “This time, there are too many and we are too few,” he said. “We chase a brood of ten thousand, and I suspect there remain twice that many in the north.”

      Ten thousand? And more remain.

      Roelle looked around the camp and figured there could be no more than several hundred Antrilii. How could these men hope to fight ten thousand of these creatures?

      How can we hope to survive if they don’t?

      “How can you kill that many?” Selton asked.

      “I do not question the will of the gods,” Nahrsin answered. There was a complete sincerity in his words. It was one of faith in the gods mixed with something else.

      “Where do they travel?” Lendra asked.

      “South,” Nahrsin answered. “And we follow. The gods brought you to us to help.” He smiled showing his teeth, and it was a savage contrast to his jovial laugh. “It will be enough.”

      “To help?” Selton asked, a smile of his own starting to form at the corners of his mouth.

      Roelle knew another comment was coming so she silenced him with a hand on his arm. Her friend turned to her with the question plain on his face.

      How to answer?

      And how did she not answer? If there were as many groeliin as the Antrilii claimed, there was no way they would be able to stop them, not alone.

      Endric had to have known. She glanced to Hester for confirmation, but the man stared straight ahead, avoiding her gaze.

      She had wondered why Endric would have sent them, why he wanted them to find the Antrilii, and now she began to understand. The Denraen couldn’t see the groeliin to fight—couldn’t stand the stench of them long enough to fight. And the Antrilii were outnumbered.

      Had Endric intended for them to fight with the Antrilii?

      But could they? The Magi she’d brought with her might have developed into something of soldiers, but they were nothing like the Antrilii.

      Could they leave ten thousand groeliin to push farther and farther south, destroying everything as they did, leaving the Antrilii to fight alone? They had all seen the destruction left in the wake of these creatures. They could not allow the groeliin to roam the lands unchallenged. Roelle knew she could not. The Magi were the Urmahne. They could not leave their people to suffer.

      “We will send word,” she said quietly to Selton. “Alriyn must know of the Antrilii, and he must know how many groeliin we face. We will need help.” She looked over to Nahrsin. “They will need help,” she said. Selton stared at her for a long moment as he considered. Finally, he nodded and Roelle sighed. She could not do this without Selton.

      “Who do we send?” Selton whispered.

      “Our weakest,” Roelle answered.

      Selton nodded. “I will send myself.”

      Roelle chuckled. “That is who I would send,” she told her muscular friend.

      Selton’s eyes hardened. “Ronad and Inraith.”

      Roelle thought for a moment. Inraith was one of her oldest friends and had joined her and Selton as soon as they had suggested learning the sword, joining without question, yet of them, his skill was the weakest. Roelle could trust him and did not doubt he would reach Alriyn.

      “Send proof,” Roelle said. “The head. And they must speak to Alriyn first.”

      Selton frowned before nodding.

      Turning back toward Nahrsin, she said, “We will help.”

      The Antrilii laughed as he nodded. “Of course,” he said. “It is the gods’ will.”
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* * *

      Back in the Magi camp, Roelle pulled Hester aside. A dozen or so small flames crackled softly, and the Magi had made quick work of establishing their camp, but there was a somberness to the night air.

      “I need you to return to Vasha,” she said to Hester. “I’d have you take Lendra with you, but I don’t think she’d listen.”

      The old Denraen looked up at her. “Endric assigned me to help you.”

      Roelle forced a smile. “You’ve helped me as much as you can. I think if you remain—”

      “That I’ll be more of a hindrance?” Hester asked.

      She nodded, hating that it was the truth. “You can’t fight these creatures, and I can’t promise I’ll be able to keep you safe.”

      “I’m a soldier. There’s never been a promise of safety.”

      “If we face these creatures again, I can’t have the Magi distracted trying to protect the Denraen.”

      Hester studied her, his eyes dark but reflecting the firelight nearby. “I’d argue, but I don’t think I’d win.”

      “Hester—”

      He chuckled softly. “Not that it would be right. This isn’t the Denraen’s fight. We can face the Deshmahne, but this…” He straightened his back. “We will see to it that your two Magi make it safely back to the city with the proof. I will provide word to Endric that the Deshmahne move.”

      “They might think to attack the groeliin as well,” Roelle said, putting voice to her suspicions. “They might use it as a way to demonstrate their strength to the gods.”

      Hester frowned. “That would be… troubling.”

      “We will do what we must,” she said.

      “As will I, Roelle.”

      “Thank you, Hester.”

      “You fight well, Mage. You lead better.”

      “Do you think Endric knew what he was doing sending us north?” she asked.

      “I think Endric has prepared for more than even the Magi know. This,” he said, his gaze turning toward the Antrilii camp, “makes me believe that even more.”

      “Ride quickly. It’s possible the man you sent back never made it with news of what we were facing. We’ll need the Council’s help..” Was that even true? Roelle wasn’t certain what help the Council could offer.

      “It will be as you command,” Hester said. Before turning away, he saluted her.

      Roelle watched him leave, praying that they would return safely.
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      As Allay turned a corner within the palace, searching for someone to discuss what had happened to his brother, he saw one of the Magi coming toward him. It was an older man with longer gray hair, and a dark gray cloak that hung to the ground. Allay had not seen this man before. He moved through the hallway as though he had a purpose. Allay stepped to the side, willing to give him space.

      The Mage stopped in front of Allay.

      He studied Allay, his brow knitted slightly, mouth pressed in a tight frown. His eyes had an intensity to them, as he weighed and measured Allay, before releasing him.

      “You are Prince Lansington.”

      Allay could only nod.

      “Good. You will come with me.”

      The Mage strode down the hall, and Allay had no choice but to follow. How could you refuse one of the Magi?

      At the end of the hall, the Mage stepped into a doorway, and Allay followed him, glancing back. Were there others delegates similarly summoned? Or had they learned of Theodror and understood that he had to leave the city? That made the most sense of anything.

      The Mage led him down a series of steps, down another hall, and then, finally, up another flight of stairs. Allay was thoroughly confused. He was impressed by the tapestries hanging along walls, the decoration of it all, and the depiction of the gods he never saw in Gom Aaldia.

      The Mage stopped in front of a door and pushed it open. He waited, and Allay realized he intended him to follow.

      Entering the room, Allay hesitated, looking around. The room was well appointed. A massive desk took up one wall. Chairs were arranged as if a meeting had been taking place. There was a hearth, but no fire burned. Rows of books lined a shelf. A thick plush rug took up the rest of the room. Even here, the smooth walls drew his attention, and he was again impressed with the skill the Magi had once used to construct the palace.

      The door closed behind them and the Mage turned to him. “Sit,” he said.

      “You should know I need to leave Vasha.”

      The Mage studied him. “You heard of your brother, then.”

      “You knew?”

      “I am sorry for what happened.” Allay believed he meant it, but it didn’t change that he needed to return to Gom Aaldia. “I only discovered recently. It places you next in line. That gives you a greater voice than most of the other delegates.” He paused. “Speaking of which, how does your training progress?”

      Allay looked up at him. The Mage paced, making a circle around the chairs before moving behind him. “You mean my time with the instructors who teach us your history?”

      “Is that all you think this is about?” the Mage asked.

      Allay shook his head. “I don't know why you chose the delegates you did. I suspect it has something to do with”—he debated whether to mention the Deshmahne outright before choosing not to—“the trouble in the south. But I have a hard time seeing how we delegates will have much of an impact. Especially considering how so many seem biased.”

      “Biased?”

      Allay took a deep breath and nodded. “Toward the Deshmahne.”

      He hesitated speaking so freely, but something told him the Mage wanted that from him.

      “Interesting insight you have, Prince Lansington. What makes you think that the other delegates will not be able to work together?”

      How much did he risk saying to the Mage? Would he offend him by telling him that he didn't think the delegates would function the way they hoped? Would that matter to the Magi?

      “I've been trying to figure out why you brought us here. I don't deny it is an honor to be selected. I think even those in Coamdon and Liispal, places where the Magi don't have the same support that they once did, still consider it an honor.” Why was he speaking so freely with this Mage? Mendi would be angry if she knew what he was doing. She had a deep and profound respect for the Magi, to the point where she wouldn't take very well the idea of anyone speaking poorly about them.

      “You ask insightful questions. They are ones that even those on the Council aren't certain we have answers to. We recognize the need to regain our influence, which has waned of late.”

      Allay found himself surprised at the Mage's honesty. “Then why come choosing delegates?”

      “There was a time when the Magi had greater influence in the lands. We helped to ensure that peace remained. That is the core of Urmahne teaching.”

      “I have studied the faith with the other delegates,” Allay said.

      “Yes. That was another task we thought necessary for the delegates. Many have forgotten the teachings of the Urmahne. I can see that you have not Prince Lansington. You were to be the first delegates, and we intended to bring others.”

      “Is this all about the Deshmahne?”

      The Mage shook his head. “Once, I would have said it was all about the Deshmahne. They are a threat that we have not seen before.”

      Allay sat tense, gripping the armrest of the chair. “Once?”

      “There are other threats now.”

      If Allay expected the Mage to explain that in greater detail, he didn't.

      “Why bring me here?” he asked the Mage.

      “Because I suspect you have a role the others do not.”

      Allay forced himself to keep his gaze on the Mage. His heart was beating rapidly in his chest. He felt a bead of sweat on his brow, but he refused to wipe it. Would he finally get answers?

      “The delegates will not remain in the city for much longer. We have already lost one, and I need to ensure we do not lose another.”

      “Lost?” Allay asked.

      The Mage nodded. “The delegate from El’arash had an accident.”

      “An accident? What kind of accident?”

      “He… slipped. A terrible injury. The healers work with him, but…”

      Allay didn’t hear the rest. Stohn had fallen? How was that possible? Was it coincidence that the one devout Urmahne among the delegates had an accident, or was he reading too much into the news?

      “Do you understand me, Prince Lansington?”

      Allay shook his head, clearing the thoughts. He would have to think on what Stohn’s injury meant later. “What was that?”

      “ When you leave, you will be assigned a Mage advisor, and you must find a way to work together. I fear that even though we might have the best intentions in the south, there will be no cooperation.”

      It surprised him that the Mage would make such an admission.

      “What do you need from me?”

      “I need you to be a faithful servant. Do you think that you can do that, Prince Lansington?”

      Allay stared at him, uncertain. If he had learned anything while in Vasha, it was that there were many paths to peace. What if the Deshmahne offered one his people needed more?

      Now that he was next in line, that was what mattered, wasn’t it? Not what he wanted, not the fact that he wished he could remain in Vasha, if only because it had given him time with Mendi. He needed to help Gomald.

      “Endric suggests that I need to work with the Thealon and Rondalin delegate. He fears war.”

      The Mage tipped his head in a nod. “He is ever prepared. And you? What will you do?”

      Allay thought about what would be asked of him when he returned to Gom Aaldia. With Theodror dead, he would be next in line. His responsibilities would change, but war did not serve Gom Aaldia. He didn’t know what he would be able to do. Could he work with the other delegates as the general asked? Would it matter?

      “I will serve my people,” he answered. It was all the answer he could give.
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* * *

      Alriyn hurried through the city, his concern overriding his need for any level of secrecy. Endric had summoned him, and Endric never summoned. Something was seriously amiss. He was still troubled by his visit with the Gomald delegate, but Alriyn was troubled by all the delegates. The Council’s attempt to deploy the delegates in hopes of spreading the Urmahne influence had failed, as he had suspected it would.

      He reached the barracks and was met by a young Denraen, solidly built and with the closely shorn hair of a new recruit. The recruit acknowledged him with a nod before ushering him to Endric’s office. The door was closed, and Alriyn wondered about the summons as he waited. How long had it been since he had seen Endric?

      Weeks perhaps.

      In that time, there had been no word from Roelle, though Alriyn had not truly expected any news so soon, not if she followed the task Endric asked of her. The Antrilii were nomads, wanderers, and he worried it would take his niece many long weeks before their trail was found. If it was to be found.

      His own council had not come up with answers. Rumors had begun to circulate that the Deshmahne moved within Vasha. Alriyn did not see how that was possible, but the rumors persisted. Because of the rumors, the Council hadn’t given consideration to the need for the Uniter—something Alriyn grew increasingly certain would be needed. It made Alriyn uncomfortable.

      Yet he knew what he was to do. The goddess had spoken to him.

      He still could not believe it, but when he had woken from his dream, there was a scent of flowers on the air, and he remembered everything. She was real. The gods were real.

      Was he more surprised by the fact that his gods were real or that one had visited him? Alriyn didn’t know. She had told him to leave the north to Roelle, and so he had. Their council would focus instead on the Deshmahne and on what happened in the city.

      Do not let him have a presence here.

      The words stuck with him most of all. The High Priest. Though he remembered the dream, parts of it remained unclear. Had she wanted him to watch the mahne itself? The text was so well protected that none save a Councilor could access it—the High Priest had no way to reach the ancient text. That left protecting what the mahne stood for—the ideals, the peace that the Magi were long ago tasked with securing.

      How?

      There were so many questions without answers. Now even Endric summoned him.

      The peace is truly broken, he realized.

      He had known peace his entire life, with little more than minor squabbles breaking through on occasion. It was the Urmahne way. And now? Now, the mahne was in danger. Yet the Council did not act, and he began to worry that his council might need to make the next move, only he was not sure he knew what to do.

      Will the mahne be lost?

      Alriyn did not let himself think upon that, turning his mind to the task at hand. What could Endric want? And what was taking him so long?

      Finally, the door to Endric’s office opened, and the general motioned him in. The recruit set off, back to his post without another word or glance.

      Could he be Deshmahne?

      The thought came suddenly, and there was a time when he would have laughed at the thought, but Endric himself admitted the Denraen had been breached. Yet, he sensed nothing. Alriyn sighed, slowly attempting to relax, knowing the worry unnecessary.

      “What is this, Endric?” he asked as he swept into the general’s office.

      It appeared little different from the last time he had visited. The map remained, though there were different markings. Alriyn let his eyes pause long enough to try and puzzle their meaning, but no answers came. He scanned the room and was about to comment when a long cot in a corner of the room caught his attention.

      There was a man lying atop the cot. His face was covered in blood, and he was missing part of an arm, but he breathed. Breaths came slowly, but came nonetheless. Alriyn turned toward Endric, a question on his lips.

      “My men found him a day’s ride north,” Endric answered. “All he does is whisper your name.”

      Alriyn stepped over to the cot, unsure what he would see. The man’s clothing was tattered and caked in mud. His legs were sliced open, as if a wild animal had attacked him, and the remaining hand still gripped a sword.

      Something gave Alriyn pause as he studied the man.

      “Inraith?” Alriyn whispered. Inraith was one of Roelle’s oldest friends and one of the first to follow her to the sword. Alriyn had known his father well—he had served on the Council—and recognized the wounded Mage.

      The Mage’s eyes flashed open.

      “By the gods!” Alriyn said. “What happened?”

      “Elder?” he whispered.

      “I’m here,” Alriyn said, taking Inraith’s hand. He opened his mind and probed, knowing immediately he could do nothing. Inraith would die. “Rest,” he directed.

      “No!” The strength of his voice was surprising given his condition, and he struggled to sit up.

      Alriyn placed a firm hand on his chest, holding him down, and finally the Mage relaxed.

      “He was found near the body of another. We think it another Mage. There were two Denraen with him…” Endric swallowed hard, and Alriyn knew they’d been lost. “There was something else.”

      “What else?” Alriyn asked.

      No answer was given as Inraith spoke again. “Ronad?”

      “He is—” Endric began.

      Alriyn cut him off. “He is with the healers.”

      Inraith sighed and visibly relaxed. “Roelle sent us back,” he began. “We had been nearly to the foothills.” Inraith fell quiet for long moments, taking slow breaths. “We fought them—the smoke beasts. There were many… so many… and Roelle was…”

      His next breath came more slowly, and Alriyn knew his time was short. “How many?”

      “Thousands, tens of thousands,” Inraith whispered.

      Alriyn and Endric shared a look. Had Endric sent Roelle to die?

      “Did you find the Antrilii?” he asked. He wanted to ask about Roelle but feared there wasn’t time to do so. He prayed to the gods for his niece’s safety.

      Endric looked at him harshly. “They would not be found so easily.” Still, there was a note of concern in his voice and a strange hesitation.

      “They found us,” Inraith whispered. His words had become a struggle, and his breathing gurgled. “They found us,” he repeated slowly before falling silent.

      His chest barely rose with his breaths. “Inraith?” Alriyn asked.

      The Mage fluttered his eyes open. They were dull before they blinked closed. “They are…” He didn’t finish.

      “Where are they?” Alriyn asked, feeling a sense of urgency. What would he lose if Inraith died before he could answer?

      The Mage’s chest rose again and stopped. Slowly it fell, and as it did, he mumbled, “Founders.” He fell silent and said no more.

      Alriyn looked to Endric. “What does this mean?”

      Endric ignored the question and walked to the other side of the room to grab a bag. It was stained with blood and dirt. “Look,” he offered.

      Alriyn took the bag carefully and looked inside. It was a head and more grotesque than he could have imagined. It was hairless with wide-set eyes, but it was the razor-sharp teeth, too long for the mouth and pushing out past the lips, that made Alriyn catch his breath.

      “Groeliin?” he asked.

      Endric nodded. “Seems your niece found them.” He paused, looking over at Inraith. “And the Antrilii.” He said the last with a hint of surprise.

      Alriyn took a deep breath. “The Council will need to see this.”

      “You think it matters?” Endric asked.

      “The Council must know,” he said. He could not keep this from them but was not sure what they would do with the information. “They must know everything.” The realization of something greater settled in as he spoke.

      Endric eyed him. “Everything?”

      “There is more to this, I fear,” he admitted. “A prophecy lost now coming true. The Council must know.” It had all been so academic before. He glanced again at the severed head and shivered. The reality of it was more frightening than he could ever have imagined.

      “And what will you do?”

      “I don’t know.” When he’d traveled the north, he’d heard the rumors but hadn’t seen anything. And now Roelle had found a nightmare. “They are barely grown, and facing that?” he said, motioning to the head.

      “You underestimate them,” Endric said. “Look at him. This man had become more than a Mage. He was a warrior Mage. A soldier. Sent to report. And he did.”

      “What can the Denraen do? They have to be help with this.”

      “This is not a battle the Denraen can fight,” Endric admitted.

      “Why?”

      Endric paused before answering, an internal struggle slowly resolving. “Groeliin have an ability to mask themselves. My men would not be able to see them.”

      Alriyn would not ask Endric how he knew. The general would not answer the question regardless. “If not the groeliin, then what of the Deshmahne? I hear rumors.” He had not revealed his vision to anyone, and none could know why his interest in the Deshmahne had returned. Alriyn would not fail the gods; he would not fail the mahne.

      “Rumors? I have killed five Deshmahne in the city. They are more than rumors. One of your delegates tells me they have moved into the mines—”

      “They attacked there once before.”

      Endric nodded. “I know.”

      “You must remain vigilant. We must preserve the city, the mahne,” Alriyn said. The general was the only man outside the Council who knew of the mahne. “I fear the High Priest seeks it.”

      Endric frowned, looking from the groeliin head to Alriyn before framing his question. “There is something else he seeks, though he should not be able to reach it.”

      “You must—”

      Endric looked at him sharply. “Now you choose to focus upon the Deshmahne?”

      “I am tasked with protecting the mahne from the Deshmahne,” he said.

      “That is the realm of the Denraen,” Endric answered, before pausing. “Ah,” he said, as a realization swept through him. “You mean the balance. Peace.” The general nodded. “That will require broader action than the Magi are accustomed to pursuing.”

      Alriyn understood but knew he had little choice. “Things have changed. If we do not act, the Deshmahne will. And too much will be lost. This was my task.”

      Endric studied him. “She tasked you with it, didn’t she? I wondered who she would choose.”

      Alriyn frowned and stepped back, startled. “You know her?”

      Endric laughed. The sound was out of place with the macabre sight of the groeliin head and the dying Mage. “Nearly my whole life,” he said, fingering a dark ring upon his finger.

      “How?”

      Endric shook his head. “It began by accident. I became part of something greater than even the Denraen long ago. I have known her—and who she is—for many years and serve willingly.”

      The general’s startling admission shocked Alriyn. Not even the Magi could claim service to the gods such as Endric now admitted.

      What did this mean? Did the gods still walk the earth, only now disguised?

      A strange palpitation began in his chest, a nervous anxiety. Fear? Alriyn did not think so, but why wouldn’t he fear?

      He looked at Endric in a very different light. “I must protect the mahne,” Alriyn repeated.

      Endric nodded. “Yes,” he agreed.

      “Help me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    
    
      Cold wind whipped around them. Roelle held her sword tightly, listening to the soft, steady cry of the merahl. It was a haunting sound, one that had come steadily over the last hour or so. It signified an impending attack.

      The Magi with her all tensed, still not adjusted to the fact that they traveled with the Antrilii, still not adjusted to the fact that they faced creatures out of a nightmare, creatures that could barely be seen. Still, her Magi had fought bravely that night in the village. They knew what to expect now.

      “How long before we come upon them again?” Selton asked.

      “I don't know. The cry from the merahl has been steady, but we haven't seen anything yet.”

      Roelle wasn't certain she wanted to come upon them again. Each time they had encountered the horrible creatures, the Denraen and Lendra were overcome by sickness. Now only Lendra remained to give them warning.

      The steady braying changed, becoming a harsh howl.

      Roelle signaled to the Magi, getting her line into position.

      They were ready. They had already faced these creatures, and had survived. Now they had the Antrilii with them. They would be ready.

      As the first dark shadow appeared, Roelle had already jumped from her saddle. The Magi moved the horses toward the middle, wanting to protect them as they fought. If they lost them, they would have a harder time chasing the groeliin, and a harder time returning to Vasha.

      She was better on foot with her sword anyway.

      As more dark shadows appeared, a flash of brown fur raced through, a snarl roaring across the plain.

      Roelle struggled to comprehend how the merahl attacked. It was a flash of teeth and claws leading to a spray of blood. It tore through the shadows, bringing down the entire groeliin attack.

      Another merahl howled. This time, it was from the west.

      Her attention shifted, and she watched as the Antrilii, riding to their north, suddenly formed lines, looking much like the Denraen soldiers as they did. From a distance, she could easily see how they fought, holding back groeliin, attacking with speed and precision. Even from here, she could see Nahrsin as he fought, reminding her of Endric.

      “How can we face this?” Selton asked softly.

      “What choice do we have?” Roelle asked. “Endric wanted us to come north. I think he knew what we’d find. I think he knew the Antrilii fought these creatures, and I think he anticipated us joining with them.”

      “Did he know how many moved?”

      Roelle wished she had Endric with her and not just his guidance. She had to pray that he knew what he was doing sending her, and the Magi, into battle like this.

      They weren’t warriors, or at least had not been prior to heading north. She didn't know what they were now. Maybe warriors, maybe something less. But she they couldn't simply leave this attack to the Antrilii. None of the Magi had been willing to leave the attack to the Antrilii.

      She prayed her uncle would send help. She prayed the Council would listen.

      One of the merahl howled again. With each passing moment, she worried help would not come soon enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alriyn threw the bag on the small table and the head rolled out. It was a bit more dramatic than he had intended. The Magi of his small council sitting around the table all leapt up, nearly in unison. Someone gagged, and in the dim lighting, he was not certain who it was.

      “This is what our ancestors faced,” he announced.

      “W-what is it?”

      Alriyn looked to see who had spoken. It was Bothar. The Mage was nervous and Alriyn understood why. His son was among those who had traveled north with Roelle. “They are called groeliin,” he answered, speaking it as it would have been said in the old tongue. “This is what Roelle sends us.”

      All eyes turned quickly from the head upon the table to Alriyn. He paused for a moment to place the grotesque head back into the bag. He could not bear to stare at it. What must Roelle feel? He pushed the thought from his mind, knowing it would do no good.

      “Inraith returned bringing this and word that the Antrilii had been found. He died before he could tell me more.”

      “Inraith?” Karrin said.

      The boy was distantly related, Alriyn knew. Most of the Magi were related if they traced their lineage far enough. “And Ronad. Both gone.” He paused, meeting their eyes. “Yet they brought this message. I think it clear enough to bring to the Council.”

      “What do you think the Council will do, Alriyn?” Crayn asked.

      Alriyn noted the loss of formality and nodded. “We must send help. We must choose the Uniter.”

      Haerlin shook his head. “The rest of the Council—”

      “Must be convinced,” Alriyn said. “And Roelle needs our help. She cannot face this alone.”

      “We have not been trained as soldiers,” Haerlin said softly. “They are better equipped than us.”

      Karrin and Isandra nodded agreement. Alriyn sank into his chair, feeling impotent. What had he expected the Council to do? He was not sure what the Council could do about the groeliin, but he knew what must be done about the Deshmahne.

      “We must do something,” Alriyn said quietly. “The Deshmahne and now this.”

      Silence answered him.

      “I intend to propose that the Council choose according to the mahne,” Alriyn said, his mind made up. There was no choice but for them to do so. War was coming, and they could no longer deny it. “We might not be able to do much about that,” he said, motioning to the head, “but we can face the Deshmahne.”

      “How?” Bothar asked.

      “We support the Denraen. We choose the Uniter. We—”

      “We investigate the rumors about the delegates,” Crayn suggested.

      Alriyn looked at him a moment. “What rumors?”

      Most of the delegates had been sent from the city, and there hadn’t been much clamoring to recruit additional delegates. For its part, the Council feared the Delegates had been a failure, and Alriyn was inclined to believe that. How could they have been anything else, especially those who came from the south where the Deshmahne had gained such a presence? Endric hoped to use the northern delegates to band together, to prevent war, but Alriyn wasn’t certain they would be enough.

      Crayn looked at each around the small table. “You have not heard?” he asked. “No, it appears you have not,” he said. “Longtree, the northern delegate, has disappeared.”

      What did it mean that Alriyn hadn’t heard? He should have heard about the disappearance.

      “And his attendant?” Haerlin asked.

      “I have heard nothing,” Crayn replied. “Worse is what I hear about Comity.” All eyes were on him waiting for him to continue. “It is said that he has joined the Deshmahne. They have breached Thealon.”

      “Why?” Karrin asked.

      “Two of the seven lost?” Bothar said. “One to Deshmahne? What of the others?”

      “If Longtree has gone missing, we must assume the Deshmahne there as well,” Alriyn said. Rondalin was surely too far north for the Deshmahne to have reached, but what other answer was there?

      “Could they really have reached that far north?” Bothar asked.

      Alriyn had no answer. But if the Deshmahne could penetrate Vasha, then Thealon would not pose a problem, and if Thealon, it followed they could reach Rondalin.

      “What other answer is there?” Crayn answered. “And much like with the Rondalin advisor, I’ve heard strange stories about the Gom Aaldia king’s advisor. Much suggests he is Deshmahne, perhaps highly ranked as well.”

      “And Gom Aaldia marches,” Haerlin said.

      War. Endric was right. Could the delegates help?

      Not if they’d been turned.

      If war came, then the balance would be lost. The goddess had warned of this. Protect the mahne.

      Increasingly, he felt that this would mean attacking the Deshmahne—only Alriyn was not certain he could. “The other delegates?”

      “They are silent,” Crayn answered. “My reach is not long enough,” he admitted.

      “We must know more,” Haerlin said. “It is worrisome that we lose our delegates so quickly. How do the Deshmahne know about them?”

      “Endric tells of having killed Deshmahne in the city. If true, then we have been infiltrated,” Alriyn said. “We must be cautious as we proceed. We must act as if anyone could be Deshmahne.”

      “I will go,” Isandra offered. Karrin looked at her intently, a concerned expression flashing across her face before fading. “I’ll see what we can learn of the delegates.”

      Alriyn squeezed his eyes shut, thinking. Losing Isandra from the council would pose challenges, but perhaps she could save them, use Longtree to join forces with Thealon. Alriyn hoped his conversation with Lansington had been enough. “Rondalin,” he said.

      “Why there and not Thealon?” Isandra asked. “I could stop the conversion—”

      “Because if you go north, I would see if you could find Roelle,” Alriyn said, clearing his throat and feeling a little stronger. “There was something about the Antrilii that Inraith was unable to tell. Find out what it was. See if Endric will send an escort.” She nodded, and he let out a soft sigh. Would it work? Would it be enough to stop war from coming to the north? “Move carefully, but return quickly. I fear the Deshmahne will not grant us much time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Roelle paused to wipe the sweat and dirt from her brow. It was cold and the wind bit at her, whipping through her layers of clothes, yet she was warm with the heat of her labor. A pack was slung to her back, weighing her heavily, though she ignored it as best she could while she walked, leading the rest of the Magi.

      The train of warriors snaked its way behind her in a column four horses wide. It was not a long column. She sighed. Even the horses looked tired this day. She couldn’t blame them. They had been driven hard the last few days. The men and women riding them did not look much better. Bitter thoughts filled her as she wondered how much longer until they heard back from the Council, and if they would have the strength to push forward.

      The Antrilii traveled to their north. They rode separately, always apart, though Nahrsin frequently rode over to speak. The man was always laughing when not fighting. The merahl ran ahead, hunting, howling, and they followed their lead. The Antrilii said it was how they hunted best.

      The haunting call of the strange cats came frequently. The sound tore at her each time he heard it ringing out in the air, a clarion bell lancing into her soul. It took constant effort to ignore it.

      Selton rode alongside her and did not look nearly as tired as Roelle felt. The man was an ox. “We need to rest soon, Roelle,” Selton told her, breaking the silence.

      She nodded. She knew they would need to stop soon. She did not know what the Antrilii planned. Roelle had hoped they would make it a little further south this day, but their travel had been slower than she had expected. It was unavoidable. Many were injured. Some had been lost. It was the reason she’d sent Hester back to Vasha, not wanting to lose him as well. Endric could use his skill in the days to come. She hoped he had managed to get Inraith and Ronad back to Vasha safely.

      She could name each of the warriors lost. Their names started to roll through her head. It required conscious thought to bring her mind back to task. She supposed that was normal, figuring even Endric did the same, and that thought reassured her. It was hard not to take all the responsibility upon herself.

      Roelle had asked Nahrsin about it one evening. “I struggle with those I’ve lost,” she told the man.

      Nahrsin nodded. “It is normal.”

      “Does it get easier?”

      Nahrsin laughed. “If it did, you would not be a good leader, Mage,” he answered, a strange inflection to his word. The light of the fire crackled and reflected off of his eyes.

      “I’m not sure I am,” Roelle answered honestly.

      Another laugh. “I have seen you,” Nahrsin said. “Your people respect you and follow you. It is enough.”

      Roelle had thought about the comment for a while. “Why do you do this?” she asked Nahrsin. It was the first time the two had sat alone and spoken since they met.

      The Antrilii turned to face her. “I do not do this, Mage,” he said. “I follow my vows and the will of the gods. It is their hand that guides me and their will that drives the Antrilii.”

      “You protect men who do not even know what you do for them,” Roelle countered. “You lose friends for people who do not know you exist.”

      Nahrsin snorted. “Not all are gifted by the gods, Mage,” he said. “It is their will that keeps us here and makes us strong. It is by their will we fight.” He paused before staring at the crackling fire. “It is enough that we know what we do.”

      “Does it ever end?”

      Nahrsin looked up to the sky, savoring the clear night. “The Antrilii have a prophecy that drives us,” he said, a longing inflection coming to his voice as he spoke to the stars. “It is ancient, older than memory, and it says that one day, we will lay down our swords and follow a peaceful path.” He looked over at Roelle. “I pray for that day like all my people,” he admitted. “But until that day, we hunt the groeliin. We do what the gods demand.”

      Roelle had fallen silent at the comment. There was something familiar to it, something that struck a chord within her, but she could not place it.

      She pushed the memory of that night away, looking over to Selton.

      The sound of a merahl’s cry in the distance brought her back from her thoughts. “The merahl still have the scent,” she told Selton, though she did not truly need to say the words. All heard their hunting cries.

      “I know,” Selton replied.

      “What else do you know?” Roelle asked, laughing. It was another thing Nahrsin had told her. Laugh or you will cry. It was a challenging lesson for her, and she struggled with it but tried daily to take it to heart.

      “Actually, there is good news. The report ahead says that we come soon to a small town,” Selton said. The weeks of beard growth on his face made him more grizzled and all the more intimidating.

      It was good news, Roelle knew, and they needed some good after what they had seen today. A small army of men, at least two hundred in all, slaughtered. Some looked like they had been killed by the groeliin, but others had different wounds as if made by men. Roelle did not recognize the banners they’d carried, but Lendra did. Rondalin troops.

      Why were they here? What did they seek?

      “How far off?” she asked.

      “Not far,” Selton replied. “An hour, maybe a little more.”

      She nodded, turning to the sky. They still had a few hours of light. That would help. “They still move east,” she commented.

      Selton nodded knowingly. “They do.”

      Why east? she wondered. Nahrsin had no answer, only mentioning the will of the gods. Roelle was less certain. The creatures had moved south, and moved quickly, almost directed. And now east.

      They still hadn’t encountered the Deshmahne again. After learning of their plan for the north, Roelle had to believe they intended to attack the groeliin. Increasingly, she wondered if they might be able to help.

      Why east now, after moving south? She could understand why they had traveled south, hunted by the Antrilii, but east was a different matter. There were ten thousand of them that they hunted. If they failed?

      She knew the answer. Men would die. Cities would be destroyed. And none would know who had delivered them to their deaths.

      Worse, if Nahrsin was to be believed—and Roelle had no reason not to believe him—many more remained in the mountains.

      “Why do you think they go east?” she asked Selton.

      Selton gave a shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve wondered at that.” He turned to Roelle. “We’ve faced them several times and survived, but each time, it’s only been small numbers. We’ve yet to face a true attack.”

      “There’s something we’re missing,” she said.

      “These are creatures not seen—except by the Antrilii—for over a thousand years,” he said. “And now they push south. With the numbers Nahrsin describes, I don’t think we can win this,” he said quietly, careful not to let his words carry.

      “Nahrsin says that it is the will of the gods for the Antrilii to fight.” She ran her fingers through her tangled hair. “We started this for different reasons, came searching for Antrilii, but I think this is why Endric sent us.” She fell silent for long moments. “I’ve wondered why we seem as skilled as we are learning the sword, and at fighting, but what if this is what we were meant to do? What if the gods mean for us to find the Antrilii and fight alongside them?”

      Or not even the gods, but Endric. Did he not serve the gods?

      Selton furrowed his brow. “That is the closest to understanding the Urmahne I have ever heard from you,” he said in mock seriousness.

      Roelle was forced to laugh. “I feel a purpose,” she answered simply. “Useful.”

      Her friend nodded. “I feel it too,” he answered quietly.

      “I cannot explain why, though,” Roelle said.

      “I can,” Selton said, looking toward his cousin.

      Lendra turned then and caught them staring and veered her horse over. She smiled as she approached, and it traced up into her eyes, leaving no part of her face unchanged. Having seen the effect the groeliin had on her, the overwhelming nausea she and the Denraen had experienced, she was amazed that Lendra managed to smile as much as she did.

      “You look tired, Roelle,” she said, looking down at her from atop her mount.

      “We’re all tired,” she said.

      Lendra laughed, and the sound softened the tension in her shoulders she’d been carrying all day, a tension that tightened with each cry from the merahl. “And when will we rest?”

      Roelle shrugged. “An hour, maybe more.”

      “There is a small town nearby,” Selton told her.

      Lendra arched an eyebrow. “Which?”

      Roelle shook her head. “I don’t know. The creatures move more east today than south, though we still don’t know why the groeliin move south.”

      “There is not a why with the groeliin,” a hard voice said from behind them.

      They all turned to see Nahrsin ride quietly up from behind. The man was enormous and his horse was equally stout, yet still managed to move at a dangerous trot. Nahrsin’s painted face was smeared with sweat, but his body was erect and his eyes alert. Fatigue had not found him yet.

      “There must be a why, Nahrsin,” Roelle said. “There has to be for them to move in these numbers.”

      “I wonder if a better question isn’t where?” Lendra suggested.

      Nahrsin laughed, and the loud sound startled Selton’s horse. He tapped his forehead and smiled. “Aye,” he agreed. “That is the question.”

      Roelle frowned at the large Antrilii. Her mind moved slowly today from the weariness earned after days of battle and too little sleep. Even the strange bitter tea the Antrilii preferred had not helped. What was she missing that the others seemed to grasp?

      “In the last several centuries, the groeliin have only once traveled farther south than the foothills.” He smiled as if remembering. “And that was because they were chased,” he continued before laughing at a joke none of the others understood. Slowly, his expression turned serious. “This is something different. This time, they are not chased, not at first. This is not the behavior of the groeliin.”

      “Why?” Selton asked.

      “The groeliin live in broods,” Nahrsin explained. “Most are no more than several hundred each. It is these broods we have fought over the years. Now they move in a horde greater than we’ve seen in centuries.”

      “A horde? Not a single brood?” Roelle asked, finally understanding why they had been attacking in clusters. Each brood must move independently, leaving them to face only one brood at a time.

      “It cannot be,” Nahrsin said. “Each brood has certain distinct markings. We have seen at least a dozen different markings upon those we have killed.”

      Roelle wondered about the markings briefly. She hadn’t noticed anything upon the dead groeliin, though she had not bothered to look at them all that closely.

      “That sounds like…” Selton said in a whisper.

      Roelle nodded, troubled by the connection. Could these markings be anything like those the Deshmahne used?

      “So we face dozens of broods,” Selton said, doing the calculation in his head.

      “It is the most likely answer,” Nahrsin agreed.

      “Have you seen anything like that before?” Selton asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Then why are these groeliin different?” Lendra asked.

      The Antrilii studied her, a smile spreading on his face. “You speak the tongue with fluency. There is an inflection I recognize,” he noted, ignoring Lendra’s question. He chuckled softly to himself. “You were Novan’s student.”

      Lendra smiled slightly, a faint sparkle to her eyes as she did, before nodding.

      Nahrsin chuckled again. “Always meddling,” he said, mostly to himself before meeting Lendra’s gaze again. “But no, never have we seen two broods together.”

      “Never?” Roelle asked.

      The Antrilii shook his head.

      Roelle considered the answer for a moment as they trudged along. There came a distant call from the merahl, and she startled briefly. The sound was still far in the distance. She was no longer sure whether she should be reassured or frightened. “Then I think the why is at least as important as the where,” she decided.

      “We cannot know the minds of the groeliin,” Nahrsin said. “I would not want to if we could. And it does not change what must be done.”

      “No,” Roelle agreed, “it does not. But something drives them.”

      Nahrsin nodded slowly as he frowned, his painted face distorted as he did. He seemed to gather his thoughts before speaking. “The groeliin move as if directed, though nothing could direct the groeliin.”

      “They’re going south and east,” Roelle said. “And we near the city of Rondalin soon.”

      “After that, there is nothing but the forest until we reach Shoren.”

      Lendra arched her eyebrows at the comment while Roelle and Selton stared blankly.

      “I don’t know the city Shoren,” Roelle admitted. Though she had rarely traveled outside the city walls, their studies included mastery of geography.

      “It is the ancient name of Thealon,” Lendra said, watching Nahrsin.

      Roelle shivered without intending to do so. Could these creatures truly be moving to attack Thealon? So much about all of this made little sense, but this was the most impossible idea of all.

      She stared at Nahrsin, meeting the large Antrilii leader’s dark eyes and not looking away. “They seek to attack the city of the gods?”

      Selton coughed.

      “I cannot know the minds of the groeliin,” Nahrsin reiterated slowly, “but their path cannot be ignored. I do not think the groeliin care to attack the city itself. I worry the groeliin intend to attack the gods themselves, much as they did a thousand years ago.”
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* * *

      They sat around a crackling fire. There was no light overhead and the smoke of the flame filtered around them and filled her nostrils. Roelle coughed a moment to clear it, and a gust of wind blew through bringing different smells to her nose, those of decaying leaves and wet earth. Around them in the darkness there was the sound of the breeze rustling through the tall grassy plain they had been traveling through for the last few days.

      Occasional flickers of shadow jumped at the edge of her vision, and she ignored them, knowing it only her mind playing tricks on her. The merahl had ceased their hunting for the night, and their braying no longer pierced the air. There had been few places for the groeliin to hide on the plains, and the merahl had either found them or driven them away.

      Though an occasional copse of trees dotted the plains, it had been otherwise flat and the traveling easier. The guides warned them that the landscape would change as they neared Rondalin, but so far, they had seen no evidence of anything other than vast open plains and a growing cold.

      She sighed and her breath faintly misted the air. They had not brought clothing for cold weather, thinking to be back within the city before winter truly came. Now she wasn’t certain that would happen soon. If at all.

      Roelle turned her attention back to the fire. They had spent many nights around campfires since they had departed the city, and the nights had taken on a different tone since the Magi had met up with the Antrilii. Nahrsin welcomed them to his fire in the evenings, and Roelle made a point of sitting with the man to learn more of his people. So far it had been a mostly futile attempt. Nahrsin spoke little.

      Instead, for him, the time before the fire was meant for reflection and, Roelle suspected, prayer. The large Antrilii had an unfocused look upon his face, and one of the huge beasts sat curled up at his feet. Another lounged beside him, sitting on its paws while staring intently around the fire, its ears flicking intently as if in understanding. Nahrsin scratched at its ears with his free hand, while rested his head on the other. The strange Antrilii face painting was distorted as the flames flickered in the light breeze. The whites of his eyes shone brightly in the fire’s light, creating a haunting expression.

      Another of the Antrilii sat next to Nahrsin, his face a dark blood red that was almost black in the night. He was quiet and leaned back as he stretched his legs to the fire. It had been a different Antrilii each of the nights they had camped, but none had been talkative, so she still learned little about the Antrilii.

      “We should like to know more of the groeliin,” Roelle decided, breaking the silence. She posed the suggestion in the hopes of truly learning more about the groeliin, but also thinking to discover more about the Antrilii.

      Selton looked over to her and shook his head. Lendra sat on her other side and was silent. Hester honed his blade, quietly. He hadn’t been able to help with the groeliin nearly as much as he had with the Deshmahne.

      “What more is there to know?” the other Antrilii asked.

      Nahrsin stretched. “The Magi think there is more to the groeliin than they have seen, Altian,” the huge man rumbled before laughing.

      Altian smiled and nodded. “They move, we hunt,” he said simply.

      Nahrsin laughed again, and the merahl at his feet looked up at him with irritated eyes. The large Antrilii reached down and scratched its ears, as well, placating the huge cat. He mumbled something in the ancient tongue, and the merahl swished its tail before settling back down and closing its eyes.

      “We hunt,” Roelle agreed. “But there are many more of them than there are of us.”

      “Aye,” Nahrsin agreed. “But we are favored by the gods.”

      Selton laughed then and everyone turned to him. “Perhaps favored, but still outnumbered. I would like our odds better if they were reversed.”

      “Normally, they are,” Altian admitted. “This is the greatest number of groeliin I have faced.”

      “By how many,” Selton pressed.

      “About nine thousand.”

      Selton laughed again, but it faded when he seemed to realize Altian wasn’t joking. “And you wonder why we gather more information?” he asked without expecting an answer.

      Nahrsin shrugged. “What more to tell you? We know little more than you have witnessed. They travel in broods. We do not know anything else about their birthing. They do not typically travel like this.”

      “Why do they typically move?” Roelle asked.

      “To hunt. To kill. They seek little else.”

      “Where?”

      “They roam the northern ranges,” Altian said. “They hide among the rocks and caves. Occasionally they move farther south and attack our grazing land.”

      Roelle arched her brows. If the Antrilii had grazing land, they must also have herds. Maybe even cities. Could it mean they were not all nomads?

      “Do they have a language?” Selton wondered.

      Nahrsin shrugged again. “None that we can decipher. They scream. They grunt. I suspect there is meaning to the sounds, but nothing we can understand.”

      “Yet you speak of markings,” Lendra prodded.

      Roelle had almost forgotten that and was glad Lendra had not.

      Altian eyed Nahrsin strangely before looking away. The merahl sitting up growled softly before twitching its ears and quieting. Nahrsin frowned, mostly to himself, and sat silent.

      “You said each brood had distinct markings and that you have seen at least a dozen different markings. That suggests writing, which suggests a language,” Lendra said.

      Nahrsin grunted. “You think like Novan and press like him too,” he grumbled. Lendra smiled at the comment. The Antrilii sat back and gathered his thoughts. “There are groeliin and then there are the others. What you have seen are the hunters, the warriors. Most groeliin are like this.”

      Altian nodded, frowning as he did.

      “Then there are others. Bigger. Stronger.” He shook his head. “Probably smarter. Only once have we killed this type, and many died to do it. We do not know how many of these live as they are rarely seen, perhaps one per brood. Some think they serve as the brood leader, but the one that we managed to kill was covered in markings of the different broods. Most of these markings we had seen before, and had been recorded. There were some we had never seen.”

      He stopped now, and looked into the fire, taking a deep breath. The merahl at his feet swished his tail, and Nahrsin looked down. “So, historian, you have heard more than even Novan has heard. And that is enough for tonight.” His tone was resigned, and the humor Roelle had grown accustomed to hearing in his voice was gone.

      Roelle turned her attention to Nahrsin. The large Antrilii stared at the fire and a blank expression covered his face. Small wrinkles were evident at the corners of his eyes and his brow had the faintest evidence of frown lines. It left his painted face with just the barest distortion, but Roelle saw it there nonetheless.

      Worry.

      Nahrsin had shown himself to be fearless in battle. Roelle had seen that he was likely better with the long sword hanging from his waist than any man alive. He was a fearsome warrior.

      What would worry the Antrilii?
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      Jakob emerged from the Cala maah with his mind throbbing, the heightened awareness it brought nearly overwhelming. Anda’s hand on his was almost too warm, too soft, and too smooth, though he was reluctant to remove it. There was comfort in her touch. But when she slipped her hand from his, he acquiesced.

      What did I see?

      A dream, he knew. Nothing but a dream.

      But it was so real!

      Anda watched him, an unreadable expression to her strange eyes.

      What does it all mean?

      “Are you feeling well, Jakob Nialsen?”

      Jakob enjoyed the accented way in which she said his name. Looking at her, he noted for the first time how beautiful the daneamiin were.

      There is distinct grace to them, a beauty. The words seemed to come distantly, from another part of himself, but what part?

      She smiled, almost knowing his questions.

      “In there. I felt…”

      How to explain that he nearly vomited before the Cala maah? How to explain his visions? Would she think him insane if he did tell her? Would she look upon him differently? For some reason, the idea bothered him.

      He averted his eyes, focusing instead on reattaching his belt and sword around his waist.

      A slender finger brushed under his chin and nudged his face upward. He nearly jumped at the sensation. The touch of her hand on his face was electrifying. Jakob looked into her eyes and saw an understanding there.

      “Yes,” she told him. “In there, much is not what one expects. You do not have to share, but many gain understanding in speaking about what they saw.”

      That was certainly the truth. “I saw myself as a…” A what? A god? Brohmin said they were not gods. What then? “An ancient. I watched my daneamiin granddaughter run through the grass.” Memories of the visions returned. There was clarity to them unlike any of his previous dreams. “I saw men attack a beautiful daneamiin city and knew I could do nothing to stop it.” A tear slipped down his cheek, and he wiped it away.

      Her eyes widened briefly, though it could have been his imagination.

      “I saw myself as a man,” he continued, “receiving this sword.” He pointed to the blade now strapped to his waist. “My father said that this sword has been in my family for ages. Did I see the first Nialsen given this sword?”

      Jakob looked up at Anda, at her soft and strange eyes, her hairless head. The understanding in her eyes had not left. There was something more there, too, though he did not know what it was.

      “Why did I see these things?” he asked.

      She studied him before answering. “In the house of the Cala maah, one sees many things. Some are easier to see than others. You were tested according to an ancient custom, one that has not been practiced in many years.”

      “They called me Uniter of Men.”

      Anda nodded. “You were tested. You must restore the balance.”

      She rested a hand on his shoulder, which eased his mind somewhat. Self-doubt, concern for his sanity, racked him. That had been what bothered him for months, ever since the Magi had arrived in Chrysia. That fear had worsened during his journey, and stayed with him still. And now there was too much he could not explain.

      He didn’t notice Salindra approach. Her voice shook him from his thoughts.

      “Where have you been?”

      Her voice was different than he remembered, tinged with an unfamiliar tone. Worry? That didn’t seem right.

      Jakob noted her standing more upright, stronger somehow, and more confident. Brohmin trailed her with a strange bemused expression on his face. The daneamiin Elin escorted them both, his fluid steps silent.

      “I was summoned by the Cala maah,” he told her.

      Brohmin nodded. “She did not believe.”

      Salindra cast him a quick glance that was full of a confidence he had not seen before.

      What happened to her?

      He studied her a long time before he could see it. The ahmaean. No longer did it leech from her. A soft haze now encompassed her, not as bright as the daneamiin, but solid nonetheless.

      “You’ve been healed,” Jakob said, unable to conceal his surprise. What would he see if he looked at her ankles? How was that accomplished? And when?

      Surprise flashed across her face. “How did you know?” she asked, a remnant of the injured Salindra to her voice. “No. Never mind. Where have you been?”

      He looked from Salindra to Brohmin before glanced at the two daneamiin standing nearby. “I was summoned by the Cala maah. There was a…” How would he explain what happened to him? Brohmin called it a testing, but it had not seemed like any sort of test. “A ritual,” he decided.

      “What did you see?” Brohmin asked. “Did you pass the test?”

      What did Brohmin know? Would the Cala maah reveal his visions? Did they even know what he saw? He glanced to Anda, thinking she might help him explain what he’d seen to him. “I saw peace, war, and my sword.”

      Brohmin chuckled. “The visions of the Cala maah are not explained so simply,” he said, but did not press for details. “But did you pass?”

      Again, Jakob glanced to Anda. “They called me the Uniter of Men.”

      Brohmin sighed. “Then we might have a chance,” he said softly. “With so much time wasted, I worried…”

      “We haven’t wasted time,” Jakob said. “We’ve only just arrived.”

      “You entered the Cala maah five days ago. In that time, I have confirmed your vision. She is captured. If you truly are the Uniter, then we need to find her before it is too late.”

      Jakob’s head swam. “Five days? We only arrived a few days ago.”

      Salindra looked at him strangely then. “No, Jakob. It’s been nearly a week.”

      “How?” he asked Anda.

      “Time is sensed differently at the heart of the house,” Anda answered.

      “How is that possible?”

      Anda looked up at the huge tree growing from the top of the tall building. “What are days to the tree? To the tree, a day passes in a heartbeat.”

      “Yet our time is measured in such heartbeats,” Brohmin said. “And we must find answers and Alyta. If you are the Uniter, there should have been something you saw in the Cala maah that would help us, some key.”

      Jakob looked from Brohmin to Salindra. How could he explain that which he didn’t understand himself. Would explaining his visions help to find this key? What was he to make of him as an aging god watching his daneamiin grandchild? Did it mean that the gods created the daneamiin? He didn’t know how that knowledge could be relevant. The Urmahne taught that the gods created everything, so of course they created the daneamiin.

      Yet Brohmin tells us otherwise.

      The vision of the daneamiin being attacked was no more helpful. What was he to take from watching these peaceful people attacked? There was nothing he could understand, nothing, save sadness.

      The other vision, though, was different. He had seen Sharna, had even seen Niall. What did that mean? Sharna gave Niall a sword and explained its forging. His sword.

      Sharna had called the sword Neamiin when she’d given it to Niall. Novan had called it the same when he saw Jakob with it.

      Much ahmaean was poured into its making.

      He glanced down at the sword at his side, other thoughts floating through his mind.

      You must use the key, Uniter of Men.

      Aruhn had told him he must use the key.

      “My sword,” he whispered, the realization came to him, a cold sense of unease sweeping through him as it did. It had been slowly vibrating since he had left the Cala maah. Jakob had ignored it, concerned with other things.

      Forged by those who have never used a weapon.

      What is this blade?

      Jakob looked to Anda and thought that he understood.

      She looked back at him with her exotic eyes. “They gave of themselves willingly for its creation,” she said.

      Brohmin looked at them, his eyes widening. “The sword?”

      “Why?” Jakob asked Anda, ignoring Brohmin’s question.

      “There was no other way.”

      Jakob pulled his sword from its sheath and truly looked at it. The slow vibrating intensified, and he nearly dropped it, but his hand held firm. Turning the blade over, he noticed something he had not seen before. The brightness it held on one side, what he had always thought reflected light, had a familiar appearance. Hazy.

      Ahmaean.

      The ahmaean radiated from the blade only to be pulled back by the other side, the darker side. He squeezed the hilt, felt the carvings underneath the wrapping, and knew without removing it what was carved there. Three daneamiin were engraved along the hilt, arms linked and blank faces looking out. He had seen them but had not known, seen them in his vision, his dream.

      “Who were they?” he asked Anda.

      “They are Neamiin,” she answered.

      His sword. The key.

      How?

      Another question came to him: how had his family inherited this blade?

      “How will the sword help us find her? How is the sword the key?” he asked Anda.

      Her face was blank, unreadable. “Only Aruhn could say.”

      “I have never known Aruhn to give simple explanations,” Brohmin said.

      Anda smiled at that. “It is not his way,” she agreed. “Answers must be found within.”

      “You sound like him,” Brohmin teased.

      Elin actually laughed then. “She should. She is his daughter.”

      Brohmin eyed her appraisingly before turning to Jakob again. “The sword… Could it really be so simple? Why come here? What did Alyta need for us to understand?” He looked up to Jakob. “What else did you see?”

      Jakob thought for a moment. Until he understood them better himself, he wasn’t sure sharing the actual visions would do any good. But there was one he would share. “Niall…”

      “You saw Niall Tinmril?” Brohmin stared at him, realization creeping across his face. He started pacing, and Jakob could see the wheels in the man’s head begin to turn. “Of course. You’re descended from him.”

      “How do you know?” Is this the story of the sword his father knew?

      “One often sees visions of their forefathers in the Cala maah,” Elin answered.

      Forefathers? But he’d seen gods and daneamiin grandchildren…

      Anda watched him, a strange expression on her face.

      “Who was Niall Tinmril?” he asked, ignoring his line of thinking. The name sounded familiar to him, and he suddenly realized why. He’d had another vision, one where Sharna had spoken to Niall. But why? What was he meant to learn?

      Brohmin answered. “A Uniter, and believed to have been the last. It was said he was one of the greatest, and some thought he might be the prophesied Uniter, one called the nemah.” Brohmin shook his head. “Alyta did not think he was, though.”

      “Niall is remembered by our people as a great man,” Elin said. “We still sing of him.”

      “I should have suspected,” Brohmin said. “I don’t know why I did not think of it sooner.” He paused. “The sword,” he began, looking at the blade held firmly in Jakob’s hands. “I have heard its description and still didn’t know.”

      “What does that have to do with any of this? How will that help us find Alyta?” Salindra asked. She had been looking around at the daneamiin, at Jakob, at Brohmin, unable to speak.

      “Neamiin is the key,” he answered. “It’s a word with many meanings in the ancient language.”

      “I only know of one,” Salindra said.

      Brohmin nodded. “The ancient language is complex, and I have translated Neamiin as ‘weapon,’ but it could also be ‘key’ or—”

      “Or guide,” Salindra said.

      Jakob stared at his sword. “There is something different about it now. The sword has its own ahmaean.”

      Brohmin stared at it, squinting as if unable to see it, before looking up to Jakob. Salindra just stared at the sword. “You see it?”

      Jakob nodded. “Now.”

      “Before?”

      Jakob shrugged. Had he seen it before? He had not known what ahmaean was, was still unsure how he saw it, but did not think he had seen it before. “I don’t know,” he answered, but knew he had not. The constant vibrating was new too. It had hummed with him in battle, vibrating with the energy and strange sensation he knew when he fought, but he kept that to himself, unsure what it meant.

      Anda answered for him. “Neamiin is again awake.”

      Jakob looked at the sword, stared at the ahmaean swirling around the blade, and finally decided to sheathe it. It was dizzying watching the blade, and he worried about his sanity as he stared at it. “What now?”

      “We leave,” Brohmin answered. “We will use the sword to find Alyta, find the last, before Raime can.”
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      “This is a mistake.”

      Roelle looked to Selton and shrugged before nodding agreement. It probably was a mistake bringing nigh upon three hundred troops so close to a human city, but it could not be helped. The groeliin moved south and they chased.

      Rondalin could be hardly discerned in the far distance, its bold wall and stout tower just coming into view above the sweeping hillside. The terrain had grown increasingly contoured during their last few days of travel, the flat grassy plains giving way to the rolling hills. Trees were thicker here, and though not quite forested, there was the hint of the neighboring forests.

      Everything around them was brown. The heavy tall grass of the plains had long since lost its green, and in the rolling Rondalin valley, the shorter grasses were drying as well. In the north, there had been many pine trees, a bit of color dotting the plains, but as they moved south the pines grew less frequent, and the deciduous trees were now bereft of their leaves. A gloomy overcast had settled in, even managing to steel into her heart.

      The merahl still hunted.

      Nahrsin had said something to them so that their braying was quieter, and they did not range nearly as far, returning to the Antrilii more frequently, almost as with messages. Roelle would not have believed it had she not seen it herself. The creatures were more intelligent than she could imagine any animal being, and she began to wonder just how much they comprehended, adding to the growing list of questions she had about the Antrilii.

      “What choice do we have?” she answered.

      Selton shook his head as he smiled. “Are you taking Nahrsin’s view now?”

      Roelle laughed. The Antrilii viewed everything as the will of the gods. Roelle did not think everything she did was preordained. Life could not be lived without choices, otherwise what was the point?

      “No,” she said. “Only that I see little hope for these people if we veer away.” She shrugged. “Though they may not know it, we are their only hope.”

      “And if they send soldiers out?”

      Roelle sighed. “I don’t know what we’ll do then.”

      It was not much of an answer, but it was honest and all that she had for now. To a soldier or villager, the Magi would only be viewed as warriors—potential enemies—now, and the Antrilii looked fearsome enough at night, let alone broad daylight.

      A commotion nearby startled her as a rider neared.

      Zamell rode up to her and waved a quick salute. Roelle waved it off. Selton had started saluting her as more of a joke, but it had taken hold and now all the Magi saluted her. The gesture made her uncomfortable at first, and now, she merely tolerated it.

      “Zamell,” she said, nodding.

      Selton eyed the young woman casually and said nothing. There was an expression to his face that Roelle recognized. Zamell was lovely, though had so far ignored Selton’s advances. She tried to push back the fluttering of jealousy. Now was not the time.

      “Antrilii scouts bring word that the groeliin change direction.”

      Roelle grunted. The creatures had been moving southeast, but if they headed more south, they would run straight into the heart of the city. There were not enough of them to battle the mass of groeliin, even if they attacked in broods.

      “Selton?” she asked, not needing to form the question.

      Her large friend nodded quickly. “I will see,” Selton answered. “Care to join me on a ride, Zamell?”

      She followed, leaving Roelle leading the remaining Magi as they rode forward. She often liked to ride separate and at the vanguard, it helped her organize her thoughts and plans. Slowly, she crested a hill, and Rondalin came into better view.

      She signaled for a stop and sent word to Nahrsin to do the same. After a while, the large Antrilii rode over to meet her. His face was painted in red and black today, smeared on, and Roelle wondered again if the markings held any meaning.

      “We near Rondalin.”

      Nahrsin nodded. “Aye.”

      She frowned at Nahrsin. “How far south have you traveled?”

      Nahrsin looked around before shrugging. “There is a test we Antrilii have, a rite of passage into adulthood, where we travel the countryside. Usually we move at night.”

      “You understand that you can be a bit intimidating?” she asked dryly.

      Nahrsin laughed. “That is the intent, Mage.”

      “They are changing course,” Roelle commented.

      The Antrilii nodded. “We are prepared. We have ridden hard.”

      Roelle knew she needed to prepare to protect the city. If everyone reacted like the Denraen guides and Lendra when exposed to the groeliin, the city would be destroyed easily. No army of man could defend against such destruction.

      The Antrilii had not disagreed, and they had ridden hard to block the groeliin should they move upon Rondalin. None were sure it would work.

      The merahl had helped. The huge cats had harried the groeliin, slowing their advance as the Magi warriors and Antrilii traveled to reach the great northern city. Roelle was still uncertain what they had to gain from their efforts, other than their own deaths. There remained too many groeliin for their small band of warriors.

      The two of them fell silent as they stared down at Rondalin. It was a goodly sized city with a thick wall surrounding the city proper. An outer city had formed, recently from the looks of it, circling the city itself. A mass of tents and shacks flowed out with little thought of pattern or sanitation, and even at a distance, she could detect a faint pungent odor of human waste and filth.

      Small roads wound through the outer city toward the main city gate. Roelle noted people milling about the outer city, smudged dark with dirt and wearing clothing long since ragged. Soldiers marched along the roads in patrol, most with dulled armor long, and each paired with another unarmed man. Roelle sucked in her breath as she realized what she saw.

      Nahrsin looked over to her and frowned. “You see something, Mage?”

      “I can’t be certain,” she admitted. The distance was still great, even for the enhanced Magi eyesight. She looked again and knew she had seen truly. “Deshmahne,” she grunted. Her sword hand flexed involuntarily.

      Nahrsin eyed her carefully. “You fear these men?” he asked with a hint of surprise in the tone of his voice.

      Roelle focused on the city. “I have faced them and have been forced to kill.” She did not meet his eyes. “That act violates the Urmahne principles my people were founded upon, and yet I had no choice.”

      “Too many think the Urmahne demands strict peace,” he started slowly. “Misunderstood,” he continued, shaking his head. His dark, braided hair swung with the motion. “The path to peace is sometimes darkened by the blood it takes to achieve. The gods understand this.”

      Hearing his words, Roelle turned to Nahrsin. “You follow the Urmahne?”

      The large man laughed again, as he did so easily. “We follow the mahne. It is enough.”

      “How do you know of the mahne?” she asked, unable to conceal her surprise. She had only learned of it when Alriyn admitted its existence, claiming its words were meant for the Council only. How did the Antrilii know of it?

      “All men should know the mahne, Mage,” Nahrsin said. “The Urmahne priests teach it though they know it not.”

      “Our Council shares nothing of the mahne,” she admitted. “I know only what my uncle told me of the text. He mentioned a balance that must be maintained that was the core of the Urmahne.”

      Nahrsin sniffed contemptuously. “Oversimplified, but true enough,” he grumbled but did not elaborate.

      Roelle turned back toward Rondalin, finding it difficult to comprehend what she had just learned. It was another fact of the Antrilii that she was determined to understand. How much of these people did Endric know? Novan?

      Certainly, both knew there was more to the Antrilii than simple nomads when they sent her from the city to find the Antrilii. Could they have known the extent of the mystery surrounding the Antrilii?

      She was interrupted from her thoughts as a rider approached. Selton gave a slight nod to Nahrsin, before stopping. Sweat covered him.

      “The groeliin now move east,” he said in lieu of greeting.

      “Are you sure?” Roelle asked.

      Her friend smiled and pointed to his sweat-covered face. “I have seen. East about five leagues.”

      “They will bypass the city,” Roelle said. “This after they’ve torn through two villages.”

      Nahrsin frowned at the comment.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I am not sure,” he said, seeming troubled. “All we have witnessed of the creatures’ behavior of late has been unusual, but this seems the strangest.” He paused, looking down again at Rondalin. “The groeliin crave destruction almost as if they feed upon it. They have been known to move toward towns by scent, leaving every last person dead or dying. Never have I seen the groeliin turn away from such an opportunity.”

      Roelle knew what Nahrsin meant. They had seen towns decimated by what these creatures could do, and this did seem unusual. It was almost as if they did not have time to be slowed by destroying Rondalin.

      She cast another glance down at the city. Too many Deshmahne wandered there. Was there another reason the groeliin did not attack? And if there was, could they use it?

      “You thought they were being directed before. This would make that a more plausible scenario,” Selton said.

      Nahrsin eyed him a moment. “That is what I fear,” the large Antrilii rumbled.

      Roelle had seen the worry lines on Nahrsin’s face and knew the man did not discuss all that concerned him. The Magi were not acting with all the available information and that fact bothered her.

      Nahrsin would answer, she decided. “Why?”

      The Antrilii shook his head. “No matter. They move and we follow.”

      Roelle hardened her tone, and faced him. “It does matter, Nahrsin. We must know what we are facing. Who do you think directs the groeliin?”

      Nahrsin stared at the line of Antrilii troops, his people, for a long moment, before turning back and choosing to answer. “We have spoken of the groeliin much, Mage,” he said, looking at Roelle and Selton equally. “We face the hunters. They are fast and strong, and have numbers, but we kill them easily.”

      Roelle looked at Selton and they both nodded. Easily would be an overstatement, but the creatures died regardless.

      “I have mentioned the large warrior groeliin, the one we killed many years ago, marked with a symbol of many different broods.”

      They nodded again, and Roelle began to worry where Nahrsin was leading them.

      “There is probably a third groeliin,” he continued. “Never seen but oft suspected. We think there are but a few of this type and born of a certain power. We think these groeliin make the markings upon the others.” He paused before meeting Roelle’s eyes. “We talk of symbols and what might direct the groeliin, and so I answer. There is likely a groeliin with fearsome power, power enough to direct the groeliin.”

      She looked to Selton and felt a different fluttering in her chest. Could the groeliin have their own dark gifts?

      Selton had been staring down at Rondalin while Nahrsin spoke and looked back with the words. “Acting alone or with another?” he asked. His eyes flicked back to the city.

      Roelle shivered and followed Selton’s gaze, his eyes seeming to level on the Deshmahne down among the city. She feared the connection for more reasons than she could put words to, but the Deshmahne came from the south and moved north. There had to be a connection. They had to intend to attack—almost as if they knew the groeliin moved south.

      Once more, she wondered if they could use them. She turned when Nahrsin set a calloused hand on her arm, and met the Antrilii warrior’s intense gaze.

      “Hear me, Mage. What I say to you now is important. You cannot question what you feel in your heart,” he said, thumping his own chest. “The Deshmahne, like the groeliin, twist the mahne and seek to unmake that which it protects. I have seen you in battle.” He paused and offered her a smile. It was a warm expression, almost fatherly. “You serve the gods and the mahne by what you do. Fight with the Antrilii. We will be enough.”

      With those words, Nahrsin rode toward the Antrilii, leaving Roelle staring after him.

      “What was that?” Selton asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Roelle?”

      “He thinks we can stop the groeliin,” she started, “but there are too many. If the broods begin working together—if there is a powerful groeliin that controls them—then we will be overwhelmed. Everyone in these lands will be overwhelmed.”

      “As they were during the Founding,” Selton said.

      Roelle nodded. That was the connection she had made, and the fact that both the Magi and the Antrilii could see the groeliin made her suspect they were more related than they knew. It had to be the reason Endric had sent them north. He had known about this connection and about how the Magi would be able to help.

      No longer did Roelle doubt her purpose, or question why the Magi had the skills they did. They had suppressed them for nearly a thousand years, but they were needed once more. This had to be her purpose.

      Endric had known. He had practically pushed her towards this understanding.

      Roelle sighed. Even with what she had learned, she wasn’t certain it would matter. They had been nearly a hundred when they left Vasha and had lost some in the attacks. There weren’t enough of them, not against the numbers of the groeliin they faced.

      “We don’t have the numbers, Selton.”

      “What will we do? We can’t abandon these people to the groeliin.”

      Roelle turned her attention to the distant sight of Rondalin, a dangerous idea coming to her but one that she began to think they had no choice but to consider. Only, what would the rest of the Magi think?

      The merahl howled again, signaling another attack, and Roelle tore her gaze away from the city, pushing away that plan. For now.

      How long could she ignore it? How long could she wait before she attempted reaching out to the Deshmahne for help?

      Another thought plagued her—was that something else Endric had planned for?
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      Jakob stood for a moment, looking around him. The ahmaean that filled the city shone brightly. He looked up the tree at the heart of the Cala maah with its ahmaean reach toward every corner of the settlement. Hundreds of daneamiin moved overhead in the trees.

      It was beautiful.

      Would he ever see the beauty of this place again? Brohmin had been here and returned, but with the groeliin willing to attack, and the daneamiin seemingly unwilling to fight, would this place end up like the city in his vision?

      He stared at the rope bridges overhead, before turning to the trees themselves with their hidden stairs and rooms grown into their trunks. “I wish…”

      Anda touched his elbow, guiding him forward. Her hand lingered on his arm as they walked, and he welcomed her touch. They reached the base of the tree in which he’d stayed, and he saw that his belongings had already been gathered, tucked neatly into a woven sack of daneamiin design. Brohmin and Salindra were waiting there. Anda led the way until they reached the edge of the clearing where they were joined by Aruhn and Elin. Jakob glanced over his shoulder to the huge building of stone, grass, and tree. He stared for a long moment at the Cala maah, trying to capture the image in his mind.

      Will I see something as magnificent again?

      Jakob was slow to leave this place, but the others were quickly falling out of sight as they traveled at a brisker pace. Occasionally, Anda slowed to give him a chance to keep up. As she did, she would take his hand to lead him faster. A wave of peace flushed through him as she touched him.

      Along the path, he saw a flicker of golden eyes and dark fur. Jakob stared, hoping for a better view, wondering if what he saw was real, before shaking his head. The strange itch in the back of his mind, annoyingly familiar, returned suddenly. With it came a memory from his visions, something he had known as one of the gods.

      Nemerahl.

      There was a soft chuckle inside his head, so faint it could have been imagined, then it was gone and with it the strange itch. Was this the creature that had saved him when the Deshmahne had attacked? He could not shake those golden eyes and had never seen another creature like it, yet he knew nothing of the nemerahl other than what he had seen in his vision.

      They came to a clearing in the trees, and Brohmin, Salindra, Elin, and Aruhn were already there, waiting for them near a wide-open plain. To the north and south, trees met grass in an almost straight line as they reached the edge of the forest.

      He’d not been here before. Where were they?

      The thought left him as he saw what lay before them. A huge gash cut into the earth and stretched for as far as he could see to the north and south. Jakob tried to see to the other side, but it was too far. He imagined that he saw green, but could make out no other details.

      The Great Valley.

      He had never expected to see the valley. The stories of Jarren Gildeun came to him, when he spoke of the Great Valley and his desire to cross it. Yet he never had. Even knowing he had crossed—that the daneamiin were on the other side—was different than actually seeing it. How had he crossed when Jarren could not? The size of it was immense, the far side barely even visible.

      Jakob approached the edge carefully. Salindra and Brohmin went with him. For some reason, Anda, Aruhn, and Elin stayed near the trees.

      Looking down, he saw the sheer face of white rock drop off below him. It was smooth, almost a pearly white, but the bright light of the sun played strange colors off it. Far beneath them, in the base of the valley, he thought he could see where the river ran, but even that was mostly imagined.

      “I never thought I would see this,” he told Salindra.

      She stood tall, back straight. Not the same Salindra as the one who had entered the forest with him all those days ago. “Most never take the time to view what the gods have made for us. It is… breathtaking. I’ve seen it only once before, long ago. And from the other side, of course.”

      “Men have stared across this chasm for centuries,” Brohmin said. “Wondering why the gods created such a rent in the earth. Why prevent man from accessing part of their creation?” He turned his gaze back to the daneamiin.

      They stood for a moment saying nothing, and then Brohmin led them back to the daneamiin, near the edge of the forest.

      “This is where you leave us,” Aruhn told them in his deep voice.

      Salindra cast a puzzled look. “How?”

      Aruhn smiled. “Do not worry, you do not have to walk across the valley as men did many years ago.”

      Jakob looked back toward the Great Valley, trying to measure the distance across. “How was that possible?”

      “Many things are possible, Jakob Nialsen, some easier to explain than others. There was a time when the valley did not cut through here, a time when our lands were connected. There came a need for separation, and it was made. For many years, a bridge connected the two lands. Few knew of its existence, yet still it caused us much pain.” Tears welled in his eyes, as if the memory was still fresh.

      A vision flashed into Jakob’s mind, one of men attacking the beautiful city he’d seen in his vision. This bridge was how they crossed to the Unknown Lands. It was how the daneamiin were first attacked. Memories that could not be his washed through him quickly and were gone.

      It was the High Priest. The same man who chased them now had tormented the daneamiin all those years ago. How? And why attack the daneamiin. What purpose did it serve since they would not fight back?

      Jakob studied Anda, Elin, and Aruhn, and the answer came to him. The attack was the same reason the High Priest had harmed Salindra. Thick ahmaean streamed around them. If the High Priest could steal from the Magi, he likely could steal from the daneamiin as well.

      How many had he stolen from? How powerful was he? How could they expect to stop him?

      They needed a goddess. Alyta. The last.

      He’d seen her in his visions, though imprisoned. And now… now they would have to save her if they were to stop the High Priest.

      Not they. Him.

      He had wondered what he was meant to do, but this seemed beyond him. Yet, if he didn’t, if they failed… He couldn’t think of that.

      Had all of this been about him discovering what he must do? Not only the search for Avaneam, but reaching the daneamiin, and the time with the Cala maah? Had Alyta planned for all of it?

      The only way to know would be to save her. Then she could help them understand how to stop Raime. Then she could help him understand his visions—and what was happening to him.

      “How will we cross?” Salindra asked.

      Aruhn motioned toward Anda. “She will guide you.”

      Anda blinked at Aruhn before nodding.

      “Your welcome warmed me, Salindra Indrianne,” Aruhn said. “Your return warmed me, Brohmin Ulruuy.” He turned to Jakob. “The trees will welcome your return, Jakob Nialsen.”

      When finished, Aruhn turned and walked back into the forest. He flickered in and out of sight as he walked, humming a strange melody as he departed.

      Elin looked at Salindra a long moment before speaking. “Your welcome warmed me, Salindra Indrianne.” He reached out his hand and briefly squeezed hers before turning to Brohmin. “Your return warmed me, Brohmin Ulruuy.” He turned to Jakob. “Your welcome warmed me, Jakob Nialsen.” Elin then followed Aruhn into the forest.

      Watching them leave, Jakob felt a pang of loss. There was something about the daneamiin, something about the way he felt within their land that he knew he would miss. “Your welcome warmed me, Elin. Your welcome warmed me, Aruhn,” he whispered to himself.

      He looked up to see Anda smiling. A flush worked through his cheeks, and he looked away rather than have her see it.

      “What now?” Salindra asked, her eyes slightly damp.

      Brohmin stared across the valley, his jaw clenched. Ever since learning of Jakob’s vision, he’d been anxious. Jakob suspected he knew something more, but not what it was.

      Anda motioned them toward the edge of the valley. Once there, she grabbed Jakob’s hand and then Salindra’s, and Salindra held on to Brohmin.

      Anda’s touch was warm, relaxing. He pushed the thought away, hiding a different flush that worked through him.

      “Close your eyes,” she directed.

      He did, and felt the pulsing in his mind start slowly, and build steadily. It became a roaring sensation, one that filled him, stretching through his body, reaching even his fingers and toes.

      Suddenly, he felt a tug within his mind. It was soft, though like the gentle sense he’d felt inside the house of the Cala maah. He almost jumped, but Anda’s steadying presence reassured him.

      He had the feeling of movement, and then it was gone.

      “You may open your eyes now,” Anda said.

      He opened his eyes and saw that they were back in the forest. It was not the same forest as before. The trees were not close enough together and were not as high. The sounds were different, harsher. The sun shone through a hole in the canopy overhead. He noted a collection of stones, seemingly arranged randomly.

      They were back in the heart of the Great Forest.

      The forest they had just come from was much grander in scale than this one, though as he looked at the trees, he could see ahmaean. It was weaker than that which surrounded the trees in the Unknown Lands, but not much.

      “How did you do that?” he asked Anda.

      She smiled slightly, but said nothing.

      “Do you leave us now?” he asked her.

      “I cannot. The journey for me was one way.” She looked longingly to the east, across the valley, then paused to untie a small bundle she had carried, flipping it open and strapping on a dark cloak.

      “If you brought us here, why can you not return?”

      Pulling the hood of the cloak over her naked head, she simply repeated. “I cannot.”

      Salindra looked at the two of them before interrupting. “You will travel with us then?”

      Anda nodded.

      “Where?” Jakob asked.

      “Alyta is held, though I don’t know where.” He turned to Jakob, hopeful eyes searching for an answer. “Did your visions show anything? Search what you saw in the Cala maah.”

      His mind flashed through the small pieces of half-remembered dreams. Darkness and oppression were common themes. There was one where he saw a candle reflecting off the wall, a wall so smooth that it could not be real. Where to hold a goddess so that she could not be found?

      His hand gripped his sword, but even with the ahmaean flowing through it, there was no answer. “I don’t—”

      “The Tower,” a voice said behind them.

      There was gravel to it, and the hairs on the back of Jakob’s neck stood up. He recognized its owner without turning, without seeing the man’s face; it had burned into his memory when he’d been held by a Deshmahne and his men.

      Jakob took a deep breath, steeling himself, as he turned to face the large Deshmahne priest. Fear and hopelessness washed through him, toward him, and from within him.

      Twelve Deshmahne were arranged behind the large priest, hidden among the stones. Each was heavily tattooed, more so than any other Deshmahne Jakob had yet seen. “She is within the Tower. And you will never leave this forest to free her.”
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      Locken looked around the room. The stone of the place seemed especially cold today. The room was bare, little to it other than three chairs set around a table. It served its purpose.

      He sat in one chair, back tense with the decisions only he could make. His arms rested almost uncomfortably on the armrests. He could feel the cold through his leather boots, and it creep up his legs and into his groin. It was not a pleasant decision he made today. Theresa sat across from him, saying nothing. She already knew his decision, and supported what he would do. It was necessary that she be there, as she would rule in Saeline during his absence.

      Lonn also sat at the table. His stout frame filled the seat, seeming nearly too much for the old chair. His short legs dangled slightly above the stone floor. Locken knew the other man lucky to be spared the cold.

      But it wasn’t merely the temperature of the room that cooled him. That was caused by something more. The choices he made today were what chilled his heart. He looked intently at his old friend, and listened.

      “You are to meet in council with them. They have agreed to listen, though they offer no support yet. They wait to speak with you in person first.”

      Locken found himself nodding as he listened. It was much as he had expected. “Thealon will not pledge support to our cause easily. They will need proof that Richard plans to invade.”

      Lonn sat quietly for a moment, thoughts turned inward. Locken found his own thoughts disturbing, dark. What he planned could cost his people, his family. His inaction could cost more. It was a difficult choice he made.

      Equally difficult was the choice he asked of the nation of Thealon. Asking support from a country his had warred against. A war still all too fresh in some people’s minds. Difficult choices.

      “Thealon would not last in a drawn out battle with the full force of Gom Aaldia,” Lonn said quietly after a long pause. The words forced Locken from his own quiet reverie. “Not with their attentions turned north.”

      He nodded. “They would not. Richard has planned long for this invasion, been secretive about the whole affair. It would surprise many.”

      “Richard might have, but I doubt he anticipated the rebellion in Gom Aaldia. Yet, we still need to offer proof. Proof of the High King’s intent. Proof of our own intent,” Lonn reminded him. Locken needed no reminder.

      “We will tell them we are declaring ourselves free,” he decided. Lonn did not seem surprised. “Tell them that we would ask their aid in obtaining our independence, that they will have ours when Richard moves forward. It is inevitable.”

      Lonn studied him carefully. He knew the man was counting casualties. “We cannot win, my friend.” The words were soft. The tone sad. “We are few to the many of Gom Aaldia. Even joining forces with Thealon, they cannot offer support or strength enough to help win this battle.”

      “I know. But our treason has already begun. We have little choice but to follow through.”

      He knew his friend understood. He prayed his people would.

      “Thealon will wait to get involved. They cannot risk helping a lost cause. Their strength now lies in the Tower itself and in the gods they house. We should pray for their help.”

      Locken smiled. He knew his friend joked, but replied anyway. “I have.” He paused a moment. “Besides, Richard has two possible courses of action. He can fight his way through, risking the commoners and the loss of support from some of the other kings…” An arched eyebrow from Lonn caused him to reconsider. “Well, at least from Robden. His is an honorable house.” Lonn nodded. “Or he can loop around us, slowing his travel but avoiding the loss of troops. Something tells me that he is more concerned with the Tower and Thealon than he is with us. At least, to begin with.”

      He saw Lonn nod slowly. It was a difficult choice. “Once he attacks Thealon?” It wasn’t much of a question. He could see from Lonn’s eyes the man knew what he would do.

      “We will get their support. We will aid them.”

      The room was silent for a long time as the two men sat. Theresa rested her hand on his, and Locken found himself staring, few thoughts coming to his head. It seemed so hopeless. But the alternative was unthinkable.

      “We may find we are not alone in our discontent. We may find hidden support,” he told his friend, his quiet voice seeming a yell after the long moments of silence.

      A questioning glance came from Lonn.

      “Robden will not tolerate this attack for long. What he fights now is his respect for tradition. I think we need to wait and see.” He prayed he was not misguided. Either way, war was coming.
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* * *

      The light of Alriyn’s small outer office seemed dimmer than it should, though likely only because he had a few candles lit. The thin light cast strange shadows about the walls, lending to dark thoughts.

      The others watched him as they waited.

      Where was he?

      The seventh was to have joined them today. Daguin had been harder to convince than Crayn, though just as essential to their success. Alriyn had gently reminded him of all the strange things that seemed to be converging at the same time. He still wasn’t certain he’d convinced him.

      “I don’t know what happened to him,” he said, breaking the silence.

      “Could we have been compromised?” Bothar asked. “You said you’re worried about the Deshmahne. What if they have infiltrated more than the city?”

      The implication meant the Denraen. It could even mean the Magi.

      “There is likely a perfectly understandable explanation,” Karrin said.

      Alriyn nodded, though he had his doubts. He had been careful, perhaps more careful than with Crayn, in selecting the Mage. “There must be an explanation. But we will keep this meeting short nonetheless. Has anyone heard from Isandra?”

      Karrin shook her head. Alriyn thought she hadn’t. His sources had been silent as well.

      “I had hoped that one of you,” Karrin began, nodding toward Alriyn and Crayn, “would have heard more than I. The north is silent to me.” They all knew that strange, given the time she’d served in Rondalin.

      “Perhaps it means nothing,” he told her. “Isandra is a capable woman. It may mean—”

      “I know what it means, Alriyn,” she said. There was a finality to her voice. The room was quiet for a while. “We need to find her. I will go north this time.”

      Alriyn rested his hands on the table in front of him. “No.”

      “I can see if I can—”

      “No,” he said again. “We must trust Isandra, and must trust that she can succeed, that she can bring the delegates together and stop war from coming.” He softened his tone. “Besides, we need you here.”

      Her nod of assent came slowly, but it came.

      Alriyn repressed a sigh. They could not afford to lose one more of them. They needed everyone there to convince the rest of the Magi.

      “What other news do we have?” he asked, tearing his gaze from Karrin.

      “The Gomald army nears Thealon. King Locken does not join the others.”

      “What does it mean?” Crayn asked.

      “The Deshmahne,” Alriyn answered. “It is as Endric said. They spread discord. They have converted Gom Aaldia as they intended. They seek to disrupt the mahne. And now armies march on Thealon. They grow stronger, bolder.” What did it mean? And what next?

      There was only one thing they could do, but they would need to either convince Jostephon—or override him. The delegates had failed. Any hope of using them to restore the Magi influence had failed.

      It was why they needed the seventh. With a majority, they could summon the tradition, and choose the Uniter.

      “We will need to return to tradition,” he said. “It is time we make a stand. The Urmahne must stand.”

      “We have failed every time we have tried,” Haerlin said. “The prophecy is incomplete.”

      “Then we will examine what we know and try again,” he said. What other choice did they have? The balance was failing, and he did not know what would happen if it did.

      No one had a chance to answer.

      The door to the small room pushed open quickly and then banged shut. Faces around the table all looked toward the door, each visibly startled and some scared.

      Endric stood before them again, panting. Sweat dripped from his brow. The historian stood with him, a look of focused concentration on his face but no sign of sweat.

      “What is this?” Karrin started.

      “There is no time,” Endric answered, his voice breathy. “You have been discovered. Your last was captured by Deshmahne. War has come to Vasha. We must move. Now.”

      There was urgency to his voice that carried them quickly out of their seats. Standing, the Magi Councilors looked to Alriyn. Deshmahne attacking the Magi Council? How was that even possible?

      “Where do we go?” Haerlin asked.

      “Somewhere else,” Endric answered. “Now.”

      Alriyn was not sure where they needed to go. Safety was his first thought. He did not dare to think what might have forced Endric to find them as he had.

      He motioned toward the door. He knew where they needed to go. The mahne, he knew. “The library. The mahne must be preserved.”

      They moved quickly through the door and out into the corridor. The light was dim, darker than it should be.

      “We must move,” Endric urged, his voice hushed.

      It was too late.

      Rendrem strode down the hall, a dozen with him. “What is this?” he demanded.

      Alriyn looked to the others Rendrem had brought with him. One he knew to be still an apprentice. Not with Roelle, though. The thought came unbidden. He wondered what it meant. Another was a fully trained Mage. He did not recognize the rest.

      “It is nothing to concern you, Rendrem Lifst. Be on your way,” Alriyn commanded. He would see if his rank and authority still had any influence over that one but did not think it would.

      Could he have been converted? Not the Magi, and surely none of the Council!

      And then another fear entered his heart. If the Magi had converted—if one of the Council had been converted—then the mahne itself truly was in danger. Was that what the goddess had wanted of him? To physically guard it?

      He glanced at Endric then to Novan. Both seemed to know what he was thinking.

      “It is safe,” the historian whispered, pitched only for his ears. “For now.”

      Alriyn felt a strange tingle course through him and he looked at Novan. The historian did not meet his gaze, but there was a strange look to him, a concentration that he recognized.

      Rendrem interrupted his thought. “You think to direct me? You think any of you can direct me while you plot against the Council?”

      Alriyn had to handle this just right. “They should not be a part of this,” he motioned to the others standing with Rendrem.

      “They are with me,” Rendrem answered firmly. A flicker of worry crossed his face before it was gone.

      “You have it wrong, Rendrem. You are being used.” Someone behind him gasped, and Alriyn was not sure who it was. “It must be protected.”

      “There is nothing to that ancient document that applies anymore,” Rendrem said quietly. “The Eldest has instructed me to bring you to him.”

      So Jostephon was a part of this.

      Alriyn felt a surge of panic as he realized he could no longer deny the truth. They needed to reach the mahne to secure it. The goddess had been clear on that. “You have no authority over those of the Council, Rendrem.”

      “It is with the authority of the Eldest that I speak.” There was a slight uncertainty to him now.

      Alriyn heard a moan behind him. Bothar he supposed. The man was weaker than he would have imagined. Alriyn would be forced to travel a path he had not thought necessary. He had thought it would be safer and easier to get the majority of the Council, and the body of the Magi would decide the issue. It was not to be.

      Alriyn closed his eyes for but a moment, realizing there was only one way for him to do this. “I do not recognize his authority,” he said softly.

      Rendrem took a step back, as did the two Magi with him.

      “I challenge the authority of the Eldest,” Alriyn continued, drawing himself up. Though a part of their ancient law, it had never been exercised. The Eldest had always been the most respected, the most revered, and the price of failure of the challenge was too great.

      Alriyn knew their need was greater.

      Protect the mahne.

      He heard Karrin breath in harshly. Haerlin muttered a surprised, “Oh.” The others were silent behind him.

      “Careful,” he heard whispered to him. Was it the historian? How could he know what it was that Alriyn risked by doing this?

      “I cannot answer the challenge,” Rendrem stuttered.

      “The challenge must be answered, Rendrem,” Alriyn reminded. He no longer cared that this Mage before him did not know how far over his head he was.

      Rendrem cocked his head, seeming to listen to a voice only he heard, before shaking it. “You will come with me to the Eldest.”

      “Enough!” Alriyn said. The sound seemed to thunder down the hall. He threw his mind open wide as he reached for the ability the gods gifted to him. He pushed it open wider, almost too wide.

      Push.

      It was a soft voice in the back of his mind and Alriyn listened, pushing as instructed. It was more than he had ever pushed before. He pushed again, harder, opening his mind as much as possible.

      He felt a tear within his head.

      An old memory, something read once in an ancient text, came back to him. Could he push his mind further?

      He’d never tried, never had the need, but now he stretched his consciousness, his being, and filled the void he had created. He pushed again, and felt his mind fill even more. It was much farther than he had ever attempted, but in his fear and frustration he didn’t care.

      Through the pain, his senses heightened. Everything around him intensified.

      Rendrem looked at Alriyn nervously before raising his hand and motioning to the men behind him. As they moved forward, Alriyn saw the dark shadow of a tattoo upon one man’s neck.

      Alriyn almost lost control then. “You’re willing to defile the palace?”

      The man smiled and slid forward, a sword suddenly in his hand. Nearly a dozen others—all Deshmahne, Alriyn realized—did the same and moved toward him.

      Alriyn reacted, and reached out with his mind, feeling the tiny manehlin floating around all of those opposing him. He probed farther, something he had never tried before, had never thought possible. With his even wider connection, it was possible.

      He reached his awareness inside them and felt the manehlin comprising them.

      He pulled, dragging with him that which gave them life.

      Rendrem screamed. The Deshmahne froze in place. Someone behind him gasped.

      “We must go,” Endric urged.

      “Hold the manehlin for now,” Novan whispered to him.

      Alriyn heard the words but did not see the historian’s mouth move.

      To complete the challenge to Jostephon’s authority, Alriyn would have to confront him, but a part of him didn’t want to confront his old friend. It was almost too much to believe that their most senior Mage could be a part of the Deshmahne in the palace, but what other answer was there? Rendrem had intended to take Alriyn and the others to Jostephon.

      Could he really have done this? Could Jostephon have betrayed the Magi?

      Rendrem would have answers, but Alriyn would have to somehow pull them from him. He turned back to the man, intending to find out, when Endric laid a hand on his arm.

      “Much longer, and you lose the advantage. They’ve surprised us once. Do not allow them to do it a second time,” the general said.

      Alriyn gave a curt nod, and followed Endric as they started off.

      When they neared the end of the hall to turn onto the stairs, a booming voice from the opposite end forced him to turn.

      “What is this?” a voice thundered.

      The Eldest strolled toward them.
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      As the twisted groeliin press their way south, countless lives will be lost unless Roelle can find help, forcing her to go to an enemy for aid. It’s a dangerous gamble, but she can think of no alternative, not if she intends to save as many as possible.

      Jakob continues having strange visions and struggles with what he’s becoming. No longer does he question that he has power, but the only person who might be able to answer is trapped in Thealon. They must reach her before all is lost. Doing so forces them to face an army of Deshmahne and a horde of groeliin.

      As their paths converge, war extends throughout the north. All have to sacrifice, but even that might not be enough to defeat both the Deshmahne and the groeliin, all while trying to save the last of the gods.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Want to read more about Endric? Soldier Son, Book 1 of The Teralin Sword, will be out in March. Set decades before the events in The Lost Prophecy.
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      As the second son of the general of the Denraen, Endric wants only to fight, not the commission his father demands of him. When a strange attack in the south leads to the loss of someone close to him, only Endric seems concerned about what happened.

      All signs point to an attack on the city, and betrayal by someone deep within the Denraen, but his father no longer trusts his judgment. This forces Endric to make another impulsive decision, one that leads him far from the city on a journey where he discovers how little he knew, and how much more he has to understand. If he can prove himself in time, and with the help of his new allies, he might be able to stop a greater disaster.
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