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      Alriyn made his way through the library, pausing briefly to nod at the librarian. Efrain had mostly recovered, though he still had the strange markings on his ankles that they had found on so many of the Magi following the Deshmahne attack. So many had died during the attack, and many more had been permanently weakened. Alriyn still was trying to take stock of what had happened, but they found new horrors so often that it became numbing.

      Efrain had been the first one Alriyn had tried to heal, and the first time he had felt completely helpless. There were few times in his life when Alriyn had felt so useless. He had used the manehlin, trying to understand what had happened, and how the brandings affected the Magi, but all he’d managed to determine was that somehow, the brandings caused their Mageborn abilities to leach out from them. He didn’t know how Jostephon had used that ability, and bound it to himself. It had to do with the tattoos somehow, yet he didn’t fully understand them. Could the teralin be involved?

      Alriyn paused at the far wall of the library, placing his hand on the panel where he pressed through it using the manehlin. Since the attack, since stretching his mind so wide open that he’d nearly split himself in two, he saw a swirling energy around everything. Had he thought of it, he would have asked Novan before he had departed, but the historian had been intent to leave.

      Odd that he would seem so insistent after remaining in the city for as long as he had. Perhaps that was because Alriyn now suspected something more of Novan, and suspected he hid secrets that he did not want revealed.

      There were many questions he had for Novan, more and more each day. He suspected the historian understood what happened to the Magi, and would have been able to explain to him the secret of the branding. Their archives had no record of similar brandings. He could go to the university—and intended to—but they would require additional work to coax into helping.

      Pressing through the wall, the door opened with a soft hiss. Alriyn stepped through, barely pausing, and once on the other side, he triggered the door closed again.

      This had once been the resting place for the mahne, a place the Council of Elders had guarded with a certain reverence. Now, it was nothing more than a chamber, one that granted access to the mines beneath the palace. That was where he needed to go.

      It had been nearly a week since he’d visited the mines. A week since he had attempted to question Jostephon, in search of answers.

      Eventually, he knew Jostephon would break, and that Jostephon would provide the answers they sought. He had to. He owed it to the Magi, for everything that he had done to the people under his supposed protection, for everything that he had done to them.

      And yet, Jostephon had remained stubbornly defiant. It disappointed Alriyn. They had once been friends, and Jostephon had long been a noted scholar within the Magi, but had sacrificed that when he had joined with the Deshmahne.

      The pedestal in the center of the room sat empty, nothing upon it.

      A hint of residual energy remained around it, energy that came from the barriers the Magi had placed over the years. Those barriers had been used to protect the mahne back when they thought the writings were the key to everything their people were. Now, Alriyn knew differently.

      He touched the leg of the pedestal, and it rose silently.

      Alriyn stepped back, waiting for the platform to completely elevate, and when it did, he stepped inside, quickly descending into the warmth below. Once he was far enough in, he triggered the platform closed once more. This was a secret he wanted to keep. There were few within the palace who knew about this connection, few who could know about it, and he wanted to keep it that way. The mines were otherwise closed. There weren’t many capable of reaching them, other than those on the Council of Elders, and Endric. Alriyn wouldn’t keep access away from Endric even if he could.

      The walls glowed with a faint light. They had done that since the historian had been here, and Alriyn hadn’t determined whether Novan had somehow triggered something, somehow finding a way to keep the walls glowing, or not, but the historian wouldn’t share. That troubled Alriyn, especially as he preferred to be in the know about such things. The light was a pure white light, one that had a warmth to it he found welcoming, and it reminded him of Novan’s staff and the teralin that was worked along the edges of it. There was power in that teralin, and a part of him suspected this was the type of teralin the gods—or whatever they were—had used. It was not the darkened, black teralin, not like the Deshmahne had used.

      Endric had stationed a dozen men to keep guard, watching over Jostephon. Alriyn thought that it was overkill, but he had long ago learned not to question Endric. The general had proven himself time and again, proving that he often knew things others did not—and perhaps should not. He was another mystery for Alriyn, one much like Novan, a man who had power who otherwise should not. Alriyn would find the key to it, and he would understand, but it would happen in time. He would allow Endric to share when he was ready. The general had earned that patience—and his trust.

      The air was still and hot and carried with it a strange, coppery scent.

      For some reason, the odor in the air sent his heart hammering.

      What was it?

      It took Alriyn a moment to realize why he was troubled: it was the stink of blood on the air.

      Alriyn had never known that smell before facing the Deshmahne. Battling them had given him an understanding of many things that he wished he did not have. One of which was the distinctive odor of a man’s life being drained from him. It was almost metallic, and it filled his nose now.

      Alriyn pulled on the manehlin around him.

      In the mines, there was much power around him from which he could draw. It radiated off everything, filling him, coming from the walls of the mines. There was something about teralin that allowed him to use its power. It was a unique resource, one he never would have imagined prior to Novan demonstrating it with his staff.

      How many had known of this use for teralin over the years?

      Some must have, and it must’ve been the reason that teralin had been mined so aggressively for as long as it had. Many had claimed the teralin was used to reach the gods, but Alriyn knew otherwise. He knew that the teralin did not allow them to reach these supposed gods. He knew that nothing had really made a difference. The beings before them now had come on their own terms.

      Even now knowing what he did, Alriyn still struggled with thinking of them as anything other than gods. An entire life spent believing them as gods was difficult to change. Why should he now?

      He held on to his power as he descended, entering a narrow hallway. He found the first body there.

      Alriyn paused, checking the man’s neck, but there was no pulse. Blood pooled around him, leaving a sticky stream dripping along the rock. He forced back the hint of bile threatening to come up and continued down the tunnel.

      He came across three more bodies. With each one, his sense of dread continued to rise. Jostephon was here—had been here. Alriyn no longer knew whether that was the case.

      Why else would these men be dead if not felled during some rescue attempt to break out the Eldest?

      He reached the cell, and his fears were realized.

      Where Jostephon had been, there was nothing other than an empty room. The barred door remained closed, and as Alriyn checked it, it was locked. The cell itself had been made of teralin, crafted with power, the idea one of Novan’s.

      Had the historian been wrong? Was that not a way to seal in power?

      Novan had believed that he could trap Jostephon using the teralin. Had they placed too much faith in the historian?

      He heard a stirring, and he spun. General Endric stood behind him. “What are you doing here?”

      Endric arched a brow. “I would ask you the same, Eldest. When my men didn’t appear at change of shift, others were concerned.”

      “So you came yourself?”

      “With what we’ve dealt with here, I thought it best. Jostephon has proven himself to be… difficult… to maintain within the cell.”

      “Was Novan wrong?” He blurted out his question and immediately wondered if he should have been more circumspect.

      Endric shook his head. “We have little experience holding Deshmahne captive. If Novan was wrong, then he should be afforded that mistake. He did only what he thought would work.”

      “Afforded the mistake? Nearly a dozen of your men are slaughtered.”

      “More than that, really. There are ten more dead throughout the mines.”

      Alriyn gasped. “How?”

      “All I can think of is that they reached the mines the same way I once did.”

      Alriyn turned his attention back to the teralin cage. What had Jostephon been doing in there? Had he been somehow concentrating—focusing—his power within the cell? Had he somehow done something to the teralin that allowed him to get free? Alriyn knew precious little about teralin, and once would have said it was useless other than for decoration. Novan had proven otherwise.

      There had been another attack on the city years ago, one that had come through the mines. Jostephon would have known about it. “You were there during the previous attack, weren’t you?”

      “I was there. One of my father’s men betrayed us. He opened the city to the Deshmahne, and there were few who believed that they were a real threat.”

      Endric glanced over to him. “And you?”

      “I believed, but I was also exiled from the city.”

      “Exiled?”

      “I challenge my father for leadership of the Denraen. I was not ready for that leadership then. My father knew it, and he proved it.”

      That surprised him. Endric rarely admitted mistakes. He rarely made them. “Do you regret challenging your father?” Alriyn wondered how many scars he’d acquired from his father. The Denraen seemed to appreciate scars, practically seeking them out.

      Endric sighed softly. “There are many things I would’ve changed over the years, but that was something I needed to do.”

      “Why did you need to do that? I need answers if I am to know what my task is to be,” he said.

      “You once asked me why I sent Roelle north,” Endric said.

      Alriyn turned away from the teralin cage, frowning at Endric. “What does Roelle in the north have to do with your challenge to your father, or… anything, really?”

      “It has everything to do with the challenge. Had I not challenged my father, I would never have been exiled from the city. Had I never been exiled from the city, I never would have met the Antrilii. Had I not met the Antrilii, I never would have discovered their mission, one that is of a crucial importance, one that I asked Roelle to join.”

      “The groeliin?”

      Endric nodded. “The Antrilii protect the north. They are the reason the world has not seen the groeliin in centuries.”

      “Then why now?” Alriyn asked.

      “The groeliin attack is likely tied to the Deshmahne.”

      “How? Are you implying the High Priest controls the groeliin?”

      “There has long been the belief that Raime has the ability to control the groeliin. Most on the Conclave believe that is where he has acquired his power. He has lived a long time, and he has stolen from many beings of power, including the Magi. But stealing from the groeliin would give him a different sort of power, one that is twisted, one that was never meant to be.”

      Alriyn sighed. The heat of the teralin combined with the stench of the dead Denraen was becoming overwhelming. Alriyn needed to get out of the mine, and wished he could be anywhere but where he was.

      “You don’t look well, Eldest.”

      “It’s the heat,” Alriyn said.

      “I’ve been told that you can grow accustomed to the heat,” Endric said.

      “You’ve been told?”

      “The miners feel that, over time, you can develop a tolerance to the heat. I suspect that one never becomes fully adjusted to it, and that it never becomes anything pleasant, but men can adjust to many things, if given the chance.”

      “Why are you telling me this about the groeliin?” Alriyn asked. “And how are the Antrilii able to fight the groeliin? The rumors say that men can’t see them before they are attacked.”

      “That was the other reason Roelle needed to lead her warriors north,” Endric said. “The Antrilii needed help. The groeliin were moving south in numbers greater than they ever had before, but that was not the only reason that she needed to go. The Antrilii needed their assistance. There are only so many soldiers among the Antrilii, and by reports, several thousand groeliin were moving south.”

      “Several thousand?”

      “That is my understanding. I’ve had reports that the number has been reduced—greatly so. From what I have heard, they have been defeated.”

      “How could even Roelle’s one hundred warriors and the Antrilii defeat so many?”

      “There are other powers in this world,” Endric said.

      Alriyn grunted. Endric had said the same thing to him before, a similar admonishment. “How have you gotten reports from the Antrilii?”

      “My cousin leads them.”

      Alriyn blinked. “Your cousin? You’re descended from the Antrilii? And you never told the Council this before?”

      Endric’s expression hardened. “It never mattered before. My father was raised among the Antrilii. He left when he was called to a greater task, when he was asked to serve in a way that no other Antrilii had been asked to serve before.”

      “Who asked him to serve the Denraen?”

      “Someone you once were quite close to,” Endric said.

      It took Alriyn only a moment to realize who he meant. “Tresten?”

      “My father knew him by a different name, and he knew that he possessed a different power as well. Tresten summoned my father, asking him to come out of the north and to lead the Denraen, because he had seen the need.”

      There was something about the way Endric said the word “seen,” something about the way he implied that Tresten saw more than he should have been able to. “Tresten wasn’t a prophet,” Alriyn said.

      Endric met his gaze. “Tresten was… Tresten.”

      Alriyn waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. Alriyn laughed. What else could he do? Endric was right. Tresten was Tresten. There was something about his old mentor that had always drawn others to him. Tresten exuded power, and skill, and insight that few other Magi possessed. It was almost as if Tresten didn’t belong in Vasha, as if he had belonged…

      Alriyn tipped his head to the side, studying Endric. Was that what Endric was trying to say? Was Tresten something more than merely a Mage?

      If that were the case, why would Tresten have hidden in Vasha?

      But he hadn’t. Tresten had come and gone from Vasha over the years, only serving the decades around Alriyn’s ascent to the Council because others had demanded, hadn’t he? Or had there been a different reason? Had Tresten come to Vasha to facilitate Endric’s father Dendril’s rise to the Denraen, because of something he had foreseen?

      “What does it mean that you are Antrilii? Is that how you have power? Don’t deny that you do, you wouldn’t be able to manipulate the manehlin without some sort of power. And I suspect you—and the Antrilii—wouldn’t be able to see the groeliin without some sort of power.”

      Endric grunted, squeezing the grip of his sword, and surveyed the empty tunnels. When he turned his gaze back to him, he nodded. “Novan was right. You would have made an excellent historian.”

      Alriyn narrowed his eyes. “I am a Mage scholar. I don’t need to be a historian.”

      “I think you take insult when none is implied. All I’m saying is that you have a keen mind.” Endric moved past him, gripping the teralin bars, standing in place. “The Antrilii have defended the north for over a thousand years.”

      “A thousand years?” It couldn’t be coincidence. The timing coincided with their Founding.

      “A thousand years,” Endric repeated. “The Antrilii believe that they have been placed in the north by the gods, and that they have been given a mission, an assignment that requires they maintain the peace.”

      “Why would they believe they were given an assignment by the gods?” Alriyn asked. “Haven’t you said the gods don’t exist? Why haven’t you shared that with them? Why hasn’t the Conclave shared that with them?”

      “Because what they do is necessary.” He sighed and looked over to Alriyn. “The Antrilii and the Magi are descended from the same soldiers over a thousand years ago. They share that heritage. The Magi came to Vasha and Founded this city; the Antrilii went north and have hunted there all these years, protecting the city.” Endric sighed. “According to the Conclave, I should not have shared any of this with you.”

      “Then why have you?”

      “Because you are needed, Eldest. If Jostephon is freed, and the Deshmahne have not abandoned their plans, you are needed.”

      “By who?”

      “The Conclave.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The air held the stink of pine and some of the cold crispness of the neighboring mountains. Jostephon hated it. He had lived here long enough that he wanted nothing more than to be away from the mountains. Thankfully the Highest had rescued him. Many of the faithful remaining in the city had been lost getting him free, but it was a price they had willingly paid.

      Now he waited.

      He hid in a small cavern near the path. Once he managed to get to freedom, he would no longer hide. He would rule. That was the gift he had been given. It was foolish of Alriyn to think that he could stop anything, but then he had managed to defeat him. It was a surprise, but Jostephon would not allow it to happen again.

      “You have finally made it.”

      He stood, bowing his head. How had the Highest managed to appear so easily?

      “You freed me.”

      “With your abilities, you remain needed.”

      “I will serve however you need, Highest.”

      He managed to look up. When he’d last seen the highest, his eyes had burned with a bright intensity, but that was gone now, as was much of the power he’d once detected from him.

      How had he been defeated?

      Even defeated, Jostephon didn’t dare challenge him. The Highest had lived far longer than he had, and knew secrets Jostephon still wanted to learn. When he did… then he could challenge.

      “Good. You need to head north. I need your hand in the breeding.”

      “The breeding? They haven’t needed your servants before.”

      “They have not, but this time is different. They will be more powerful. I have summoned many resources from the south to make certain this will succeed. Do not be the reason it fails.”

      Jostephon bowed his head. “I could serve you in the south.”

      “Do you think you can serve better than those who have known me longer? Don’t forget your place. You can be powerful, but you are not there yet.”

      Pain surged though him.

      Jostephon had thought the Highest weakened, but that proved that he was not. The pain lasted for longer than he could track, before finally fading.

      “I will serve as you need, Highest. What… what of you?” He hated that he couldn’t ask it directly, but that was the effect the Highest had on him.

      “I am working to regain strength stolen from me. It will return in time.”

      Jostephon bowed his head, and was forced even lower by the strength of the power the Highest commanded.

      “Do not fail me as you failed in the city.”

      Jostephon’s breath caught. “Had Alriyn not learned—”

      “Teralin. He learned of teralin. It is too late for that now, but your task in the north will require you to understand it as well. That is the key to breeding with power. Go. Others will join you.”

      With that, the Highest disappeared.

      Jostephon didn’t dare risk disobeying. Doing so would only lead to the Highest finding him, and he didn’t want to risk not following his orders.

      That meant heading north. Toward the hated mountains.

      It was a price he would pay for the knowledge the Highest possessed. That knowledge led to power, and that was what Jostephon truly craved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The trees of the Great Forest were unique in many ways. Their enormous branches stretched hundreds of feet above the ground, massive trefoil leaves curled in, streaks of brown working through them as autumn began to take effect. The air hung with the hint of the change of seasons, that of the depths of the earth and the hint of decay, soil dampened by the steady rains that came through the forest. All of that had a natural sense, something that felt right, wholesome, and gave the forest an air of comfort, something that was easy to return to, that practically welcomed a person back home.

      None of that was why Jakob Nialsen felt comforted by returning to the Forest.

      His return was something different. The trees carried a shimmery energy around them, that which he now knew as the ahmaean, a power that surrounded all things that contained life. It was a power he’d not known he possessed until recently, that somehow he was able to manipulate, that he was able to use and draw more power from.

      Jakob still found it strange to believe that he had the power of the gods, the power of people known as the damahne, people who possessed amazing abilities.

      As he stood in the heart of the Great Forest, that power swirled around him.

      He felt it as it raged through him, something real, almost tangible, and he welcomed that sensation. While standing here, he could draw upon it, he could pull upon the ahmaean, the power of the ancients, and he could manipulate it, making himself stronger. Jakob only wished he knew what that meant, and wished someone could teach him how to use it. The only person who did had died.

      He turned, looking at Anda, her hairless head and exotic eyes most noticeable here in the heart of the Forest. The glamour she had worn, a veil she had created around herself, had failed once they returned. Jakob wondered if he would see through it even if it had not. Now that he understood what he was meant to be, and now that he had been given the blessing of power from Alyta, would he easily see through her glamour, much as she had often seemed to see through him?

      “Now that we’re here, what do you think she expected us to find?” Jakob asked, breaking the silence between them.

      Anda looked around. The last time they were here, the Deshmahne had nearly killed her. Only through Jakob's unintentional use of his abilities, when he had realized a newfound skill with the sword, had he been able to protect her. It shouldn't have come to that. He should have been able to keep her safe even before then, but when the Deshmahne came, they had chased her into the trees.

      “There is power here.” She stared up at the treetops, likely seeing the ahmaean the same as he, her kind gifted with much the same ability as he possessed.

      “Alyta claimed there is something here that I should see,” Jakob said. “There was some truth here she intended for me to find.”

      “She was very wise,” Anda said.

      “I wish I would've had more time with her. She gave me this gift,” he said, holding his hands out in front of him. Ahmaean swirled around them, a translucent haze that had almost a milky-white texture to it. It disappeared when he let his focus drift, but reappeared when he focused again. He could use that power, but how? He was no god, though he may have the power of a god.

      “You will find answers,” Anda said. “You already found that you can walk along the fibers. You can use them, and you can reach into the past; you can borrow from the memories of your ancestors.”

      “I've had visions, but none of them have been intentional. All have come when I rested in places of power.”

      Anda tilted her head, studying him. “All of them?”

      Jakob sighed. “Not all.”

      Some—those that might have been the most meaningful—had come when he was awake. His vision in the Cala maah had come while he was awake among the daneamiin. Then there were those visions that had come to him when he had not even been in the heart of the Forest, or when he hadn't been with the Cala maah. What was he to make of those?

      The better question for him was how could he force himself to have another?

      That was the reason he was here. Jakob needed to understand his past. He needed to understand the secrets of the damahne, if only because he now shared something with them.

      “I've never done it intentionally.”

      “Not intentionally, yet. In time, you will gain that ability. That is part of your destiny.”

      “Is that you having a prophecy?” Jakob asked.

      He held Anda's gaze, his eyes taking in hers, feeling a weight, unsure if it came from a connection shared between them, or from power she possessed.

      Though her kind possessed power very much like what he now possessed, what she possessed was different. The daneamiin had abilities unlike the damahne and unlike the Magi. They were unique.

      Anda was unique.

      “Not a prophecy, at least, not one that I have seen. I have a limited ability with walking along the fibers. Nothing like what my people possess when we join with the Cala maah. I understand what Alyta said and what that means for you. You do have a destiny, Jakob Nialsen, even if you don't yet know it.”

      “I feel… powerless… in some way. It's strange. For all the power I now recognize.”

      He turned his attention back to the trees, the branches, where ahmaean swirled.

      It was not nearly as powerful as what he had seen in the Unknown Lands, but the power here was significant. It swirled around the animals along the branches, evidence that even the smallest squirrel possessed ahmaean. Birds perched along the branches possessed it. The grass growing thick and luxurious in the clearing at the heart of the Forest possessed ahmaean as well.

      All of it felt like a reflection of the power found on the other side of the Great Valley. That power was purer, and somehow more concentrated within the trees. Jakob wondered if the daneamiin cultivated it, much as he suspected they cultivated a relationship with the trees.

      “I can't guide you on your journey, Jakob Nialsen. What you learn and what you discover about yourself must come from within. I can help you reach your power, much like I helped you reach the Great Forest, but that is all.”

      Jakob took her hand, squeezing her long fingers in his. He felt a wave of relaxation, the same sort of comfort he’d felt from her many times before. She used her ability on him, letting it course through him, providing him with a comforting sense that helped him feel empowered, leaving him to believe that he could achieve more than he thought himself capable of.

      It was because of her that he had believed he could conquer Raime. It was because of her that he had felt the necessary rage to even attempt it. And now, Raime was gone, defeated. Perhaps not dead, in spite of what Jakob would have preferred, but no longer a threat. The ahmaean the High Priest had stolen was gone, dragged away as Jakob had come into his power.

      Jakob looked around the clearing, his gaze drifting over the rocks. They were massive boulders, the stones gray with streaks of black running through them, now scattered. He remembered a time when there had been a pattern, when the boulders had been set into a circle. Did it matter that the circle had been disrupted?

      “The stones are different now.” Jakob rested his hand on one of the nearest rocks, noting that it was warm.

      “I can't look back along the fibers and see them as you did, Jakob Nialsen,” Anda said. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and the gray dress she wore—one that he knew had been torn in places, ripped from the fighting and the journey toward the Tower—had somehow been repaired. “Some of my people can catch glimpses along the fibers, but my gift is not looking back.”

      “She wanted me to come here. There was something here she wanted me to learn.” And he had to learn, if he was to stop Raime for good. He felt that with a deep conviction. The man would return, and would likely be more powerful than before.

      What would he do next?

      Jakob had already decided Raime would seek power, but from where?

      To understand, he had to know what power he possessed.

      “This is a place with power,” Anda said. “I can feel it as well. It may not be what it once was, but there remains a residual sense, one of ancient strength. I can believe the damahne once called this place home.”

      Jakob frowned, his gaze going from the rocks to the trees, before drifting back to Anda. “How? These trees… They can’t compare to the trees from the Unknown Lands. The trees of your home possess much greater power than these. The ahmaean found there is much more impressive than what is found here.”

      “The daneamiin have only inhabited their lands for a few hundred years. These lands—and this Forest—have been here for over a thousand years. Perhaps thousands of years. It is old—not the oldest—but I think that tells us everything we need to know about the power of the Great Forest.”

      “But the ahmaean—”

      Anda cut him off, laying her hand across his chest. “Feel what you can detect of the ahmaean within you, Jakob Nialsen. You are young, and yet now you possess great ahmaean. Before, it was not this case. Before, you possessed the power you were born to, but not what had been gifted to you.”

      Jakob looked from the trees and back to Anda. “Are you saying the trees of your land were gifted the power of ahmaean?”

      Anda walked toward the nearest rock, her gait somehow floating, her weight barely dimpling the grass beneath her feet. There was something about the way the daneamiin moved, something that felt natural. There was something about the people themselves that felt natural. “My people believe the world was created with a certain power. That power does not change, and is not destroyed. It is only shifted from place to place.”

      She glanced over to Jakob, meeting his gaze. “Much like what Alyta did when she shifted power to you. Before you came, others like her had shifted their power, had gifted their abilities to others.”

      It was how he now understood Brohmin to have acquired his ability. Somehow, he had escaped the attack, surviving when he should have died.

      “And what of Raime? What of the Deshmahne? They took power, shifting it, but is that what the creator wanted?”

      It felt odd speaking of a creator in this way. For so long, Jakob had believed in the power of the gods, had been taught to worship and celebrate them, and now he was told those gods were not gods at all.

      “Who is to say what the creator wants for any of us?” Anda asked. “You might be the best equipped of any who still live to be able to look along the fibers and get a sense of what is asked of you. It was that power that was gifted to the damahne when they were first created, power that was gifted to them for a reason.”

      “What reason? Is there something the daneamiin know that you're not sharing? If there is, help me understand the purpose that Alyta alluded to. I’m meant to do something—to be something—but I'm not entirely certain what.”

      “There isn't anything that we know, and nothing that we can share that might bring you the answers you seek. The damahne have shared how they served a purpose on behalf of the maker. That purpose called for peace. The reason is not clear to me, though perhaps my father knows.”

      Jakob looked around the clearing, studying the boulders that seemed to have been thrown around. He had visions in this clearing, where he had seen these stones set into a pattern. If he returned them to their original order, would it restore something of the past? Would it help them reach some of the history he was meant to understand? Would it even matter? Had losing Alyta taken away from him the chance he had to understand his ancestors?

      Jakob rested his hands on the nearest rock. As he did, he became aware of a sense that he hadn't noticed when he’d been standing in the middle of the clearing. Not only was the rock warm and giving him a sense of the history of this place, but with his hands resting on it, he had a strange sense of thrumming through him, a vibration of power that pulsed against his.

      Jakob had sensed this type of pulsing before.

      He ran his hands along the stone, feeling the smooth surface. There was something familiar about it.

      Did that come from his vision? Or did it come from something else, something simpler. Could it be simply the fact that he'd been here before, when he had camped with Brohmin and Salindra?

      Jakob pulled upon his ahmaean and pushed against what he could detect from within the stone. There was a release of power, that of stored ahmaean, and the stone itself flashed with a surge of bright white light that reminded him of his sword when he was fighting.

      Could they be related? Was it possible the power he now called upon had somehow connected him to the rock in a way that was similar to what he had when he used his sword?

      Jakob pushed on the rock, this time not with the ahmaean within him, but a physical push.

      He didn't expect anything, but surprisingly, the rock slid, gliding across the grassy clearing. He continued to push, feeling the steady pulsing within him, that which he remembered from when he first had begun holding his sword, the same pulsing that he’d felt as his earliest visions had come to him.

      When the pulsing stopped, Jakob stopped pushing.

      He stepped back, eyeing the stones. Had the one he had chosen to push been like that in his vision? Had he recognized where it was supposed to be and managed to replace it?

      That seemed impossible, but then again, so was the idea that he had met a goddess, and that she had gifted him with the remainder of her power. Much of what he’d experienced over the last few months was thought impossible.

      “Did you sense that shift?” Anda asked.

      Jakob nodded. “You could feel it as well?”

      “There is something about the stones. Power remains here that I suspect is tied to when the damahne still walked these lands.”

      If the power of the damahne could still be found here, could he find answers as well? That was all he cared about now. He wanted to understand what he was, and what Alyta had wanted him to discover.

      Jakob started toward the next stone, hesitating as he reached out his hands. If he felt the same, would it react in the same way? If each stone needed to move back into the circle that he'd seen in his vision, would he somehow unlock some secret?

      If it were that simple, why wouldn't Alyta have told him?

      Perhaps it was not. Perhaps there was more to it than that, and perhaps she only wanted him to come here as a start, a way to remember his visions, perhaps even to have another. Maybe it would force him to walk backward along the fibers to reach for his ancestors.

      He settled his hands on the stone and felt steady vibration within once more. He took a deep breath, meeting Anda's gaze, then pushed.
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      The last stone required little pushing. When complete, the circle of boulders Jakob remembered from his visions had appeared. Power filled the clearing, leaving a thick trail of ahmaean around everything.

      “What do you think will happen?” Jakob asked.

      Anda stood in the center of the clearing, her arms stretched out and her eyes closed, as she rocked in place. The ahmaean she possessed stretched out from her. It reminded him of how the gods had used the ahmaean in his visions. Hers streamed out and touched each of the stones, before retreating to her.

      Anda shook her head. “I don't think I’m meant to unlock whatever secret is stored here.”

      “What makes you think there's any secret here?”

      “Because I can feel the power contained. There is suppressed strength here that has bubbled up now that you have shifted these stones.”

      Jakob joined her in the center of the clearing. Where the stones had been, the ground seemed to recover, like the grasses sought to reclaim the bare earth, happy for their release.

      Why had the damahne moved the stones?

      They had to have been the ones to do it, didn't they?

      Jakob suspected he could move them back out of alignment once again using only his ahmaean. But for what purpose?

      If the damahne had moved these stones, there was some reason to it that Jakob still did not understand. As he stood in the center of the clearing, he could not only see the ahmaean, but he could feel power.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “It is unusual. I feel something, but I'm not certain. I can tell that power has been unlocked here, but more than that…” She shook her head. “I can tell nothing more than that.”

      “It's a ring of power. The ring of ahmaean. It presses upon us in the center of this circle.”

      “What does it tell you?”

      Jakob smiled. “The ahmaean doesn't tell me anything.”

      Anda touched his chest, and the familiar sense of relaxation washed through him. “It is always there, and always available to you. All you have to do is focus on it. The ahmaean will tell you what it wants.”

      “You sound like you believe it’s something alive.”

      “The ahmaean is not only alive; it is life.”

      “And how do the damahne use that power?”

      “Only a damahne can tell you how.”

      “And how do you use it?”

      “I can… pull myself… and pull power… along the connections between things. Those connections allow me to reach for a different kind of power than I could otherwise.” She smiled at him, sadly. “I do not think it is the same for the damahne.”

      There had to be an answer for him here, something that would help him understand why the stones had been moved. If he could only understand, he could find whatever secret Alyta and the damahne had locked here.

      Jakob pressed upon the stones with ahmaean, stretching it away from him.

      It forced him to split it into a dozen different streams. He used his connection to their stones, to what he could feel around him, and used that power to reach the stones.

      Power shifted.

      The sense of it came through the ahmaean.

      It had been pushing against him, pushing against his ahmaean, but as Jakob thrust outward, that power eased and changed direction. Suddenly, the ring of ahmaean no longer pressed inward, it pressed outward.

      The ground rumbled.

      Jakob thought himself imagining it, but Anda turned to him and grabbed his hand, her exotic eyes watching him, a calm sense of understanding and relaxation within her.

      “What did you do, Jakob Nialsen?” she asked softly.

      “I…” He wasn't entirely certain how to answer. What had he done?

      He had shifted the ahmaean, but that had been it. Could shifting the ahmaean really have changed things so much that he could feel the way the power changed direction?

      A circle in the center of the clearing began to form.

      It was almost a perfect circle, a band of white light that glowed brightly. Jakob wouldn't have seen it if not for the fact that he was standing in the midst of it. The grass practically concealed it. The ground continued to rumble for a moment before subsiding.

      He shifted.

      Jakob had no other way to describe what happened. They were standing in the center of the clearing, the stones repositioned in the circle, and ahmaean pressing out into the forest, and the strange ring of white glowing around him. And then they were not.

      He was in a dark chamber. It took him a moment for his eyes to adjust, but he felt the same pressure upon his senses that he felt while in the Forest. Jakob pressed his ahmaean outward, doing much as he had in the clearing with the stones, and light surged around him, streaking through lines in the walls.

      They stood in a massive cavern, almost a cave, but the walls were perfectly smooth, and it was more like a room, part of some massive palace.

      “Where are we?” he asked Anda.

      “I don't know. This is a place of the damahne, though.”

      “How do you know?”

      “The walls. You have provided the power necessary to light them. Only the damahne had that ability. They and those descended most directly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She stepped away from him, not answering.

      Jakob looked around, studying the walls. This trace of white light seemed to twist through the walls, not in the same smooth fashion that he saw from the formation of the walls themselves. These were streamers of white, patterns that flowed through the rock. When he touched them, he found them warm, almost hot. It was not unpleasant, only unexpected.

      Power thrummed against his hand, and he held it there, feeling the pressure pulsing against him.

      Anda made her way farther into the cavern.

      Jakob stepped forward, following her. As he did, he stepped out of another circle, one that seemed a match to the one above—or wherever he had been. A ring of soft white light surrounded him and began fading as he made his way along the cavern.

      Anda trailed her fingers along the warm stone, a hint of a smile upon her face.

      “What is it?” Jakob asked.

      “The damahne had many places like this before they disappeared. I never expected to see one, let alone two.”

      “What do you mean two?”

      “The Tower. And now here. Many were destroyed, lost to time. There are likely others, but I'm not certain I could find them any more easily than I could find this place.” She looked up at him. “Without you, I don't think I ever would have seen this place.”

      “Is this what Alyta wanted me to see?”

      “She might have wanted you to come here so that you could find a place of your ancestors. These places have been lost for centuries. I don't know how much you will learn here, but perhaps, this can help you find a part of your past.”

      “You mean that it could help me find my way along the fibers.”

      She held his gaze and nodded. “Along the fibers. Trace them back to your ancestors. All of that is possible, Jakob Nialsen, now that Alyta has awoken you.”

      Jakob looked around the room, wondering what Alyta had hoped he’d find here. This had to be the place she had intended for him to come when she’d sent him from the Tower to find a place of the damahne.

      Anda watched him, an unreadable expression on her face. “We don’t have to remain here. There are other places you can go to attempt to understand what it means that you are descended from the damahne.”

      Jakob looked around the room. What he wanted was to spend time in the Tower. There was an entire library of information hidden within those walls. But returning to the Tower would require an understanding of his newfound abilities. An understanding Jakob did not possess. He could manipulate his ahmaean, but he didn’t have complete control over it yet. That was something that he lacked without having Alyta—or one of the damahne—to teach him.

      “This was where she suggested I come,” Jakob said. “But what did she want me to find here?”

      He shifted the sword at his side. Neamiin had become his constant comfort, and he’d grown accustomed to having the sword with him, enough so that he felt uncomfortable not having it. As happened each time when he touched the hilt of the sword, he felt a surge of his ahmaean.

      “She suggested it so that you could continue to learn what you were supposed to be, but I don’t think she expected you to have to figure it out on your own.”

      “What choice do I have? The damahne are gone. Lost. Whatever influence Alyta had is now no longer. She’s disappeared, and everything that she would have done, the influence she would’ve had on the world, is no more.”

      “She passed her powers on to you, Jakob Nialsen. There’s a reason for that. Much like I suspect there’s a reason she sent you here.”

      “Here, but where is here?”

      “We can look. I will go with you,” she said.

      Jakob surveyed the room and noted an opening in the wall at the back of the chamber. As he went through it, there was a strange, cool sort of tingling that washed over him. It wasn’t unpleasant, and he recognized that there was a hint of power that came from it.

      The room on the other side was simple. A layer of dust coating everything, and rows of bookshelves along each wall reminded him of what he’d seen in the Tower. Two chairs made of a silvery gray metal angled next to each other near one of the shelves. A series of simple lanterns hung on the walls, a bright glow coming from each of them.

      There was no question these were similar to what existed in the Tower, much as there was no question that the people who had had been here had the same power.

      Now, Jakob’s power.

      He felt an imposter here.

      It was impossible for him to share the same abilities as the gods. It was impossible that he now essentially was a god.

      What would his father have thought had he learned of this?

      Another question came to him: Was there anything he could do for Scottan?

      Alyta had claimed that her search for the damahne had triggered the madness, and Jakob wished he would’ve had more time to talk to her about that. That seemed important. If there was anything he could do to remove the effect, to counter the harm caused by her reaching along the fibers, searching for the person who might be damahne, didn’t he need to do that?

      “What is this place?” he whispered.

      “A place of the damahne. Perhaps you will find answers here, Jakob Nialsen.”

      Jakob surveyed the room, hoping that in one of the books on the shelves, he might be able to find answers. He would read, and he would study, and he would try to understand what his abilities meant. Only then could he attempt to use them, and attempt to be something more than a skilled swordsman.

      At least he had time now. Raime had been defeated.

      With more strength, and had he known his abilities better, Jakob would have stripped Raime of all his ahmaean. Instead, he had incapacitated him as much as possible, and had left Raime broken. He had still lived—something better than what the man deserved after everything he had done.

      As he took a seat in one of the chairs, Anda sitting next to him, Jakob wondered—was this a place that Shoren had once sat? Was this a place his ancestors had come, and was this now a place where he could learn to track along the fibers, and learn what it meant that he was damahne?

      It had to be.

      If not, how else would he learn?
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      Jakob sat in the metal chair, a strange warmth coming from it, his eyes drifting closed as he held the book out on his lap.

      How long had he been sitting there staring at the words on the page? The ancient language came to him with some difficulty, though more easily the longer he stared. He had spoken the ancient language—at least in his visions. His ancestors had done it, which meant he could know it, if only he could reach those memories.

      It was much the same as with his damahne abilities.

      His ancestors had known how to use them, which meant that Jakob could know how to use them. He wanted to use those abilities, and he wanted to walk along the fibers as Alyta and Anda had promised that he could. He wanted control. More than anything, he wanted to understand what it meant to be damahne.

      He drifted toward sleep, but then didn’t, drawn elsewhere.

      When the vision came, Jakob was fully aware that it was nothing more than a vision… but there was something different about it. It felt real, but somehow wrong.

      When he opened his eyes, he was aware that he was Jakob—but aware that he was someone else as well.

      Who was he this time?

      The sword blazed in his hand, brilliantly white on one side but devastatingly black on the other. Neamiin was a powerful blade, one Niall was still uncertain he deserved. He recognized the power—and the sacrifice—that had gone into its making. Would he be worthy of it?

      Niall. My great-father.

      A line of men approached on horseback. It was a cloudless day, but the sky was otherwise gray. The air smelled of rain that never came. The steady drumming he heard suggested thunder—or the pounding of horses’ hooves. Niall was uncertain which it was.

      He was exhausted, his body aching from several days in the saddle. He was tired of fighting, tired of killing, and no longer certain when it would be over. Somehow, he was assigned the task of ending the war, though he no longer knew how he would accomplish it. There had been a time when he’d been certain of what was asked of him, though that was a time when Sharna had come to him, and had given him his blade.

      Did he even deserve it any longer?

      Niall left his sword sheathed, knowing that if he didn’t, if he unsheathed, bloodshed would follow. He had been responsible for too much bloodshed over the last few weeks, so much so that he no longer wanted any part of it.

      The nearest rider hailed him as he slowed his horse.

      Niall recognized him. Peter was a skilled swordsman, one who once would’ve posed a significant challenge to him, but who no longer did. Few men challenged him. Others, those who had additional gifts—warriors—did present a challenge to him still. It was why Niall had chosen to run.

      “We are to take you back,” Peter said.

      Niall glanced at the line of men, counting the men on horseback. “Seven of you for me?”

      “Seven of us so that at least one of us brings you back,” Peter said.

      Niall considered his options. He could fight, and likely, he would defeat most of them, but seven was simply too many for him to overcome. More than likely, he’d die in the attempt. He didn’t fear death, not as so many did, but it wasn’t his time. The task assigned to him was not yet completed.

      “And if I fight?” he asked.

      Peter shook his head. “Don’t do that, Niall.”

      Niall took a deep breath, composing himself. No, he couldn’t attack Peter, not when the man was doing nothing more than what he’d been commanded. Niall, on the other hand, had a greater purpose, one he still struggled to comprehend, though less and less with each passing day. The violence that he’d witnessed was nothing compared to what would come if he failed.

      “Who has asked you to bring me back?”

      “Raime has requested you return.”

      Raime. The man was skilled, and powerful.

      Niall didn’t know whether to trust him or to fear him. He certainly had the ear of those with power, and had managed to convince more than one king to listen. That in itself was a gift. Niall had failed at gaining similar attention. Each king he approached had simply sent him away.

      “What does Raime want to do with me?”

      “I can’t promise your safety,” Peter said.

      Niall grunted. “No, I suppose you can’t. Much as I suppose you are only doing what you were asked,” he said.

      “Just come quietly, so that the rest of these men may return to their families.”

      Families. Niall thought about his family. His beautiful Sasha, months since he’d seen her. Had she had the baby yet? She would have been due any time, but he hadn’t been able to remain, not knowing what he did, not knowing what needed to happen. That much had been made clear to him. The damahne were able to glimpse into the future, and claimed that he needed to act or else more bloodshed would occur.

      Hadn’t enough already occurred?

      “You could tell him that you were unable to find me,” Niall said.

      “Raime has ways of knowing when he’s been deceived,” Peter said.

      Within the vision, Jakob wondered: Did Niall go with these men? Would Jakob actually see Raime—and speak to him—at the time before he became as terrible as he was now? Would it help him understand him better?

      Jakob couldn’t see how that was possible. Raime had been willing to sacrifice so many, and had been willing to destroy. There couldn’t be any good in him.

      “If I go with you,” Niall began, “promise me one thing.”

      “I’m not sure I can make any promises,” Peter said.

      “This wouldn’t be a difficult promise. All I ask of you is that you keep your eyes open, and recognize if you’re asked to participate in something you should not.”

      “Niall—”

      “Peter, you and I were once friends.”

      “That’s why I’ve given you the choice to come back. Had we not, I would have come with violence, and come as Raime had asked. He didn’t care if we returned with only your head.”

      Niall licked his lips, swallowing. A part of him wondered how much of this unrest he could lay at Raime’s feet. The man did have power, and he did have influence. If Niall knew how to use those in a way that would benefit others, none of this would have been necessary. Perhaps his choosing would’ve been unnecessary. Instead, now he served a greater purpose, one that Raime probably wouldn’t understand.

      “I will go, but you will not have my sword.”

      A hint of a smile played across Peter’s mouth. “No? Is there a particular reason you would not let me take your blade?”

      “It’s a family sword.”

      Niall figured that was as accurate as anything. The sword needed to remain with him. He could draw power out of it, and it had been the reason that he managed to succeed in battles when the odds were most definitely not in his favor.

      “You may keep the sword, for now. I can’t promise what will happen when we reach Raime.”

      “And where is he?”

      Last that Niall had heard, Raime had been in Shoren Aimielen, the city overrun with soldiers, most debating the reality of the gods, questioning whether they were fit to rule over the city. As far as most within Shoren Aimielen knew, the gods had not visited in years. Niall knew otherwise, though he also knew they were not quite the gods most believed. They were still powerful, and they still deserved respect, especially those who sat on the Conclave and had chosen him.

      “Raime travels throughout the north. There is something there he seeks.”

      Niall frowned. He’d heard the rumors out of the north. Stories of creatures—terrifying stories. He didn’t know whether to believe them or to dismiss them. The problem was that many of the stories came from men whose opinion he valued and trusted. That meant there was something more to the stories than he understood.

      “Then why does he have you bring me back if he’s not going to even be there?” Niall’s hope of finding answers, of reaching Raime and understanding, faded if the man wasn’t even going to be there. He was willing to return to Shoren Aimielen, though he hadn’t spent much time there lately, but didn’t want to go if there was nothing for him.

      No. Niall would rather return to Masetohl. He would rather return to Sasha. He would rather see if he had a son or a daughter.

      Now he wondered if he ever would.

      If they took him to Shoren, it wasn’t that the distance was so great—he had seen from the damahne how little distance mattered—but it was more the war that waged over the countryside. There was fighting, and then there was fighting.

      “I have no horse,” Niall said.

      He’d lost his days before. That had been during the last attack, when he had ended the previous skirmish. Unfortunately for those who had been fighting, Niall’s method of ending a skirmish was often more violent than what they expected. He found a sharp blade and a quick stab with the sword an effective way to end discussion.

      Had the damahne anticipated his technique when he had been chosen? Possibly, he had decided. They had the ability to look into the future—to glimpse along the fibers as they called it.

      “No horse, then you will ride with me,” Peter said. He hesitated, and then shook his head. “I like this no better than you, Niall. I know you want nothing more than to end this war. Know that I want the same.”

      “You want the same, but we serve different masters in this, don’t we?”

      “I serve the people of Shoren Aimielen. Much like you once did.”

      Niall closed his eyes, and a flash of images came to him.

      A message, given to him by the damahne.

      He knew what he needed to do. He had these visions each time he was faced with a choice. Often, the images involved bloodshed, and violence, and this was no different. Why must it always come to that? Why must his possible future be more killing?

      But if he did not follow the orders from the damahne, so much more would be lost.

      Niall let out a sad sigh. “Ah, Peter. I once served, but my eyes have been opened, and I understand what I must do.”

      Peter leaned toward him, and Niall unsheathed in a flash.

      Peter’s eyes narrowed, and the muscles in his jaw tensed.

      Niall hated that he had to do this to Peter, a man he truly once had considered a friend. They were on opposite sides now, but so many were in this war.

      Niall pulled on the power that coursed through the sword. He had learned how to do it from Sharna, given guidance on the way the sword could be used, and taught that power resided within it.

      As he pulled on that power, he lashed out, sending it streaking away from the end of the blade. It struck each of the men, including Peter, knocking them out.

      They fell from their saddles, dropping almost as one.

      It was a bloodless battle, the kind that Niall preferred. These men didn’t deserve to die, and in his snippets of the future, he could see the possibility that he and Peter remained friends.

      Niall didn’t understand how that was possible, not now, not after what he had just done, but he had to trust, and had to hope that the vision was accurate.

      With a sigh, he sheathed the sword.

      He took Peter’s horse, climbing into the saddle, knowing from the vision where he needed to go.

      North.

      His heart drew him south, to Masetohl, but his assignment—that which he knew required his attention—pulled him north.

      As he often did, he wondered whether the damahne had somehow coordinated his encounter with Peter and the soldiers. Without them, he would’ve assumed Raime had returned to Shoren Aimielen, but now he knew to look north. The north was a vast expanse, nothing more than mountains staggered across the land, dotted by the occasional mining town, but he would search them, and he would find answers. He had to. If he didn’t, he would fail to end the war, and that was his assignment.

      Niall pressed his heels into the horse, urging it forward, riding quickly. He had far to go still today before he could rest.

      He needed to get some distance between him and Peter and his men. They would sleep for a while, but when they awoke, they would be angry, and they would come after him. He doubted they would show the same compassion that Peter had intended them to show this time. If they fought him, Niall would have no choice but to fight back.

      Peace required that he fight.
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      The north was colder than Isandra remembered. Snow drifted from the sky, the flakes thick and dry, blowing past her. They didn’t stick, not as many of the snowflakes of Vasha did. There, at least, the snow was comforting, creating a blanket over the rest of the mountain. The city itself was usually spared. The warmth of the teralin ore buried in the mountain kept them mostly protected. She missed the warmth of her home, and missed the familiarity of her room and her bed.

      She’d been away from Rondalin for nearly a week. It was a week of wandering, a week of growing increasingly weary, and a week of fearing that she might encounter the Deshmahne. She had been lucky to escape, and didn’t relish the thought of encountering them again.

      During her week, Isandra had the opportunity to come to terms with what she had done. She had killed a man. Doing so was anathema to the Urmahne faith, and completely contrary to anything she ever would have thought herself capable of doing. She had always been a faithful servant of the religion, had always observed the ideals of the Urmahne as closely as any who served the gods. It was how she had risen to the Council of Elders, and how she had conducted her life.

      Now, serving on the Council was beyond her ability.

      Isandra glanced at her legs. She couldn’t see the brandings on her ankles; the heavy trousers she wore covered them, and she rarely pulled off the stockings to examine them, but she could feel them constantly. It was a strange sensation, one that was almost a trickling, that of power leeching away from her. She recognized what the Deshmahne had done, but still didn’t understand how they had managed to do it. How were they able to essentially steal power from her? Hadn’t the gods given that power to her?

      But… If that was how the Deshmahne had come to power, if that was how they had gained their abilities in the first place, then other questions came to mind, those without answers. The gods had abandoned the world for countless years. Many of the Magi claimed to still have the ability to speak to them, but none of the Magi alive ever had. Certainly, Isandra never had. Perhaps the Eldest could claim that, but Jostephon had long been a noted scholar, and was among the most capable of the Magi. Of course the gods would favor him.

      She was tired of wandering. The road seemed to lead toward the south, veering toward the distant mountains, but the cloudy skies and the intermittent fog made it difficult for her to assess. Without another to guide her, without the Denraen, she hoped she recalled her geography well enough to make it back to Vasha. In her weakened state, she could imagine wandering aimlessly indefinitely. That should terrify her, but maybe it would be a blessing. After everything that she’d lost, maybe it would be best for her to simply fade away, to disappear into the cold, and let her life finally end. At least it wouldn’t be Tresh Longtree taking it from her as he had promised.

      No. She had taken the former delegate’s life, beating it from him with anger that had surprised her.

      She was always so calm, had always found peace, but there was something about him that had driven that from her. Remorse was difficult to come by. In the days that followed, days when she’d feared for her safety as she ran, she still struggled to find regret for what she had done. Even though the man had deceived his people—turned against them to aid the enemy— she knew she shouldn’t have killed him. Such violence would anger the gods.

      Maybe it would’ve been better to leave him trapped in the cell. Then, at least, he would have the punishment he deserved for his torment of the Magi.

      The wind whistled through the mountains. Isandra couldn’t see the steep peaks rising high into the sky, but she imagined their presence, imagined them looming closer with each step. The wind was harsher than what she remembered from her journey north, but the weather had been changing, autumn turning into winter, and they were due for snow.

      Her stomach rumbled, each step taking her farther from her last taste of food, but closer toward hope. She hadn’t been thirsty, and was thankful for the stream she’d come across, following it for much of her travels.

      Had she followed the stream on the journey north?

      Isandra no longer remembered. Maybe it didn’t matter. The Denraen sent with her, good men, men who had become something like friends in the time that they’d spent together, had been lost, killed by the Deshmahne. How many others were lost in the same way? How many others that the Denraen sent to the north had been lost fighting the Deshmahne?

      She had to believe that General Endric had known what she was going to face. But if so, why hadn’t he sent more help?

      It had been foolish of her to think that the five Denraen sent with her had been too many. Then again, she had been a fool about many things.

      At least her time while held captive by the Deshmahne had given her a different perspective. She didn’t think she was a fool, at least not any longer. Now, she had a different understanding of the world, one that allowed her to realize that perhaps violence might be necessary, though it didn’t serve the gods.

      Perhaps the general had it right about other things as well. Didn’t the Denraen serve the gods? Alriyn’s niece had trained with the Denraen, and Endric had sent her north. The girl had taken many of the apprentices, as well, and all had trained with the Denraen. Would Isandra have been captured had she trained as they had?

      Questions like that had no good answer.

      Late in the day, the fog began to lift, clearing enough for her to see the mountains stretching out in front of her. They were massive, the peaks rising higher and higher into the distance, snow clinging to them, much thicker than the snow she remembered.

      She came skittering to a stop, and her heart hammered.

      She didn’t know geography as well as the Denraen, but she recognized the mountains. She’d lived in Vasha her entire life, and these were not her peaks. These were not her mountains.

      Had she gone north?

      That would’ve been impossible, wouldn’t it?

      Then again, the fog and the occasional spitting snow made it difficult for her to see anything clearly. It was entirely possible that she’d gotten turned around, and that she had been heading north the entire time.

      And here she thought she’d learned some lesson while in Rondalin.

      She was still the same fool who had traveled north, only now she was weaker. Now she was something less than a Mage.

      She resisted the urge to sink to her knees, resisting the desire to give up. After what she’d been through, she couldn’t give up. The Council still had to know what had happened to her. The Council still had to know what had happened to their delegates. If there were any who would be able to heal her, to stop the leeching of her power, it had to be the Magi.

      Isandra turned back west, already adding to the count of days she’d been gone. With this detour before being able to head south, how much longer would it take her to reach Vasha?
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      Isandra stumbled forward, the effort of continuing her trek overwhelming her. Her body ached. It was a fatigue unlike anything she’d ever known before. She struggled simply to stay awake now, afraid to fall asleep, afraid of not the Deshmahne, as she had not seen any evidence of the Deshmahne since she’d left Rondalin, but now more afraid of some of the creatures that she’d encountered. Wolves and laca and other strange animals roamed close to the mountains. She had no way to defend herself, her weakened state leaving her exposed. Along the way, she had grabbed a tree branch, and was prepared to use it as a club, but she prayed to the gods constantly that she wouldn’t have to.

      The other fear that worked through her was whether she would encounter one of the creatures like the one whose head Roelle had sent south. What would the creature look like in its entire form? From the size of the head, Isandra imagined the creature to be nearly her height. What did the rest of it look like? Would it be as horrifying as the head?

      So far, she’d seen no evidence of the groeliin, as she’d heard them called. Though she doubted that she would be able to do anything were she to encounter one. She had not trained as Roelle had. She was not equipped to counter them. The Magi had for so long trusted the Urmahne faith, and trusted that peace would eventually prevail, depending on the Denraen to keep them safe. From what she’d seen, the violence of the Deshmahne, she began to wonder how uninformed they all really were.

      She reached a stream. The water was crisp and cold, likely running out of the northern mountains. Fog had drifted back in, restricting her ability to see the mountains, but she hoped that she traveled in the right direction, making her way south and toward Vasha. Isandra thought she had it right this time, confident she was traveling in the correct direction.

      She rested near the stream. As she did, she felt a distant thunder, one that rumbled through her chest, coming up through the ground.

      Great. Not only would she be stranded in the cold and the fog, hungry and thirsty, but now she would be drenched by rain. Rain was worse than snow. The snow had been dry, and blew past her. The last few days had given her no snow, nothing but the steady gusting wind.

      As she lay there, she realized the thundering was not thunder as she had thought.

      Horses at a gallop.

      Would it be Deshmahne?

      Isandra sat up and scanned the landscape around her. She searched for a place to hide, anything that would provide some protection, but saw nothing.

      The stream. That was her only hope for protection, but that meant she would have to throw herself into the water and remain hidden.

      If it was the Deshmahne, she had to hope they would not notice her and ride past.

      With her luck after soaking in the frigid water, it would be northern soldiers, not the Deshmahne. But if so, maybe they could help her.

      She got to her knees and looked around. Which way were they coming from?

      She saw no sign of horses, but the thundering was there, a gradual, steady buildup, one that became increasingly louder.

      She debated trying to run, but she didn’t have the energy necessary to get anywhere quickly. Hiding would be her best option, but she couldn’t bring herself to get into the stream.

      Instead, she stood where she was, helpless to do anything else.

      Gradually, five horsed riders came into view.

      They were not Deshmahne as she’d feared—at least, she didn’t think they were.

      They were all dressed in richly stained leathers, most in colors of deep red, dark blue, and even some shades of green or orange. They were all men. All had their faces painted to match their leathers. All carried vicious-looking curved swords.

      Antrilii.

      Isandra had never seen the Antrilii, but she’d heard enough stories, and after all the conversations the Council had had recently about Roelle finding the Antrilii, she had them on her mind. She hadn’t expected to see them herself, and didn’t think she was far enough north—or was she?

      She thought that she had continued west and south, but with the fog obscuring her vision, what if she had not? What if she had continued toward the north—and toward Antrilii lands?

      The riders approached, and she remained motionless, helpless to do anything.

      “Greetings. May the gods bless our crossing.” This came from the lead rider, a man in deep maroon leathers, his face painted to match, and a thick beard covering his face. He had an intimidating presence about him, one she wanted to shrink away from.

      “Greetings. May the gods forever grant us peace,” Isandra said.

      “We didn’t expect to encounter anyone along this path,” the man said. “Where are you headed?”

      “Vasha. I am Isandra, member of the Council of Magi Elders.”

      The Antrilii glanced at the others with him, a frown twisting the paint along his face. “You travel to Vasha?”

      “That’s where I’m trying to reach. The Deshmahne imprisoned me in Rondalin, and I escaped. I need to return to Vasha and warn the Magi of the nature of their attacks.”

      “A return to Vasha is not possible from here,” the Antrilii said.

      Isandra felt a nervous chill work through her heart. Was he telling her that he would hold her captive? If he did, there was nothing that she would be able to do to prevent it. Even if she had anything more than her tree branch as a weapon, the Antrilii were fearsome warriors. That much of the rumors about them she believed.

      “Do you intend to take me prisoner?” she asked. Better to get the question out there, so that she knew what they intended to do. If they were going to take her captive, she would be ready for it, even if there was nothing she could do to stop them.

      The Antrilii chuckled. “We would not hold any of the Magi captive. We have much respect for the Magi.”

      “You do?”

      The man nodded. “We have fought among the Magi for weeks. We have lost many of our warriors, dying alongside those of the Magi.”

      The hammering in Isandra’s chest increased. “You fought with Roelle?”

      The man nodded. “Mage Roelle is a skilled warrior. She is even more skilled as a leader. She brought her warriors to join with us, and together, we destroyed many groeliin.” He cocked his head to the side, studying her. “You know of the groeliin?”

      Isandra squeezed her eyes shut. It was hard to believe that Roelle would have fought with the Antrilii, but wasn’t that what Endric had intended by sending them north? Wasn’t that the reason that he had pushed them north?

      “Yes. I know of the groeliin. We received the evidence of them Roelle sent back to us.”

      “Is that why you came to Rondalin?”

      “That’s not why. We recognize the risk of the Deshmahne, and recognize that something needs to be done about them. The Council intended to…” Isandra wasn’t entirely sure what the Council intended to do. They had no way of countering the Deshmahne, nothing that didn’t depend on the Denraen.

      The Antrilii seemed to wait for her, and when she didn’t go on, he nodded. “We do not intend to capture you, Mage Isandra. But south, there are many groeliin still roaming in bands. The Antrilii continue to hunt, and the remaining warriors of Mage Roelle continue to search, but traveling south—particularly without weapon or horse—is dangerous.”

      “Those creatures are out there?”

      “There were nearly ten thousand that came south,” he said.

      “How can there be so many? How is it that we weren’t able to hear of them before now?”

      “None have heard of them because, until recently, they have remained in the north, and the Antrilii have protected the north. That has been our mission, that has been what the gods have asked of us.”

      Isandra shivered. She had feared traveling north, afraid that she might encounter the Deshmahne. The only other thing that she feared was those creatures. Roelle had taken many of the apprentices, and they had gone in search of the Antrilii, but they had found something else.

      “Are Roelle and the others safe?”

      He hesitated before answering. “We split off from them before they reached Thealon.”

      “Thealon? These creatures have traveled that far south?”

      “Not in those numbers, but enough have to pose a threat to that ancient city.” He offered a gruesome smile, one that twisted the paint on his face. “Do not fear, Mage. The Antrilii and the Magi warriors protected that ancient city from these creatures. They and the gods.”

      She stared at him blankly for a moment. Did he really imply that the gods had somehow helped prevent the groeliin from attacking in Thealon?

      “How did the gods help?” she asked.

      “We used their ancient home.”

      “The Tower?”

      Isandra was feeling confused. How much had happened outside of Vasha that the Council hadn’t known about? How much had happened that they had no way of understanding? If Roelle had faced these creatures, and if she had been fighting them, she might be better equipped to understand the consequences.

      Did Alriyn know?

      Did the Eldest?

      The Council would need to know about what happened.

      “Not the Tower. Their ancient home was the Great Forest. We used the power from that place and trapped the groeliin within it. We slaughtered a great number of broods that day,” he said, the pride evident in his voice.

      “I need to get to Vasha,” she said.

      “As I said, Vasha is not safe. Traveling to the south is not safe until the Antrilii have completely removed the groeliin threat.”

      “When do you anticipate that will be?”

      “We head north, back to Antrilii lands, and intend to request additional warriors to come help with the cleansing.”

      “The cleansing?”

      “These lands must be cleansed of the groeliin. If they gain a foothold, they will continue to persist, growing stronger. There are enough groeliin remaining that will allow them to establish new broods. If they succeed, it is possible that they will come in numbers greater than even the Magi and the Antrilii would be able to defeat.”

      Isandra breathed out, trying to figure out what she should do. If she couldn’t go to Vasha, where would she go?

      “You would be free to travel with us, Mage.”

      Isandra looked at the Antrilii warrior, staring at him, wondering whether she dared go with him. He knew of Roelle, knew of the groeliin, and clearly had experienced something over the last few months that even their Council would not understand.

      “I—”

      “I won’t prevent you from traveling south, but offer you a warning. If you go, it will be at your own peril. If you come with us, I can offer you protection. It is my understanding that the Magi do not all fight like Roelle. If we encounter groeliin, the Antrilii will help keep you safe.”

      It was a reasonable offer, and one Isandra suspected she needed to take him up on. Though part of her was willing to risk her safety to travel south, what if she never found her way back to Vasha? And what if she encountered the Deshmahne? That had been her greatest fear. But now, with the threat of the groeliin going south, she had something else to fear.

      She still had to get word to the Council. Somehow, she had to let Alriyn and the others know what had happened. Was there a way to do both? Was there a way for her to go north, to learn about the Antrilii, and still somehow send word to the Council?

      Beyond that, she needed healing.

      She doubted the Antrilii would be able to assist with that.

      “Jassan,” one of the other Antrilii said.

      The lead man turned, and his brow furrowed briefly. He stared into the distance, nodding.

      Two of the Antrilii snapped the reins of their horses and hurried off, unsheathing as they did. One of them whistled, a sharp, almost mournful sound. It was answered by a low-pitched cry.

      “What is it?” Isandra asked.

      Jassan turned back to her. “It is groeliin, Mage. They are close.”

      Isandra licked her lips, knowing that she had no other choice at this point. If the groeliin were nearby, what could she do? She wasn’t a fighter. She had to go with the Antrilii.
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      Weakness threatened to overwhelm Isandra.

      With every passing moment, a part of her seemed to seep out through the brandings, draining from her. She fought, but there was nothing she could do to truly resist. She needed healing, and the longer she was with the Antrilii—and facing the groeliin—the more she doubted she would ever find the healing she needed.

      Wind whistled around her, a cold and biting type of breeze. Isandra pulled the cloak tight around her shoulders, but even that didn’t keep out all the wind. She sat upon a horse, one that had been given to her by the Antrilii, leaving two men doubled up on horseback. Isandra wondered whether that was appropriate. It might have made more sense for her to double up with another—possibly Jassan—but none of them had said anything to her.

      The Antrilii had encountered several other groupings of groeliin as they rode north. Each time, they rode off, slaughtering the creatures before returning. They did so with a workmanlike approach, and each time, one of the men whistled, a sound that was always answered by another cry.

      This time, she heard the cry without hearing anything else.

      “What is that?” she asked Jassan.

      The Antrilii rode near her. She understood from the others that he was something of a leader, a chieftain of sorts, but didn’t understand much other than that. She’d overheard snippets of conversation between the Antrilii in the time that they been riding, but not enough to fully understand their conversations.

      “That is the merahl,” he said.

      “What are the merahl? Are they some other creature like the groeliin?”

      Jassan grinned. “Do not let the merahl hear you say that, or you might get more than you bargained for.”

      “What are they then?” she asked.

      He whistled, a sharp, piercing sound. When he did, it was answered by a cry, the same sort of cry that she’d been hearing for the last few days.

      Within moments, a massive creature appeared. It was something like a cat, though enormous. The creature was nearly the size of the horse she rode, and had silvery stripes along its otherwise black fur. An enormous jaw practically grinned at her, but it was the piercing eyes that caught her attention. They studied her, seeming to weigh her, as if determining whether she could be trusted. She had never had a creature look at her in such a way.

      “This is a merahl,” Jassan said. “They hunt with us. Together, we destroy the groeliin.”

      The creature loped alongside them for a dozen or more steps, before he raced off, leaving them riding once more through the lower mountain foothills. Isandra watched the creature go, feeling uncertain in ways that she had not for many years. Everything she’d seen since joining the Antrilii had left her uncertain.

      There was grace and power to the massive cat, but more than that, there was a sense of intelligence, and—were she honest with herself—something of a sense of purpose that she herself had long lacked.

      How did she get that from simply a single glance at a creature?

      “Many have that reaction when they see the merahl for the first time,” Jassan said.

      “How is it that I’ve never seen them before?”

      “The merahl serve the gods, and because of that, they have a way of hiding themselves, a way that keeps them separate from most men.”

      “But I’m not man. I’m a Mage.”

      “The merahl have a way of keeping themselves from most Magi as well.”

      “They hunt with you?”

      Jassan smiled widely. No longer did she see the smile as something twisted and grotesque. There was warmth to his smile, and an easy affability to the man. How would she ever have thought that it was twisted? The Antrilii were warriors. They needed to come across as fearsome. She understood the paint, and understood their purpose. It surprised her that she did. They hunted groeliin, and they killed. From what little she knew of these creatures, what the Antrilii did was necessary. Possibly even essential.

      “It could be said that we hunt with them. The merahl have long been our partners. Ever since the beginning, since the founding of the Antrilii, we have partnered.”

      Isandra thought the choice of words interesting. Founding. It was the same term the Magi used to refer to the original settlers to Vasha. They were the Founders, those who helped develop the city and build it out of what was little more than the Lashiin ruins into the massive and overwhelming city that it was now. The Founders were warriors.

      Much like the Antrilii.

      It could not be simple coincidence. When it came to the ancestors, and when it came to powers given by the gods, she had long ago learned that coincidence never came into play. The Founders had a greater appreciation and understanding for prophecy, one that the Magi had struggled with over the years. Haerlin was a prophet, but he was a minor prophet, not nearly as notable as those who had preceded him. But the Magi had trusted what Haerlin had to say, and relied upon whatever visions he might have had. If only there had been other prophets between the time of the Founders and now—perhaps greater profits—they might have managed to recognize the growing threat of the Deshmahne.

      “He was magnificent,” she said as she looked out toward where the merahl had gone.

      “She. Stasha would be offended were you to call her by any other name.”

      “You speak to them?”

      “Many of the Antrilii have the ability to speak to the merahl. It is a gift that we have, and one that’s essential for success as we hunt.”

      “Can anyone speak to them?”

      “Many can learn. Any can attempt to speak to them, but the merahl choose who they communicate with.”

      “How do they communicate?”

      “You’ll know if they do.”

      They continued riding for a while, with Isandra thinking through what she’d learned. She wondered how the Magi had not heard of the merahl before, but then they hadn’t heard of these creatures in the north, either. They knew of them vaguely, referred to them as the ancient threat, but they had no other true knowledge of them.

      “What happens when you return to your homeland?” Isandra asked.

      “When we return, we must find other warriors.”

      “Are there others?”

      Jassan nodded. “There are many.”

      “If so many groeliin went south, why didn’t more Antrilii?”

      One of the other Antrilii, a man by the name of Mitchal, glanced at Jassan. Something passed between them, a form of communication that made her wonder if he was warning the other off.

      “What is it? What don’t you want to share with me?”

      “The Antrilii are multiple tribes,” Jassan began slowly. “We don’t always agree with each other; we don’t always share the same purpose. In this, Nahrsin wanted to come south, he knew the number of Antrilii was not enough to counter the groeliin, but he was willing to make the sacrifice, to do what he could to slow the tide of the groeliin.”

      “But if the Antrilii see this as their duty—”

      “There are some who struggle with responsibility beyond the north,” Jassan said.

      “Do you think that has changed in the time that you’ve been gone?”

      “Now we have Magi who have fought and died by our side. Nahrsin hopes that will be enough to convince the others.”

      “Are you all part of the same tribe?”

      “Nahrsin is not my chief. I followed him because he spoke truly about the groeliin threat. My tribe recognized the threat, as well, but not all were willing to make the journey south.”

      “Why wouldn’t they be willing to go?”

      “There are still groeliin in the north,” Jassan said.

      “How many remain there?”

      “Many.”

      The terrain started to change, becoming rockier and heading slowly upward. The small shrubs that had lined their path, forcing the horses to weave between them, became thicker. In the distance, she saw the subtle changing of the shrubbery as it became taller, and noted the massive forest that consumed the mountains, spreading along their slopes until stopping. And from there, clouds circled snow-covered peaks.

      The air remained cold, a chill gusting on the wind, and occasionally, snow would flutter down. The clouds shifted from time to time, growing thicker, occasionally graying out the sky, only to then clear, the gods parting the sky and leaving a sun shining brightly below.

      Two of the Antrilii veered off, disappearing for a moment with a sharp whistle.

      As she so often did now, Isandra tensed, wondering if she would ever actually see any of these groeliin. So far, the Antrilii had ridden off, attacking and destroying them before they got too close. Never did they return with their bodies. Jassan said they burned them, a tradition that helped return them to the gods and prevented them from doing anything more violent.

      She wondered what more violent things could happen with the dead groeliin but had not been willing to ask. What would happen if the groeliin overwhelmed them?

      “What happens if they reach us?” Isandra asked.

      “That’s not what you want to ask, is it?” Jassan said.

      “What question do you think I should ask?”

      “You want to know how many we can handle.”

      Isandra hadn’t thought of it in those terms, but that was exactly what she was wondering. How many groeliin could the Antrilii take on if they encountered a larger grouping? Was there a point when they would be outnumbered?

      “With the merahl, we can handle a brood. Five is our typical hunting party, though there are times when we will hunt with twice that many. Usually, that’s when we expect to encounter more than a single brood.”

      “What is a brood?”

      “A brood can be fifty to a hundred groeliin. It depends on their queen.”

      “They have a queen?”

      “That’s what we call them. I’m sure the groeliin have other terms for their breeding female.”

      Isandra looked over at him, arching a brow. “The groeliin speak to each other?”

      “The groeliin are clever, often dangerously so. Yes, they speak to each other. They have also been known to organize attacks. We suspect this one was coordinated.”

      “They haven’t coordinated in numbers like this before?”

      “They have, but that was over a thousand years ago.”

      A thousand years. Even the Antrilii connected it to the ancient threat. “How is it that you thought to contain so many with so few Antrilii?” she asked. There seemed to be no way the number of Antrilii Jassan claimed had gone south would have been able to hunt and contain the ten thousand groeliin they had reported.

      “We had no choice but to attempt to do what we could,” Jassan said.

      “No choice?”

      “The groeliin are the Antrilii’s burden. We willingly accept it, knowing that there will come a time when we no longer have to hunt and destroy groeliin, when we will finally have this burden lifted from us. All of us wait for this day. Until then, we hunt, and we willingly fight. We willingly make the sacrifice.”

      Isandra swallowed. It sounded violent and brutal, but noble. How could the Antrilii feel that way about their task? How is it that they believed so much in what they needed to do?

      Was it so different for the Magi?

      It was a troubling thought, and it didn’t leave her as she waited.

      The two Antrilii returned, and they nodded to Jassan.

      They rode harder, pushing into the mountains.

      “If there are this many groeliin remaining in the south, how is it that you don’t continue to roam and hunt?” she asked.

      “Others have that task.”

      “How many Antrilii remain after the attack in the south?”

      “Enough for what you fear. The merahl aren’t alone in their hunting; we have others who hunt with us now.”

      “The Magi?”

      “Yes.”

      “What of Roelle? You said you split off from the Magi in Thealon, but I could tell you didn’t share everything with me.”

      His face clouded, and she wondered what had happened. Jassan had been unwilling to speak of what had happened, and she wondered if there was something to it that she should be worried about. Had word reached Alriyn?

      “Jassan? What happened to Roelle?”

      “I was fighting near the Tower and saw her fall. I did not see her afterward. I believe she dines with the gods.”

      He turned away, no longer willing to meet her gaze.

      Isandra stared straight ahead. She still hadn’t learned how many of the Magi survived. How many remained after the attack? And how many of the young Magi had they lost, never to return to Vasha again?
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      Roelle stared up at the sky, barely able to believe she was alive. The last thing she remembered was fighting groeliin, one after another, each of the creatures more powerful than any she had ever faced before. She remembered slipping, falling, a dozen cuts slicing through her flesh, leaving her with pain that burned through her, pain that made her believe she would not survive.

      Then again, when she’d seen the onslaught of groeliin, she realized that she hadn’t come to Thealon to survive.

      Somehow, someway, she had been pulled free. But how? What happened, and how had she managed to survive? What magic had been worked—what power of the gods had saved her?

      “You live. The gods truly have smiled upon you,” Nahrsin said. He stood close to her, his grizzled face barely two hands away from hers. The paint that he’d spread over his face—streaks of orange and black that were striped in ways to make him resemble the merahl he hunted with—had smeared free during the fight. Blood covered his brow, and she saw fresh stitches along his cheekbone. Dried blood was caked to them.

      “How? I mean… How?”

      Nahrsin smiled. With the remaining paint on his face and the blood that was caked along his cheeks, it appeared horrific. “The gods protected you.”

      Roelle squeezed her eyes closed. The gods. Could they have protected her? The gods had sent her south, had sent her to face the groeliin, and had thrown her against creatures viler than anything she could ever have imagined when she had agreed to this mission. The journey had changed her, though she wondered if perhaps that wasn’t the intent. Much of what had happened seemed to have played out according to Endric’s plan.

      Had the old general known what she was going to encounter?

      She believed that he did, just as she believed that he had intended her to join with the Antrilii, and to use her Magi abilities to face the groeliin.

      Had he known about the Great Forest?

      Without that, even the Magi wouldn’t have been enough to assist the Antrilii with stopping the groeliin. Without that magical barrier—some residual effect of the gods—she doubted that there would have been any way for them to survive. The ten thousand groeliin had been almost more than they could face.”

      “Did we do it?” she asked.

      “We did it. The groeliin have been stopped. Those that remain have scattered, heading north.”

      “North? We need to—”

      “I have sent bands of warriors to take care of it.”

      Roelle took a deep breath. She trusted the Antrilii to manage what needed to be done, and to suppress the remaining groeliin. The Antrilii had spent centuries facing the groeliin, and were ruthless when it came to the creatures. Roelle wondered if that was what would have happened to the Magi had they not laid down their swords. What if the Founders had never settled in Vasha? Would they have turned into something like the Antrilii?

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      She looked around and realized that it was a simple building. Wooden walls were not decorated, though at some point in the past, someone had thrown a coat of paint on them, attempting to provide more warmth than the wood otherwise offered. She rested on a fairly comfortable bed—though not nearly as comfortable as her own in Vasha would have been. It had been months since she had slept in a bed. Months since she had known the comfort of her home, and months since she had known a sense of safety.

      Was she safe now?

      “We are not far outside of Thealon,” Nahrsin said. “There is a village a short ride from the city, a place that the priests suggested we take you.”

      “The priests?”

      “The Urmahne priests recognized what we were trying to do. They suggested we bring the survivors to the village. No others live here.”

      “Why would no others live here—”

      She stopped herself, realizing the answer even as she asked. With the way the groeliin had pressed down, racing from the north, other villages would have been destroyed. It shouldn’t surprise her that a village north of Thealon had been impacted.

      “How many?”

      “Rest, Roelle. We can talk about it later—”

      “How many?” she pressed.

      Nahrsin let out a deep sigh. He stood, clasping his hands behind his back, and met her gaze. “You lost nearly half of your remaining Magi warriors.”

      Nearly half. Of the one hundred that had come north with her, only about eighty had survived to make it to Thealon. If half of them survived…

      So many had been lost.

      “How many Antrilii?”

      “You do not need to mourn the Antrilii.”

      “I’ll mourn your men the same as I suspect you will mourn the loss of mine,” Roelle said.

      Nahrsin dipped his head. “Of course. I would expect nothing less from you.” He turned away, and his head shook. It took a moment for her to realize that he was sobbing.

      How many men had he lost? There had been nearly three hundred Antrilii who had come south with him, and they had not lost nearly as many as the Magi had during their earlier battles. Between the merahl’s protection and the Antrilii’s superior sword skill, they had been as safe as the Antrilii could be while facing such horrible odds.

      “I lost all but fifty of my warriors.”

      Fifty. The number set in, leaving her with a nauseated feeling that worked through the pit of her stomach. One sixth of the Antrilii who had come south had been lost. A little more than half of the Magi who had ventured from Vasha had been lost.

      So many.

      “What if the groeliin return?”

      Nahrsin turned back to her. “They should not.”

      “How do you know? How can we be certain?”

      “There is no certainty,” Nahrsin said. “But for them to have sent so many to the south, they would have needed to commit an entire breeding to this mission.”

      “A breeding?”

      “The groeliin don’t breed regularly. They do so in cycles, once every dozen or so years. It would have taken an entire breeding for them to build up these numbers. It makes sense, especially as we have not faced significant groeliin attacks over the last decade.”

      If that were the case, the groeliin—or whoever controlled them—had been planning this attack for a long time. They knew that some of the groeliin had powerful abilities, some that Nahrsin suspected rivaled those of the Magi. Powers that Roelle began to suspect the Antrilii possessed as well.

      “Are your fifty remaining Antrilii enough to cleanse the north?”

      Nahrsin flashed a half smile. “What an interesting choice of words.”

      Roelle started to sit up, but realized that pain in her back and her sides made doing so difficult. She didn’t know how badly she was injured, but she’d likely sustained significant injuries that had required stitching, much like what Nahrsin had required. How scarred would she be?

      It was something the Denraen would appreciate. Those soldiers appreciated scars—and practically asked for them. Maybe Endric would take her more seriously if she appeared before him with a dozen new injuries all freshly healed.

      “Why is that an interesting choice of words?”

      Nahrsin shrugged. “Only that the Antrilii refer to the removal of the groeliin threat as a cleansing. We’ve never managed to achieve a complete cleansing, and have never managed to fully eradicate the groeliin, but one day we will.”

      “If we’ve killed nearly ten thousand, I think we’ve made a dent in their numbers.”

      “If only it were so. Ten thousand groeliin can be replaced with a single breeding. It will take years for them to regain the same strength—especially if they must wait for another breeding cycle—but they will return.”

      “Why not confront them in their breeding grounds?”

      “We have tried, but doing so has proven more difficult than anything else that we have attempted with them. Most of the time, we must be content with simply managing to contain them. As long as the rest of your lands don’t encounter the groeliin, that will be enough.”

      “This time, they weren’t able to be contained,” Roelle said. She attempted to sit up again, but her back screamed with the effort. She cocked her eye at Nahrsin. “Can you help me sit?”

      “I’m sorry, Roelle. Your injuries were extensive, and beyond my field training.”

      “What does that mean? Am I going to die?”

      She had thought that surviving meant that she had gotten through the worst of the injuries, but perhaps that wasn’t the case. Now that she thought about it, now that she focused on the pain that raged through her, she recognized that where she’d been cut, where she’d been attacked, remained throbbing, leaving her with a pulsating sort of discomfort and pain.

      Could she even move her legs?

      When she tried to, she realized that yes, she could. Her arms moved as well.

      What then?

      “The groeliin have been known to poison their weapons. It makes attacks even more dangerous when they do. Often, a few injuries can be healed. The Antrilii have much experience in treating these injuries. There are various salves and liniments that can be applied, but when the wounds are too extensive, even those attempts will fail.”

      “What are you saying, Nahrsin?”

      “You have been severely injured, Roelle. Nearly a dozen wounds required stitching, but there were countless others that did not. It was a wonder that you remained standing as long as you did. I suspect the gods watched over you—and provided you strength.”

      “I won’t recover?”

      “You might,” he started. “But if the poison settles into your veins, it’s possible that it will continue to weaken you, draining you of strength—and your abilities.”

      Roelle frowned. It would be bad enough to slowly fade away, to feel a gradual loss of her strength before finally dying, but it would be even more terrifying if she lost her Mage abilities along with it.

      “How long will I have?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Roelle closed her eyes. She thought about what she would normally do for healing. Under other circumstances, there were many in Vasha who specialized in various healing arts, Magi with incredible skill, but she was near Thealon. Reaching Vasha would take days—possibly weeks—and she might not have long enough to do that.

      “Were we in the Antrilii lands, there would be other healers I could take you to. There are many with abilities to counter the groeliin poisons.”

      It was an admission that the Antrilii possessed abilities. They had to, especially if they could see the groeliin. Now that Roelle knew they descended from the same people—that they were essentially related, however remotely, she had to believe that the Antrilii possessed something akin to the Magi abilities. That would explain their superior swordsmanship, skill that rivaled anything Roelle had ever seen.

      Except for Jakob Nialsen.

      In a flash, a memory of seeing him facing the groeliin returned to her. He had been amazing, gifted with skill and speed that was unlike anything she had ever witnessed. How was it that the boy she had known, the young man she had left Chrysia with, had become such a fearsome fighter?

      There were hints of his skill when they had been on the road together. His rapid improvement while facing Endric had been testament to that. He had demonstrated skill that had rivaled hers toward the end, and she assumed that her Magi gifts had granted her some natural tendencies toward swordsmanship.

      Had he been a Mage?

      It was not completely unheard of for men or women to be born with the Mage gift, even those outside of the city. Such a thing had happened, though it was rare. Most Mageborn were born to Magi parents. Others came from direct descendants, and determining what gifts they might possess was less difficult.

      “Mage?” When she didn’t answer, Nahrsin went on. “Roelle?”

      She shook her head. “I was thinking about a young man I once knew.”

      “I would not have figured you for the type to lament over a lost love,” Nahrsin said.

      Roelle shrugged. “Perhaps not love, but…” There had been some sort of attraction, hadn’t there? She had thought of Jakob often after leaving him, but then had become so caught up in everything else she had been doing, and the training with the Denraen, and Endric’s suggestion that she travel north, that she search out the Antrilii, that she had forgotten about him.

      Seeing him—and seeing him still alive—had brought some of those feelings back to her. They were feelings that surprised her. Roelle had always been practical, but there was a part of her that felt strangely drawn to him.

      “He was the young man we encountered outside of the forest and rode the rest of the way toward Thealon with.”

      Nahrsin nodded slowly. “A skilled swordsman. Anyone who travels with the Hunter would have to be.”

      “The Hunter?”

      “The man he traveled with. The Antrilii know him as the Hunter.”

      “He can see the groeliin.”

      Nahrsin nodded.

      “Is he Antrilii?” Nahrsin shook his head. “Is he one of the Magi?” That would be the only other possibility, though she thought she would have heard had there been a Mage who roamed the countryside and still fought with the sword. Wouldn’t Endric have provided that information to her?

      “He is neither. He was gifted by the gods, and he uses that gift on their behalf.”

      Roelle wondered what sort of gift the gods would have given a man to allow him to see the groeliin. Not only that, but he also had demonstrated incredible skill with the sword.

      “You know what happened to them?”

      “The Hunter escaped. He came through two days ago, traveling west. He had another mission.”

      Mission? That sounded formal for a man who served the gods. They gave him assignments? And here the Magi had long claimed that they had a connection to the gods. If that man is dead, if he fought on their behalf, perhaps he had a greater right to claim such a connection than anyone else.

      “What of Jakob?”

      “The damahne?” Nahrsin asked.

      Roelle looked at him quizzically. “The damahne?”

      Nahrsin nodded. “I had not expected to see one, and one so young.”

      “What are you talking about?” Roelle asked.

      “The man you know as Jakob. He is what the Antrilii refer to as damahne. He is one of the gods.”
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      Jakob awoke from his vision. What had he just experienced?

      He had seen a vision of Niall. His great-father. He was the man who first had been given the sword Neamiin and who the Conclave had trained. He had seen him fighting, and had felt him willing to harm another. Niall had fought not Deshmahne, dark priests who summoned energy and magic that they should not possess, and not groeliin, creatures out of a nightmare that should never have existed, but other men.

      Was that what he was meant to learn?

      Was that what he was intended to become? Would he somehow have to face others, those who wanted only to protect those they cared about, much like Jakob wanted only to protect Anda.

      That wasn’t the life Jakob wanted, and it was not the one he expected to have.

      With this vision, there had been a feeling—fleeting, and only when he had remained aware of himself—of something else. Jakob had the vaguest sense of what it was, like a memory he couldn’t chase.

      Anda stood at his shoulder and watched him, her full lips pressed together, a question evident in her strange and exotic eyes. She blinked, and the lids swept to the sides in the strange way that they did. “What is it, Jakob Nialsen?”

      He forced a smile. She didn’t need to know what he had seen. She likely already had an opinion of what men did to each other. She had experienced the Deshmahne attack. To the daneamiin, were the Deshmahne any different from other men?

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      She touched his hand, and he felt a wave of peace. “You are not your ancestors,” Anda said. “They provide guidance. They can help you recognize what came before, and can give you the insight of the past, but you are not them.”

      Jakob nodded. What she said made sense, and he knew that it was true, but it was still hard to see his ancestors in such a way. It was much easier when he had seen them as gods. Then again, when he had seen them as gods, he hadn’t known they were his ancestors.

      “I think Novan would have loved this ability,” Jakob said.

      He could easily imagine the historian using the ability to walk along the fibers to record the past. Given Novan’s knowledge of the past, maybe he already had. Maybe others who had studied with him had a similar ability. He could imagine the Historian Guild all with such an ability—or at least wanting such an ability.

      “Your historian seems to be an interesting man.”

      “Interesting is a kind way to describe him,” Jakob said. “He was knowledgeable. I wonder what he would have said had he learned what I’ve become.”

      “Are you certain he didn’t suspect?”

      Jakob doubted that Novan had suspected anything about him. Perhaps he thought him a Mage, but anything more than that would have been shocking to consider. Why would anyone have ever thought Jakob to be anything more than what he was?

      Then again, maybe Novan was more than what he had seemed. The historian certainly had knowledge and understanding others did not. Then there was his participation in the Conclave. Jakob didn’t know what that meant for him, but Brohmin certainly had abilities, and he was a member of the Conclave. Did all members of the Conclave possess the same skill set?

      No. Endric had been a part of it, as well, but he was nothing other than a simple soldier.

      That wasn’t quite right, though Jakob didn’t know how else to describe him.

      Endric was much more than a simple soldier, but he also didn’t have anything resembling Mage abilities, not the way that Brohmin did. Neither did Novan for that matter. And Brohmin’s abilities had been a gift from the damahne for his service.

      Anda continued watching him, and he forced a smile. “Maybe he did.”

      He looked around the chamber, wondering what it was that Alyta had wanted for him to find here. This had been a place of the damahne, but was it more than that?

      “I feel like there is more for me to be doing,” he said. “I don’t know what, and I don’t know what Alyta intended for me, but with these abilities—this gift—it seems that I should be able to use it to help others.”

      “To help others, you first need to understand how to use what you’ve been given.”

      “Even having one other person who understands what I can do would be beneficial.”

      Anda touched his hand. “Which is the exact reason why Alyta wanted you to come here. You have many others who can show you what you need to know. You can borrow the knowledge of your ancestors, and you can use that to help guide your growing abilities.”

      Jakob sighed. He could if he only understood how. That was his challenge. He might be able to do wondrous things, he might be able to manipulate the ahmaean, but he didn’t know how. If he couldn’t use it with any control, having that ability would be pointless.

      “That’s what she wanted me to believe,” Jakob said. “But in order for me to do that, I have to somehow have control over where I go in the past, and be able to do so with actual intention.”

      “When you’ve done it before, what has been the key? What happened this time?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing happened. I drifted, almost as if drawn. There hasn’t been a key. The only thing that’s been consistent has been the fact that I was either in the Forest, or under duress.”

      “You’re in the Forest now,” Anda reminded him.

      “We are beneath the Forest. Is that the same?”

      “I could place you under duress,” Anda said with a hint of a smile.

      Jakob wondered what that might entail. What would it mean for Anda to pressure him with her abilities? Would there be anything that she could do that might place him in harm’s way? He doubted it. She was calmness personified. All the daneamiin were. He couldn’t imagine her—or any of her kind—attempting to harm someone.

      “You could?”

      “I cannot guide you along the fibers.”

      “Why not? The Cala maah were able to guide me toward the past. That was where I first saw…” The image came back to him as he thought of it. It was one where he was daneamiin, and he had a grandchild who he watched running across the plains. In that same vision, he saw the remains of a wondrous city that had once been created by the daneamiin. In that vision, Raime had destroyed it.

      “You shouldn’t think of him,” Anda said.

      “I shouldn’t? He’s not gone, Anda. He might have disappeared for now, but he knows too much power. He knows too much about how to claim power. Which means that others are still in danger. How many more will he harm before I can prevent him from gaining more? I need to understand before he does, and find a way to stop him.”

      “All you can do is control the things that you are capable of controlling,” Anda said. “He is a dangerous man. You aren’t prepared to confront him.”

      “I stopped him before.”

      “Because he was not ready for you. You surprised him. I may not be able to peer along the fibers, but I don’t need to for me to know that he will not be surprised again.” She took his hand in hers, her long fingers caressing the back of his hand. “This is a man who managed to capture Alyta. She was one of the greatest damahne in generations. For him to have captured her means his skills are incredibly dangerous. He may not have as much power as he once did, but that does not mean he is harmless.”

      Jakob believed he had somehow stolen Raime’s ahmaean, taking it from him the way that Raime had taken from so many others. That would have been the only way he could have defeated the man, but was what he had done permanent?

      “You think that I should spend my time trying to understand my past?” he asked.

      “I think you should spend your time trying to understand who you are, Jakob Nialsen. Whether that means you walk along the fibers to your past, or whether you look to the future, that is up to you.”

      “The future?”

      “The damahne were—are—the only beings able to glimpse into the future with any accuracy. That is why the first of your Conclave consisted of damahne along with men. That was how they were able to see what might come, and recognize the need for their Uniter. The daneamiin can catch some glimpses of the future, but nothing like the damahne. The fibers are theirs to view.”

      Jakob should have remembered that himself. He shouldn’t have needed Anda to remind him of how the Conclave had chosen the Uniter, as he had seen it himself. He had been there for the first choosing, had lived through Shoren’s eyes.

      “What other abilities do the damahne possess?” he asked.

      “Other than their ability with the fibers?”

      “It seemed that Alyta had other gifts, more than simply looking into the past or the future. Will I have the same gifts?”

      “There is no reason that you would not, Jakob Nialsen. When you learn to control them, your abilities will be impressive. You carry with you the ahmaean of countless generations of damahne. All of those beings passed their energy on to Alyta, and she passed it on to you.”

      “Not all. Brohmin received a similar gift.”

      “Some have been gifted over the years. That metal rod that Raime claimed was the key. That was how the damahne gifted to other men, to those without the same damahne ability.”

      That was the first Jakob was hearing of that. He remembered seeing the metal rod when they fought Raime, but hadn’t known what it was for. Could that have been why he had waited to absorb Alyta’s abilities? Had he needed to have not only her there, but to have possession of that rod?

      If that was true, Jakob needed to claim it. He couldn’t risk Raime having possession of something like that. It would be too dangerous in his hands. The idea of Raime stripping away Jakob’s abilities, tearing away from him the power that he had only just begun to understand, scared Jakob in a way that surprised him.

      “We need to return to the Tower,” he said.

      “There is nothing there. The Tower was dead long before the damahne disappeared from its walls.”

      Jakob thought about what he had seen from the Tower, the way he had seen the ahmaean swirling around it. There was nothing dead about the Tower. Its stone was practically alive. It was nothing like anything he had ever seen before, an impressive display of ahmaean, one that he didn’t think could ever be fully extinguished.

      “I know there are no more damahne there, but I need to return to the Tower because that rod is still there. If Raime manages to regain possession of it…”

      “He cannot. He should not be able to reach the inside of the Tower.”

      “He should not have been able to reach the inside the first time, but not only did he manage to do so, but he managed to force Alyta inside the walls.”

      “And that is the only way he would have been able to enter. With a damahne. Now, with Alyta gone, there is no other way for him to reach that place,” she said. “By its very nature, the Tower was protected. It was meant to be a place that only the damahne could reach. It was not meant for outsiders.”

      That had a depressing feel to it for Jakob. If the Tower was never meant for anyone other than the damahne, then they had kept themselves apart from the rest of the world for far longer than recent memory. Most had believed the gods had Ascended not all that long ago, and had only separated from the rest of mankind following the Ascension. Jakob hadn’t pieced it together before, but if the gods had separated themselves even before then, was there some other reason for it?

      “Regardless of whether he should have been able to reach the inside of the Tower, we still need to get back there. I need to see if that rod is still there, and if it is, I should take it someplace safe. Someplace that Raime might not find.”

      Where might that be? He didn’t know enough about Raime to know what exactly he was aware of. He had once sat on the Conclave, and that gave him insight others did not have. That made him dangerous in ways others were not. Yet, there had to be somewhere Jakob could hide such things to protect them from Raime. The Tower should have been such a place. In that, he agreed with Anda, but it was not.

      Maybe here?

      Was there a way to prevent Raime from recognizing what the damahne had kept in this place?

      If he found the rod, this would be where he would try.

      “Can you guide me again?”

      Anda squeezed his hand. “Focus on the Tower. I will direct your energy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Anda managed to bring Jakob back inside the Tower where they appeared on one of the upper levels. The Tower itself was fairly dark, though a faint glow appeared from the lamps set into the walls, filling the room with a pleasant natural light. There remained a layer of dust over everything that seemed thicker now than when he had been here before. He noted his own footprints left from when he had previously been here. He recalled how his had been the only footsteps that had appeared. Somehow, Brohmin had left no marks, and Jakob wasn’t surprised that Anda had left none either.

      “Why here?” he asked.

      “This is where you brought us,” she said.

      Jakob looked around, trying to remember where in the Tower they were. What level was this? He had climbed hundreds of steps before reaching Alyta, enough that he had been exhausted by the time they had reached the top, and even then, he didn’t think they had climbed the entirety of the Tower. He had neglected to ask whether the room that Raime had selected to capture Alyta had any significance. Now that she was gone, he would have no way of learning an answer, no way short of asking Raime himself.

      Jakob had some experience in the Tower. The vision he’d had of the damahne and the founding of the daneamiin—the one that had come over him in the Forest while he was attempting to rest—had been of Aimielen while she was within the Tower.

      Standing here, he had a flash, one that was something like a surge of knowledge. With the flash, he recalled how Aimielen had traveled. She had shifted, traveling from one place to another with no more difficulty than a thought. It was the same way that Anda had brought him to the Tower.

      Jakob closed his eyes, thinking back to when he had been Aimielen, and tried to remember what that was like. He had spent so much time focusing on what she had said, and the emotions she had experienced, the way that it had felt to her when the daneamiin children were persecuted, that he had overlooked something simpler. There had been knowledge she could offer him. Knowledge that he should already possess. It was much like how he had used the knowledge of the other damahne to open a crack in the ground that swallowed the groeliin.

      There was a focus, and… something more.

      He remembered the sensation in his mind. A shifting, one that matched the way she had described her travel.

      Could he use it to take him to the room where they had last seen Alyta?

      Jakob took Anda’s hand and thought about the room, focused his mind, and forced a shifting within it.

      With it, there was a faint sense of movement, a hint of a smell—something like freshly fallen rain—and then it stopped.

      He opened his eyes… and he was where he had wanted to go.

      “You have remembered,” Anda said. She said it with a hint of sadness, but also with relief.

      “I remembered experiencing this when I was Aimielen in my vision. She traveled the same way.”

      “Do you remember what you did?”

      “I do, and I think I can actually repeat it.”

      “Not that. I’m thinking of how you learned to utilize what you have seen in the past.”

      “I think I do. I can use what I saw, and can use what experience I had, and can borrow from it. If only I can control what I saw in the past, I might be able to learn more about what I’m capable of doing.”

      “Until you do, use the glimpses along the fibers you managed to obtain to help you understand what you need to do. Perhaps in one of these visions, you will glimpse how another of your ancestors walked the fibers.”

      Jakob hoped that he would. If he could learn that secret, he would be able to discover even more about what it meant for him to have the damahne abilities. He would be able to choose when he walked back along the fibers, and could choose what he saw. He might even be able to learn about his parents, and gain an understanding of them that he had never had before.

      He looked around the room, having last been here when Alyta had perished. Evidence of the battle that had taken place here surrounded him. His gaze stopped on a small pool of dried blood in a corner, a remnant of Brohmin’s injury. At least he had made it out alive. That was more than Jakob had expected when the fighting began, and when it had become clear that Raime might be more than a match for Brohmin.

      Jakob paced around the room, walking the path that he had walked when he had last been here. There had been power thrown around here, enough power that there should have been damage to the walls, yet there was none. He had been slammed into the wall, as well as Raime. Neither had left any sort of mark.

      The bodies of the groeliin remained, resting—and decaying—where they had left them. Jakob had destroyed them, using his connection to the ahmaean to defeat them, but it had been difficult.

      “They shouldn’t be here,” Anda said.

      Jakob focused on his ahmaean, and pressed out, triggering an effect that he hoped would work the way he intended. With a flash, the bodies erupted in flames.

      Anda watched the burning groeliin, no expression on her face. Had he disappointed her by destroying them this way? Should they have been buried, using the traditions of the Urmahne?

      The stone table where Alyta had been was empty. The body was gone, leaving only the clothes that once had covered her. Jakob pushed them aside, and noted stains marring the surface of the table. The stain on the stone plucked at his ahmaean, drawing him in a way that reminded him of how Alyta had pulled at him, the way that she had drawn him toward the Tower, using her connection to the ahmaean—and the Tower itself—to guide him here.

      The metal rod that had been here was nowhere to be seen. “Didn’t we leave the rod here?”

      “I don’t recall,” Anda said. “If we did, it would be where we left it. Without one of the damahne, Raime can’t have returned.”

      She was more confident of that than Jakob was. Raime had lived for centuries—probably since the last groeliin attack on the world, using borrowed energy to prolong his life. If anyone could have found a way into the Tower, it would have been Raime.

      As he made his way around, he paused at the pile of ash that marked the bodies of the groeliin. Incinerating them seemed the most appropriate thing to do, since he did not want to leave them defiling the Tower any longer.

      Once they were completely gone, he let out a breath.

      “I should have done that before we left,” he said.

      “I don’t know that you had control over your ahmaean enough to do that the last time,” Anda said.

      “I’m not sure I have it even now. I don’t remember having learned how to start a fire through any of my visions.”

      “You witnessed Brohmin doing it.”

      Jakob realized that he had. Brohmin had used his ahmaean to trigger fires, using it to ignite their cook fires each evening. Jakob had used his connection to ahmaean a different way, forming something practically solid, able to stretch out from him with the ahmaean, to separate Raime from his connection.

      Could he learn from Brohmin?

      It was a thought he hadn’t had before. If he could find Brohmin, he could ask for his assistance. Finding him would be difficult, but not impossible, especially if he was able to travel by shifting, by focusing on where he wanted to go and drawing himself there.

      “Alyta was trapped here. Do you think there was a reason that Raime used this room specifically?” Jakob asked.

      Anda rested her hands on the table. “I don’t know if it was so much this room, as it was this table.”

      “Why the table?”

      “There is something changed about this table. It is comprised of something that seems to pull upon my ahmaean,” Anda said.

      Jakob set his hands on the table, wondering if he could feel the same thing that she did. As he did, he again felt a pulling, just as he had moments earlier when he pushed aside Alyta’s clothing and saw the stain. It felt as if the table drew his ahmaean away from him, and held it in place.

      “How would Raime have known this table was here?” she asked.

      “Raime lived for centuries,” Jakob said. “I saw that in my vision, and Brohmin mentioned what Raime had done over the years. He would have had the knowledge of the historians, enough knowledge that he might have learned of this table.”

      “The damahne would not have kept records of something like this. At least not records that would have been easy for him to obtain.”

      Jakob realize that was probably true. How would Raime have been able to learn about the table?

      Unless he had discovered other secrets of the damahne.

      Had he known about the heart of the Forest? Had they not been safe going to the Great Forest and moving the stones?

      Unless the stones had been moved to prevent Raime from going there. Yet, there was nothing about moving the stones that was beyond Raime—at least the Raime that Jakob had faced—when fully powered by his ahmaean.

      “He had to have known somehow.” He looked at Anda, lifting his hands off the table. “I still feel like we need to find him, and that we need to know what he might plan next. Leaving him wounded but growing stronger is dangerous. We don’t know what attack he might attempt the next time.”

      “He is weakened. You need to use this time to gain strength. To understand what powers you possess. Do not rush what you must do, Jakob Nialsen.”

      Was that all they needed to do? Did they only need to be patient, to wait until Raime showed himself? Jakob didn’t think that was the best answer. Waiting only put them at more risk. Put others at more risk.

      During that time, Raime would grow stronger. Eventually, he would come again.

      Hadn’t Jakob’s visions shown him that Raime would continue to press? The man had been destructive for years, and had caused incredible harm. Thinking that something would suddenly change without their intervention seemed impossibly naïve.

      He continued around the room, looking for anything else that might be of use to them. Other than the table, there was nothing here. The room was essentially empty.

      Were other rooms the same?

      He wandered out into the hallway. Once there, he paused, noting the fallen bodies of the mindless men. They deserved more than incineration. These were men who deserved to be buried, to be reunited with the gods. If nothing else, he would need to see them transported away from here and taken someplace where they could be given a true resting.

      He started down the hall, peeking into each of the rooms, and noting that most of them were empty. One had a wooden chair coated with dust. Another had an ancient, metal sculpture, similarly coated with dust. Otherwise, the rooms along the hall were empty.

      Jakob returned to the room where Anda waited and, taking her hand, shifted, appearing on a level below them. Each time he attempted the shifting, it became easier for him. It was less of a strange sensation, and one he felt was something he was meant to do. He was thankful for the memories he gleaned from the vision. Would there be others that were as useful?

      Each of the rooms on this level was similarly empty. A few items had remained. Mostly, they were things like the chairs, some sculptures, and—surprisingly—a few intact paintings. There was nothing else.

      Anda looked at him, watching him expectantly.

      He shrugged. This time when he shifted, he took them to the main hall of the Tower.

      Faint light glowed from orbs set into the walls. When he had come the last time, he had come through a hole in the wall. That hole was no longer, repaired somehow. Jakob didn’t think he had been the one to do it, and didn’t think Brohmin had, either. Had Alyta before she passed? She had enormous power, so it was possible that she had managed to do it, but she had also been incredibly weak.

      Maybe it was the Tower itself.

      The stone had ahmaean of its own, and he could imagine the stone shifting, sealing itself off, healing itself.

      “Why here?” Anda asked.

      The shelves that he had seen during his first time to the Tower rose high overhead. Walls of them, each filled with books. “Because it’s a library. This might have some key to helping me understand.”

      “Do you think you have enough time for you to spend reading these books?”

      “As you said, I have to find a way to understand my abilities. Maybe there will be something in the pages that will trigger something for me.”

      Anda looked around the room before taking a deep breath and letting it out with a sigh. “There is much that could be learned here. Now that you can travel as the damahne do, I think… I think that you will not need my assistance for what you will do next.”

      Jakob frowned. “You’re going to leave me?”

      She smiled and reached toward his hand. “I will never entirely leave you, Jakob Nialsen. You have gained the understanding of how to travel. My people will want to know what happened, and you need to understand what you are.”

      “I thought you were going to stay with me, and help guide me.”

      Anda motioned around her. “Between this place and the one in the Forest, there is little that I can show you that will be of enough help. What you need is time. The daneamiin need me to return so that they can learn what happened to Alyta, and you.”

      “You need me to take you back?”

      “For this, I need you only to lend me strength.”

      She squeezed his hand. Her touch provided warmth, and a sense of reassurance. Jakob breathed out a long sigh. He didn’t like the idea of Anda leaving him, but she was right in that he needed to understand who and what he was. That would require time. That would require reading and searching for answers. She didn’t need to remain with him for that. And her people likely did need to know. They had been the key to helping save Alyta, awakening his sword Neamiin, and helping him with his visions so that he could understand what he was meant to do.

      “All you will need to do to find me is return to daneamiin.”

      “Is it that easy?”

      “Not for most,” she said with a smile. “But you have discovered the part of you that is damahne, and the part of you that can travel. You only need to think of where you want to go, and you can appear there. When you are done, there is another you must search for.”

      “Another?”

      Anda tipped her head in a nod toward the books. “Read. Understand. Then you will know what I mean.”

      With that, she pressed out her ahmaean, and it surged, flowing through Jakob, triggering a response from him, one that led to a flash of power from him, and with that, she disappeared.
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      Jakob rested his head on his arms. He had been staring at this book for hours, reminded of the times when he had been in the library in Chrysia, staring at books on behalf of Novan. Had he come full circle? After everything, had he become something of a historian? It felt like it, especially in the ways that he needed to understand his abilities, and the fact that doing so required him to read from what appeared to be journals of the past. These were records, all written in the ancient language, and the effort of translating them made his head throb.

      The light in the room had not seemed bright enough when he had started, but the longer he was there, the more it felt adequate. He remembered from his visions the way the damahne eyesight seemed better than his own. Was that changing for him as well? Would he soon be able to see in the dark?

      So many questions that he still had.

      The book he had picked was a journal that documented a time long ago, in which he learned about the war and the way the damahne had retreated. They had feared war, though Jakob still struggled to understand why. That wasn’t clear from the journal, nor was it clear from any of the visions he’d had so far. What was it about fighting that troubled them so much?

      Reading made him tired—so tired.

      He settled his head onto the table… and when he opened his eyes, he was standing in a massive courtyard.

      Had he shifted?

      He didn’t have complete control over his abilities, so it wouldn’t surprise him to shift without intending to. This didn’t feel the same, though. This felt like one of his visions.

      Had he fallen asleep?

      If there was a place where he would fall asleep and have a vision, he wasn’t surprised it would be in the library of the Tower of the Gods. There he was, surrounded by centuries of ancient knowledge, all lost for ages. If only he could somehow absorb that knowledge, not need to read through the books, but he doubted that was an ability of the damahne.

      The sun shone overhead, hot and bright, but there seemed a distant darkness, as if a rainstorm threatened. He looked down at himself, noting that he was dressed in thick woolen fabric, all brightly colored, with stripes of blue and green along his arms and legs. The style and cut was nothing like he had ever seen before.

      More than ever, he was certain this was a vision.

      The courtyard in which he stood was empty. Why would he have a vision like this? The other visions he had all brought him into the midst of some conversation—or confrontation. This one was different. Whoever he was—and whenever he was—he was alone.

      Was the city empty here as well?

      Jakob left the courtyard and started walking through the streets, looking around as he went. It was a beautiful city, one with stonework that was unlike anything he’d seen before. Built on a hillside, it sloped upward, and he followed the cobbled street as he made his way between buildings, toward a series of larger buildings in the distance. Most of the buildings were single-story and looked to be homes, though more decorative and fancier homes than anything he had ever experienced. At one, he paused, glancing in the window that faced the street, but found the whole empty. There was no other movement here.

      Why would he have this vision?

      That was what troubled him the most. Something had brought him here. There was some reason that he had needed to have this vision. Unless… Was he experiencing it because of what he’d been reading?

      Or was there some other reason?

      Jakob shook away the thought and tried to think back to the first book he’d started to read. It had been a journal about a series of wars. The damahne had escaped from wars; they had wanted nothing to do with them, hiding.

      Was that what this was?

      Had this been a damahne city that had been abandoned?

      Jakob focused on a point in the distance and attempted a shifting.

      Would it work in a vision? He felt the slight change within his mind, and the pulling of his ahmaean, and then he shifted, appearing at the end of the street. When he reappeared, he noted the massive buildings rising around. They were all a creamy white stone, one that reminded him of the Tower and Thealon.

      Was he in the city?

      He didn’t know if there were other similar buildings there. Maybe he should have asked Anda to remain so that he could ask her questions and know what she might have known. She had a different understanding of the damahne than he possessed.

      From here, the street branched in either direction. Looking around, Jakob saw a river in the distance. He shifted toward it. When he appeared, he looked down at the water, listening to the rushing sound as it crashed over rocks. This was a fast-moving river, and the water was clean and clear.

      On the other side of the river, a grassy plain spread out before reaching a distant valley.

      Jakob frowned. It seemed as if he should recognize this place, as if he had seen it before, though had no memory of anything similar to this.

      He shifted again, crossing the river and making his way to the other side of the valley. When he did, the sky shifted, and the clouds thickened momentarily before clearing again.

      As he stood there, the wind pressed around him, blowing on his clothing. He turned and looked back at the city, again thinking about how empty it was. It was an enormous city for no one to be there, an enormous place to have suddenly gone empty.

      What had happened?

      He saw no sign of fighting or other evidence of war. It was as if the people who had lived in the city had simply disappeared.

      Jakob shivered.

      A troubling thought came to him. If this was a vision, if he had stepped back along his fibers, how was it that he was aware of himself? How was it that he knew himself as Jakob? Each time before, he had traveled back as someone else, and had awoken in their memories. Without that, he would not be able to take advantage of their memories and knowledge, not as he had with Aimielen.

      There were other ways to travel along the fibers. Was it possible that he had advanced forward along the fibers?

      If so, then the city he saw, the emptiness he had ventured through, was the result of something that had yet to happen.

      Could he venture to the Tower in his vision?

      Jakob focused on the inside of the Tower, keeping in mind the library, the last place he had been. When he shifted, he felt it as a sharper tug of his mind.

      Appearing in the library, he emerged to white glowing orbs all around him. The shelves were where they had been, but they weren’t as full as when he had fallen asleep. Books were stuffed into the shelves, and the layer of dust that had been here was not present.

      And he wasn’t alone.

      The person sitting at one of the tables glanced up. He had shoulder-length hair, and a wide, gentle-featured face. “Baylan. I hadn’t expected to see anyone return.”

      Jakob paused. What was the right answer for him to say here? With other visions, he had been provided with the right thing to say, in this one, it seemed as if he had come fully, and had to come up with what he needed to say on his own.

      This other person was damahne. That meant he had gone back in time rather than forward. Was there anything here he could track, anything that he could detect that would help him understand?

      Even better would be if he could find something that would help him know what to say. The longer he stood there, the more he felt fully aware that he was saying nothing, that he was staring at this damahne with a blank expression.

      “Where should I have gone?” he asked.

      “I thought you were with the contingent protecting the east,” the man said.

      East? What was there in the east?

      There were the Unknown Lands, the Great Valley, and everything that contained the daneamiin. Was that what this damahne referred to?

      “Why would the east need to be protected?” Jakob would have to allow for some ignorance, especially if he was to find answers. Maybe the damahne wouldn’t be surprised by another appearing. Was it common for them to have other damahne walk back along the fibers and take possession of their ancestors, as Jakob was doing now?

      That didn’t seem quite right. Alyta had referenced that he would be able to observe, but what he was doing now was something else entirely. His previous visions had been more observation, where he had essentially become that person, practically losing himself in them. This was the first time he hadn’t. This was the first time he had a sense of control.

      “Don’t tell me you have changed your mind. They are not what you believe,” the damahne said.

      Therin.

      The name drifted from the back of his mind.

      What other pieces of information would come if he were to focus long enough? Could he find answers that he needed here were he only to reach the part of him that was Baylan?

      “What should I believe?”

      “About our cousins? They are descended from us and man. They deserve as much protection as any.”

      “The daneamiin?” He said it without realizing what he was doing, but that had to be what Therin was referring to. Yet, they had a different word for the daneamiin. It was one that came to him from his vision as Aimielen.

      Therin frowned at him, watching him with a strange expression. As he did, there was a widening to his eyes, one of recognition. He stretched forth his ahmaean, wrapping it around Jakob before he had a chance to react. His eyes widened, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

      “You should not be here so strongly,” he said.

      Did Therin know that Jakob was here? Did he realize that he was not Baylan?

      He must. There must be something about the man that allowed him to detect that it was not the person he thought it was.

      Light from the orbs flickered. It happened for a moment, drawing Therin’s attention.

      “Where should I be?” Jakob asked.

      “Who is your guide?”

      Jakob thought about turning away, but he wanted answers, and this damahne was here, and seemed able to provide them. What would he say when Jakob admitted that he had no guide? Would there be consequences? Would the other damahne be angry that he attempted to walk along the fibers without assistance?

      “I have no guide.”

      Therin stared at him, not bothering to hide the surprise. “No guide? You dare trace the fibers without a guide?”

      “There are no guides remaining for me,” Jakob said.

      “How is it possible that there are no guides remaining?” Therin asked. He closed his eyes, and Jakob noted the way the energy swirled around him, the way he manipulated his ahmaean. The energy reached toward Jakob, touching him before retreating. As it did, Therin’s eyes opened, and he flicked his attention to Jakob. “This should not be,” he said.

      “What shouldn’t be? The fact that I’m here or the fact that there are no more damahne remaining?”

      “No more? There are no more damahne in your time?”

      Jakob shook his head. “There are none remaining. The last passed on what she had to me.”

      Therin studied Jakob, and his ahmaean swirled around Jakob once again. “Did you discover walking the fibers on your own, or did you have some assistance?”

      “It came as visions. I have flashbacks.”

      “And this?”

      Jakob shrugged. “As far as I knew, this was another vision. What happened in the city near the river?” He didn’t know enough about what he had seen, or where he had seen it, to know how to describe it any better than that.

      “If you are here from another time, then you don’t understand that there has been some disagreement. Not all the damahne agree with what we have chosen to do. Not all feel that we should have devoted so many resources to the Den’eamiin.”

      That was the word Jakob had heard before, the one that reminded him of what he had heard from Aimielen in the vision, the one that had shown him the origins of the daneamiin.

      “Can you guide me?” Jakob asked.

      Therin let out a slow breath. “You are descended from Baylan. He is one who supports the Den’eamiin.”

      “So you won’t help me because I’m descended from him?”

      “That is not it, but what you ask is complicated. It is difficult for me to assist you, and it is difficult to facilitate what you must learn. If others learn what happened, not all will be pleased that you walk the fibers so completely.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “And that is the problem. You are here much more completely than you should be. Walking the fibers allows you to observe, but not overtake. What you have done is overwhelming Baylan. It is dangerous for him—and for you—to remain here so completely. You need to learn to glimpse along the fibers, but nothing more than that. Reaching as you have is not appropriate or healthy for either of you.”

      “I don’t understand,” Jakob repeated.

      Therin laced the fingers of each hand together. “If you remain here for too long, you will begin to emerge. One will become the other. Neither will exist in either place completely. You will be in the wrong time for yourself, and Baylan might be drawn along the fibers, pulled toward your time. That is why you must glimpse only. Had you a guide, you would have known this.”

      “Had I a guide, I would not have needed to step back along the fibers to learn what I need to,” Jakob said. The light flickered again.

      “Perhaps. I must say, it is unusual even with the damahne of my time for anyone to manage to walk so completely along the fibers. It is possible that the accumulated energy you have acquired, that which has been handed to you over generations, allows this. Even then, that is dangerous. I wonder whether your predecessors should have diluted their ahmaean.”

      Jakob suspected they had tried, which was why Brohmin had been given the gift of ahmaean. “You must have something you can tell me that can help prevent this from happening. I need to glimpse along the fibers so I can understand what I am to do, and how to use my abilities.”

      “Without a guide, you run the risk of tangling the fibers.” He twisted his fingers together before relaxing them. “That is dangerous to all.”

      Jakob shivered. He felt guilty about the fact that he might cause danger to others, and didn’t want to be the one responsible for the damahne having problems with the fibers.

      “But without a guide, how will I learn? I don’t cause trouble with the fibers.”

      Therin glanced past him, and ahmaean streamed from him, leaving in a flourish as it reached the walls of the Tower, pushing beyond it. As the ahmaean retreated, he turned his attention back to him. “You must go. Baylan needs to reconnect. The longer you remain here, the longer he is drawn away, the more you risk taking some of him with you.”

      “Tell me how to glimpse the fibers.”

      “There is no trick. You focus on the fibers, you focus on the ahmaean, and you move along it. There is nothing more to it than that.”

      Light flickered again, and Therin glanced over before turning back to Jakob.

      Jakob opened his mouth to object, but Therin pressed his hand to Jakob’s forehead, and with a surge of ahmaean, he was forced away.
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      Alriyn sat in his office, a nervous anxiety working through him. Not only had Jostephon escaped, but now Endric claimed Alriyn was needed by the Conclave. He wasn’t sure what the Conclave entailed, or even what it meant for him that they had need of his services, but he had a growing suspicion that they had more influence in the world than he had ever known.

      His office felt stuffier than usual. How much of that had to do with the teralin he now possessed, a slender piece that Endric had given him, as well as—surprisingly—what seemed to be a teralin-forged sword? The sword itself was finely made, and appeared to have been created long ago based on the ancient language that was etched along the blade. Novan had used something similar when they’d fought the Deshmahne, and he wondered if it might be the same sword, or possibly its twin.

      The rest of his Council had left him. He had made recommendations for how the Magi could prepare for another attack, suspecting that now with Jostephon missing, the city was at risk of another attack occurring. If that happened, Alriyn would see that they were prepared, and he would see that they did not suffer the same as before.

      A knock came on his door.

      Alriyn looked up from the sword, dragging his gaze away from the blade, and answered the door. Alriyn had expected his guest but thought she would have arrived when he was meeting with the rest of his Council. That she had been delayed troubled him. Was it a message of some sort?

      “Alison,” he said.

      The chancellor of the university was a distinguished woman, with a good reputation, but he hadn’t known her well over the years. It was unfortunate. The Magi and the scholars of the university both sought many of the same things. Both searched for understanding, and both recognized that there were powers in the world beyond them. Yet, despite that, they had never shared knowledge. Alriyn’s offer would be troubling.

      “Eldest,” she said. She dipped her head in the slightest of bows, revealing her gray-streaked hair. She was a slight woman, and her robe was cut to fit, accentuating her figure.

      “Thank you for agreeing to come,” Alriyn said.

      “I’ll admit, I wasn’t certain whether I should. I wasn’t certain whether the offer was genuine. The Magi have never accepted the university scholars as equals.”

      “No, and that is a mistake I hope to correct.”

      “Is this about the attack on the city?”

      She watched him with an earnest expression, but there was a hint of something more buried beneath it. Alriyn couldn’t tell what else she might have gleaned. The university had been injured in it much the same as anyone else in the city. More so, considering the effects the attack had on the first terrace. Many buildings had burned there. Much of that level had been devastated. Alriyn had done what he could to preserve that terrace, but there had been limits.

      “What do you know about the attack?” Alriyn asked.

      “Is this why you had me come here? Did you think you needed to bring me to the palace simply to question me about my knowledge of the attack on the city?”

      “I thought it was time to restore the connection between the university and the Magi,” Alriyn said.

      “Restore? That implies that we once had a relationship. The Magi have seen to it that we have nothing more than a passing acknowledgment of one another.”

      Alriyn nodded. “And I’m as guilty of that as any. Again, I’m hopeful that can change.”

      Alison stood barely one pace inside his office, her hands clasped in front of her, watching him with an unreadable expression. Her eyes shone with a bright intelligence.

      She had a reputation as a brilliant scholar and was the kind of ally he would need given what they would have to face, the kind he would need if he were to find Jostephon.

      Such a relationship required trust.

      Alriyn had struggled to find a measure of trust with the Magi, and now he needed to find a way to trust those not of the Magi. It needed to start with Alison, someone who would be critical to what he planned.

      Alriyn pulled open a drawer in his desk and removed a copy of the mahne. Since the attack, a dozen copies had been made, with more being made every day. Many of the Magi scholars were willing to transcribe what they found, so that others could read the mahne and understand what their ancestors had known. They were secrets the Magi could no longer keep from others.

      He slid the text over to Alison. It was his copy, one that he’d made over the years, gradually reproducing, adding in his own notes. As one of the Elders, he probably should not have made a copy before it had been open to anyone, risking the chance that someone else might discover it and somehow use what was written within the pages. Alriyn had taken that chance, mostly because he had wanted to study, and had wanted to understand.

      Allowing Alison to look at it was the highest level of trust he could express.

      “What is this?”

      “I understand that many within the university can speak the ancient language.”

      “There are many who have not abandoned their studies,” Alison said. “I’m not sure if you mean anything beyond that.”

      “The original is over one thousand years old.”

      Alison glanced up, her mouth twisted in a frown. Alriyn would learn how sharp her mind was now. If she made the connection as he expected she would, he would know whether she was the right person to help them.

      “One thousand years?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      Alison looked down at his copy of the mahne and began flipping through the pages. She read quickly, clearly with more than a passing familiarity with the ancient language. Even those who studied with the Magi struggled to read the ancient language with such speed.

      He chuckled to himself. She was everything he had hoped.

      They had made a mistake not involving the scholars over the years. If they understood the ancient language that well, it was a terrible mistake, and one Alriyn was happy to move past. He hoped Alison felt the same way.

      “I assume the notes on the sides of the pages are yours?” Alison asked.

      “They are. I’ve studied this text my entire life. At least, since I was raised to the Council. For my entire life, none outside of the Council of Elders was allowed to see this book.”

      “None?”

      “It was felt necessary to keep it protected.”

      Alison shook her head, snorting. “The Magi have long thought the key to knowledge and understanding was to prevent others from having it. True understanding happens when you work with others. There are times when others might have a different insight, and a different way of looking at things, than what you possess.”

      Alriyn sighed. “Yes, I can’t deny that you are right. It’s a mistake I hope to move past.”

      “All of this has to do with your Founding?”

      “That and mistakes the Magi have made over the years.”

      “Such as when you have attempted to choose your Uniter.” Her hand paused in the middle of the book, where Alriyn suspected the commentary about the Uniter began. Had she known ahead of time?

      No, that would be unlikely. The only way she would have known would have been if she worked with the Conclave. Endric would have told him were that the case.

      “The Uniter has long been a mistake.”

      Alison closed the book, resting her hands on top of it. “I can see evidence of this text in decisions made by the Magi over the years. You have long chosen men to fulfill a role. The last that I recall was a man by the name of Brohmin Ulruuy.”

      “Yes. The great mistake.”

      “Interesting that you would refer to him in such a way. In the university, we have a different view of him.”

      Alriyn arched a brow, leaning toward her. At least she was willing to engage him in conversation. He had been concerned whether she would even agree to meet with them, so for her to discuss this cordially meant that perhaps he was closer to finding a common ground with her than he had expected.

      “Oh? What term do you have for him?”

      “It’s not so much a term as it is an understanding that he served a purpose. He served the ideals of the Urmahne.”

      “Once I would have argued with you over that,” Alriyn said.

      “What changed?”

      “Apparently, I did.” Alriyn sighed. He leaned back in his chair, drawing his arms around him. “I allowed my niece to travel north.”

      “The rumors—”

      “Are more than rumors,” Alriyn said. “She sent back proof of what she faced.”

      “Given the way you make that statement, I suspect what she found was more than simply Deshmahne.”

      “Vasha was founded during a time of war. We have long known that our Founders were soldiers, though they were soldiers who abandoned war when they settled in the city. They embraced the Urmahne faith.”

      “Because of this book?”

      He nodded solemnly, his gaze lingering on the text beneath her hands. “Because of the mahne. The Founders recognized its importance, and recognized that danger would come were they not to fight for peace. That has guided the Magi for over a thousand years.”

      “Again, Eldest, what has changed?”

      “The Founding occurred following an attack. We now know the attack was waged by creatures called the groeliin. They are horrible creatures. They are creatures only the Magi can see.”

      “An interesting dilemma, don’t you think?”

      Alriyn frowned. “What dilemma is that?”

      “A threat that only the Magi can assist with. It forces a need for the Magi, and forces others to value you, perhaps more than what is deserved.”

      “I can tell you the creatures are real.”

      “I don’t disbelieve this.”

      “Roelle sent proof back. We have—”

      “A head.”

      He looked up and noted the intensity to her eyes. “You knew.”

      Alison dipped her head, the slightest of nods. “The Magi aren’t the only ones connected. When your niece sent back evidence of what they’d encountered, we managed to examine it before it reached the city.”

      “And?”

      “And we have never seen anything quite like it,” Alison said. It seemed to pain her to admit that fact.

      “It was the Deshmahne who attacked the city. And the Eldest, Jostephon Ontain, betrayed the Magi, willingly converting to Deshmahne, and attacked his own kind.”

      “So I have heard. I’ve also heard that he is confined in the teralin mines, that somehow the teralin allows a counter to his abilities.”

      “It did.”

      “Did? What are you saying, Eldest?”

      “I’m saying that Jostephon escaped. He must’ve had help, though I don’t know whether it came from the Magi or somewhere else, but he is no longer confined within the mines.”

      Alison leaned back, a wry smile coming to her face. “And this is why you’ve summoned me to the palace.”

      “Not this. I would have asked to see you, regardless.”

      “Yet you waited until after Jostephon escaped. The timing is suspect.”

      “I understand the timing was poor, but that doesn’t change my interest in meeting with you, and working with you. That doesn’t change my desire to work with the university, and try to understand what more we can do together. Now, there’s more of an urgency to it.”

      “What do you think we can do?”

      “I think you have access to things we don’t, resources that we don’t. It’s those resources that we would like to tap into, so that we can find him once more. Jostephon must be captured. He’s dangerous. Powerful. And likely to harm others again.”

      “Some would say the same about any of the Magi.”

      “This is different.”

      “How is it different? The Magi have proven their willingness to ignore what’s taking place around them. For years, the Magi abandoned the rest of the world, leading to the Deshmahne gaining a foothold. Now that they have—now that another power has begun to threaten you—now you want to emerge from the shadows?”

      The criticism was valid, and there was nothing he could do to sway her if she truly believed the Magi had abandoned the people of the world. The Magi had made a mistake, and it was one that Alriyn was acutely aware needed to rectify, and he was doing all he could to do that, but it would take time, and it would take consistency.

      Only… It would be more difficult if others felt the same as Alison. It would be more difficult if Alison had converted to the Deshmahne. He didn’t know how many had converted, but suspected it was more than what they knew at first glance. Endric had done everything he could to remove the Deshmahne threat, but there were limits to his influence. The Deshmahne had proven to be insidious, and likely had deeply infiltrated the city.

      If he was going to be honest, he needed Alison to be honest as well.

      “Did you convert?”

      She frowned at him. “What kind of question is—”

      “It’s the question that needs to be answered. Did you?”

      “Few in the university have the same… faith… as the Magi.”

      “That’s no answer.”

      “That’s all the answer you need. In order to convert to another religion, one must necessarily have the requisite beliefs. Those who choose the path of the scholars are more agnostic than the Magi or the priests. Both have scholars, and both have an understanding of history and are capable of serious study, but those of us in the university have never found religion of much use.”

      “Perhaps you’ve had the right of it all along.”

      Alison arched a brow, but Alriyn wasn’t willing to elaborate. No, what he needed now was to know where she stood. Could he persuade her to side with him? Could he gain her trust?

      It was time for him to make his proposal. He had asked her to come here, rather than meeting her at the university—as may have been more cordial—to ensure their privacy, especially if he intended to get some answers from her, and gain her trust.

      “Chancellor, have you ever been to the Magi library?”

      Alison tipped her head, the frown parting her mouth giving him the answer he already knew. None outside the Magi had been to the library in the palace. It was a protected place, a place where the Magi scholars had long kept their greatest secrets.

      “I think you know the answer to that, Eldest.”

      “Would you like to see it?”

      Her breath held, and he felt a moment of hope. It seemed that he had her attention, now could he get her to trust him.

      “What do you intend to demand of me in return?”

      “Nothing other than an open mind.”

      Alison studied him for a moment. What did she see when she looked at him? Finally, she nodded.

      Alriyn let out a breath. He wasn’t certain what she was going to decide, and having her agree eased his mind. If he could build that trust, if he could restore a connection with the university—or simply establish one, as Alison was correct that the Magi and the university had never really had much of a relationship—he hoped to leverage what he knew, and what the university scholars knew, not only about their studies, but about where Jostephon gone.

      “I would like to see Vasha united,” Alriyn said.

      “I would like that as well. Now. Prove to me that you intend to show me your library.”

      Alriyn stood and held out his hand to help Alison rise. As she did, he said, “All I ask is that you keep an open mind. If you agree to do that, then we can work through the rest.”

      As they reached the door to his office, Alison smiled. “You don’t need me to promise an open mind. I’m a scholar. I’ve always had an open mind.”
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      “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” Alriyn asked Alison.

      They stood in front of one of the several dozen cots where the fallen Magi lay. Many were still unconscious, the Magi unable to fully recover following the attack. This cot held Lawern, a middle-aged Mage, one with middling ability, and one who never would have progressed very far beyond where he already had. He had served as a librarian, much like Efrain had been. And much like him, Lawern had a matching brand, one that encircled his ankles, practically burning them. Unlike Efrain, Alriyn hadn’t managed to stabilize Lawern.

      The branding was cold to the touch, and power leaked away from him. Alriyn was determined to understand what happened to the Magi, and hoped that Alison—or someone at the university—would have some knowledge or insights.

      “The pattern. Does it have any significance?”

      Alriyn shook his head. “We haven’t been able to determine. All we know is that this brand”—Alriyn debated how much to share, knowing that putting this knowledge out into the world put the Magi at risk—“reduces the Mage in some ways.”

      “How does it reduce them?”

      “This is how the Deshmahne stole power.”

      “All of them? That doesn’t seem like what we know of them.”

      “How much have you learned about the Deshmahne?”

      She shot him a withering look. “We have never abandoned our studies. When the Deshmahne made their first appearance, we were determined to understand more about them. Many scholars went and trained with the Deshmahne, searching for understanding.”

      “What did you find?”

      “Unfortunately, not nearly as much as we thought. The Deshmahne seemed to know what we were after. Most of the scholars who went to them were sent away, though some were offered an opportunity to train as soldiers.”

      “Soldiers? I thought they were all priests.”

      “No. There are different levels of service within the Deshmahne. The highest—those you would refer to as the priests—are simply known as the Desh. They hold an honored position within the Deshmahne ranks, but they aren’t the only level. There are common soldiers. They are gifted with something, abilities that are similar to the Desh, but not nearly as powerful.”

      “Did any of your scholars accept the offer?”

      She met his gaze. “They wouldn’t be scholars if they didn’t attempt to study, Eldest.”

      Alriyn didn’t know how he felt about the scholars offering themselves to the Deshmahne simply to understand. It felt wrong to do so, but then, he needed to know what the university had discovered about them so that he could track down Jostephon, and so that he could understand what it would take to defeat them.

      “So Jostephon may be one of the Desh?”

      Alison placed her hands around Lawern’s ankles, tracing the brands with her fingertips. Her lips moved, almost as if she was talking to herself, leaving Alriyn to wonder what she was saying. After a few moments, she looked up, meeting Alriyn’s eyes again. “He already had power, so it was a small leap for him to do something else that would gain additional power. I imagine the Desh would have welcomed him gladly.”

      “What was that you were doing?”

      “Nothing. Just trying to understand.”

      He waited, thinking that she might offer more than she did, but nothing came. “What did your scholars learn from the soldiers?”

      “That they serve willingly. Most appreciate the power they’ve been given, and are thankful for it. They see it as a way of reaching the gods. They see the Deshmahne as fulfilling a promise.”

      “What kind of promise is that? They bastardize the gifts of the gods…”

      Was that even true? Did Alriyn even believe that anymore, especially after what he’d been told by Endric and Novan?

      He was no longer certain what he believed, but he now knew there were more powers in the world than he had understood, and that the Magi had made many mistakes by abandoning their role in the world.

      “The Deshmahne promise that following them will lead to power. That the power they gain will be a way to reach the gods. And that reaching the gods should be their ultimate goal. That is the kind of promise that the Deshmahne make. It is one they backed up.”

      Alriyn shook his head. “Had we paid attention…”

      “It’s not only the Magi who made this mistake. Your Denraen have mistakenly allowed them to gain power. We’ve counseled Endric over the years to pursue them, but—”

      He looked up. “You counseled Endric?”

      “Of course, we have. Endric has long sought all the information he could find to make a decision. Normally, he makes well-reasoned ones. In this case, he was reserved. The only reason I can think behind that is what happened to his brother many years ago.”

      “His brother? What happened to his brother?”

      “His brother was killed by Deshmahne during an attack. It was the same attack when the city was breached the first time. Your mentor was involved at that time.”

      Alriyn watched Alison, trying to come up with what to say. She shouldn’t have known about the attack on the city all those years ago. Then again, she shouldn’t have known about Tresten, either. He hadn’t realized that Endric had lost his brother because of the Deshmahne. It would’ve made him either more aggressive when it came to them, and possibly more knowledgeable. Maybe he’d been afraid.

      That didn’t fit with the Endric he knew.

      There had to be a different reason he didn’t follow the advice of the scholars. Learning that reason would not be an easy task. Endric was never one to volunteer information.

      “You still haven’t told me about your scholars and what happened when they studied with the Deshmahne.”

      Alison’s face clouded. She frowned at Alriyn. “No. Because our experience with the Desh has shown us that they are more violent than we had anticipated. We lost several of our scholars who had done nothing other than attempt to learn from them.”

      “Lost?”

      “Several remained with the Deshmahne. Others were simply not heard from again.”

      “So you know nothing about what it takes to become a soldier within the Deshmahne. You know nothing about the Desh.”

      “No. We know only that they are dangerous. They are highly suspicious of any outsiders. And they are persuasive. They would have to be for my scholars to have converted.”

      She took a deep breath, looking around the room converted into a hospital, and Alriyn followed the direction of her gaze. Candles with incense burning were scattered throughout. A few of the Magi with significant healing ability had set up here and had done everything they could to try to help those with the branding. Unfortunately, there was little that could be done for most of them.

      “What do you think has happened?” Alriyn asked. “You have to have some idea.”

      “Some idea. We have seen that they are willing to use animals in a form of sacrifice. I suspect that is what they used to gain power for their soldiers.”

      “But the priests?”

      “They use a different sort of power. The priests seem to all require—”

      “The Magi.”

      Alison nodded. “Or some similar power.”

      How much did Alison know about other powers? Her comment made it seem like she knew something more than what she’d said, but he doubted that she would be willing to elaborate. She had been very closemouthed about what she knew. He might have demonstrated a willingness to work with her, and a willingness to work with the university, but it had not yet been fully reciprocated. He understood, and understood that it would take time for them to gain that trust, but they didn’t have the time needed.

      “Teralin was used in some way.”

      Alison frowned. “Are you certain?”

      “It had to be. I observed how they used strangely dark teralin-forged swords. The color of the swords was similar to the tattoos the Deshmahne have.”

      “That… would be troubling,” Alison said.

      “Why?”

      “Teralin is unique. There is something about the metal that requires a particular influence to it. Some of the ancient scholars called it a polarity. Others have called it charging. That power has been lost for generations. None have known how to influence the teralin for many years.”

      How did Novan seem to know then? It was clear the historian understood more about teralin than Alison. And he suspected Tresten had known about it as well.

      More questions for Endric, when the man returned to the city.

      “I was hopeful you would know something that could help these Magi.”

      Alison stared at the branding on Lawern’s leg. Her face pulled in a troubled expression, and she touched the back of her neck. Muscles twitched in her cheeks. “There might be something we can do to help. I’m not entirely certain whether it will work, but…”

      “What is it?”

      “It would require finding someone able to use teralin.”

      “Why using teralin?”

      “We have several different examples of various polarities of teralin, but we have none able to use it. If we can discover something about it, it’s possible that you can use that to help your people.”

      “What sort of items of teralin do you have?” he asked, thinking about Novan and his staff. There was definitely something about the staff, a power that Novan had with it. Alriyn wondered if he could find something similar. Possessing an item like that, one that would allow him to draw the manehlin and hold that within it, would give him an advantage, especially if he faced the Deshmahne again. He had little doubt that Jostephon would return with more power than he had the previous time. The next time, Alriyn intended to be prepared, and intended to know everything he could about how to face Jostephon so that none of his people would be harmed. The next time, he would see the Magi were ready.

      “There are a variety of teralin-forged items. There was a time when it was found frequently throughout the city. Your people prized it for decoration.”

      “Decoration only. That was all it was.” And even that had mostly been removed from the city. There were a few remnants, such as the teralin-forged fences that surrounded the third terrace, as well as multiple sculptures that lined the garden. Other than that, there were other items made from teralin, but Alriyn had never paid much mind to them.

      Perhaps that had been a mistake.

      What had they missed out on by not paying attention to teralin and what it could do? The city sat upon a massive reservoir of the ore; now that he understood how it could be used, now that he understood how powerful teralin was, he wondered if that had been intentional.

      Likely, it was.

      “Perhaps only decoration to you. Others of us recognize that there is more to it than mere decoration. We might not be able to use it, but we understand that there are some who can.”

      Wasn’t that what Alriyn had done? When the city had been attacked, when he had used Novan’s staff, hadn’t he somehow forced part of himself through the teralin, allowing him to store more manehlin than he would otherwise have been able to?

      He considered Alison for a moment. As he did, he looked for signs of the strange energy that he’d been able to see around others since he’d forced his mind open. It had swirled around Endric and Novan, and even around the Magi, though that was less unexpected than with the other two men. It seemed a way for him to know whether there was a power to the person he was with. Alison possessed no such swirling energy.

      Maybe that was the key.

      What if the person using the teralin had to have Mageborn ability? What if it required someone gifted by the gods?

      He already had begun to wonder whether Novan was similarly gifted by the gods. The man had talents; that much was clear. And there was no questioning the fact that he had helped them during the attack, fighting off the Deshmahne with much more skill than Alriyn had managed. But if he had the same abilities, why hadn’t he engaged the Deshmahne using them?

      Unless he had.

      But, he had left Jostephon to Alriyn. Why was that? Had he feared the Eldest? Or was it something simpler? Did he intend for Alriyn to learn about what he could do, and intend for him to begin to force his mind open, so that he could reach for power that he otherwise had not?

      So many questions that he wished the historian was still here to answer. When Novan had first come to the city, Alriyn had wanted nothing more than for him to leave, and now that he was gone, Alriyn wished only that he had more time with him.

      “You’ve been silent, Eldest.”

      “Only because I think that I’ve known someone who could use teralin.”

      “If you’ve met someone who can use teralin, they would have been incredibly capable. That sort of knowledge has been lost for… many years. We don’t even possess a record of it in the university.”

      Alriyn smiled to himself. That wasn’t surprising that the university wouldn’t have a record, but the historians did. The Guild had long held secrets that others did not. Their journals were renowned for the observations the historians made, the record that they kept of the history of the world. The historians were the most capable documentarians of events, something even the Magi had not been able to replicate. Even that was not their greatest gift. Their greatest gift was the observations they made in their private journals, observations that were almost never shared outside of the Guild.

      Was that how Novan had maintained his understanding of teralin? Had there been something in one of the historians’ journals that had revealed how to use it?

      How then was it that Alriyn hadn’t needed a journal to figure out how to use it?

      “The person I knew was incredibly capable. Perhaps much more capable than I ever gave him credit for.”

      “Who was it?”

      “The historian. A man by the name of—”

      A slow smile began to spread across her face. “Don’t tell me this was Novan.”

      “From the way you say that, it seems you have some experience with him.”

      “We have more than a little experience with Novan. He’s no longer welcome at the university after he broke in the last time.”

      Alriyn laughed.

      Alison shot him a hard glare, more emotion than she had demonstrated before. “You don’t need to be so amused.”

      “We’ve also had our own difficulties with Novan in the past. He was asked not to return to Vasha.”

      “Really?”

      “When he came with Endric, we allowed him because of the attack. I’m not sure I would have allowed him otherwise. In hindsight, I’m glad that I did.”

      “What happened?”

      Alriyn stared at the cot, thinking of the attack. Flashes of it still came to him in his dreams. He hated that they did, hated that he saw the violence of the bloodshed and his Magi dying, but they had survived. They had managed to defeat Jostephon and the Deshmahne. He had defeated them.

      “I’m not sure it matters. All that really matters is that he provided the key to helping us understand the attack. Without him, we wouldn’t have survived.”

      “Without Novan, we would have maintained better control over the contents of our library,” Alison said.

      “Then we’re more similar than we realized.” Alriyn started pacing, thinking through what he’d seen and what role Novan had in it. He was a historian, but he had to be something else as well, didn’t he? A Mage, or perhaps even more. Hadn’t Novan commented that there were beings of power? Could he be one of them?

      The idea once would have been impossible to even fathom, but the more that Alriyn thought about it, the more that he began to see that it might be the answer. What if Novan was one of those ancient beings of power? He had claimed that the goddess that Alriyn had seen was the last, but maybe he was trying to hide his presence. That would explain why Novan hadn’t involved himself in the fight with Jostephon.

      “Perhaps we are,” Alison said. “What did Novan do with teralin that convinced you of his ability to use it?”

      “During the attack, he helped me see that teralin had some use. I don’t think any of the Magi knew—at least not recently.”

      “Did he show you how to do it?”

      “Somewhat.” Alriyn wished he had the teralin-forged sword that he now kept in his office. With that, he thought he could test whether there was any way to use teralin to help the Magi. If they could find some way of reversing what the Deshmahne had done, then the Magi could find healing, and they might be able to recover. For his ultimate plan—that which involved the Magi venturing out and serving as advisors, getting involved in the politics of the world—to work, he would need for there to be enough Magi to serve. That meant all the Magi would need to play a role, even those who would otherwise never have amounted to anything more than middling Magi.

      “If he demonstrated it, then you need to try it,” Alison said.

      “I’m not sure that I know how to use it in a way that will help Lawern, or any of the other Magi like him, but…” He closed his eyes, thinking of how he’d felt when he’d pressed through the staff. “I’ll try it.”

      She watched him, eyeing him for a long moment, before giving him a sharp nod.

      “I would like to be there when you do,” she said.

      Alriyn knew he would let her. Trust. It had to start somewhere for the Magi.
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      The mountain pass was difficult to cross. Isandra found the ride more challenging than anything she’d ever encountered before. The horse handled it better than she did, keeping her seated in the saddle, its steady feet handling the terrain in ways that she doubted she would have managed were she not riding.

      She struggled to stay in the saddle. Was it weakness from the ride or was it the brands? She no longer knew.

      From what Jassan said, they had encountered and killed nearly one hundred groeliin since she had joined them. She still had not seen any of the creatures, and began to wonder if she would. There was a nagging part of her mind that questioned Jassan, that questioned whether the creatures were real, and left her wondering whether they had only told her about them to draw her to the north with them.

      When she had those doubts, she shook them away, knowing that foolishness.

      Jassan had been honest with her—and open.

      As she rode, she wondered why she doubted him and his honesty. It took a while for her to realize that it was likely doubts she had about herself. The Antrilii had an understanding and a purpose, something she had long lacked. Were she honest, she felt jealous of that purpose. She might head north with them, she might meet the Antrilii, and eventually make it back to Vasha, but now that she had lost her abilities, now that she had been branded by the Deshmahne, what purpose could she have?

      Perhaps there was nothing for her.

      She awoke this morning feeling slightly less weakened than the day before. The sense of it wasn’t gone, but at least today, the weakness subsided. As she thought about it, she realized the weakness had been diminishing ever since joining the Antrilii. It was not quite so persistent, and not quite so overwhelming. Perhaps that was because she was fed, and she no longer had to walk, dragging herself across the countryside. Or, she told herself, maybe there was something more to it. Maybe it was something about the Antrilii that helped her.

      They neared a small ridge when Jassan whistled.

      Isandra looked over, expecting one of the merahl to trot over to them. Each night they camped, she’d seen the merahl on a few occasions, but they usually remained roaming, likely hunting as Jassan had claimed. The creatures probably kept them safe at night, and for that Isandra was grateful.

      Jassan sat stiff in his saddle. The other Antrilii did as well. As one, they unsheathed.

      “What is it?”

      “Groeliin,” Jassan said.

      Isandra felt a nervous tremble race through her. She didn’t really want to see one of the groeliin, but now it seemed as if she might.

      Two merahl suddenly joined them, bounding from some unseen place.

      Where had they come from?

      Had they been there the entire time? Had they been tracking them, trailing alongside them silently, and she had simply not noticed?

      One of the merahl—the female, she suspected—snarled and jumped, climbing the steep rock face of the mountain in leaps that seemed impossible.

      Isandra tracked her movement and watched as the merahl reached a ledge above them, where a strange blackish-colored fog seemed to blanket the area.

      The merahl snarled and snapped her massive jaw, then jumped back down.

      When she did, a dark gray-skinned creature hung limp in the merahl’s jaws.

      “Is that—”

      She couldn’t finish. The creature looked grotesque. It was completely hairless, and a strange marking was on its upper arms, a marking that was much like what she’d encountered with the Deshmahne.

      “That is a groeliin,” Jassan said.

      “Was that the only one?”

      He didn’t have a chance to answer. A stream of the same dark gray fog drifted toward them, descending from the upper slopes. As it did, they became clearer.

      She’d heard stories of these creatures, and how only those gifted by the gods could see them, but with her abilities seeping from her, how was it that she still could?

      The five Antrilii positioned themselves around her, circling her.

      At first, she wondered why, but then she realized the groeliin had surrounded them. It reminded her of tactics the Denraen had used, the way they had protected her, and she felt a rising panic. The Denraen had sacrificed themselves for her, and she didn’t want the Antrilii to do the same thing.

      Swords crashed into the gray hides, and blood sprayed.

      Isandra watched with horrid fascination. She’d never seen violence quite like this. It had been one thing to see the Denraen fighting the Deshmahne, but that had been man versus man. This was man versus beast. A terrible beast.

      When she’d traveled with the Denraen, she had thought them outstanding swordsmen. They were, but seeing the way the Antrilii fought made them seem like new recruits. The Antrilii slashed through the groeliin, cutting them down in a sort of sickly efficient way, their movements so incredibly fluid. She couldn’t help but watch with amazement.

      As she did, she felt drawn to what they were doing. She noted the movements and how they had a sort of rhythm to them. Was that what Roelle and the other apprentices had learned?

      She could see the appeal. When watching the Denraen, there had been a rigid efficiency, even when it came to Stephen, and he had been the best of the Denraen sent to protect her.

      Jassan spun in his saddle. Movements that seemed uncontrolled at first were anything but that. Everything that he did had an efficiency to it, and she watched him slipping from position to position, striking with his brutality.

      The merahl called as they attacked, a mixture of a snarl and the steady cry that she’d been hearing the last few days. For the first time, she appreciated the way they sounded, a harsh but intimidating cry that was meant to scare the groeliin more than it was meant to scare her.

      The fighting died off gradually.

      Isandra didn’t move from her saddle, her hands clutching the pommel, her gaze focused on Jassan as he fought. Every so often, she let her eyes drift over to the merahl and then to the other Antrilii, and each time she did, she felt a renewed sense of relief, and the belief that they would survive this attack.

      One of the groeliin broke through, jumping over the nearest merahl.

      The creature struck Tarin, catching the young Antrilii on the side. A massive gash erupted from his cheek and side, bleeding heavily.

      Then the groeliin raced toward her. Jassan turned but wasn’t fast enough.

      Isandra did the only thing she could think of.

      She pulled the branch that she still had tied to the saddle, and swung it. She managed to catch the groeliin across the side of the head, and it struck with a thud that reverberated up her arm.

      That was enough of a break for Jassan to reach her, and his sword sliced off the creature’s head. He gave her an appraising look, long enough to make sure she was unharmed, before turning back to the other groeliin. By the time he did, the fighting was over.

      Everything fell silent.

      It was a strange sort of silence, one that seemed to echo in her ears. Her heart hammered, a steady thumping as though she’d been racing, when all she’d done was sit and watch and swing the club.

      The Antrilii studied the rocky hillsides, and Jassan whistled twice, a signal that seemed to release the merahl to leap off, racing to the mountainsides. When he did, he climbed from the saddle, went over to Tarin, and examined the man’s injuries.

      Isandra climbed from her saddle and joined him. “I can help.”

      “Help? Mage, I can sense that you’re injured. There would be little that you can do.”

      Isandra brushed off the comment, especially the part about how he could sense that she was injured. “Even injured, there is something I can do for him. Let me try.”

      “We have much experience in healing groeliin wounds.”

      “Will he survive?” Isandra asked. She couldn’t argue with Jassan. She wasn’t sure that there was anything she really could do, but habit had forced her forward, trying to help. Without her Mage abilities, what was there to do? She wasn’t a Mage without those abilities. She was nothing.

      Jassan pulled Tarin from the saddle and rested the man on the ground. Blood oozed from what appeared to be claw marks gouged into the side of his face, raking down along his flank. Jassan worked his hands along the man’s sides, pulling the flesh together, holding it as he took a needle from one of the other Antrilii and began stitching. He worked quickly, his hand clearly practiced, a steady sort of stroke. Jassan worked on the larger injuries first, then moved on to the smaller ones.

      When he was finished, he took a jar of some sort of creamy, white salve and began to rub it on the now stitched injuries. The salve had a pungent aroma, one that smelled medicinal, as well as faintly earthy.

      Tarin had been moaning softly, but as the salve rubbed into his wounds, the moans began to ease. The bleeding around the stitches subsided. Jassan watched the wounds for a moment before securing the top back on the jar of salve and putting it away.

      The Antrilii tied Tarin to his saddle, positioning him so that he could still ride, though he was not alert enough to hold on to the reins. He was injured. Possibly fatally so.

      Jassan motioned for her to follow, and she started after him, the horses making their way up the slope of the mountain.

      As they passed the fallen bodies of the groeliin, Isandra couldn’t help but stare. She had known the creatures were real—Roelle had sent back the head, proving their existence—but there was something about actually seeing one, seeing the violence that the creatures inflicted, the threat that they presented, that brought everything home to her.

      How could she have thought the Deshmahne were the real threat?

      The Denraen could handle the Deshmahne. Regardless of what they did, regardless of the way they used whatever dark arts they possess to steal power from the Magi, that wasn’t the threat. The real threat was an ancient one, one that had led to the Founding of her people—and probably of the Antrilii.

      She dragged her gaze away from the groeliin and stared at Jassan’s back. There was something about him that drew her.

      She didn’t know what would become of her traveling to the Antrilii lands. She didn’t know if there was anything she could do now that she’d lost her abilities, but she could learn. She could observe the Antrilii, and observe what they had done, and learn the ways that they fought and protected the north. In doing so, she might be able to bring information back south, to the rest of the Council. In that way, perhaps she could be useful. Now that she had no other purpose, this might be her way of being useful.

      Jassan glanced back at her, his brow furrowed in a frown, and she forced a smile, nodding. He had saved her.

      Isandra nodded, indicating that she followed.

      As he continued on, she realized that she had a growing respect for him. He was a warrior, but he was something else. And she was determined to see what that was.
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      They saw no other groeliin as Isandra and the Antrilii traveled through the mountains.

      The Antrilii seemed to know the mountain pass, which was not on any maps that Isandra had ever seen. They rode quickly, the horses practically knowing the way as well as the men, riding hard with Tarin’s injury. The man remained tied to his saddle, but hadn’t woken. Jassan checked on him from time to time, stopping periodically to examine the wound, pour water into his mouth, and ensure that the ropes that bound him to the saddle remained secure. The other Antrilii stayed mostly silent. Isandra said nothing, not wanting to disturb the silence, and not wanting to disrupt the somber mood.

      The wind died down as they traveled through the mountain passes, leaving little more than a cool breeze, none of the painfully sharp gusts of wind that they had experienced farther south. She found it strange that the air would grow warmer the farther north they went. The smells to the air changed as well, taking on a hint of the pine, but there was something else mixed in with it, a sent that she didn’t recognize.

      She’d lost sight of the merahl. They were there, occasionally howling, their calls providing reassurance now, but nothing else. They didn’t come down from the upper slopes of the mountains, and didn’t appear in camp at night. The idea that they were off hunting gave her pause. She’d seen the groeliin and what they can do. The reality of it chilled her anew.

      On the morning of the third day following the groeliin attack, she woke slowly. They’d made camp on a flat section of ground, and it looked no different from any other. Several of the Antrilii were collecting more branches for the fire that was providing a welcome warmth. They didn’t seem concerned about remaining hidden, almost as if the groeliin didn’t seem drawn to smoke or fire.

      Jassan came over to her, as he often did in the mornings, and dipped his head in a nod. “Mage. We will reach Antrilii lands today.”

      He always treated her so formally. Isandra didn’t know how else she expected to be treated, but it did seem that he would never refer to her by her first name. “Should I be concerned that we reach Antrilii lands?”

      “Not concerned, but few have ever ventured this far north. Those who do either know of the Antrilii and seek us, or they make it here accidentally. We have long preferred to keep our presence quiet. Doing so protects others as well as ourselves.”

      She smiled. “Who has come to seek out the Antrilii before Roelle?”

      “There have been others.”

      “Like Endric?”

      “Endric is Antrilii, so he is welcome among us.”

      She blinked at the casual nature to the statement. “Endric is Antrilii?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “Endric doesn’t share anything about himself.”

      “Endric is the son of Dendril, son of the former tribe chief of the Shin tribe of the Antrilii.”

      Endric wasn’t only Antrilii, he was an Antrilii leader. Had any on the Council known this? Was this the reason that he had been unwilling to share the Antrilii secrets? Had he feared repercussions from his people?

      That didn’t seem like Endric. Whatever else he was, Endric was a faithful servant of the Denraen. He had protected her people—and Vasha—for as long as she could remember. He was a skilled general, widely considered to be the best the Denraen had known in generations.

      “Other than Endric, who else has come north?”

      “Only a few,” Jassan said. “I will warn you, once you reach the Antrilii lands, you will see much that is different from what you expect.”

      “What do you think I expect?” she asked.

      Jassan smiled. “We know that southerners view the Antrilii as nothing more than nomadic warriors. That’s an image we have cultivated, and for a reason. It keeps us safe. And if others believe the north is dangerous and barren, it keeps them from attempting to settle here.”

      “It’s not barren?”

      “You will see.”

      He signaled to the others that it was time to depart, and after checking on Tarin, they rode quickly, hurrying across the rock, climbing up and up, the pass only wide enough for the horses. There didn’t seem to be any sign of these Antrilii lands, nothing that would be reason for them to hide, or protect themselves.

      And then the landscape change.

      The trail began to widen. It opened up, allowing the horses to ride side by side where they’d want to, though Jassan kept them in single file. The two merahl that had been ranging in the mountains bounded back down, joining them.

      “Where have they been?” Isandra asked.

      “They continued to hunt,” Jassan said.

      “There have been other groeliin?”

      “There are always other groeliin.”

      “If you are here, and if you continue to hunt them, and if the merahl are so skilled at hunting them, how have you not exterminated them?”

      “The groeliin are tenacious. They are able to hide, but there is something about their breeding grounds that makes it difficult for us to stop them. Once they establish a breeding site, we struggle to eliminate them.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because they use power.”

      “Something like the Magi?”

      “It is different. It comes from the earth and everything around them. They draw on it, twisting it, turning it into something it was never meant to be.”

      “How are they able to do that?”

      “We are not entirely certain. We know there are groeliin who seem to lead the others, those with power.”

      One of the other Antrilii glanced back at him, his eyes narrowed.

      Jassan shrugged. “It is not something we talk about, even amongst ourselves. The idea that dangerously powerful groeliin exist… There are few who understand what that means, and how dangerous that is.”

      “It seems that there would be many who would recognize how dangerous that is.”

      “One can only recognize the danger if one acknowledges their existence.”

      Jassan said nothing more, and they continued down the slope, gradually switchbacking along the side of the mountain, and Isandra decided not to push.

      The path continued to slope downward. They were coming down out of the mountains, and Isandra could see the sun shining overhead, piercing the sky. Clouds that had been chasing them for the last few days lifted the farther north they went, and she felt her mood lifting as well, enjoying the warmth of the sun.

      Warmth.

      Isandra almost pulled on the reins of the horse, drawing it to a stop. It shouldn’t be warm here.

      There was no questioning the fact that it was. The air had taken on a comfortable sense of warmth, one that felt out of place as far north as they had to be. She was beyond the northern range, a place that few had ever traveled. If she continued this way, many speculated that you could pass around to the east and reach the Unknown Lands. That seemed impossible to believe, impossible to think that she had traveled so far in such a short period of time.

      Even more impossible was the idea that the northern lands were habitable. Most believed they were little more than a continuation of the mountains, and others speculated there was nothing but a frozen sort of tundra, an uninhabitable land that stretched for leagues.

      Isandra sat up in her saddle, looking around, surveying the land around her. As she did, she realized that everyone had been entirely wrong. This wasn’t an uninhabitable land. This was a wide expanse of flat land. Grasses grew in a massive plane that stretched from far below her, near the base of the mountain and stretching even farther north. Trees dotted the plains, and a cluster of them formed a forest far to the east. Beyond that, she could imagine other lands, places that had never been seen, at least not by any who had ever returned to tell of their travels.

      To the west, she scanned, her gaze drifting, drifting, until she saw…

      Her breath caught. A city.

      How was it possible that there was a city in the north?

      There was no question that was what she saw. A sprawling collection of buildings spread out near the base of the mountain, made of a simple stone, with flat roofs. Streets ran between the buildings, and smoke drifted up from the chimneys, telling her this was an active city, not some ancient place that had been lost to time. There were plenty of those scattered around the north.

      “What is that?” she asked Jassan.

      He glanced back. “That is Farsea.”

      “Farsea?” She didn’t recognize the name from any map, though suspected she would not. That was the reason for Jassan’s reticence. That was the reason that he had been unwilling to speak much over the last few days. Not because of the difficulty facing the groeliin, though she suspected that troubled him as well. The Antrilii faced the groeliin frequently, so these attacks would not trouble them. Bringing her north, exposing his home to the Magi—and an Elder—that was reason for concern.

      “Yes. Farsea.”

      She barely heard him. Her gaze remained fixed on the distant city they rode toward. Not only had she found the Antrilii, but she had found that they had cities. They were supposed to be nomads, but they were nothing of the sort.
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      The wooden cart carried her steadily north, the jostling motion of the horses as they trod across the grassy plain sent sharp streaks of pain through Roelle’s back. Since awakening, she had not been able to sit up.

      He claimed that she would in time, though he also didn’t really know how seriously she was injured. If poison had set in—and Roelle had begun to think that it might have—there might not be anything that he could do to help her.

      Vasha was too far away for her to reach, and the types of poisons she was dealing with were beyond the healers in Thealon. The university possessed scholars nearly as renowned as those in Vasha, but asking them to help her—to somehow heal her—would require a connection the Magi did not share with the university.

      “Is this the only road through here?” Roelle asked.

      Selton rode next to her on a silver stallion. Nahrsin had given him one of the Antrilii horses. With as many men as Nahrsin had lost, there were plenty of mounts without riders. Then again, it was much the same for the Magi. They had lost so many.

      “This is the fastest way north,” Selton said. On most horses, he was large. The Antrilii stallion fit him better. “According to Nahrsin’s map, this is the way back to Vasha.”

      The rest of the Magi riding with her did so silently. They rode in two lines, all keeping their eyes open, knowing that bands of groeliin still existed in the north. Roelle wasn’t in any shape to face them, but the rest of the Magi with her were better suited. Of them, Selton had been the other one with severe injuries, and the Antrilii had managed to heal his.

      Why had Roelle not been able to receive the same healing?

      She tried not to let thoughts like that get to her. She tried not to think that the gods had in some way abandoned her. They had not. She had made a choice. She had willingly ridden after the groeliin, and had willingly fought them. It had been a necessary sacrifice, and one she had chosen to make.

      “We can’t make good time with this wagon,” Roelle said. Her strength hadn’t completely failed her, and the rest of the Magi still followed her lead. She wasn’t certain she was the right person for that, though appreciated their willingness to stand behind her.

      “We’ll make whatever time we need to,” Selton said. “We’ll reach Vasha before…”

      Selton swallowed, unable to finish. He looked down at her, compassion shining in his dark eyes. He had remained by her side since Nahrsin had summoned him once she’d awoken. They had long been friends, though that friendship had been tested in the time following their journey away from Vasha, tested by her insistence that they continue to chase after the groeliin, but Selton now seemed to understand that what they did was necessary. All the Magi did.

      She wished she could sit up to look at the other Magi riding with her. Jhun and Zamell both had survived the fight, but so many others had not. Silently, she began to name them to herself, and forced herself to stop.

      What did that do other than torment her? They had come willingly, much like the Antrilii had come willingly.

      “If I don’t make it—”

      “You’ll make it. Roelle, you’re the strongest person I know,” Selton said.

      She smiled. Coming from him—a man who was as massive as a blacksmith—the compliment felt unearned. She didn’t necessarily feel strong. Had she been stronger, they wouldn’t have lost so many.

      “If I don’t make it, you need to convince my uncle that the Magi can’t continue to abandon our gifts.”

      Selton glanced over his shoulder, looking back at the trail of warriors that road with them. “An entire generation of Magi came with us to the north,” Selton said. “An entire generation saw the threat the Antrilii have faced for centuries. I think we can safely say that the Magi will be different from this point forward.”

      Would they? It was one thing to have a generation of Magi who had taken up weapons, and fought, essentially acting more like the Antrilii than like Magi, but it was another thing entirely for the rest of the Magi to understand and to accept it. If they didn’t, would they oppose what Roelle now understood needed to happen?

      Not only did the Magi need to assist the Antrilii, but she began to believe that the Magi needed to train with the Antrilii, to prepare for the groeliin that would surely attack again. The Antrilii might defend the north, but the Magi should assist, especially since they are as capable of seeing the groeliin as the Antrilii. They didn’t have the advantage of the countless years facing the creatures, and they didn’t have the same culture or dedication to facing the groeliin, but those were things they could learn. Roelle felt certain of that.

      “Just promise me,” she said.

      Selton glanced over at her, watching her for long moments before finally nodding. “I promise that if you don’t survive the return trip to Vasha, that I will do what I can to convince your uncle.”

      “I hope the proof we sent back made it to them,” she said.

      Selton closed his eyes, a frown pinching his face. “I hope so as well. We didn’t hear anything from the Council.”

      That had troubled Roelle as well. If the Council had received word from Inraith, wouldn’t they have sent help?

      But even receiving the groeliin head—proof of their presence, and proof of the threat they posed—what would have changed? The Council, and for that matter, the rest of the Magi who remained in Vasha, didn’t possess the same interest in or skill with the sword as Roelle and the rest of the apprentices—now warriors—who had traveled north at Endric’s insistence. What help could they have sent?

      Not the Denraen. Had they attempted to send the Denraen, those men would have been slaughtered. Roelle didn’t want that, though doubted that Endric would have been foolish enough to even send his soldiers. She had a feeling that he knew about the groeliin, and possibly had faced them himself. If so, there would be more questions.

      “I only hope the Council has forgiven us for disappearing as we did,” Selton said.

      That might be nearly as much of a challenge to overcome as anything else. They had disappeared from the city, going off on their own, abandoning what many would consider the ideals of the Urmahne faith. Yet, they had learned much, and had come to a different sort of understanding, one that she hoped would change something about the Magi.

      “After that is done, there’s something else you’ll need to do,” Roelle said.

      Selton shook his head. “Don’t talk like this, Roelle. Don’t talk like you’re—”

      “Nahrsin was clear that there was little he could do about the poison. If I succumb to it, I want to know the Magi will not ignore what we’ve learned, that we won’t go another thousand years forgetting who we are, and the people we were meant to be.”

      Selton nodded. “What would you propose then?”

      “After meeting with the Council, go north. Join the Antrilii, work with them, train with them. Nahrsin will allow it, I’m certain of it.” She hadn’t actually spoken to him about that part of her plan, though she had a hard time believing that he wouldn’t agree to it. Likely, he’d consider it a part of the gods’ will.

      “You would have the apprentices—”

      “Not apprentices. Warriors,” Roelle said, putting an emphasis on warrior. She didn’t want anyone to consider the Magi who had gone north anything other than warriors. They were no longer apprentices.

      “Fine. Warriors. You would have us leave Vasha again?”

      “Ideally, you would convince others of the Magi to go with you.”

      “To train? I think it’ll be hard to convince others that they need to pick up the sword. It was hard enough to convince them to let us attempt to use the sword.”

      “Not necessarily to train, but they certainly could if interested. I think that any Mage could learn to use the sword with some level of skill. We have a natural gift, Selton. We should use it.”

      “If not for that reason, then what?”

      “The Antrilii share our abilities. There are things we can teach them about using them, much like there are things they can to teach us about using our physical gifts.”

      Selton chuckled. “I can just imagine trying to convince your uncle that not only do we need to encourage the Magi to train with swords and staff, but that we need to head north and work with the Antrilii to teach them how to use abilities they don’t even know they possess.”

      Roelle wasn’t certain whether the Antrilii didn’t know about their abilities, or whether they guarded them as a secret. How much more powerful could they all be if they utilized the full extent of their gifts?

      “What of the other thing that Nahrsin shared with you?” Selton asked.

      Roelle closed her eyes. She still didn’t know what to make of his assertion that Jakob was somehow one of the gods. It would defy the essence of the teachings she’d had growing up.

      It simply wasn’t possible for a god to be born of men. But Nahrsin seemed quite certain that not only was it possible, but that Jakob was, indeed, what he called a damahne. He seemed to recognize something about him, some aspect of his ability that allowed him to identify Jakob as one of the gods.

      It made no sense to her. Then again, what she had witnessed—the overwhelming skill that she had seen from Jakob, the way he had moved in a blur, practically anticipating where the groeliin would be—had been otherworldly.

      Maybe Jakob being a god was the easiest answer. Otherwise, she would have to find some other explanation of how he had the skills that he did. There was no good way to explain either.

      “I don’t know what to make of that,” Roelle admitted.

      “Did you have any idea when you traveled with him?” Selton asked.

      When she’d first told Selton about Nahrsin’s comment regarding Jakob, her friend had taken it more in stride than she had. Then again, he had also jokingly suggested that Roelle had fallen in love with a god. It was the sort of harassment she once had expected from him, but that had changed in the last few months.

      “Other than his ability with the sword?”

      Selton grinned. “I would never have guessed the gods would use a weapon such as a sword.”

      “We don’t know that he’s a god,” Roelle said.

      “I saw him fighting the same as you. And being a god is an easier answer than any others I can think of.”

      She stared up at the cloudless sky. Selton’s thoughts mirrored her own. The road remained rough, jostling her, and she tried to ignore the pain shooting through her back each time the wheels of the wagon struck a rock or divot in the ground. Each time, it seemed to toss her slightly into the air, and each time she landed, she tried not to wince too much. The pain was significant, and even the salves Nahrsin had sent with her did nothing to alleviate it. He had offered her other medications, a liquid that he claimed would ease her pain, but she had hesitated taking it, not wanting to dull her senses.

      “If he is, I don’t think he knew.”

      Selton chuckled.

      “There were rumors about the gods,” Lendra began.

      Roelle tried to twist so that she could see Selton’s cousin. She had been making notes in her notebook, behaving much like the historian Novan had when Roelle had ridden with him. Roelle wondered what sorts of notes Lendra made, and what observations she had come up with during their travels.

      “What kind of rumors?” Roelle asked.

      Lendra looked up and blinked slowly, almost as if realizing she had spoken aloud. “He forced himself into the Tower. Wouldn’t that be something only one of the gods could manage?”

      If nothing else, learning that Jakob had somehow managed to force his way into the Tower should have been proof enough that he was a god. None of the Magi had ever accomplished that, and there had been countless attempts over the years, something that many Magi once considered a rite of passage.

      “Could you tell when you were with him?” Roelle asked.

      Lendra shook her head. “I agree with you that he probably didn’t know what he was. I had a sense that he had questions, and he wanted to reach the inside of the Tower for answers.”

      Roelle had been even more surprised to realize that they had managed to get inside the Tower, and had attempted to save a goddess. Had they been successful? Nahrsin claimed that Jakob had not emerged from the Tower, but he had also reported that the hole into the Tower had disappeared. No one else would be able to enter, something Roelle suspected was just as well. The Tower had been sealed for countless centuries. It was only fitting that it remained that way.

      “See?” Selton said. “What else could he be but a god if he managed to enter the Tower?”

      “I would imagine one of the gods would be able to heal you,” Lendra said.

      Roelle’s mind had been wandering, and Lendra’s comment brought it racing back to the present. “What was that?”

      Lendra made another mark in her journal, before looking over. “Just that I think that one of the gods would be able to heal you. It’s a shame that we don’t have any way of finding him.”

      Selton looked over at her, hope shining in his eyes. Roelle hadn’t realized before now how worried for her he had become. He feared that she wouldn’t survive this. For that matter, she had a growing fear of the same. Even if they reached Vasha, there was no guarantee that the Magi healers there would be able to help her.

      “Even if we could find him,” Roelle began, meeting Selton’s gaze, “and that’s if— especially since I wouldn’t know where to begin—he has barely learned of his abilities. What makes us certain that he would even know how to use them to help me?”

      “We don’t know, but if the Magi can’t help you,” Selton answered, “then at least there’s something else we can try. I don’t want to have you die this way. There has to be something that we can do to help you, Roelle. If he cared about you at all, he would try to help you.”

      He had a pained note in his voice, and it hurt her to hear that from him.

      “I think our best bet is to continue with the plan,” Roelle said. “We need to keep heading to Vasha and see if the healers can help me.”

      “And if you start getting worse?” Selton asked.

      Roelle stared at the sky. “Then, we may have to consider alternative options.” Even if that meant searching for a man she had considered a friend, one who might be something more than he—or she—could believe.
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      Jakob looked out over the valley, staring at the landscape as it swept away, imagining a river in the dry streambed. The last time he had been here, he had come with Novan and Endric, leaving the city with the Denraen as the Magi selected their delegates, back when he had felt a growing fear that the madness was going to claim him as it had claimed Scottan.

      He still didn’t understand what had triggered the strange itch during that journey. It had to be about more than his growing abilities. He didn’t think it was a nemerahl he sensed, nor did he think the creature had followed him until they reached the Unknown Lands. But what other reason would there have been? Now that he had begun to understand how to travel, it was time for him to revisit a few of the places he had been before, now armed with the knowledge of who and what he was.

      The first stop was this valley. After his vision, he recalled what Novan had told him of the ancient valley that had been here. There had been a river that once flowed through here, though he couldn’t remember what Novan had called it. Were there ruins or other evidence that a city had once been here as well? If he could find that, some evidence of the ancient city that he had seen in his vision, maybe he could understand more about what he’d seen.

      And try as he might, he couldn’t get Therin’s advice on using the ahmaean and tracking back along the fibers to work for him. There had to be a connection, but so far, he wasn’t able to find it. He suspected there was another part to it, another trick, but it was one that he did not yet fully grasp.

      As he stood there, surveying the landscape, he stretched out his ahmaean. Since receiving Alyta’s gift to him, he had enough ahmaean that it seemed a milky white cloud surrounded him, and as he stretched it away from him, he used it to trace over the land, to feel for changes in the energy that was here. Would he pick up anything that would help him identify whether this was a place of the damahne?

      There was a faint tickle that came along his senses.

      Jakob focused on that, feeling the way it tingled.

      There was a vibration against his ahmaean, and Jakob focused on it and drew himself to it, appearing near the ruins. The stone here reminded him of what he had seen in the vision, the same pale white stones that he had seen in Thealon. It was broken and scattered in a haphazard sort of way, sprawled across the ground so that it appeared as if some destruction had happened here, rather than any sort of natural disaster.

      Jakob pressed out with his ahmaean, using it to layer over the ruins. There was a resistance to him, and one that at first tingled a little bit, and then changed to something else, a cold sort of sensation, one that left him feeling on the edge of nervousness.

      He had detected this same sort of thing before. The last time had been when he had faced Raime.

      Were they all related?

      He knew that Raime had seemed to control the groeliin, at least his comments had made it seem as if he had. Was there more to it? Had Raime absorbed—and used—the groeliin energy? Had he stolen ahmaean from the groeliin? Could that be why his ahmaean was so dark? He thought that stemmed from the fact that Raime stole from the Magi, or from the daneamiin, though there was a similar sort of energy when he faced the groeliin.

      Using his ahmaean, using the connection that he had to it, he pulled on the stones, shifting them, the way that he had done in the heart of the Great Forest. There was an image in his mind of what the city had once been, and he tried to puzzle it together, pulling the stones in such a way that they would reform, returning to what they had been, but even that was not enough. He could restructure some of the city, and build walls that resembled many that he’d seen in his vision, but as soon as he relaxed his ahmaean connection, the walls began to fade, falling once more.

      This was not for him to repair.

      Maybe he couldn’t repair it. Maybe there was something to the fact that a dark ahmaean had been used to destroy it that would prevent him from changing it.

      Jakob walked through what had once been streets, feeling the ahmaean all around him, and enjoying the way that it responded to him, the ahmaean seeming to reverberate within him, reacting to something about him. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but suspected it was important. Maybe it only meant that he was damahne, much like those who had first built the city.

      Where should he go next?

      It seemed as if he should continue to search, that he should try to understand what about him made him damahne, and what made him unique, but another thought intruded. With his ability to shift, and to travel, he wasn’t limited by borders, not as he had been. That was both freeing and frightening.

      There was one place he had wanted to go, someone he wanted to visit. But he hadn’t known what he could do—if anything—to help. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps it was already too late for his brother, but shouldn’t he try? Scottan was the same bloodline is he was. Maybe Scottan was meant to be damahne, and he had not survived the awakening of it within him.

      Jakob turned toward Chrysia, and focused. There were many places within the city he knew well enough to travel to, but there was one in particular he had always been drawn to. Strange he should shift from library to library, but that was where he wanted to appear.

      With the shifting of his mind, and a pulling of his ahmaean, he traveled to Chrysia and to the library.

      When he opened his eyes, he realized he was not alone.

      Jakob prepared to travel again, but something about the height—and the slight stoop to the spine—gave him pause.

      “Novan?”

      The historian turned to him, and a broad smile crossed his narrow face. “Jakob Nialsen. I wasn’t expecting to see you return quite so soon.”

      Jakob remained a few steps away, and his gaze drifted around the library. It was much as it had been when he had last visited, though no lantern was lit. That had always been his task, filling the oil and lighting the lanterns, giving Novan a way to easily see.

      Now, something had changed for Jakob, so that even in the darkness, he could easily see. Jakob knew that it was dark, and knew that the shadows should make it difficult for him, but they did not. His eyesight had changed.

      Darkness didn’t seem to affect Novan, either.

      For that matter, he didn’t remember Novan ever really having trouble with the darkness in the library. Had he only been lighting the lanterns for his own benefit?

      “When were you expecting me to return?”

      Novan’s gaze drifted from Jakob’s boots all the way up to his face. They paused for a moment on the sword strapped at his side. “You wear it well. I think Endric always expected you to develop into more of a swordsman than any of the Ur captains, but perhaps not for quite the same reason.”

      “Why are you here, Novan?”

      Novan smiled. “After the Deshmahne attack, I decided to return to where it all began. I thought that perhaps I could learn something, that perhaps I could discover some secret I might have missed, and the library seemed a logical choice. It is interesting you found me today. I have only just returned to Chrysia, and have only just returned to the library.”

      Jakob wondered whether that was fortuitous, or if it was something Novan had planned. Maybe the fibers had always wanted to bring him back into contact with Novan. If he could learn to trace the fibers, he might be able to understand whether Novan had come by his own choice—or for some other reason.

      “Why now?” he asked.

      Novan frowned at him. “Have you become suspicious in your time away from Chrysia?”

      “I think I have a right to be suspicious. Do you know what I’ve been through since I left you?”

      “Oh, dear boy, I certainly hope so. Brohmin sent word that you crossed over from Avaneam, and that you reached the other side of the valley. From there, I lost word. I suspect that since the Deshmahne were defeated in Thealon, you had something to do with that?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I didn’t know anything about the Deshmahne in Thealon.”

      “Nothing?”

      “We were facing groeliin,” Jakob said. “Did you know that thousands of groeliin traveled south?”

      Novan’s face hardened, and his eyes took on a distant stare. “I knew the groeliin were traveling, and that they were moving, but they rarely move beyond the mountains, and the Antrilii normally eliminate most of the threat. They were the reason the north was dangerous, and the reason I hesitated having you go on Endric’s errand.”

      Novan knew of the groeliin—and he knew of the Antrilii. That surprised Jakob, especially since Novan hadn’t shared anything with him about the groeliin—or the Antrilii. “Why didn’t you tell me when I went north?”

      “You should not have encountered them,” Novan said.

      “I should not have? You thought the Deshmahne were the only threat that I would need to face?”

      “Even if I believed that you would come across the groeliin, I had no reason to believe you would be able to fight them. Have you seen a man with no abilities face the groeliin?”

      Jakob shook his head.

      “Most are overcome by vomiting, and often cannot stand. There is something about the groeliin that poisons normal men, that prevents them from doing so much as surviving.”

      Was that Novan’s way of protecting him, or was it simply the historian keeping key pieces of information from him? Jakob wished he understood, but if he had, would it have changed anything for him? Would it have allowed him to face the groeliin any more effectively? Would he have been prepared?

      When he and Novan had parted ways on their journey, he had believed that fighting the Deshmahne was the greatest threat, and that had proven to be only a part of the dangers they faced.

      “Alyta. What happened to her?” Novan asked.

      Jakob squeezed his eyes closed. “She is gone. Raime captured her and tried to steal her ahmaean.”

      At the mention of ahmaean, Novan smiled slightly. “You have learned much in your time away. Did you observe as I asked?”

      “I had a hard time observing as I was trying to stay alive,” Jakob said.

      Novan chuckled, but it quickly faded. Some of the sparkle in Novan’s eyes diminished. “So she is gone. The last of the damahne is gone. Did Raime succeed?”

      “If he succeeded, I wouldn’t still be here,” Jakob said.

      Novan arched a brow at him, pressing his thin lips together as he nodded. “I suppose that is accurate. How?”

      Jakob debated what to tell Novan. Yet, for all that he had wanted to know, Novan might be the one who could provide him with answers. The historian knew as much as any person alive, and clearly had known much more than he had shared with Jakob before they parted each other’s company.

      “She passed on her energy to me,” Jakob said.

      “You are the nemah?”

      “That is what Brohmin believed.”

      “Brohmin believed, but not you. Which means that you are not.” Novan studied him, looking at him in a new light.

      As he did, Jakob became aware of something surprising. Ahmaean swirled around the historian, something that he had not noticed around Novan before. It was faint, slightly translucent, and reminded him of that which swirled around the Magi—much like it had around Roelle and her other warriors.

      The ahmaean briefly touched Jakob before Jakob’s own energy pushed back, practically repelling what Novan possessed.

      The historian gasped softly. “You are Mageborn?”

      As much as Jakob wanted to torment Novan, as much as he enjoyed being in the know when the historian had for so long held the knowledge, he needed what Novan knew, and needed to be able to use it. Tormenting him now achieved nothing—other than Jakob’s own satisfaction.

      “Not Mageborn. I am something else.”

      Novan reached to his side and grabbed the staff Jakob hadn’t noticed lying against the table. He tapped it once, and a faint white light began to glow along the length of it, forming words in the ancient language. Without touching the staff—without holding it—Jakob knew that it would do more than grant power. It would hold power.

      Novan tipped the staff toward Jakob. Ahmaean swirled out of the end of it and wrapped around Jakob. The sensation was not unpleasant, but it had none of the subtlety and gentleness that the damahne possessed, none of the friendliness he detected when probed by the gods.

      “Damahne?” he gasped. “How is that possible?”

      This time, Jakob used his ahmaean and sent it swirling around Novan, wrapping around the historian, probing along his staff, before drawing it back. Using his ahmaean this way gave him a certain understanding. He recognized Novan’s intent, and recognized something more about him: there was confusion within the historian’s heart.

      Was this why the damahne had used their ahmaean in this way? Had they done it so that they could gain a greater understanding of the other damahne?

      If so, there was something quite lovely about it, something that left Jakob feeling a greater connection to Novan than he had ever shared before.

      “She didn’t know. She said that she had felt an awakening along the fibers, and had been searching for it, but she had not been able to discover what that was. She blamed the madness on her search,” Jakob said.

      “There should be no madness when one of the damahne searches along the fibers. It has been done that way for countless generations. The damahne have always reached out, tracing themselves through the fibers of time.”

      Jakob felt relief that Novan seemed to know about the fibers, and relief that perhaps he might get answers from the historian, answers that he could not get otherwise.

      “I don’t know that I can understand it any differently,” Jakob said. “All I know is what Alyta shared with me. She searched for what she believed to be the last damahne and suspected that might have triggered the madness.”

      Novan started pacing, something Jakob remembered from his time studying under the man. It was a measure of his frustration, and his way of thinking. “There must be something else. That is why you return to Chrysia, is it not?”

      “It is. I thought that if I could help Scottan—”

      “You would be too new to your abilities to be of any good to him,” Novan said. “Risking your abilities in ways that you don’t understand them yet places not only your brother, but yourself at risk.”

      “I have to do something. If Scottan—and others afflicted with the madness—are sick because of the damahne influence, then I need to do what I can to try to counter that.”

      “I still don’t believe that has anything to do with what happened to them.”

      “Novan—”

      “I will help you.”

      “Help?”

      Novan arched a brow and tapped his staff on the ground. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t participate in this. The chance to observe the damahne learning of their abilities? There is much value in recording that.”

      Did he share with Novan the various other libraries he had discovered? What would Novan do with the information stored within the Tower? What of the volumes that he had found beneath the Forest? There would be much to gain there, but a part of Jakob felt as if that knowledge belonged to the damahne, and until he understood it better, until he understood what he was better, he didn’t have a right to share that information.

      “Why did you return to the library? If you sought Scottan, why didn’t you simply return to the santrium?”

      “I don’t know. There was a part of me that knew the library better than other places in the city. Since the temple was destroyed, and my father is no longer here, this was…” Did he share that this was the only home he had? In some ways, Novan was something of a father figure to him, and had practically rescued him from the city when he thought that he might forever be trapped here.

      What would have happened to him had he not left the city? What would he have become had he not gone with Novan? He would have needed to find another responsibility, but none had ever suited him. His father had wanted him to serve as a priest, but Jakob’s faith had never been adequate for the priesthood. It was amusing now, that he had become what his father had worshiped.

      What would his father have thought? If he could glimpse the fibers, he could reach back and understand his father better, maybe there would be more about himself that he would understand.

      First, he would have to come to understand his abilities, and learn how to glimpse along the fibers as Therin had suggested.

      Was there a way to do that and be safe? Was there a way for him to finally understand how to track the fibers to look back without walking back, to understand who he was? He was afraid of doing anything more than that, afraid of stepping back along the fibers as he had before, afraid that perhaps he might drag another with him as Therin had warned.

      What would have happened had he pulled Shoren with him? What if he had taken Aimielen? They were gods among gods, and had been powerful damahne, and Jakob did not want to be responsible for something happening to them.

      “Novan, will you come with me? Will you accompany me when I go to visit Scottan?”

      Novan tapped his staff, and light flashed along the length of it. “Of course, Jakob Nialsen. I would be honored to attend you and observe.”
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      Jakob and Novan walked through the streets on their way to the santrium. Jakob could shift, but doing so was unnecessary now that he was in Chrysia. Novan may have wanted to observe his abilities, but Jakob wasn’t in a rush to show him exactly what he was capable of doing, nor was he in a rush to demonstrate what it was like to travel. He suspected Novan may already have some experience, especially as Novan seemed to have known Alyta, but he wanted to keep some of his abilities to himself, at least until he understood them better.

      The city felt different from what he remembered, almost like another energy existed here, one that had not been here when he had last been in the city. He glanced over at Novan as they made their way through the streets. The historian leaned on his staff much more than Jakob recalled him doing before. He didn’t remember Novan needing the staff when they were in the city the last time, so his use now was somewhat surprising.

      “What happened when you went with Endric?” Jakob asked.

      Novan hadn’t offered, and Jakob suspected that he might not share if Jakob didn’t push. What had become of the historian and Endric and all the Denraen who Jakob had traveled with? What had become of his friend Braden? He had discovered what Roelle had done in the time since he left her, but the others had a different path in front of them.

      “The Deshmahne thought to attack Vasha,” Novan said. He tapped his staff on the cobbles for emphasis, keeping his gaze fixed along the length of the street. They passed a series of shops, and there was activity all around them.

      “What happened when they attacked?”

      With this, Novan glanced over. “They converted a few of the Denraen. They caused chaos in the city.”

      “Only the Denraen?” Jakob asked.

      “What do you know?”

      They stopped at an intersection, before proceeding onward and into the Sithrain section of the city. Here, the streets were dirtier, the buildings more run down. The overall feeling of the city changed as they entered, and Jakob felt as if a weight pressed upon his chest, one that left him feeling angry that Scottan remained here.

      “I don’t know anything other than what I observed of the Deshmahne. I’ve faced them enough times now to know that they are dangerous. They use a dark power. A stolen power.”

      Novan nodded. “Yes. A stolen power. Have you seen this?”

      Salindra had been branded, and those brands had been designed to steal her Magi abilities. The same thing had been attempted with Alyta, but they had managed to save her before Raime stole all her abilities.

      “I’ve seen the effects,” Jakob said.

      “Then imagine how dangerous it would be if one of the Magi converted.”

      “Magi converted to the Deshmahne?” That was surprising. Of all who followed the path of the Urmahne, the Magi seemed the most devout. They had always been the priests of the Urmahne.

      “There was one among the Magi in particular who converted. He was a Mage of much power, and when he converted, others did as well. I did as much as I could to mitigate his influence, but there was only so much that could be done.”

      “Which Mage?” Jakob knew practically nothing about the Magi, and knew nothing about the structure of the Magi, but had gathered that Haerlin had been a powerful Mage within Vasha. Haerlin was a prophet of sorts, a man who could catch glimpses along the fibers, a hint of the future.

      Was there anything Haerlin could teach him?

      “No one that you knew. He was one of the leaders of the Magi. A man by the name of Jostephon Ontain, a man who sat at the head of the Council of Elders. The Council leads the Magi, and Jostephon should have guided the Council, but he chose a different path, one that should never have been. Many Magi suffered because of his choice. Many were lost.”

      “What happened in Vasha?”

      “War happened. The Deshmahne brought war to a place that had not seen it in over one thousand years. If the Deshmahne had their way, they would have destroyed the entire city, much as they have destroyed cities throughout the north. They wanted to bring violence to other places, to Thealon, but were stopped. For now.”

      Jakob smiled over at Novan before turning his attention to the road in front of him. They were nearing the santrium, and Jakob’s heart began to pound, fluttering with anxiety.

      Would there be anything he could do to help his brother? That was his entire purpose in coming here, and something he hoped he would be able to do now that he had a better understanding of his abilities and what he was meant to do.

      “Where are the Deshmahne now?” Jakob asked.

      Novan shook his head. “They have retreated to the south. Endric has sent men throughout the north to eliminate the remaining threat here, but even in that, he’s not certain how much he will be able to accomplish.”

      “And if Raime still lives?”

      “Raime used the Deshmahne. He no longer needs them to continue with his plans.”

      When they reached the front door of the santrium, Jakob paused with his hand on the door handle. “What if I can’t help him?”

      Novan rested his hand on Jakob’s arm. “I think you should be prepared for that. If there had been anything that could help him—or any of those stricken with the madness, I imagine Alyta would have done it, especially if she felt partially responsible for what had happened.”

      “Has there been any more madness occurring?”

      “From the reports I’ve heard, the frequency has slowed,” Novan said. “I haven’t been back in Chrysia long enough to know whether it has changed here as well. It’s possible that with her passing, the madness has eased. If that’s the case, then you know it was triggered by her.”

      “Or by Raime,” Jakob said. “He was equally powerful. He might still be. I don’t know what influence he has on the fibers, but he told me that he saw something about me when he first came across me in Chrysia. There was darkness. If he can access the fibers, what if the madness was something Raime created by damaging them?”

      The wrinkles on Novan’s face deepened as he frowned. “If that’s the case, then perhaps there is something that can be done.”

      “How will we know?”

      “Not we, Jakob. If something was done to the fibers, if something damaged them in such a way that it triggered this madness, then it must be undone. It’s possible that you are the only one who can do this.”

      “I don’t know enough to do it. The last time I tracked back along the fibers and had a vision, the damahne I encountered recognized me.”

      “You were recognized?” Novan said. He rested his hand on the door, covering the doorframe, preventing Jakob from opening it. Jakob nodded. “Do you know when you traveled back to?”

      In a different time, such a question would have been amusing. Now, it was only frightening. “I don’t know. The person I became was having an argument regarding the daneamiin with another man. More than that, I’m not certain.”

      Novan pressed his lips together and tapped his staff softly on the ground. “Do you know who you traveled back to become?”

      “I can only become my ancestors,” Jakob said.

      “Yes. But knowing who those are can give you a chance to understand a timeline. There are records, Jakob.”

      Records. Could he use the records that he now had access to and find what he needed? Could he somehow research what he’d learned about Baylan and Therin to determine the time to which he had traveled back?

      Even if he could, what would that change for him? He still didn’t have control over how or when he walked back along the fibers. Without that control, he wouldn’t be able to keep himself safe, and he risked harming the person he glimpsed. That wasn’t what he wanted.

      But, if Raime had somehow damaged the fibers, and if he was responsible for what happened to Scottan, or to the others who were similarly afflicted, didn’t Jakob need to try to find the answer? Didn’t he need to see if there was anything that he could learn that would help prevent it?

      “I should go in,” he said.

      Novan studied him for a moment before nodding. He removed his hand from the doorframe and leaned on his staff. “Of course. Let us go see your brother, and see if there’s anything that you can do to help restore him to the man he once was.”

      Jakob pulled the door open, and the smell from the santrium wafted out. There was a medicinal quality to it, one that seemed to clog his nostrils, and he closed his eyes, steeling himself.

      The last time he was here, he had come to see Scottan shortly before their father had died. His brother had been speaking in tongues and had been so thin that he shouldn’t be alive.

      Jakob’s breath caught. “What if Scottan has already passed?”

      Novan nudged him. “Your brother still lives.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I have asked the healers to send word if anything changes with his status. He has been stable as far as I know.”

      Stable. That was more than he had been when Jakob had been here. His brother had been declining rapidly before he departed, and if he were stable, that at least was positive change.

      “Where are the healers?”

      With the question, a familiar healer emerged through a door along the hall. He trudged along, his footsteps echoing in the small entryway, the wooden floor creaking under his feet. The healer stared at him, his long, graying hair slicked back, his thick beard sicklier appearing than when Jakob had been here before. He wore the same brown burlap robe, and tucked his hands underneath his belly.

      “Who are you here to see?” His gaze drifted past Jakob to Novan. His eyes widened slightly.

      “Scottan Nialsen,” Jakob said. “Does he still live?”

      The healer frowned. “None have been to visit him in months. Who are you?”

      “I’m his brother. Jakob.”

      The healer shook his head. “I have met his brother. He is a thin man, though you share some of his height.”

      Behind him, Novan chuckled. “Months spent training with some of the greatest swordsmen alive will change a man,” the historian said.

      The healer looked from Jakob to Novan, before nodding and turning without another word. He led them down the hall, past dozens of rooms, before reaching the stairs and leading them down. Two small lanterns glowed along the wall, giving off a faint, smoky light.

      “He wasn’t here when I was last in the santrium.”

      “There are different layers of healing,” Novan said.

      There was an edge to his voice, one that left Jakob wondering why Novan seemed troubled. What was it about coming here that bothered him?

      They reached the door at the bottom of the stairs, and the healer stuffed a large, metal key into the lock, twisting it. He glanced over his shoulder at them, eyeing them with something bordering on distrust, before pushing the door open.

      On the other side of the door, a ring of beds lined the walls. Each occupied by a man or woman, all looking much like Scottan had appeared when Jakob had last been here. They were all thin—barely more than bones—and most had long, unkempt hair.

      “Which one is he?” Jakob asked.

      The smell in the room was nearly more than he could stomach. There was an overwhelming odor of decay, something that reminded him of when he had encountered the Deshmahne. There had been an odor to the Deshmahne that reminded him of the groeliin when dead.

      The healer eyed him darkly. “You don’t recognize your brother?”

      “It’s been many months since I saw him last. He was not the man I knew when I last saw him. How am I to recognize him now?”

      The healer made his way around the row of cots before stopping at one. The man on the cot was frail and could have been sixty if not for the dark hair that fell in greasy waves to his shoulders.

      Scottan.

      It pained Jakob to see him this way. This wasn’t his brother. He was strong, a soldier. He was meant to be one of the Ur and had wanted to be Denraen. What happened to him had left him weak, and not the man he should be. Not the brother he knew.

      “This is Scottan Nialsen. You may visit for a while, but he must rest.”

      The healer left them, and Jakob stood next to his brother’s cot, uncertain what to say, or even what to do. Was there anything he could say that would make what had happened to him any better?

      “You should try your ahmaean,” Novan said.

      “I don’t know how to do anything with it. Didn’t you say that if I attempted to heal him that I might make it worse?”

      “It’s possible that you will. That’s only if you attempt to heal him. If you attempt to trace the fibers around him, use that to determine whether there is anything that might explain what has happened to him, then you will be unlikely to harm him.”

      Jakob focused on Scottan. There was no ahmaean swirling around him, not as there was around Novan. There had been a part of Jakob that had wondered whether his brother had possibly been damahne as well. That part of him questioned whether or not their shared heritage would have made Scottan the same damahne as Jakob.

      Without having ahmaean swirling around him, without anything like that, Scottan couldn’t be damahne.

      Unless… unless he needed it awakened much like Jakob had needed his awakened. Was there anything that he could do to test that?

      He didn’t recall what Alyta had done to him, and didn’t know what it was that she had used to trigger the connection, to be aware of how she had awakened his ahmaean.

      Novan only wanted him to use his ahmaean to reach along the fibers. Was there some way he could do that? Was there anything he could do that would help him answer what had happened to his brother?

      Jakob focused on his ahmaean and wrapped it around his brother. As he did, Scottan gasped softly. It was the most sound he had made since they arrived. He lay perfectly still otherwise, and his breaths came steadily, but he said nothing.

      Jakob used ahmaean to probe his brother. He searched for injuries, searching for what had happened, what the madness had done to him, but came up with nothing.

      He wondered if Novan had done the same, and looked over to the historian, who nodded once, seemingly answering his unasked question.

      There was something off about Scottan, but Jakob was unable to determine what it was. He could detect the strangeness within his brother, and could detect that there was something that had been twisted, yet he didn’t know enough about his ahmaean, and didn’t know enough about how to control it, to help him.

      Jakob leaned back and lifted his hands. He stopped using his ahmaean, stopped pressing it through his brother, as there was nothing that he could do. He didn’t have enough understanding of his abilities.

      “I feel something off, but I don’t know exactly what it is.”

      “I have felt much the same,” Novan said.

      “I had hoped…”

      Novan smiled sadly. “I know that you hoped to save your brother.”

      “It’s more than that. I had hoped that perhaps the madness had claimed him because he was also damahne,” Jakob said.

      “Alyta had only detected the one. If she had known of any others, she would have shared that with you.”

      Jakob knew that to be true. Had Alyta known about any other damahne that had been born, she would not have passed on all of her energy to him.

      That meant that he really was the only damahne alive.

      Jakob didn’t know how to feel about that. There was a certain sense of sadness that came to him knowing that he might be the final remaining damahne. What had Alyta felt all those years, knowing that she had been the final damahne? If it was just him now, if he was the last, what responsibility did he have to understand his abilities, and to find another—if they were to be born.

      Instead, selfishly, he had wanted to heal his brother, but he had wanted to heal others with the same affliction. If there was anything he could do to help them recover from the madness, he wanted to do it. More than that, he wanted to have some way of understanding whether Raime had influenced this, whether the high priest had triggered the madness in others.

      He stroked his brother’s cheek, feeling sadness.

      This was not the man he remembered, but this was all that was left of him. At least he was stable. Perhaps Jakob could learn enough in the days to come to help him, to find some way to have him reach beyond whatever had triggered the madness. Hadn’t the gods had some way of healing? Wasn’t that why they were so revered over the years?

      “We can go,” Jakob said.

      He watched his brother as they turned away, heading back toward the stairs. The last time he had seen Scottan, his brother had still attempted to speak, though had done so in tongues. This time, there had been no attempt to speak. This time, Scottan had barely seemed to realize they were there.

      Perhaps the healers were wrong. Scottan was not stable. Even with all his power, there wasn’t anything Jakob could do to help him.
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      Jakob stood in the courtyard with Novan at his side. The last time he had been here, he had seen the temple destroyed. There had been construction in the interim, though the Urmahne had not built it up quite as dramatically as it once had been. Before, the temple had been a replica of the Tower of the Gods in Thealon, now it was little more than three stories high, the stone continuing to be built higher, but it would take many years to finish the construction.

      “Why have you come here?” Novan asked.

      Jakob had his hands clasped behind him, and stood watching the temple. Dozens of men worked, dragging stone toward the rising tower. Now that he had seen the Tower in Thealon, he recognized how it was a pale replica of that majestic structure.

      “This was where everything began. This was where I first realized I had no choice but to leave the city.”

      Novan patted his shoulder. “You were never meant to remain in the city.”

      “You didn’t know that then. No one knew that then.”

      Novan sighed. “No. There were things that were obscured to me even then. Had Alyta known—or had she shared what she had known—perhaps much would’ve been different.”

      Jakob glanced over. That was the first that he had understood how troubled Novan was by what had happened. He was bothered by the loss of Alyta, though that wasn’t surprising. What was surprising was how Novan seemed to blame himself—and Alyta—for what had happened.

      “I was the one who needed to go north,” he said to Novan. “The trunk was meant for me.”

      Novan smiled. “I know that now. At the time, I did not. At the time, I don’t think even Endric understood, though Endric often sees things others of us do not. That has long been his gift.”

      “That has been his gift? Not his supreme sword ability?” Jakob asked with a smile.

      “There is much more to Endric than his sword,” Novan said. “Though I suppose you recognize that.”

      Jakob didn’t understand what it was, but he agreed that there was more to Endric than he had let on. No other man had such supreme skill with the sword. Brohmin came close—and in some ways, Jakob wondered whether Brohmin exceeded Endric—and Roelle had been equally talented, but there was something special about Endric.

      “We haven’t talked about what you will do now,” Novan said.

      “We?” Jakob asked.

      “I doubt you will remain here.”

      “I… I don’t know where to go. I had traveled with one of the daneamiin, but she needed to return to her lands.”

      Novan nodded slowly, turning to face the east, almost as if he could feel the pull of the Unknown Lands. Considering that Novan seemed to have a connection to ahmaean, maybe he did. Maybe he could detect the ahmaean of the Unknown Lands, and felt influenced by it, in such a way that he was drawn toward it.

      “I suppose they needed to know about her passing as well, though it is likely Aruhn would have known about what happened. He has always had a unique capacity to understand the fibers.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about them?”

      “There were many things you weren’t prepared for, Jakob Nialsen. Had I shared with you about the groeliin, would you have believed? Would you have believed that there were creatures out of a nightmare who existed in the north that only those with specific abilities could even see?”

      Jakob shook his head. “I think I would’ve had a hard time believing that I was capable of facing the Deshmahne,” Jakob said.

      “And yet, I suspect you were able to defeat even the greatest of the Deshmahne. Your skills have grown dramatically. The way you carry yourself—your entire demeanor—is one of a soldier now.”

      “I don’t think the damahne were meant to be soldiers.”

      Novan tipped his head, looking to the rebuilding of the tower. “Perhaps not. But I wonder if that might have been a mistake. They chased peace, fearing what would happen if fighting occurred, never fully understanding the value that would come from recognizing that fighting sometimes is a means toward peace.”

      “Should it be?” Jakob asked.

      “Is that a change of heart? I had not thought you to be a student of the Urmahne.”

      “I think I’m quite far from being a student of the Urmahne, but I wonder if perhaps fighting to reach peace is the wrong answer.”

      “Think of what you saw, Jakob. Do you think there would have been any other way to stop the groeliin?”

      “I don’t even understand the groeliin. I don’t know what motivates them. What drives them?”

      “Raime drives them. Or he did this time.”

      “Are they inherently evil?”

      Novan sighed. “Who’s to say? I don’t know that we have an answer as to whether they are inherently evil, or if evil is what they were forced to become. They have power, and they are dangerous. Perhaps that is answer enough. They seek destruction, and that destruction risks disrupting everything the Maker has created.”

      “And now it’s you who seems to have had a change of heart,” Jakob said. “You were always more cautious with your religion.”

      “Only because I knew the Urmahne was not a true religion. It was instigated by the Conclave out of necessity.”

      “Don’t let the priests hear you say that.”

      Novan chuckled. He was holding his staff, gripping it as he had been doing since Jakob first appeared, and the letters along the length of the staff glowed softly. As they did, Jakob could feel the subtle swirling of ahmaean around Novan. He suspected that Novan was aware of it—he had to be, especially with the level of control that he seemed to possess. It was greater than what he had seen with Salindra, making Jakob wonder whether the Magi were aware of how they used ahmaean, or whether it was simply Novan.

      “The priests have long known my perspective,” Novan said.

      “I think I need to return to the Unknown Lands,” Jakob said. “If Aruhn knows about the fibers, perhaps he can help guide me along them, so that I don’t get lost when I attempt to travel them.”

      Novan arched a brow. “An interesting phrase that you chose.”

      “What? Travel? Would you prefer I use glimpse, which is what the other damahne seem to prefer?”

      Novan shrugged. “It matters little to me what term you use, only that traveling seems to imply you are pushing yourself backward along the fibers. That seems risky, even without the ability to do it myself.”

      “That is what Therin claimed as well.”

      “Therin?”

      Jakob nodded.

      “Interesting. Come with me, Jakob. Perhaps there is something I have that might be of use to you as you search for answers.”

      Novan turned, tapping his staff on the ground as he walked. Each step he took, the staff tapped, and each time it did, a pale light seemed to flash. It was brief, but each time it pulsed, it caused the ahmaean around Novan to swirl even more, as if the effort of using the staff triggered something within him and helped his connection to the ahmaean.

      Jakob followed, and Novan led him back to the library. It was a squat building that took up a small section of the palace grounds. It was incredibly familiar, and strangely welcoming returning here. The building had a blanket of ivy that crept along its sides and a damp, almost musty odor to it.

      Novan pulled the door open, and Jakob followed closely, keeping pace with the once taller historian. Jakob must have grown in the time that he’d been away, because he had gained perhaps an inch on Novan. Then again, were he damahne, he would necessarily be tall. All the damahne were tall, much like the Magi who were descended from them.

      Jakob waited at a table in the library while Novan searched along the shelves, ultimately grabbing a volume from them and returning to the table. He set it down in front of Jakob and patted the cover of the book. “This. When you said the name Therin, it triggered a memory.”

      “What memory?” Jakob asked.

      “There are many names mentioned in the ancient texts. Most have little reference, and it’s difficult to follow who is connected to whom, but in a few, names stand out. They are names that are mentioned only as a single name, not both a first name and family name. Many have questioned what that has meant over the years, but I have long suspected that the damahne only used their first names in these texts.”

      “And you saw the name Therin?”

      “That name. A few others.”

      “What of Baylan?”

      “Unfortunately, that name I am not familiar with.” He patted the top of the book again. “See if there’s anything in here that sparks anything for you, Jakob. If there is, then perhaps you can use that to know when you traveled. Perhaps that will give you some idea of what your vision thought was important for you.”

      “Why would that matter? The vision doesn’t necessarily take me to what’s most important, only to a time in my past.”

      “Are you so certain? Some have suggested that visions are granted when they are most important.”

      “I don’t know that we would have access to what the damahne consider important.”

      Novan stared at the book in front of Jakob. “No. The damahne kept their records separate. What I wouldn’t give to see them…” He shook his head, a wry smile coming to his lips. “But there are others who also have visions. Think of what the Magi possess.”

      “You mean their prophets?”

      “Yes. Men like Haerlin, those who have the ability to glimpse along the fibers, to see things that others of the Magi are unable to see. Many suspect they are given visions of what is important, not simply banal visions. That would be a useless ability.”

      Jakob resisted asking more. Hadn’t Haerlin had visions of him? Hadn’t Raime had visions of him? And the high priests visions had entailed a view of nothingness. Was that what Jakob was to trigger? He didn’t want to be responsible for the end of all things, but that seemed to be the natural conclusion to nothingness. The idea that he could be responsible for that horrified him.

      “If that’s the case, then each vision I have had has been important to me for some reason.”

      “Until you gain control over it, I have to believe the visions you do obtain are important for various reasons.”

      The vision of him facing the groeliin had certainly been helpful. It was because of that vision that Jakob had managed to fight the groeliin again. Without it, he wouldn’t have known how to split open the ground to swallow the creatures. He might have ended up with the spear in his shoulder, but that spear had possibly saved him and Brohmin.

      What of his vision of Shoren?

      That had involved the choosing. He had seen one of the first Conclaves, and had seen their choice of Uniter. Didn’t that have value to him, and help him understand what it was that he was asked to do?

      Then there was his vision of Aimielen. In that vision, he had seen the first of the daneamiin, and had understood how they were viewed by others of the damahne. He didn’t know quite why he had been given that vision, but perhaps it had been so that he could understand what Anda—and her people—had gone through.

      What of seeing Niall?

      The vision had been incomplete, though he suspected that had he remained in the vision, he would have seen his predecessor—his great-father—fight and kill others. It had given him an understanding of what his great-father had gone through, and how Neamiin had been used before.

      If all of that was true, then it meant that his vision as Baylan was equally true and important. What had he learned and seen there?

      He had seen the way the daneamiin were still treated, and had recognized that there was war. Beyond that, he had learned that he had placed himself too deeply into the past, and that he endangered the damahne he possessed when he did.

      Was there anything else?

      That was what he needed to determine.

      He took a seat at the table and began flipping pages in the book. Novan watched him for a moment, before nodding to himself and leaving, making his way through the library, reminding Jakob of all the other times that they had worked together, and that Novan had left him.

      The words were in the ancient language, but each time Jakob attempted to read the ancient language it became easier for him. His facility with it improved, and he no longer stumbled over each and every word, now able to quickly decipher it, reading it fluently.

      He didn’t see the name Therin, not at first, but recognized that there was a war.

      Had that been what Therin had indicated to him? Was that why the damahne had wanted him to retreat—or why Baylan should not have been there?

      As he read, he felt an overwhelming fatigue begin to strike him. It was the same as he had felt when he had been to the library before, the same tiredness that had often overcome him when he was sitting, studying, and working with Novan. Jakob wished he could keep his eyes open, but it was a struggle, and he finally rested his head, praying that he did not have a vision again, and praying that if he did, he did not step back to deeply and risk another of the damahne.
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      When his eyes flickered open, Jakob saw himself in the midst of a rocky, mountainous ridge. Deep beneath him stretched a stream of people, all walking quickly, making their way along a path that Jakob could barely see from his vantage. He knew it was there, and had walked it himself, but from his height, he could not see it. Flickers of darkness appeared at the edge of his vision before fading.

      I have walked it?

      Yes, I have walked it. Stay back.

      It was a warning, and one that he heard from deep within his mind. Unlike the last vision, this one seemed alerted to his presence, much like the time when he had been in the mountains and had faced the groeliin, learning that he could shift the earth.

      Where is this? he asked himself.

      If nothing else, he would have a conversation with himself if it were needed, one that might get him answers to what his connection to the fibers was, and to help him figure out how to use that connection.

      If Novan was right, this vision was important. What would he learn this time?

      You are here too strongly, the voice in his mind told him.

      I don’t have any other way of coming, Jakob said.

      There are other ways of viewing the past. You come too deeply. You risk both of us by doing this.

      So I have been warned. I don’t have a guide.

      The voice in the back of his mind seemed to gasp. No guide? How is it possible for you to follow the fibers if you don’t have a guide? You risk damaging them by walking this way.

      In the distance, the people making their way along the mountain path looked up. There was something that seemed almost familiar to him. They were all armed, each carrying swords, and wearing leathers, and the paint on their faces made him realize what it was that he was seeing.

      Antrilii.

      He had heard nothing about the Antrilii before meeting them with Roelle. Why would he have a vision of the Antrilii? Was it important for him to see them? Was there something about the Antrilii that he was meant to know? Or was it this conversation—the one with himself?

      Thunder rumbled distantly and then faded.

      Why are you here? the voice asked.

      I don’t know. Sometimes when I fall asleep, I have these visions.

      Visions? This is more than visions. You travel the fibers.

      Can you help me understand how I do it? Jakob asked.

      It is not something that should be easily done. No damahne has the ability to walk the fibers quite so boldly. And if they did, they would know that they should not. Such a thing is dangerous to all who move along the fibers.

      In my time, there are none who move along the fibers.

      For a moment, Jakob felt as if something rifled through his mind, before the voice returned.

      The damahne are gone? the voice asked.

      Apparently, I am the last.

      Which is why you don’t have a guide.

      I need to learn how to glimpse my ancestors so that I don’t move too dangerously along the fibers.

      That is how you plan to understand what the damahne can do?

      Do you have another suggestion? Jakob asked him.

      He was certain it was a him. There was something very masculine in the way the voice approached him, but which damahne was he this time? Why here—and why at this time? If it was the Antrilii, it would have been in the last one thousand years.

      There are other ways of learning. There are places of learning. The damahne keep records—

      Jakob squinted, trying to see the people making their way along the trail. What was it that they were doing? There seemed to be something important about their movement, but he wasn’t certain what it was.

      I’ve been to the place of records. The Tower has too many books for me to easily understand.

      There are other places besides the Tower, the voice said.

      I’ve been to the Forest as well.

      And there are places other than the Forest.

      Do you mean the daneamiin?

      They should not exist. They are no more a part of this world than the groeliin.

      Jakob was surprised that this damahne would be so upset about the presence of the daneamiin. What was it about them that angered the damahne?

      Why shouldn’t they exist?

      They are a perversion of the Maker.

      How? How are they a perversion of the Maker when they are nothing but peaceful.

      Without the daneamiin, the damahne would thrive. Their presence steals from the seal.

      The seal?

      This voice was providing him with additional information, but it seemed things beyond what Jakob fully understood. There had to be more—or had to be something that he could understand—but doing so required that he somehow pull on this damahne’s knowledge. If he could, if he could absorb some of the learning that the damahne possessed—he might be able to understand something as simple as tracing the fibers.

      Has it fallen? the voice asked.

      Seeing as how I don’t know what it is, I can’t answer.

      A chill washed through him. For a moment, it felt as if he couldn’t move, as if the damahne within him—the other being—took control.

      The seal must not fail, the voice said.

      What is the seal?

      The seal between creation and destruction. That between making and unmaking. It is what preserves everything. It is the purpose of the damahne.

      And if the damahne fall?

      You must not fall. The seal must not fail. If it does, that which the Maker created will be undone. The world of man requires the damahne, though they do not know it.

      Jakob felt overwhelmed. Brohmin had shared something similar, though not to the same extent. Had he known about the role for the damahne? Had Brohmin known more than he had let on?

      Thunder rumbled again. The sky was clear, but there was a distant edge of darkness.

      In my time, they view damahne as gods.

      In this time as well. There has been a war fought over it.

      What of them, Jakob asked, pointing toward the Antrilii walking along the path.

      The hunters?

      Jakob smiled to himself. Brohmin had been referred to as the Hunter by the Antrilii. Was that an intentional connection? Or was there something else to it?

      Yes. The hunters. What are they doing?

      They are hunters. They hunt.

      Jakob needed a better vantage, and he focused on a spot on the mountainside closer to the Antrilii, and shifted to it. Even in his vision, he felt a tug within his mind, and a pull upon his ahmaean, and then he appeared, standing closer. He could better see the Antrilii, and realized that one of them was dragging something along with him. Jakob stared, and it took a moment to see that he was dragging a groeliin.

      From here, Jakob could see how enormous the creature was. Tattoos marked the entire hide, and seemed to move. A dark ahmaean swirled around the groeliin.

      It’s not dead?

      The voice chuckled in his head. How could it be dead if we wanted them to study it?

      It’s enormous.

      They breed them large. The Hunters are well suited to the task, and are able to prevent them from getting too disruptive.

      When was this? If this was before the Magi founded Vasha, then the groeliin still had to spread, and still had to lead to the destruction that they eventually would manage. If it was later, then the hunters he saw below him were already the Antrilii.

      Would the voice inside his head be able to tell him?

      Was there any way that Jakob could frame the question so that he could discover that answer?

      Have the groeliin already attacked throughout the south?

      They attack?

      That was all the answer Jakob needed. This was prior to the groeliin spread, prior to them managing to practically destroy all of the south. Something had happened at that time, a dangerous change, one that had led to the gods retreating from the world.

      They attack, Jakob confirmed.

      Then the hunters must be more diligent, the damahne told him.

      Jakob doubted that would make much difference. He worried what would happen since he had shared a piece of the future with this damahne, though likely it mattered very little. The damahne could reach along the fibers, they could glimpse some of the future. It was likely that they knew what happened.

      How can I look back along the fibers without traveling them? Jakob asked.

      I can’t answer that without explaining how to reach the fibers.

      Then how do I reach the fibers?

      How do you reach them now?

      Most of the time, it has come when I have been asleep—at least I think I’ve been asleep.

      Most of the time? the voice asked.

      I’ve had one when I was awake. There was a vision of a nemerahl.

      The voice laughed. A vision? You don’t have the nemerahl in your time?

      They live, but I have never seen them.

      You are damahne. You should have bonded to one by now. Especially if you are able to walk the fibers. All damahne will bond to a nemerahl.

      All? Why had Jakob not bonded to one?

      Unless he had started to. The nemerahl had come to him, had come looking for him, and followed him from the Unknown Lands to the Great Forest. That had to mean something, didn’t it? That had to mean that perhaps the nemerahl wanted to find him, and to bond to him.

      But then the nemerahl had disappeared. He hadn’t seen the creature at any point following his departure from the Great Forest.

      Do the nemerahl fight the groeliin? Jakob asked.

      The nemerahl do not fight. The damahne do not fight. Is it not the same in your time?

      Maybe it is. I didn’t know that I was damahne until recently.

      There was another sense of rifling in his head, and then the damahne seemed to recognize something. You have fought—and killed. That is not the role of the damahne. That will disrupt the seal.

      I have fought and killed groeliin.

      It doesn’t matter. Doing so is dangerous. Peace is what maintains the seal.

      Was it values like this that had prompted the creation of the Urmahne?

      There can be no peace if the groeliin destroy everything, Jakob said.

      He didn’t think the damahne had any role in preventing the attack in the past, but maybe they should have. Maybe it was good that he shared this with this damahne, and maybe he could help prevent some of the future devastation.

      But if he did, would he change the future?

      Is it possible to change what has happened? Jakob asked.

      Once the fibers are twisted, once they are woven, they are fixed. Anything from that point on is stable. Beyond that, there can be many possibilities, but the past is unchangeable.

      Then why is it dangerous for me to walk back along the fibers like this? I’ve been told that by another, and warned that doing so places me in danger, but also places the other in danger.

      Because you endanger your future. That is not yet fixed. You can walk back, you can trace the past, but you may become trapped—or you might pull a bit of the past with you to the future. That influences the future in a way that cannot be fully predicted.

      Doesn’t it also influence the past? Doesn’t removing a part of the person who had been in the past then change it?

      There are no changes to the past. The fibers are fixed.

      The voice in the back of his head seemed intent on making that point, though Jakob wondered whether it was completely true. Could it be possible for there to be some influence? If they were able to reach back, and were able to walk along the fibers, why couldn’t he change something?

      The damahne that he had encountered all seemed to believe that it wasn’t possible, but they all seem to share the same belief that he shouldn’t be able to travel so completely along the fibers.

      What if there were others who managed to do this?

      What if Raime managed to do this?

      The idea gave Jakob chills. Just thinking about the possibility of the High Priest managing to use his abilities to walk backward along the fibers, and influence something… Could that have been what had triggered the madness?

      I need you to teach me how to reach the fibers, Jakob told him.

      It is difficult in this manner. You are here so deeply that I am not myself. I don’t think I can reach the fibers with your presence here.

      Can you reach through me?

      That bothered Jakob to even consider it, but for him to learn, he needed to be willing to make such a sacrifice.

      If I do this, it’s possible that you will become stuck here.

      Jakob considered refusing, but this was what he needed. This is what would help him understand another part of his abilities. Not all of them. There was much that he didn’t understand, and suspected that he wouldn’t, not until he had time to read through the works that were stored in the Tower, or in the Forest, but if he could learn to look back safely, he would be able to understand so much more than what he had before.

      Do it, Jakob said.

      Another cold chill raced through him. As it did, there was a flash of colors, a surge of what he suspected was ahmaean, and everything seemed to pause.

      Jakob had experienced a similar pause of time, but it had always been when his mind had shifted, splintering, and it happened at times of great distress.

      It was because of it that he had managed to defeat the Deshmahne priests, and because of it that he had managed to slow the groeliin. Was he somehow using the fibers then unknowingly?

      Why wouldn’t he be? He had used them to support his visions without knowing exactly what he was doing.

      With the pressure of ahmaean building, he realized that it had turned inward. It seemed as if a vast tunnel of swirling light opened before him. He was pulled along it, and drifted, seeing a scattering of images. It happened so quickly that he wasn’t entirely certain what he saw, but he recognized what this damahne showed him.

      With a reversal of the ahmaean, the tunneling changed directions, and it forced him backward, away from the connection, before finally he was back in the present—at least the present for the damahne.

      Are you still there? the damahne asked.

      Jakob felt overwhelmed by what had happened. I am here.

      Good. There was the possibility that you could get trapped through the process, and I’m glad that I won’t be responsible for that. The damahne seem to pause. Are you able to reproduce what happened?

      I saw what you did with the ahmaean. How you turned it inward.

      You saw that? There should be nothing you could have seen.

      I don’t know how, but that is what I saw.

      Interesting.

      Who are you? Jakob asked. What’s your name?

      I am Gareth sen’Trons. And you?

      I am Jakob Nialsen.

      Well, Jakob Nialsen, It’s unsafe for you to remain here any longer. And, it may be unsafe for me.

      I don’t know how to leave intentionally.

      You have to leave the same way you came.

      I came by falling asleep.

      Then let me help.

      Jakob felt a buildup of pressure in the back of his head—actually, the back of the head of the damahne he was possessing. As he did, he realized it was ahmaean shifting, and it continued to pulse, a pounding sense that erupted from the back of his head, shooting toward the front. He had experienced a similar splitting in his head before, but that had been during times of great distress. This seemed to have come on because of something that the damahne—Gareth—had done to him.

      He was forced forward.

      Jakob had no other way to describe what happened, but that was the sense of what he experienced. It was as if he was in his body—in his mind—and thrust from himself, and thrust along a dark corridor.

      There were snippets of images as he went.

      Jakob wished he could hold onto those images long enough to know what they meant, and that he could use them and borrow from them so that he could understand more, but what Gareth had shown him was enough. It had to be enough.

      The force threw him forward with increasing speed. Never before had he been aware of the transition from the vision to departing it. This was overwhelming, nearly nauseating, but he hung on.

      A deep part of his mind told him that he needed to maintain an awareness of himself.

      How was he to do that? If he didn’t, Therin’s warning might come true, and he might lose himself, and he didn’t think that he would have any way of recovering his mind if that were to happen. Jakob didn’t know nearly enough about controlling the ahmaean, or controlling the way that it protected him.

      But… could he use it to wrap around his mind?

      He had seen the way Gareth had turned the ahmaean inward. That had created something of a tunnel, a way to move backward along it. Could Jakob do something similar? If he did, could he use it to protect himself from the onslaught of the transition out of the past?

      As he raced along the corridor, forced with increasing speed, he felt something slipping.

      It was a strange sensation, almost as if parts of him were being sloughed off.

      With horror, he realized that this had to be what Therin and Gareth had warned him about.

      In a rush, Jakob wrapped his ahmaean around him, but he didn’t think it would be enough.

      There came a reverberating sense, that of another sort of ahmaean, and it came from a distance, down the same corridor he had come from.

      Jakob was familiar with the sense. It had been the same sort of sensation he had from Gareth.

      Was the damahne helping him?

      He didn’t think that Gareth would have the capability of reaching into the future.

      Unless Jakob had somehow tethered to him, so that Gareth was still tied to him in some way. If that were the case, it would be dangerous.

      Jakob pushed back, forcing himself against the sense of ahmaean, and lurched forward along the corridor, wrapping his ahmaean around his mind protectively.

      It formed a seal, but he still didn’t know if it was enough, if he was enough.

      He floundered, realizing that he was sliding the wrong way.

      Flashes of visions came to him.

      He saw himself as a man kissing a woman, but didn’t know which man, or which woman. In another vision, he was fighting, hacking with the sword—but not his sword Neamiin. Still another vision came, and he was trapped in chains, unable to move his arms or legs, pain everywhere. Others came, flashes of them, more than he could count.

      Were these all the visions of his ancestors?

      There had to be some way to control this. There had to be some way for him to retreat without getting lost.

      How did it happen when he was sleeping?

      Then, something else had pulled him from it. Almost as if he had protected himself, managing to do it unknowingly seemed easier than now that he was aware. Then again, in the past, he hadn’t been thrown back into the present. Perhaps Gareth had done this to him, the force of his transition more than what Jakob could accommodate.

      Colors began to swirl around him. Jakob felt himself spinning out of control. He grew increasingly dizzy, and his head throbbed, pulsing as it had back before he even understood what it was, or what it meant. With it, he felt the pulsing of his ahmaean. In the past, he had his sword to focus it, but here, moving through the fibers, there was nothing to stabilize him.

      As he traveled, he felt a distant and dark sense.

      Jakob spun, trying to detect what he had felt. He had detected something similar before, and had known that same darkness.

      Why should he know that darkness?

      Deshmahne.

      Groeliin.

      Raime.

      Each flashed through his mind, and each was similar in some ways, yet very different.

      The darkness surged again, but Jakob was dragged past it. It felt like a wound against him, an angry shooting pain that faded as soon as he was past it. He was carried forward, not of his own volition, not with his own control, but pulled, nonetheless.

      The spinning increased. Jakob spiraled out of control, not able to slow himself. Not able to do anything other than follow the direction of where he was dragged.

      Fear caused his mind to shift again. Ahmaean surged from him.

      And then he was out.
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      Jakob awoke to a pounding headache, and pain coursing throughout him. It was a pain similar to past injuries, the pain that reminded him of when he had first begun developing the strangeness that ultimately turned into his abilities. He was lying in a bed and staring up at a strange, thatched ceiling. He turned his head and noted a narrow shelf along one wall, but nothing else. A thin sheet covered him, and he peeled it back, glancing down to see that he was completely undressed.

      A stack of clothes lay on the floor under the shelf. Jakob got out of bed, groaning softly as he did, and dressed as quickly as he could.

      Where was he?

      The style of dress here did not resemble that of Chrysia, and the clothing was clearly not his own.

      As he dressed, a sickening thought came to him.

      Had he not gotten out of the path of the fibers as he thought he had?

      When he had been traveling forward, there had been a sense of movement, and he thought that he was pushed free, but what if he was pushed into a different time?

      Considering the nature of his visions, Jakob might not even know.

      He stepped out of the room, ducking his head to clear the doorway as he did, and cautiously walked along the hall where he found a flight of stairs leading down. He took the stairs, still unsure what he would find. Had Novan brought him here? Wherever here was. That would be the only other way he would have managed to appear someplace else. Yet, if Novan had, why this unfamiliar place? Was there something about it that was meaningful? Was this a place where he could be protected?

      Or was this a place where Novan intended for him to find answers.

      At the bottom of the stairs, a room opened up. It would seem he was in someone’s home. There was a small, cozy table surrounded by three simple, wooden chairs. A counter along one wall had metal bowls piled high with fruit. Jakob looked at them and grabbed one from a multi-colored bowl, and brought it to his mouth.

      “You shouldn’t eat that.”

      Jakob spun and saw a young woman standing in front of him. She had dark brown hair, and blue-green eyes that blazed inquisitively. “Why shouldn’t I?”

      “They are meant for the midday meal. You shouldn’t take them. Otherwise, Jessica will be angry.”

      Jakob looked around, pausing to listen. As he did, he tried to focus on his ahmaean, to see it swirling around him, to prove to himself that this was something other than a vision, but none swirled around him. It was as if any connection that he had to the ahmaean had been severed.

      Not severed. It was simply missing.

      This had to be a vision, but to when? And where? Was there any way he could discern this? And if he couldn’t, was there any way he could return to his time, and who he was supposed to be?

      Gareth had shown him how to move along the fibers, but he had done so using the ahmaean. Without any connection to it, Jakob wouldn’t be able to return.

      Would he be trapped in this time? Would he be forced to stay here until he awoke?

      He was here fully, which meant that he was possibly here too strongly. That had been a warning from the others, a warning that advised him to be cautious with how much he walked back. This time, he hadn’t intended to remain along the fibers. He had wanted to return, and thought he had.

      “When is the midday meal?” Jakob asked.

      He wanted to ask who Jessica was, but that would only open him up to other questions.

      “Come on,” the girl said, grabbing his hand. She pulled him out of the small home and into bright sunlight.

      Vivid colors erupted around him. Flowers with massive petals bloomed all around in a garden, some with green and blue and orange, more brightly colored than any flower he had ever seen. The smells trickled to his nose, filling it. The air had an arid quality to it, with none of the humidity that he was accustomed to in Thealon or even to the north. A trail worked through the garden, and the girl led him along it, running with a giggle as she went.

      Jakob was pulled along with her and didn’t resist. “Where are you taking me?”

      “You slept long enough, Daniel. It’s time for you to come with me.”

      As they raced through the garden, the flowers began to thin out, replaced by small flowering shrubs. He resisted the urge to reach out and run his hands along the leaves and was thankful that he did. Had he done so, thorns would’ve torn at his flesh. The path opened up to a wider, hard-packed road, and the girl raced along that way. She paused from time to time, glancing back at him, a smile parting her lips as she did. Jakob began to lose track of all his questions, caught up in the moment, caught up in looking at her. She was lovely, and full of energy and laughter and a zest for life. It was appealing.

      He ran alongside her, holding her hand, feeling freedom in the run. Racing along here was comfortable, much like holding Kalyn’s hand was comfortable.

      Kalyn. Yes, he remembered her name now. She was a friend. Why would he have ever thought otherwise?

      “Why are we running toward the coast?” Jakob asked.

      Jakob?

      The name didn’t quite fit. Another did, one that Kalyn had used on him, a name that felt as comfortable as the sateen shirt he wore.

      “Did you hit your head while you were sleeping?” Kalyn asked.

      “Maybe,” Daniel said. “I don’t… I don’t feel quite right.”

      “Today’s the Drawing Festival. I know you normally go with Jessica, but I thought today…” Kalyn bit her lip and smiled at him. It felt as if he had known her for ages, and he recognized that smile, and the sparkle behind her eyes, the same sparkle that had gotten him into trouble.

      Jessica… He thought back, trying to remember who she was. It seemed as if he should know her, but why was it so difficult to recall it?

      Maybe he had hit his head getting out of bed.

      After a while, they reached the rocky coast, and from here, Daniel was able to look out and see massive white swells curling and crashing along the rocks just beyond the shore. The sound of it alone could have called to him. The air had changed, no longer quite as dry as it had been inland. Now he inhaled the scent of the sea on the salt air, the mist from the spray dampening his cheeks.

      A distant thought pushed through his mind. What was the Drawing Festival?

      Even as he asked, he knew. He had attended dozens since he and Jessica had emigrated from the north. It was a unique festival for the people in Polle Pal, one where they welcomed merchants from all over, a celebration of bountiful harvests and of trade and of the people. Isolated as they were here on this massive cliff overlooking the coast, it was often difficult for ships to reach them. The festival gave them an excuse to travel to the larger city where they’d see all the merchants.

      He and Jessica had wanted to escape the north, to escape the violence, and had come to Polle Pal, but any hope of starting anew had been challenged. The people here were not always welcoming to them, other than Kalyn, and she had another motivation, one that Daniel didn’t completely know quite yet.

      In the distance, ships bobbed on the waves, up and down. Massive sails were unfurled, catching the wind, blowing them closer to shore. Where was the port? Daniel couldn’t remember and didn’t know if it was because of a head injury, or because of something else. His mind did feel foggy, as if he had either slept too long, or not well enough.

      “Those are from Bastiin,” she said excitedly.

      The comment triggered something in his mind. Bastiin ships. They were dangerous to him.

      He started to pull away, wanting to retreat from the wall. All he wanted to do was rest, to sleep off the confusion that he felt. His mind seemed to war with itself, as if it battled over who would be in control.

      Why would he feel such a strange sensation?

      This was supposed to be a fun day, Festival Day, one he could spend with Kalyn—no, with Jessica. Wasn’t that who he wanted to spend it with?

      Daniel no longer knew who he wanted to spend it with. Nor did he know who he was supposed to spend it with. With the confusion, there were snippets of memories that came from Jessica. They had a life, something else… children.

      Had children.

      Something had happened.

      That was why he had come to Polle Pal, and why he feared the ships from Bastiin.

      They were responsible somehow.

      “Daniel?” Kalyn asked.

      “I should get back. Jessica will be—”

      Kalyn’s face clouded. “You should get back. This was a mistake. I thought that we could be here as friends, but…”

      There was hurt in her voice, and Daniel knew that he was responsible for putting it there.

      What had happened? What had he done to her? How had he injured her?

      No answer came to him, though he knew that it should. He knew that he should comfort her, that she had gone through something nearly as devastating as he had, though he might not quite recall what that was. That was her reason for coming to him, her reason for wanting comfort.

      And he pushed her away.

      A memory drifted to the forefront of his mind. It was one of loss. She had lost as well.

      Daniel had lost his children, and he remembered vividly now what it had been like holding Agnes’s fallen body, her limp and lifeless neck rolled back, her eyes glassy. Finding Oleha had been even worse.

      Kalyn had lost as well. What had she lost?

      A loved one. Her husband.

      Despite that, still she laughed. Still she smiled. That was the appeal to Daniel. Jessica no longer smiled. She no longer laughed.

      In the five years since they had lost their children, laughter was rare.

      Daniel stepped toward Kalyn, feeling the warmth coming off her body, noting the curves beneath her silky dress. She looked at him with a question shining in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Kalyn. This…”

      She placed her hand on his cheek and smiled at him. It was that smile that had drawn him to her from the very beginning. It was the laughter that had made them friends. “I know, Daniel. You have suffered greatly.”

      “I’m not the only one who has suffered,” Daniel said.

      “It’s different. I don’t pretend to think otherwise. It’s just…”

      “It’s just what?”

      “It’s just that when I see you, when I see you smile and laugh, you transform. You’re someone else. It’s almost as if the person that you were before comes out, the person who was lost when you lost your children. All I would like is a chance to help bring that person out permanently.”

      “I don’t know if it’s possible,” Daniel said. “With what happened, that person might be gone. Buried.”

      “Only if you want three people to have died that day.”

      The words were said gently, but they were a nudge, and one that Daniel realized he needed.

      “What do I do?” he asked. “She needs me as well.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps you only think she needs you. Holding on to the past only traps you there. You need to let go. You need to move on, accept what you can’t change. Only then can you be free to welcome the possibilities the future might bring.”

      Daniel squeezed his eyes closed. “I… I don’t know what to do. I’m afraid that if I let go, and if I move on, that I’ll forget them.”

      She removed her hand from his cheek and placed it on his chest. His heart was hammering there, and he felt a connection to her, one he had not felt in many years. It was one he had never truly had with Jessica. The arrangement of their marriage had made them friends, but not much else. The loss of their children had changed even that.

      “How can you forget them when you hold them so close?”

      “But if I let go of the past, won’t I let go of their memory?”

      “If you hold on to the past, you alter their memory.” She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. Where her lips touched his skin, it tingled, sending a vibration through him, one that began as a slow pulsing then worked out from his chest and raced down to his toes and through the rest of his body.

      Daniel practically throbbed with the sensation.

      There was something familiar to it, something that he had forgotten for nearly as long as he had forgotten who he had been.

      He stepped back, and Kalyn looked at him with hurt in her eyes.

      Daniel smiled. “Thank you,” he said.

      “What is it? Have you decided that you don’t want…” She shook her head before finishing, forcing a smile.

      Daniel knew her well enough to recognize that it was not genuine, just as he recognized the edge of hurt in her eyes. “I don’t want to cause anyone any more hurt. Let me talk to her first. Then…”

      Kalyn’s face changed, the smile that returned was genuine. “You want to do it during the Drawing Festival?”

      “I need to say something,” he said.

      Kalyn turned to face the rocky shore, and stared out at the waves crashing in the distance. “Do what you must, and know that I’ll be waiting.”

      Daniel stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, turning her to face him. Holding her like this felt right. It felt comforting in a way that he had been missing. It felt as if a part of him returned. Standing this close to her, feeling the warmth from her, he wanted nothing more than to kiss her gently on the lips, to stay with her, but he didn’t want to hurt Jessica. He owed her the truth. Regardless of what had happened between them, or the fact that both of them had changed, and that their arranged marriage was no longer a happy one, he owed her that.

      “Thank you,” Daniel said.

      He kissed her cheek, and stepped away.

      As he turned, in the distance he saw a figure standing on the ridgeline, watching them.

      He knew without question that it was Jessica.

      Daniel glanced back at Kalyn, and she nodded. “Go to her.”

      Daniel ran. Jessica approached the edge of the rocks just as Daniel reached her. She stood there, too close to the edge, the water crashing against the rocks over a hundred feet below them.

      “Jessica?”

      “I’ve known, Daniel. I’ve seen the way that you smile when you’re with her.”

      “Jessica. Take a step back.”

      “All I want is to be with them. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. And you… you seem determined to move past them.”

      “Not past them. I miss them as much as you do.”

      Jessica shook her head violently. “Not as much as I do. You could never miss them as much as I do. I’m their mother. I was their mother.”

      “And I their father.”

      “I can’t find happiness here, Daniel. No matter what you might think. I know we came here to forget, but I can’t. I can’t forget seeing their eyes. I can’t forget seeing the hurt on their faces. I can’t forget seeing their lives dashed from them.”

      “I see all of those things as well,” Daniel said.

      “No. You still see hope where I see nothing but loss.” She stepped a little closer to the edge, and Daniel reach for her, grabbing her hand as she jumped.

      He pulled, trying to keep her from dropping to the rocks below, but she had pushed off with too much force. Her momentum carried him forward, carried him over the edge.

      A smile parted Jessica’s lips.

      As they fell, Daniel spun, seeing Kalyn staring at him horrified.

      The rocks greeted him with a painful crash. Now they would both rejoin their children.

      Then there was no more.
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      Isandra followed Jassan into the city, unable to help the wide-eyed stare she had as she looked around, studying the buildings all around her. They were simply—and skillfully—built. Roofs were made of a strange slate, nothing like what was used in the south. Most had windows, and the glass set into them was also skillfully created. They had decorative elements, though most seemed to serve a dual purpose, not only decorative but also defensive. The bars over the windows had twisted and exotic designs, but she suspected they also served to protect the inhabitants.

      “How many people live in the city?” she asked Jassan, as they made their way further into the city.

      “Farsea has nearly ten thousand people.”

      Ten thousand? She struggled to believe this city could have that many, though it was possible she hadn’t seen the entirety of it. Maybe she had seen only an outer edge, only enough to recognize that there was a city here.

      “And all are Antrilii?”

      Jassan glanced back at her. “What else would they be?”

      “What about merchants? Traders? How do you—”

      “We are able to provide for ourselves. We produce everything required to survive.”

      Isandra sensed a slightly offended tone in his voice. “I didn’t mean—”

      Jassan smiled. “I know that you didn’t mean anything by that. These lands are the Antrilii’s. No others have ventured here in over a thousand years.”

      “Don’t you want to be a part of the rest of the world?”

      “With what we must do, there is no reason to do so. Too much is at stake, too many could be hurt if we fail. It’s best that we remain where we are, and that we remain hidden.”

      They stopped at a two-story building, and two of the men in their party pulled Tarin from the saddle and carried him down the street, where they disappeared. She wondered where they were taking him, but was pulled from the thought by Jassan motioning her forward, and she dismounted and followed him into the building.

      “Where are you taking me?” Isandra asked Jassan.

      “You have come to the Antrilii lands. Now it is time for you to meet the leaders of the Antrilii.”

      “The tribe chiefs don’t lead the Antrilii?”

      “We lead when there is war,” Jassan said.

      “Isn’t there always war for the Antrilii? I thought you told me that you were always fighting the groeliin.”

      “We always fight the groeliin, but it is different from being at war. Only during wartime do the tribe chiefs lead.” He reached for the handle of the door leading into the two-story building, and glanced back at her. “You will find that the Antrilii can be welcoming. But you may also find that there are those who are not.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that there are those among the Antrilii who were not pleased that Nahrsin led warriors south,” he said. “And they will not be pleased that I have a Mage with me, especially one of the Magi Council.”

      “How much can you know of the Magi Council?” she asked. She turned her attention to the street, taking in the strange city of Farsea. It was like any other city that she’d been to, but in some ways, it was much different. This was a city where none should exist.

      “We know much about the Magi Council,” he said.

      “How? How can you know about the Council when we know so little about the Antrilii?”

      “The Magi have chosen to turn a blind eye to the Antrilii. We have not chosen the same.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, Mage, that we have been watching our cousins to the south, waiting for a time when you would recognize that there was more that the Antrilii could offer, but that recognition never came. The closest we came was with Endric, and he knew simply because he is Antrilii.”

      The door opened, and he stepped inside, giving her a brief—but encouraging—look.

      Isandra stood frozen in place for a moment. What did he mean by cousins?

      She had recognized that the Antrilii had some sort of ability—they must, considering the way they were able to face and overwhelm the groeliin, an ability she had been taught only those blessed by the gods like the Magi were capable of—but what was that ability?

      There was much of the history of the Antrilii and the Magi that she needed to know, that she needed to understand.

      Even more reason for her to send word to the Council.

      Would the Antrilii allow her to send word? Would they help facilitate it in any way?

      Isandra didn’t know. What she did know was that there was something about the Antrilii that drew her. She didn’t understand it, but couldn’t deny that she felt a kinship with them, and a surge of connection from them, one that seemed natural. Especially from Jassan.

      Why should that be? Why should she feel a connection to the people who lived so far away from what she knew, and where she considered home?

      It was curiosity that finally sent her moving forward.

      She stepped inside the room and found it to be a cozy sort of place. It was the kind of room that could fit in any city. The walls were a paneled wood, stained a soft brown that matched the wide wooden planks that covered the floor. The scent of baked breads and other spices filled the air.

      What stood out were the paintings along the wall. They were exquisite depictions of the gods. Isandra had seen similar paintings, of similar quality, but only in Vasha—and only in the palace. Seeing them here, in a building that looked to be nothing more than a tavern, made her realize how little she knew, and how little she had expected to find here.

      Jassan had gone over to the other side of the room, and now stood before a bench, leaning toward a woman seated in a leather-covered chair. The woman was older and had silvery hair that hung loose around her shoulders. Deep wrinkles creased the corners of her eyes, and she had a sharp nose.

      Isandra frowned a moment, wondering if the grayish leather on the chair was groeliin, before realizing that couldn’t be. The Antrilii had made a point of destroying the bodies of the groeliin after they fought them. They never would have turned them into furniture. She still didn’t recognize the leather, though after years of living with the Magi in the palace, years spent as an Elder, she had an eye for quality. Everything in this building spoke of quality.

      Had they made all of this?

      Jassan had said that no traders came through here, but that meant they must have their own skilled blacksmiths, skilled painters, leather workers, and likely dozens of others that she hadn’t quite considered. In a city this size, it wouldn’t be surprising to have so many different artisans, but to have them of any skill… That would be surprising.

      The rest of the room was similarly appointed. A few tables had empty wooden chairs around them, each of the chairs finely made, but only a few with any sort of decorative carving. That which she saw was skillfully done. A thick carpet ran along one wall, and it took a moment for her to realize it was not carpet like the palace in Vasha had, but rather it was woven from several different furs. Laca, by the look of it. Everything here had a warmth and a comfortable quality to it.

      She stood by herself, waiting for Jassan to finish his conversation with the gray-haired woman. Had Isandra still possessed any of her abilities, she would have been able to affect the manehlin, and could have used that to reach toward Jassan and the woman, and listen to their conversation. Even thinking about using her abilities left her tired.

      She felt it as a constant drain, one that had eased since joining the Antrilii, but still a drain. She needed to get word to the Council, and warn them of what the Deshmahne could do to the Magi, but what if it had already happened? Was there anything that could be done to help Magi who had been injured like this?

      There had to be something, and Isandra would do what she could to find it. She might not be as capable as she had been as a Mage Elder, but that didn’t mean her mind had been destroyed. She had broken free of the prison in Rondalin. She had done that on her own, as Jassan had reminded her. Had she never been captured by the Deshmahne, Isandra doubted she ever would have discovered what she was capable of doing. She doubted she would have learned that she had that streak of anger in her.

      Jassan stood and hurried toward her, tapping her on the shoulder. “We should go, Mage.”

      Isandra glanced back, looking at the woman sitting in the chair. It seemed the woman had made a point of not looking in her direction. Why would that be? What had passed between her and Jassan?

      She hurried after him, and once back in the street, he breathed out heavily. In all the time that she’d traveled with him, all the danger that came from the groeliin, she hadn’t seen him so shaken before. It troubled her that little more than a conversation could unsettle him this way. What had been said?

      “Jassan?” She didn’t want to push too hard, but then again, he had promised her safety, and given her hope of perhaps understanding something of the Antrilii. If there was something she needed to be concerned about, she would prefer to know it now rather than struggle to find it later.

      “It is nothing, Mage.”

      “It doesn’t seem like it’s nothing.”

      “The remaining warriors of this tribe have headed back south.”

      “To face the groeliin with Nahrsin?”

      “No. They weren’t willing to fight alongside Nahrsin in the south. They didn’t view that as the Antrilii’s responsibility.”

      “Then what is it? What has you so disturbed?”

      “It is where they have gone.”

      “Where?”

      There was something about his reluctance to share that set her heart palpitating. It did nothing to ease the sense of her power seeping away from her.

      “The groeliin travel in broods.”

      “That’s what you’ve shared with me,” Isandra said.

      “Yes. I’ve shared it with you, and I will share it again. It is important because broods require a breeding female.”

      “The queen?” Isandra asked.

      Jassan made his way along the street, a determined stride to his step. Isandra followed, keeping up by practically racing alongside him. She didn’t see many people in the street, and saw no sign of the Antrilii they had come with. It seemed practically abandoned.

      “The queen,” Jassan agreed. He glanced from side to side before fixing his gaze on Isandra. “Before the groeliin moved south over a year ago, we heard word that the breeding females were coming together. It doesn’t happen often, perhaps once every dozen or so years, something we call the Chisln.”

      Isandra translated the word in the ancient language, noting that it essentially meant time of breeding. “Why did they come together?”

      “They bring the broods together to breed. We’ve seen spikes in attacks after each Chisln. The Antrilii prepare, and we hope to root them out before they can fully establish. We have only disrupted a Chisln once, and that was with Endric’s help.”

      Isandra added that to the list of things she needed to speak to the general about. Not only was he Antrilii, but he had kept his knowledge of the groeliin from the Council.

      Would it have mattered? Was there anything that he could have done as general of the Denraen to slow the attacks?

      It was unlikely that there was anything he could have done.

      It made sense that he wouldn’t have shared the information with them. The Antrilii were fully capable of protecting the north—and had done so for centuries upon centuries. Whatever it was that had changed had required a different approach, one that she suspected Endric had recognized, and sent Roelle and the other Magi north to help.

      “What does it matter that you see the spikes after the breeding?” Isandra asked.

      “It matters because the last Chisln was a little over a year ago. After that, they moved south in numbers we haven’t seen in centuries.”

      And if the last Chisln had been only a year ago, the fact that it happened again so soon meant something terrible was happening.

      “What did you learn in there?” she asked, motioning toward the building they had come from. It was barely visible from the corner they had reached, and Isandra paused, realizing that the gray-haired woman stood in the doorway, looking down the street. Not just looking down the street, but looking at her.

      “I learned the reason that the rest of the warriors didn’t meet us in the south as they should have.”

      “And why was that?”

      “Because another Chisln was discovered recently.”

      “I thought you said they only occurred every dozen or so years.”

      He nodded. “That has been the trend.”

      “For how long?”

      “For as long as we have hunted the groeliin.”

      They reached the edge of the city. From here, there was open plains, nothing but a flat expanse until it reached the mountains in the south. To the north, she noted a few copses of trees, and in the distance, there was a building that jutted from the ground. Something about the building tugged at a memory, and was familiar, though Isandra wasn’t certain why that should be.

      “What changed?” she asked.

      Jassan glanced over at her. “I don’t know. And it worries me.”

      Isandra shivered. If Jassan—a staggeringly powerful Antrilii warrior—was concerned, she needed to share that concern.

      “Where you going now?”

      “Now? Now I must see the leaders of all the tribes. I must see what they know, and see where our warriors have gone.”
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      Jassan led Isandra north, away from the city of Farsea, and even farther from the mountains. She didn’t question where he led, sensing from his stiff posture and the blank expression on his face that he wouldn’t answer even if she did ask. The air held a fragrance of some flowers she didn’t recognize, and it mixed with pine from the trees, which grew in clusters. The grasses added to the aroma and grew in tall stalks that created a flowing field all around the city. There was a sense of peacefulness that seemed to surround everything, something that came from what felt like a connection to nature that was different from what she experienced in Vasha.

      “Why are we leaving Farsea?” she asked.

      “Because we needed answers,” Jassan said. “I returned to find out why no other warriors joined us. And now, I’ve learned the answer. If the Chisln is taking place sooner than it should, then the Yahinv would have asked our warriors to remain and protect the Antrilii lands.”

      “What is the Yahinv?”

      “Each tribe has one female who leads. You just saw ours back in the city. They lead in times of peace.”

      Isandra pictured the gray-haired woman watching them as they left the city.

      “Leaving you to fight with so few? And what of what Nahrsin faced?”

      Isandra couldn’t fathom the number of groeliin Jassan claimed there had been, and had a hard time understanding what it must’ve been like to confront so many. How could they have so willingly gone south, and so willingly faced the groeliin, even knowing they might not survive?

      “As I said, not all believed. Nahrsin did not have the full support of all the tribes.”

      “Is that uncommon?”

      “It was not the first time the tribes were not unified when it came to facing the groeliin.”

      “When was the last time?” They followed a trail that led between a cluster of trees, and Isandra glanced up at them, noting their enormous size. They reminded her of trees she’d seen near the Great Forest, though those were deciduous trees, and their enormous leaves would fall in the winter.

      “Many years ago, long before I was a full warrior.”

      “What happened then?”

      “The groeliin pressed south. They weren’t in significant numbers, but enough that they moved past of the scouting party. Nahrsin’s father, Dentoun, took a group of Antrilii from his tribe south. They contained them, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Dentoun was lost.”

      “What happened?”

      “Dentoun helped fight the groeliin along with others of his clan, but Nahrsin risked himself helping the Magi before returning to our lands. There are some who felt he went too far in doing that. Even after all these years, some have not forgiven him.”

      Isandra frowned as her gaze drifted along the trees, turning to the grasses and then, looking farther, noting that Jassan led her toward the building that stood all by itself in the distance, one that, the closer they came, she realized resembled the Tower of the Gods in Thealon.

      The groeliin had pushed south before, and Jassan was implying that the Antrilii had hunted them—but not only that, they had somehow needed to help the Magi?

      She knew that there was an attack long ago. Knowledge of that had been restricted to the Council, and it had somehow been tied to the Deshmahne. It was the first time the Council realized the true threat of the Deshmahne, the first time they realized the extent to which the dark priests would go. They had attacked the city—and the palace. She didn’t know much else other than that, and doubted that any of the Magi alive did. Mage Tresten had been the one who had seemed the most knowledgeable, and he had died long ago, so discovering the answer to it was nigh upon impossible.

      “When was that?”

      “You would have to ask General Endric. It happened before he took command of the Denraen.”

      Isandra tried thinking about when that had been. When had Endric assumed the leadership of the Denraen over his father Dendril?

      It’d been more than twenty years.

      Could that have been about the same time that teralin was no longer considered necessary for the Magi to reach the gods?

      At that time, Isandra had only recently been raised from the role of apprentice, and remembered thinking of how grateful she was that they didn’t need teralin, especially given how difficult it was to handle. The metal was hot and unpleasant to work with. Tresten had claimed he had some insight gleaned from his studies that proved it was not necessary for reaching the gods, and none of the Magi had objected. For that matter, it seemed that most were thankful. Much as she had been thankful.

      “Why wouldn’t the Antrilii believe Nahrsin?” she asked.

      “Nahrsin is felt to be too connected to Endric. They are cousins, after all.”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Know that it does.”

      The building loomed in front of them, and Isandra felt a sense of pressure from it, something of a power that seemed to radiate from the building, one that reminded her of the Tower when she had been in Thealon each time before.

      “Is it because Endric has remained with the Denraen?”

      “It has less to do with Endric than it does with Nahrsin’s father. More than a few were disappointed that Dentoun chose to remain with the Magi.”

      Isandra chuckled. “I think the Antrilii misunderstand. The Denraen might remain in Vasha, and they might offer cursory protection to the Magi and serve the same ideals as us, but they do not serve us.”

      Jassan glanced over at her. “The Denraen don’t serve the Magi?”

      She shrugged. “Perhaps those not on the Council might think otherwise, but the Denraen serve their own purpose. It is to maintain peace, and in that, Endric is almost single-minded. He is an efficient—and highly skilled—general. He takes his oath seriously. He has committed to protect peace, to preserve the mahne.”

      Jassan nodded. “Nahrsin said the same. Not all believed him.”

      “But you went with him.”

      Jassan stared straight ahead, his face blank. “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “If the groeliin had truly left the north in the numbers Nahrsin had speculated, then the Antrilii were needed. Not only a single tribe, but all Antrilii. Keeping ourselves separate, thinking that we must protect only the north, abandons our oath. I am no oath breaker.”

      There was something about the way he said it that made her realize that whatever oath the Antrilii took meant more than she could completely understand. They took their duty to protect the north from the groeliin seriously.

      “What oath did you take?”

      He glanced over at her, considering her for a moment. There was a heaviness to his gaze, one that reminded her of General Endric when he had visited the Council in the past. She resisted the urge to shrink back from it.

      “We took an oath to protect the north from the threat of the groeliin. That was our responsibility, one given to us by the gods, and one that we will not abandon until the groeliin no longer attack and the north is safe.”

      “What happens then?”

      “Then we may lay down our swords, and we may find peace. Until then, we fight.”

      He led her past another copse of trees before reaching the tall tower. He paused at the door and nodded toward it. “This is the House of the Yahinv. This is a place of power to the Antrilii. A sacred place. Few outsiders have ever visited the House of the Yahinv. Know that by bringing you here, you are being granted access that others are not.”

      “Few outsiders?”

      “Endric has been here. He may be Antrilii, but he is also an outsider.”

      “Who else?”

      “None.”

      Jassan rapped on the door. There was a pattern to his knocking, one that came in a staccato sort of burst, and he stood back, crossing his arms over his chest as he waited.

      Isandra glanced from Jassan to the door, waiting to see what would happen. She expected it to open, and expected to find an explosion of power, something, but nothing happened.

      Jassan frowned. He stepped forward and rapped again, knocking on the door in the same pattern.

      He took a step back, keeping his arms at his sides and his gaze fixed on the door.

      Nothing happened.

      Isandra prepared to comment on the lack of activity when the door cracked open.

      Dim, white light spilled out from inside. A face appeared, that of a wrinkled old woman, with gray hair pulled back into a tight bun. She reminded Isandra of the woman back in Farsea.

      As she stared at her, she realized why that was. There seemed to be the same power coming from the woman, the same sense of energy. She’d not felt such power from anyone outside of Vasha before. It was almost the same as the Mage power, the same sort of energy she could detect when she was in Vasha.

      Few Magi were able to detect it. It was one of the reasons she was raised to the Council, and given a seat of authority. Isandra had a connection others did not. Why should she feel that here? More importantly, how could she feel that when her connection to her Mageborn abilities had been stolen from her?

      “Jassan Hitaly. Why have you come here?”

      “You know why we have come here, Rebecca.”

      “You have abandoned the Antrilii.”

      “No. The Antrilii fought—and died—facing groeliin. That is our oath. That is our purpose. We have abandoned no one.”

      “And now? Why have you returned?”

      “Nahrsin sent me. He wanted to know why help was never sent.”

      Rebecca’s gaze drifted past him, flicking toward the mountains—and toward Farsea. “If you came through the city, you know the reason.”

      “I understand the groeliin are breeding again.”

      “The time is wrong.”

      “Much about the groeliin is wrong. We faced ten thousand groeliin.”

      “How is it that you survived?”

      “The Magi joined us. And we had the help of the gods.”

      She arched a brow. “The gods have not assisted the Antrilii in our fight against the groeliin. They would not have intervened, even with such numbers as you describe.”

      “Not directly, but they gave us their power. We drove the groeliin into the Great Forest of the south lands, and the creatures were trapped there. Once trapped, we were able to slaughter them easily. The merahl hunted and brought down countless broods.”

      Her brow knitted into a tight line, and she stared at him, as if trying to decide whether to believe him, or whether she needed to send him away for making up stories.

      Isandra could understand what the woman was feeling. What Jassan claimed seemed impossible. Had she not trusted the man, had she not seen for herself his competence facing the groeliin, she doubted that she would have believed him, either. How could one believe that the gods would push back the groeliin? How could one believe that the Forest had the power to stop creatures like that?

      “Why are you here?” she asked again.

      “Where is the breeding ground?”

      “The remaining warriors went in search of it. We don’t know.” Rebecca glanced past him, seemingly seeing Isandra for the first time. Her gaze took her in, starting at her head and working down to her toes, the frown on her face deepening. “You have brought a Mage to Farsea? You have brought a Mage to the House of the Yahinv?”

      “She is injured. She was attacked by the Deshmahne in the city of Rondalin.”

      Isandra wasn’t certain how much Jassan had known about her injury. She had shared that she was injured, and that she needed to return to Vasha, but had she shared the extent—and nature—of her injury?

      She didn’t think that she had.

      How was it that he seemed to know? How was it that he seemed able to recognize that she was unable to use her Mageborn ability?

      “I can tell that she is injured,” Rebecca said.

      “I couldn’t leave her to be attacked by the remaining groeliin. The Antrilii continued to cleanse the rest of the south, but between them and the Deshmahne she was in danger.”

      “What happened?”

      It took Isandra a moment to realize she was talking to her. She shook her head, not wanting to talk about it. She hadn’t wanted to talk about it since the injury—really, the branding—had happened. For that matter, she hadn’t wanted to talk about anything about that time. All she wanted was to return to Vasha, see if any on the Council could heal her, and bring back the person she had been before.

      “How can we help if we don’t know what happened?” Rebecca asked.

      “How can you help at all?”

      Rebecca took her by the wrist, and pulled her into the House of the Yahinv, leaving Jassan standing at the door. As Rebecca dragged her into the building, the door closed, almost of its own accord.

      Isandra glanced back, feeling a longing to return to Jassan. She didn’t care for the idea of being separated from him. He was the only person she knew in the Antrilii lands, and the only person she trusted.

      Yet she had been a Mage Elder. She sat upon the Council of Elders. There was no reason for her to fear this woman or this place.

      “Where are you taking me?” Isandra asked.

      Rebecca ignored her question and continued pulling her in.

      The entrance was something like what she imagined the inside of the Tower of the Gods in Thealon would be. Massive stone walls rose all around, and ornate torches were set into them, burning with a soft, strangely white light. Exquisite paintings hung on the walls, even more detailed than had been in that room in Farsea. Benches were arranged in rows near one end of the room, all angled toward a raised platform.

      Was this some sort of place for performance?

      Rebecca continued to pull her, not pausing in this room, leading her out toward a wide set of stairs that rose on the far side. Isandra barely had a chance to examine the room, barely had a chance to understand why this was a sacred place to the Antrilii, when she was dragged up the stairs. All the while, Rebecca remained silent, saying nothing to her as she hurried up the stairs.

      At the top, the room changed. It was different here than it was below. On this level, rows of shelves lined the walls. Books neatly placed on the shelves, and perfectly arranged. She noted spines written in the ancient language as well as some written in a language she didn’t understand. A few were written in the common tongue, though surprisingly, not as many as she would’ve expected. Some appeared to be historian journals, though that would be rare enough in any library, let alone one that seemed to be for the Antrilii. Even in the palace, there were few of the historian journals, not nearly enough to fully understand the Historian Guild. They preferred to remain secretive, keeping their journals to themselves, offering only replicas—and those were often poorly done, offered so that the historians could claim they were not keeping their knowledge from the rest of the world, but not sharing nearly as much as most would prefer.

      “Sit,” Rebecca said.

      Isandra shook her head. “I am an Elder—”

      “Yes. Yes. Yes. I understand that you are a great and wise Elder on the Council of the Magi. Just as I understand that you have been weakened, and that you are unable to fully access your abilities.”

      “How do you know?”

      “How? You practically radiate weakness. Around here, in these lands, where the groeliin are hunted, such weakness is easily detected.”

      Rebecca forced her down into a chair, and when Isandra sat, she found herself in one of the softest chairs she’d ever sat in. Sinking into it, she sighed. After her long journey, sitting in something as comfortable as this chair, something that reminded her of what she had left behind in Vasha, she didn’t think she could lift herself were she to have the need. Her body ached from her travels, but the fatigue was more than that. It had taken a force of will, strength that she never would have guessed she possessed, to press forward with the Antrilii, and to continue making her way toward these lands.

      “What did they do to you?”

      “How do you know of it?”

      “There have been rumors out of the south. But it is more than that. We have heard of others who have lost abilities they possessed.”

      “Others? What others? Do you mean the Magi?”

      “Do you think you are the first Mage they have stolen from?”

      She knew she wasn’t. Longtree had even made clear that she wasn’t even the first in Rondalin. They had stolen from Wendiy and left her weakened, then finally killed her. That had probably been a mercy for her, though Isandra didn’t know how much the woman had suffered, other than hearing her whimpering in the cell next to hers. Isandra had done what she could to try and soothe her, but there really wasn’t much for her to do. Not from where she had been; not with the weakness she suffered from as well.

      “No,” Isandra said. She sat with her arms wrapped around her, her eyes drifting toward the shelves, skimming across the countless books in the library. There were so many, enough that she felt as if she could lose herself in them for months trying to read them all, at least to see if there was anything she might be able to learn from them.

      “You haven’t answered the first question.”

      “They branded me,” she answered. She pulled up the edge of her pants, revealing the marking. She didn’t look at it. She no longer could look at it, though she knew it with her eyes closed. She could practically feel the pattern in her mind, and could feel the way the power that made her a Mage drained from her. It was as if everything that the gods had given her bled out, leaving her with nothing.

      Rebecca knelt in front of her and cupped her hands around Isandra’s left ankle. She hummed softly to herself, speaking in a murmur of words that was almost too soft to hear, and in a language she didn’t understand. Isandra noted a surge of warmth from Rebecca’s hands, one that felt strangely like the Magi healing. That had a distinct quality to it, one that seemed to trigger something within the person receiving the healing, using their own energy to facilitate it.

      Isandra sat stiffly. Was there anything Rebecca would be able to do? It seemed so unlikely. What had been done to her had a magical quality to it—it had to, as it took away her natural abilities. It stole her gift of reaching for the manehlin, and manipulating it. Undoing it would require a similar energy. She doubted the Antrilii possessed such magic.

      After a while, Rebecca finally pulled her hand away, sitting back on her heels. She stared at Isandra’s ankle, shaking her head slightly from side to side, a frustrated frown on her face.

      “This is beyond my ability,” she said.

      “Your ability? What ability do you possess that would allow you to undo what the Deshmahne did to me?”

      Rebecca tipped her head to the side as she considered Isandra. “Do you think the Magi are the only ones gifted by the gods?”

      “Yes.”

      Rebecca grunted. “That might be the greatest arrogance of the Magi. How do you think the Antrilii have managed to keep you safe for centuries?”

      “You fight the groeliin.”

      “Fight the groeliin. Yes. But how?”

      Isandra shrugged. “I suppose that you train, much like the Denraen in Vasha train.”

      “The Denraen are not Antrilii.”

      The statement was layered with something that she sensed Rebecca wanted her to know, that she wanted her to pick up. “Are you telling me the Antrilii are more like the Magi?” Jassan had called them cousins, hadn’t he?

      Rebecca grunted again. She stood, crossing her arms over her chest, her gaze still staring down at Isandra’s ankles. “We are descended from the same people. Have you not figured that out yet? I thought that was why you had come here.”

      “I came here because Jassan offered me his protection. After the attacks in the south, I needed protection.”

      “You would have needed less protection had your people never given up the sword.”

      “And you fight? You weren’t in the south. You didn’t face the groeliin.”

      In one fluid movement, Rebecca unsheathed a short-bladed sword and stabbed it into the wood near Isandra’s feet. “I have fought, and I have faced groeliin more times than you can count, Mage Elder. Do not accuse me of being an oathbreaker.”

      “I would never accuse you of being an oathbreaker.” Partly because she had no idea what this oath was, other than that it was to the gods and the Antrilii vowed they would continue to fight the groeliin and protect the south. From what Rebecca and and Jassan asserted, being an oathbreaker was viewed as the worst thing one of the Antrilii could be accused of.

      “I cannot help you with this injury, but others of the Yahinv might be able to. Perhaps if we work together, we can restore some of your ability.”

      Rebecca sheathed her sword, and as she did, Isandra noted the faint swirling of manehlin around her, one that felt controlled, directed. Doing so was only possible by one of the Magi, and Isandra was not doing it herself. She no longer knew how much she would be able to manipulate the manehlin.

      Isandra sat more stiffly in the chair than it deserved. “How is it that you can do this?”

      “I told you the answer already. You don’t want to listen.”

      “You are Mageborn?”

      “Mage? I am no Mage. I am Antrilii. We have fought the groeliin since the time of the last destruction, the time when the Magi first laid down their swords. Your Founders left, claiming that they would protect the other lands, that they would use their abilities to defend them, while we protected the north, and prevented the groeliin from attacking. You have not upheld your end of the bargain.”

      Isandra shivered, and waited for Rebecca to say something else, but she never did. She left her sitting there, saying nothing, too many questions rolling through her mind.
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      Roelle felt herself growing weaker. It happened rapidly, not as a gradual change, but more of a sudden shift, the little strength she’d had quickly dissipating. Pain in her back began to throb, leaving her feeling an overwhelming distortion. It was a sense of agony that left her mind unable to function as it once had.

      She made every attempt to hide what she was experiencing from Selton and the others, but she worried she wouldn’t be able to sustain the ruse much longer. With each passing day, he monitored her more closely, staring at her with a question in his eyes, one that she had no answer for.

      When the pain became almost unbearable, they were still many days away from reaching the plains of Saeline. Once they reached those lands, they had to pass across Gom Aaldia, and then they would be nearing the lower slopes that would eventually lead to Vasha.

      Roelle groaned, no longer able to tolerate the pain. She called out, screaming, trying not to, but there was no choice. Try as she might, she could no longer hide her distress.

      “Roelle?” Selton asked. He called a halt to the procession, having led them over the last few days as Roelle’s strength had begun to deteriorate more rapidly. He climbed from his saddle and sat next to her on the wagon bed, taking her hand, and doing everything he could to soothe her. There was little he could do to help ease her discomfort, but having him there with her and having him attempt to soothe her meant much to her.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said.

      “You’re fading fast now,” Selton said. “We need to find that friend of yours.”

      “No. We need to get to Vasha. If we can reach the healers, they should be able to find a way to reverse this,” she said.

      “And if they don’t? If they can’t figure this out? We won’t have enough time to find Jakob.”

      Roelle forced a smile. “We were never going to be able to find Jakob. If he is what Lendra suspects, he will already have disappeared, and hopefully he is trying to understand what he is, much as we tried to understand what we were when we learned of our abilities. The key is reaching Vasha. My uncle will have someone who can help. I’m certain of it.”

      She didn’t feel nearly as confident as she attempted to sound, not knowing whether there was anything Alriyn could do, but he was her only hope. She couldn’t place her hopes on Jakob, especially since they had no way of finding him, but more than that, she didn’t think she had enough time to spend on a search for him.

      Even reaching Vasha might be more than she could endure. And even if she survived until then, she would probably not live long enough for anyone to save her. What would her uncle Alriyn do if she arrived in Vasha only to perish?

      What would Selton do? Would he attempt to lead the Magi as she had requested? Would he guide them north and to the Antrilii lands? She needed the Magi to work with the Antrilii. They needed to understand each other, and they needed to learn from one another. If they could manage that, both would be much better off.

      “Roelle, I don’t want anything to happen to you. If there’s a chance that we can get you someplace safe, that we can find you the answer—the key to your healing—then don’t we need to take it?”

      She squeezed his hand. There was strength in his fingers, and she appreciated that he was willing to be with her, that he had stayed so close to her. She appreciated that he had not attempted to wrest control of the Magi from her. After everything they had been through, she felt a certain amount of pride in her leadership of the Magi. Yet… she no longer could lead. She didn’t have the strength. It was better that it be Selton.

      “If I go to rest with the gods, then at least I feel like I served. I feel like I’ve done something.”

      “We’re Magi. We always serve the gods.”

      She looked at him, smiling as she did. “Maybe initially we did. Something changed over time. Now, our service to the gods has been less than what it once was. I think it was good that we went north, and that we found the Antrilii—and the groeliin. The Magi needed to know about them. And now that they do, or at least I hope they do, we needed to face what we should have never abandoned. Our true purpose.” Her breath left her with those last words, and she grimaced.

      “Roelle—”

      The pain was becoming almost too much to bear. It filled her, a pulsating sort of pain. Her mind practically hummed with it, leaving her throbbing. Lights surged around her, halos of them that made it difficult for her to see much other than the sun overhead. The wind that picked up whipped at her hair and tugged on her clothes. Even that sensation was more than she could bear. All she wanted was for her pain and suffering to end.

      Yet, she needed to reach Vasha. She wasn’t done. There was much that she still needed to accomplish, much that the Magi still could do. She wanted to be a part of it. She needed to be a part of it.

      Try as she might, the pain and the illness overwhelmed her. She let her eyes close, and drifted, her mind going blank.
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      Roelle awoke.

      But all she knew for sure was that she was no longer where she had been. Bright light flashed all around her, leaving her with the impression that she was in the midst of a massive field, with the sun burning down on her. The pain was gone, and her back no longer throbbed as it had, and her arms and legs seemed to move when they had not before.

      Slowly, Roelle stood.

      How long had it been since she’d been able to walk? How long had it been since she had managed to move her arms and legs? Weeks. Maybe longer, depending on how long she had been lying injured and immobile, under the ministrations of Nahrsin.

      She was alone.

      Where had Selton and the rest of the Magi gone? She was in a field with tall flowering grasses rising all around her swaying in something of a breeze, yet she felt no wind against her cheek, and there was none tugging at her hair.

      Was it her imagination?

      It had to be. With as sickly as she had been, anything was possible. Her mind might be trying to protect her, clouding it with this imagery, that of the grasses that seemed to swirl with a faint shimmery fog all around them. The air smelled sweet, the fragrance of the flowers mixed with a hint of the coming rain, a fresh scent, one that was pleasant and welcoming. She had never detected anything quite like it.

      Could this all be a fever dream, or—had she died?

      Something about this felt different from any dream she’d ever experienced before.

      Like most Magi, she had known vivid dreams in the past. It was a particularly common experience for the Magi. This felt different.

      Maybe she had died.

      As she walked, she felt drawn in a specific direction. Roelle followed the pull on her, noting that the sway of the grasses seemed to flow in the same direction—as did the strange, swirling fog she saw around everything.

      Not a fog, she decided as she stared at it. There was something familiar about it, as if she had seen it before. Where though?

      For a moment, Roelle turned, looking behind her, and saw the edge of the grassy plain that seemed to fade into nothingness.

      A dream. It had to be.

      She welcomed the strangeness of the dream, and turned, succumbing to the pull of the energy.

      She looked down and noticed that she was dressed in a silky cerulean gown. It flowed down to her ankles, covering her legs completely. And the sleeves extended all the way down to her wrists, ending in a simple embroidered cuff. She’d worn a similar gown when she had first entered training, joining the Magi as an apprentice.

      Not a similar gown—the same gown.

      Why would her mind have dressed her in this gown? It was the one she’d worn during a ceremony that was meant to honor the gods. Did her mind think that she needed to honor them now?

      Or did the gods dress her in this gown?

      If she was dead—and if she had Ascended—then maybe the gods had dressed her in it. Maybe this was what she would wear in the afterlife.

      She continued forward, and the grasses changed, their flowers turning from a lush milky white to a deep, royal blue. The petals on the flowers elongated, and the leaves of the grasses became silkier, practically begging to be touched. Roelle ran her fingers along the leaves, trailing through them. It was a pleasant sensation, one that mixed with the odd pulling upon her that made this dream even more vivid.

      The grassy field led to a thicket of trees, and Roelle paused at the edge. There was something beckoning her into the trees. She felt drawn—almost summoned. As she stood at the edge of where the grasses met the trees, she continued to feel the draw of the energy swirling through the grasses, and into the tree line.

      Was this where she was meant to go?

      If it was, was this some sort of vision she was being given?

      Why show her these grasses and trees? Why let her feel the draw of this energy, and be pulled along by it? Why even dress her in her Ascension gown?

      Roelle took another step, entering the edge of the forest.

      Her skin tingled as she did.

      She recognized that sense, and had felt it before. The last time had been when she had stood at the edge of the Great Forest, facing groeliin, driving them to the borders of the Forest, before slaughtering the creatures.

      Did the gods want her to see something in the Great Forest?

      Was that why they had brought her here?

      She continued into the forest, not looking back. Whatever she was meant to see was deeper into the forest. She allowed herself to be led, guided by whatever it was the gods wanted her to see.

      Yet, maybe it wasn’t the gods.

      Maybe this was Jakob somehow pulling on her, recognizing her injury, and offering his assistance. If that were the case, why would he bring her here?

      She realized with a start that though she could see the energy, and even the tingling along her skin, she heard no sounds. The wind seemed to blow, but she didn’t feel it. There was no evidence of her passing. There were smells, but nothing more.

      What kind of vision was this?

      Each step carried her deeper into the forest faster than it should, and the trees blurred past, rising higher and higher as she went. Soon, they towered over her head, and she paused to look up, noting that the enormous branches and their leaves had blocked out the sun.

      Roelle paused.

      She recognized where she was. The Great Forest.

      Had she come this deep in the forest before? She didn’t recall this part of the forest, didn’t recall the massive nature of the trees. A small stream flowed nearby, and like everything else that she had seen, it did so soundlessly.

      When she crouched in front of the stream, she dipped her hand into it, letting the water run past. It was cold, and she cupped it to her mouth, taking a slow drink. It tasted clean and crisp, and left her feeling refreshed.

      Why could she notice it flowing, but couldn’t hear it? It was real. She tasted it. So how is it silent.

      When she stood, rubbing her hands together, careful not to damage her gown, she could still feel the pull of the energy. It tugged upon her and continued to draw her deeper into the forest.

      How much farther would she walk? When she looked back, she couldn’t see the edge of the forest, though she had not been walking for long. She didn’t know how that was possible. But this was a vision, so anything was possible.

      Resuming her pace, following the steady tug upon her senses, she followed a meandering trail that led through the forest, bypassing many of the trees, and weaving her through enormous, exposed roots rising up out of the ground. Roelle had never seen anything like it, though the enormity of the trees was unlike anything she had seen before, either.

      The same pale energy swirled around the trees and swept her onward. Roelle followed it, knowing that to resist it would be to resist the flow of water in a river.

      With each step, she felt an increase in the drawing sensation.

      Then she saw a clearing.

      Within the clearing, there were a dozen enormous boulders arranged in a circle. Trees ringed the clearing, each of them massive, and arcing high overhead so that they tilted toward each other, creating a canopy. The energy that swirled around each of the trees was focused toward the center of the clearing.

      This was where she was directed, but why? Why was she drawn here? What did her vision—or whatever this was—want her to see?

      Roelle reached the center of the circle of boulders and stood. She closed her eyes, no longer feeling the steady pulling of energy all around her. Now all she felt was pressure. It was not unpleasant, but it pushed against her, into her. There was something relaxing about the sensation, something that warmed her.

      She stood for an unknown duration of time, simply swaying with the sense of power, allowing it to fill her.

      After a while, the power shifted, drawing downward.

      The change caused Roelle to open her eyes. She looked around, but saw nothing different within the clearing. And the faint traces of energy that surrounded everything were no different either. All that was different was the sensation upon her.

      It seemed like the pressure wanted to pull her into the earth, though she had no way of following it.

      Roelle paced around the clearing, eyeing each of the boulders she passed, trying to see if there was anything she could discover that would explain why she had been drawn here, and what the vision intended for her to learn. She found nothing.

      Returning to the center of the clearing, she stood, arms hanging at her sides, the energy that spiraled around her leaving her with a tingling that reminded her of when she first entered the forest.

      What was there for her here?

      Maybe she was to find answers here. Maybe this was a way to heal her. Or maybe this really was the afterlife, and this was all there was for her.

      If so, the thought was depressing. She had hoped there would be something else for her in the afterlife. She would like to have seen her parents once more, having lost them far too early.

      But she wasn’t ready for the afterlife. She needed to speak to Alriyn, and needed to tell him about what she’d seen and learned from the Antrilii. He needed to know, and needed to send the Magi to learn from the Antrilii. They needed to be ready for the next attack.

      Once more, the energy shifted, and now began pushing outward, away from the center of the clearing.

      Roelle was pushed along with it, and sent gliding along the forest floor, no longer needing to even take a step for her to move.

      It happened rapidly, sending her rushing away, reaching the edge of the forest where she passed beyond the border, feeling the tingling sensation once more, before she reentered the grassy plain, and the pure white light that surrounded her before. She continued to be pressed outward, and in the distance, noted the disappearance of everything, where the land shifted, fading into nothingness.

      As she neared that part of the plains, she began to resist. She didn’t want to be pushed into the nothingness, didn’t want to be pushed away from the warmth and the pleasant sensation that had filled her while in the plains or the forest. She didn’t want to be pressed away from the gods.

      When she reached the border, she felt the burning return to her back.

      Roelle cried out, and with a flash, she awoke.
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      Jakob awoke with a start, and looked around, seeing the solid desk of the Chrysia library in front of him. His neck ached from the position he’d been sitting in, and he sat up, pulling his face from where it had been plastered to a book. Jakob’s gaze skimmed across the surface, and he saw the words Polle Pal, and paused, reading across the page.

      Was that why he had the last vision? Had there been something in that book that had triggered it for him?

      Few visions had been quite so sad. There had been some that were easier than others, but the last was painful in a different way, and he could still feel the hurt he knew as Daniel, and he felt the hope that he had known when thinking of a budding relationship with Kalyn.

      His heart thudded, everything so vibrant and real.

      Why would he have had that vision? Why would he have seen such pain? If the visions were important, what was Jakob to learn from this one?

      If these visions were trips along his fibers, trips along his ancestors, it didn’t seem like it made sense for him to be descended from Daniel. He had lost his children, and had lost his life before he could have any others.

      He sat up and worked the pain out of his back before finally managing to stand. He looked around the library, wondering if Novan was still here, but saw no sign of the historian. Had he left him?

      How long had he been out? Visions could be strange, and though they may seem to take place over hours, it could be only moments, though when he was in the house of the Cala maah, he had spent what he thought was hours, and had actually been days.

      He found Novan searching through stacks near the back of the library. The old historian blinked, and looked at him, a frown on his face.

      “Jakob. You seem distracted.”

      “I had a vision.”

      “Here?”

      Jakob shrugged. “It doesn’t seem to matter where I am. I’ve had one when I was awake before.”

      Novan turned to him and clasped his hands in front of him. Jakob’s eye was drawn to the ring on his middle finger, the signifier of the Conclave. “Is this a vision you would like to discuss?”

      “Which one?”

      “You have had more than one?”

      “More than one and both were different.”

      “How were they different?” Novan asked.

      Jakob closed his eyes, thinking back to the vision he had when he was Gareth. In that vision, not only had he observed the Antrilii, but he had done so in a time before the Antrilii. He had done so in the body—and mind—of a man who did not care for the daneamiin. If Jakob was descended from Gareth, it meant that Gareth also had a connection to the daneamiin, and that troubled Jakob. How could his ancestors not care for the gentle beings who lived in the east?

      “In this one, I had a vision of myself as a damahne,” he said.

      “As you are descended from the damahne, it is not surprising you would see this.”

      “I was once again there too strongly,” Jakob said. “I apparently walked along the fibers, and went back, merging with him.”

      “Did you discover his name?”

      “Only a first name. He was Gareth.” Jakob watched Novan for signs of recognition. With Therin, there had been something that Novan had known, but he gave no indication that he recognized the name Gareth. There was no indication that he was anything other than another damahne. “It was before the last groeliin invasion,” Jakob went on.

      “How do you know? The groeliin have attacked many times over the last thousand years.”

      “Because it was a time before the Antrilii were settled. Gareth called them the hunters.”

      Novan arched a brow.

      “I know the Conclave has referred to Brohmin as the Hunter as well. Have you read anything that referred to the Antrilii as hunters?”

      Novan turned, searching along the wall of books. They were in one of the oldest sections of the library, one of the places where few scholars ventured. The books here were all written in the ancient language, and most considered it a useless venture to study them. Novan had not. When he had come to the Chrysia library, he had devoted most of his time to this particular section.

      Now that Jakob understood some of the ancient language, he wondered why such valuable volumes would be kept in Chrysia. Why not in another place—someplace like Thealon, or Vasha?

      Novan paused and pulled a book off the shelf. “There are few records of the Antrilii. For the most part, the Antrilii prefer to keep it that way. They would rather remain hidden from the rest of the world, and would rather keep themselves protected in such a way.”

      “Why?”

      “The Antrilii are secretive, mostly out of necessity. They serve a greater good than any understand. Because of the role they play, few outside of the far upper north have ever even heard of the groeliin. I was surprised to find that the library here did possess a few volumes that refer to the Antrilii.” He held out the book, flipping to a page near the middle. “Though they are not referred to as Antrilii.”

      Jakob took the volume from him and scanned the page. On it, he found a reference to the hunters. There was nothing to indicate a named group of people, nothing that would make anyone believe it was anything more than a simple reference.

      “How did you remember this was here?” Jakob’s eyes scanned the rows of shelves, and all of the books here. How had Novan remembered this single reference in this single volume out of all of the others?

      “I have a perfect memory,” Novan said.

      Jakob started to laugh, before cutting off, realizing that Novan wasn’t simply boasting. “A perfect memory?”

      Novan smiled. “The Guild trains members to remember what they’ve read, and remember what they’ve seen. All are trained in observation. It is a way to hone our minds and ensure that what we see—and recall—is accurate.”

      “Do all historians have a perfect memory?”

      “Not all. In some ways, you could say that is my gift from the gods.” Novan said the last with a wider smile.

      Jakob turned his attention back to the book. There was reference to the hunters, but not any reference to what they hunted. As he skimmed the text, a realization set in.

      “This is from before the last attack,” Jakob said.

      “I think we will make a historian out of you yet, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “A historian. A soldier. A damahne. What else can I be?” Jakob asked.

      “Must they all be different? Can you not be all things?”

      Did he want to be all things? The damahne—Gareth—had seemed to believe that he should not be a soldier. Whatever the damahne had believed, it had been similar to what the Urmahne now believed.

      “Do you know anything about a seal?”

      Novan’s posture stiffened. “Where did you hear that?”

      “From my last vision. From Gareth. He mentioned a seal, and seemed to believe that I should know something about it. What is it? Brohmin mentioned something similar, but I don’t fully remember what it was.”

      “I feel my training has let you down. Had I more time with you, you would have been able to recall everything that you’ve seen and heard.”

      Jakob chuckled. “I’m not sure that everything I’ve seen and heard would make sense. Especially with the visions that I’ve had.”

      Novan made his way back to the main section of the library and stood near one of the tables.

      “There aren’t many books here for you to show me?” Jakob asked.

      Novan shook his head. “Not here. This is a place of learning, and they have many volumes that other places do not possess, but there are limits to what they managed to collect.”

      “Is there anything you can tell me about the seal?”

      Novan took a seat and motioned to the seat on the other side of the table. “Sit, Jakob. Let’s talk.”

      Jakob took a seat as directed and met Novan’s gaze across the table. The historian had pale eyes with an intense heat that shone behind them.

      “I believe that all damahne know about the seal. Had Alyta lived, she would have been the one to share what you needed to know. It should not come from me, a historian, even though I sit on the Conclave.”

      Jakob smiled to himself, noting the ahmaean swirling around Novan. Regardless of what he admitted, he was more than a historian. He was connected in a way that few were.

      “This world, everything, was created by the Maker. Most men believe the gods created everything, but they believe that because the damahne were the first creation of the Maker. Like you, the damahne were gifted with abilities, those that allowed them to manipulate the world around them in ways that men—and I speak of men in a generic term—cannot. They were placed here as a barrier, as a way to create a hold on the world, a way to maintain what the Maker created.”

      “You’re saying the damahne are the seal?”

      “In a sense. The power you possess, the ahmaean you can now manipulate, that is the seal.”

      Jakob focused on the ahmaean he saw around Novan, and the ahmaean that remained with his staff. “Even the ahmaean around the Magi?”

      Novan dipped his head in a nod. “The Magi don’t realize what they protect. Over time, the damahne diluted their connection to the ahmaean, though that was never their intent.”

      “What was the intent?”

      “The intent has always been the same. For years—possibly centuries, possibly much, much longer—the damahne remained isolated. Eventually, they joined the world. They began to interact with men, which brought new challenges. As they did, there were minglings with men, and ahmaean was passed on to their children, but those children were not damahne any longer. They were… something else.”

      “The Magi?”

      “The Magi, and others. I believe you have met them.”

      “The daneamiin.” Jakob remembered the vision as Aimielen and remembered how their children had been daneamiin. He hadn’t understood at the time, but it made sense. It made sense that they would be descended from the damahne, and from man. It would explain their connection to both, and the fact that they felt betrayed by both.

      Was that why the daneamiin had gone to the east? Was that why they had hidden in the Unknown Lands?

      “So the power the Magi and the daneamiin possess is connected to the damahne?”

      Novan sat up in his chair and held Jakob’s gaze. “Connected, and essential. Without that, the seal will fail. Many on the Conclave have felt that the damahne were the only ones capable of maintaining the seal, the barrier that holds creation in place. There are others who recognize that the power of the damahne has been passed on, shared with others over the years so that there were redundancies.”

      “What happens when that power is stolen and tainted?”

      “Then… then you see something else. You see a perversion of power. You see the groeliin.”

      “The groeliin possess ahmaean the same way as the Magi and the daneamiin?”

      “It’s not the same, and the power they have has been changed, possibly irreparably.”

      “How so?”

      “There is not consensus in this, Jakob. I am not alone on the Conclave in my belief that the ahmaean from the groeliin cannot be salvaged. Now that it’s lost, it weakens the seal. There can be dangerous effects with the seal weakened. Creation may fail, but before then, other things may begin to falter.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as power shifting in ways that it should not. You have seen it firsthand. You have seen the effect of Raime, what he can do. He has long studied ancient powers, those that once bound the world, and he has mastered them.”

      Novan’s gaze turned to his staff, as did Jakob’s “What is that made of? I see the way your ahmaean pools there.”

      “You see this?”

      “I don’t know how I could not. It’s impressive, and practically overflowing.”

      “Yes. The staff is a similar example to what Raime has mastered. There is a metal—one that is among the oldest. It is what everything was forged from.”

      As Jakob stared at the staff, he felt the ahmaean within it. He didn’t reach for it to detect it; he could feel it without needing to do so.

      “Everything came from metal?”

      “Perhaps not quite so simply, but that metal is what all of creation was forged from.” Novan smiled. “Though, that may be only my belief.”

      “How did Raime learn to use it? How did he master that?”

      “Raime was a part of something greater. He sat on the Conclave and studied with those earliest scholars, those who wanted nothing more than to secure peace and to maintain the seal. He grew disgruntled that he had no power and sought other ways to reach it. At first, he might have done so in an attempt to work toward peace, but in time, even that changed.”

      “How has he been able to do these things without being stopped before now?”

      “For many years, those on the Conclave—those who had served and studied with him—had not wanted to believe he was capable of what they were seeing. Over time, it became impossible to ignore. Raime demonstrated a thirst for power that was dangerous and deadly.”

      “He could have been stopped before he gained any real power,” Jakob said.

      “He could have, had the Conclave been willing to do anything to stop him. That would have required more violence than what the Conclave was willing to do.”

      Jakob thought back to his vision with Gareth, and the way the damahne had seemed offended by the idea of violence. It was understandable knowing their position, that they would have been unwilling to do anything to counter him.

      Instead, they had allowed him to gain strength. They had allowed Raime to become powerful. As they have allowed the groeliin to grow powerful.

      “Have any gone after him once they discovered the depths of his deception?”

      “Over the years, many have gone after him. The title of the Hunter was created to chase Raime.”

      “Brohmin is meant to find Raime?”

      “That is the purpose of his gift,” Novan said. “I imagine that with your travels, you discovered that Brohmin is far more capable than he should otherwise be.”

      “Brohmin told me that he was gifted by the damahne for his service to the Conclave.”

      “Brohmin was a gifted Uniter.”

      “Did you know him then?”

      Novan frowned. “Jakob. Brohmin is over five hundred years old. There are few who can claim such age.”

      “I didn’t know. With your connection to the ahmaean, I didn’t know how old you were.”

      Novan shifted in his seat. “Be that as it may, even the oldest Mage is no more than a hundred and fifty years old.”

      Was that Novan’s way of admitting that he was descended from the Magi? Then again, Novan could have been given a gift much like Brohmin, had he served the Conclave equally well. Brohmin had similar energy around him as Novan, though Novan’s did resemble the Magi more than what Brohmin’s did.

      “How is it that no Hunter has ever stopped him?”

      “As you know, Raime has gained powers he should not have gained.”

      “Yes, he has stolen it from Magi and daneamiin.”

      “And possibly from the groeliin as well.”

      “Is that why his ahmaean is so dark?”

      “I suspect that his is dark because he has stolen it, rather than because of the groeliin.”

      “What the groeliin possess is dark as well,” Jakob said.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t spent much time studying the groeliin. Doing so would put me in too much danger.”

      “You have ahmaean, Novan. You would be able to see them.”

      “Seeing them and knowing how to defeat them are different things. I think you have experienced that, haven’t you?”

      Jakob nodded slowly. “I’ve seen what it takes to face the groeliin.”

      “Yes. I’m afraid my staff may slow them, but stopping them requires a different sort of force.”

      “You could learn the sword,” he said.

      “Oh, I have. It’s just that it is not my strength.”

      Novan clasped his hands together and leaned forward on the table. He watched Jakob for a moment. “You haven’t shared all of what you saw in your vision.”

      Jakob thought about what he’d seen. It was more than what he’d learned from Gareth, and more than what he had understood of seeing the Antrilii. There was what he learned of reaching backward, the possibility that he might be able to reach for a glimpse along the fibers. He didn’t know if he could do it quite as well as what he needed, but he thought that he had gained some understanding of it. If he focused on his ahmaean, and turned it inward, he might be able to walk backward along the fibers. Hopefully, doing so wouldn’t take him too completely.

      Then, there was something he had seen when he was returning. There had been darkness.

      As he thought about it, hadn’t there been darkness with his other visions as well?

      “Novan, can the fibers be injured?”

      “Injured?”

      “It’s something I saw when I was returning from the last vision. For the first time, I felt as if I was aware of the return. As I came back, something went wrong. I started to spin out of control.”

      “Possibly because you have never done so.”

      “But I have. I’ve walked along the fibers. Perhaps not intentionally, but I have done it.”

      “What did you see?”

      “There seemed to be a scar, or some damage, along the fibers. It reminded me of what I felt when I was around the groeliin—or Raime.”

      Novan pinched his chin in thought. “It’s possible that you only see a blip of their power. Perhaps it bled through into the fibers.”

      “It’s strange. It was about that time that I was pushed off of my return, and appeared again into another vision.”

      That one had been emotionally painful. Jakob didn’t want to relive it, and didn’t want to think too much about what he had seen. In that vision, he had nearly died.

      “I suppose it’s possible that there was damage with something that Raime did. I’m not able to peer along the fibers.”

      “There are others who can,” Jakob said.

      “The damahne are gone. There are none who remain other than yourself who can look back along the fibers.”

      “That’s not entirely true. The daneamiin can look back.”

      “Their connection is different from yours.”

      “In the Cala maah, I was pushed back along the fibers. I had a vision there.”

      “As I said, their connection is different. I don’t claim an understanding of it.”

      “I don’t, either, but I think this might be the only way I can understand what needs to be done.”

      “Why do you think anything needs to be done?”

      He wasn’t certain, but he had a suspicion that if the fibers were damaged, if there was some taint along them, that would explain the madness. Maybe he could help his brother in a different way. Maybe he could help more than just his brother.

      Jakob stood, and held his hand out to Novan. “I am traveling to the Unknown Lands. Would you like to join me?”

      A smile crossed Novan’s face, and he reached for his staff, tapping on the ground. “Of course.”
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      The house of the Cala maah rose in front of Jakob and Novan. Ahmaean swirled around everything in the daneamiin lands, but most strongly around the house of the Cala maah. The Unknown Lands were rife with it, the trees practically glowing from ahmaean, and Jakob stood for a moment, soaking it in.

      Daneamiin crept along hidden pathways in the trees, and a few crossed the small courtyard in front of the Cala maah, one pausing in front of them.

      Jakob recognized Aruhn when he appeared. He wore a flowing white robe, and his hairless head wrinkled in a wide smile when he saw Jakob. He glanced at Novan, tipping his head in a nod.

      “Your return warms me, Jakob Nialsen. You are welcome among us, Novan Antharin.”

      Jakob glanced over to Novan. In saying that, Aruhn admitted that Novan had never been here before.

      Had he made a mistake in bringing him? Novan knew of Aruhn, but it seemed he had not been to these lands before.

      “My return warms me as well.”

      Aruhn stepped back, and ahmaean swirled from him, touching Jakob briefly before retreating. “Anda tells me that you have begun to understand your purpose.”

      “She made it safely back?” Jakob asked.

      “You returned her safely to our lands,” Aruhn said. “Though I think she would have preferred to remain with you.”

      Jakob smiled inwardly. He would have liked it if Anda had remained with him as well. “As I struggle to understand who I am—and what I am—I thought I could use some guidance from the daneamiin.”

      Aruhn bowed his head. “Of course, Jakob Nialsen. Whatever we can offer to help you become what the fibers intend for you, we offer.”

      Jakob had thought about what he would ask, and how he would ask it, and realized he needed to simply say it. “Within the Cala maah, when you look back along the fibers, have you ever seen damage to the fibers? Have you ever seen anything that would indicate that they have been tainted?”

      Aruhn considered Jakob for a moment, and then glanced to Novan. “Novan Antharin, I would introduce you to Chollin om’Daysma sen’Johmi,” he said as Chollin approached.

      Jakob looked over to Chollin and smiled at him. He hadn’t seen him in quite a while, but he had been the first of the daneamiin to welcome him.

      Chollin dipped his head in a quick nod. “Your return warms me, Jakob Nialsen. You are welcome among us, Novan Antharin.”

      Chollin took Novan’s hand and guided him toward the trees. Novan barely looked back, more focused on following the daneamiin, interested in where he might take him.

      Aruhn nodded once more to Jakob. “Come with me, Jakob Nialsen. I will see if I can answer the questions that you have.”

      Aruhn started toward the Cala maah, and Jakob glanced back, looking to Novan, but he’d already disappeared, fading from sight.

      Jakob turned back and trailed Aruhn as he went into the Cala maah. The last time Jakob had been here, he had felt overwhelmed by the sights around him, and had barely been able to keep his thoughts straight. Everything had felt as if it were too much. Even now, knowing what he did, and having gone through what he had, it felt as though he was only glimpsing a little bit of what took place around him. There was much he still didn’t know, and he was hopeful that he’d get some answers from Aruhn, but the daneamiin had been enigmatic when he was here before.

      Aruhn led him in a different direction than when Jakob had been here before. They circled around a pathway that he had not seen before, taking him up rather than down. Light flashed through branches overhead, and Jakob saw the swirling pattern of ahmaean around him, and wondered what would happen were he to attempt to pull on it, to draw the ahmaean to him. Likely it would weaken the Cala maah, and he didn’t want to do that.

      “Where are you taking me, Aruhn?”

      The tall daneamiin glanced back at him and offered a flash of a smile. “Jakob Nialsen, you came to the Cala maah looking for answers. I will do what I can to provide them, but you must trust that the daneamiin wish to facilitate that with you.”

      They continued through the house of the Cala maah and worked in a spiral, twisting around the outer edge of the dome that could be seen from the outside. Ahmaean infused the walls, filling it with a translucent sort of power. That power pressed upon Jakob, and he thought about when he’d used the ahmaean in the heart of the Great Forest, drawing upon it so that he could save Anda.

      Other memories drifted to him, as well, one from a vision, and he struggled with what that might mean that he should have a memory from the vision with Gareth, and how the damahne had wanted to torment the daneamiin. Had he known how much power the daneamiin possessed? Was that the reason the damahne were concerned?

      There had to be some reason that the damahne did not want the daneamiin to exist.

      Was there concern about dilution of power?

      Jakob couldn’t imagine why, but perhaps answers could be found if he could walk along the fibers. Maybe he would be able to understand better. And maybe then he could understand the disagreement between those ancient damahne and the daneamiin.

      The path around the inside of the tree continued to spiral, and as they went up and up, Jakob saw growing light filtering through the branches. There was an increase to the energy as well, as if the Cala maah focused it, drawing it upward.

      “Aruhn?”

      “A little farther, Jakob Nialsen.”

      They continued along the path until Aruhn brought him to a stair built into the branches that led upward. Jakob followed him until they reached the outside of the house of the Cala maah. From here, Jakob could see daneamiin making their way around the branches, each of them with dense ahmaean around them. Aruhn made his way to the peak of the house of the Cala maah, and turned, facing Jakob.

      “From here, we can see all the land occupied by my people,” Aruhn said. “Few are allowed here, and none outside of the daneamiin.”

      “Then why me?” Jakob asked.

      “We have welcomed many damahne to these lands over the years,” Aruhn said. “None has ever noticed that the fibers have been darkened.”

      “The daneamiin knew?”

      “Not all of the people. Most have been protected from the darkening. Were they to know, they would see that there are sections of the fibers that are tainted. A scar exists, protecting them, but the scars are not as strong as the fibers once were.”

      “What caused the scars?”

      “The Cala maah believe the scars were caused by the same creatures you have faced, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “The groeliin?”

      “The groeliin.”

      “Aruhn, I have learned that the daneamiin and the Magi are both descended from the damahne. Are the groeliin as well?”

      “All things with ahmaean are descended from the same source.”

      “Then that means the groeliin have the same connection?”

      “The connection they have is different. You have noticed that it is tainted. The scars along the fibers are times when the taint has worsened. Over time, it will get worse. The groeliin—and the one who leads them—will grow stronger. Eventually, the destruction will be complete.”

      “What happens then?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But you suspect.”

      “The Cala maah suspect that the fibers will fail. Time will turn over, and everything that should be—all that was creation—will fail.”

      Jakob looked around the forest, noting the trees, noting the ahmaean. What would such destruction be like? Was that what Raime saw from him?

      “The seal remains, Jakob Nialsen. I can see from your face that you fear what will happen when the seal fails.”

      “When?”

      Aruhn smiled sadly. “The path along the fibers only leads in a few directions. We have never had much ability in tracking the fibers, in looking into the future, but those who can—and have—have seen nothing but darkness.”

      “But Alyta saw—”

      “Alyta was unique. She had a gift for looking along the fibers.”

      “Like Shoren?” Jakob remembered that from his vision, and remembered how Aimielen had commented on Shoren’s ability to track along the fibers, to glimpse the possibilities. She hadn’t felt it was hopeless, though perhaps it was. Perhaps everything that they hoped to do, everything that he thought he might be able to accomplish, was hopeless.

      Jakob pushed away the thought. Such hopelessness and despair only came when surrounded by the Deshmahne. They were not his thoughts, and more than that, they didn’t belong in the same place as the daneamiin.

      “There has to be something that can be done.”

      “It is the scars, Jakob Nialsen. It is possible that there is something that can be done, but none yet live who understand the fibers well enough to repair them. The damage has been done gradually over hundreds of years, and there is little that can be done to restore it.” Aruhn patted him on the shoulder. “In time, everything will fail. We must hope the Maker will rebuild. I wish there were different news, but that is what has been seen. We would prefer it to be otherwise, but we accept what cannot be changed.”

      “But it can be changed. Anda thought that her path was going to end with her entering the Tower, but I pushed her back, I kept her safe.” Could he repair the scars along the fibers?

      Aruhn shook his head. “There are many possible futures, which is why you were able to save Anda, but in all, darkness is seen at the end of the path. There is nothing that can be done to prevent it and every attempt only delays it.”

      “How long has this been known?”

      Aruhn stared at the trees around him, taking in the beauty of the forest. He stood with his hands clasped behind him, his back slightly stooped, and his shoulders pinched in a way that told Jakob that he seemed to have abandoned the hope that they would be able to repair the fibers.

      And maybe it truly wasn’t possible. If the damage was bad enough—and since Jakob knew so little about both himself and what he could do—it was possible that nothing could be done.

      “Can you help me learn to control my movement along the fibers?” Jakob asked.

      “It is a simple thing, Jakob Nialsen. You look back, you focus on what you need, and the fibers carry you there. That is how you have traveled without any control.”

      “That’s it? I don’t have to somehow control where I’m going?”

      “With the fibers, control is nothing but an illusion. There is some control over where you go, and how you get there, but even in the house of the Cala maah, there is no control. We guide you, push you back, and allow you to have the visions that are necessary, but there is no control over which visions you will have. The only consistency is that they are important.”

      “What of others who had greater control over the fibers? What of Shoren?”

      If he were able to borrow knowledge from Shoren, he could get a greater understanding of what was needed. He had gone back, and had witnessed the world through Shoren’s eyes, but he hadn’t been aware of what he was doing at the time. He didn’t think Shoren was aware of him there, either.

      “Shoren had much understanding. It is why my people still sing of him.”

      “Did he step back and occupy his ancestors?” Jakob felt troubled by that, and by what he’d learned of the other damahne and how they glimpsed the fibers. His connection was so different from theirs.

      “I cannot answer what the damahne were capable of doing.” Aruhn’s ahmaean stretched away from him, briefly touching Jakob’s. “You should rest, Jakob Nialsen. There is much that we can teach you, but unfortunately what you came to learn is simply not possible. We can help you prepare, and might be able to guide you as you continue to attempt to stop Raime.”

      That had been what he thought was needed, but even if he succeeded, he would still fail. “Stopping Raime won’t change the fibers, will it?”

      “It will not. Stopping Raime would be a part of it, though. Perhaps if you stop him, the rest can be delayed.” Aruhn lifted his hands, palms up, and his shoulders quivered slightly, something like a shrug. “I do not claim the same control over the fibers as the damahne. What I am capable of doing—what all of the daneamiin are capable of doing—is less than what a damahne can do.” He stepped away from the center of the peak of the house of the Cala maah and patted Jakob on the shoulder. “Perhaps you will gain a different understanding of the fibers.”

      He reached the stairs and disappeared from view, leaving Jakob standing there alone. It was a peaceful view from here, seeing the forest all around him, and the ahmaean swirling throughout it. From here, he could make out individual daneamiin in the trees as well as the ground.

      Near the entrance to the Cala maah, one daneamiin in particular stood, looking up at him.

      Anda.

      She watched him, a thoughtful expression on her face, one that he had seen many times in the days they had spent together.

      Had she known about the bleakness of the visions?

      If she had, why had she so willingly offered to help him? If she knew that nothing could be changed, that there was no hope for them, why had she agreed to come along?

      Jakob held her gaze, watching her as she looked up at him, before finally descending from the peak of the Cala maah, and reentering the building.
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      The small pond remained crystal clear, and the water was pleasant, warm, as Jakob dipped his toes into it, sitting next to Anda. The air smelled earthy and sweet, and welcoming. In spite of it, a tremble of fear coursed through him. “Did you know about the fibers?”

      “Jakob Nialsen—”

      He looked up. “Did you?”

      “I did not. I knew that Aruhn has witnessed things in the past, images that have made him fear for the future, but none knew what it was that he feared.”

      That made Jakob feel somewhat better. Had she known, he would’ve been hurt by the fact that she hadn’t been willing to share It with him.

      “I returned to Chrysia and saw my brother.”

      “It would have been difficult for me to go with you.”

      Jakob looked over. “You had other reasons.”

      “There were other reasons. My people needed to hear that Alyta was gone. We knew her well, and we sang a song of mourning for her, celebrating her passage.”

      What must it have sounded like? Perhaps that was something only for the daneamiin, and not for the ears of man—or for the damahne.

      “I tried to heal him, but—”

      “You don’t have complete control over your abilities to heal him.”

      “I think it’s more than that. Even with full control over my ahmaean, and the abilities of the damahne, I still wouldn’t have been able to help him. I don’t think it’s something within him.”

      “You believe this to be the injury to the fibers?”

      Was that what this was? Could it be that the injury done to the fibers had somehow caused others to have hints of madness? Alyta blamed herself, but Aruhm blamed the groeliin. Which was right?

      And why would injury to the fibers cause the madness? What was it about them that would have triggered the madness, and not done so in Jakob, someone who should otherwise be sensitive to it?

      There had to be some connection there, but he didn’t know it.

      “Aruhn blames injury to the fibers on the groeliin,” Jakob said.

      “Perhaps, though Aruhn—like myself—does not have the same ability to touch the fibers. Not like you do.”

      Jakob took a deep breath. Was there anything he could do to help him understand? He thought that if he could walk back, if he could glimpse the fibers, he could begin to understand what happened there, but he would need to do it where he could be safe.

      Where was safer than here?

      Where other than with Anda looking over him, and with the potential of the rest of the daneamiin here who might be able to reach along the fibers to save him if something went wrong?

      He pulled his toes out of the water and crossed his legs. “Will you watch over me?”

      “Of course, Jakob Nialsen, but what do you think to do?”

      Jakob sighed and stared at the calm water. Within that water was warmth, strength. He could feel the ahmaean coming from it, much as he could feel it around everywhere here. If nothing else, he hoped to use the daneamiin lands as something of an anchor, a way to prevent him from slipping too far into the past, and losing himself.

      “Focus on my ahmaean,” Jakob said. “If something seems off, try to…”

      To what? How could she pull him back if he slipped too deeply into whatever vision he would have by trying to walk along the fibers? What if he wasn’t even successful?

      Here he was, thinking that he would manage, and that he would succeed, but all he had was Gareth showing him how to look backward, nothing more than that, and certainly nothing that would make him feel as if he were guaranteed to succeed with what he needed to do.

      Still, he had to try. If there was anything he could do, he had to try. He might be the only one remaining who could.

      “I will do what I can, Jakob Nialsen.”

      Jakob took her hand, and squeezed. That was all he could ask from her.

      He tucked his legs underneath him, kneeling in such a way that he could focus on what he intended. As he did, he began to pull on the ahmaean that swirled around him. There was an enormous amount of energy, enough that he could direct it inward, much like Gareth had done in his vision. Jakob thought about what he intended, the way he wanted to move backward along the fibers, and to reach… for what? Did he want to try to find the injured part of the fibers? Did he have another destination in mind? Or was there something else for him? Something he could learn?

      Aruhn’s words rang in his mind as he focused the ahmaean.

      He needed understanding.

      As he pushed, the ahmaean tumbled backward, reaching the fibers of time, and he trailed along them.

      Jakob opened his eyes and stood in the midst of a young forest. The sounds and the smells were familiar and pleasant, those of birds chirping and a fresh rain.

      He had been in the forest before and had been here in this form. He recognized it immediately, knowing from both his personal experience—and the visions that he’d had here—that this was the heart of the Great Forest.

      Why would he come here? Why would this be where the vision would take him?

      The thought lingered only a moment, replaced with a sense of victory that he had succeeded.

      For the first time, he was in control of pushing himself back along the fibers. It was the first time that he had intentionally walked backward. With that, now he stood here.

      Except, he hadn’t managed to simply glimpse along the fibers. This was him fully back.

      Was there some way for him to retreat from whoever he had stepped into?

      He needed to so that he could learn from whoever this might be. He needed understanding.

      Jakob focused on the ahmaean, and started to push, before something stopped him.

      Not like that.

      The voice came from the back of his mind.

      Jakob stood up, looking around, but saw no one. The voice was inside of him. It came from whoever he had assumed control of.

      Who are you?

      The voice chuckled. You travel the fibers and appear in my body, and you question me? It seems I should be the one asking the questions.

      I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come here this completely. I don’t have control over the fibers.

      I have seen that. You’ve stepped into me once before, though you did so with much less intensity that time, the voice said.

      I did? Who had he stepped into? Was this the man from the north, the one who faced the groeliin? That man had seemed almost angry about the fact that Jakob had intruded. This man seemed amused, and was not surprised by Jakob’s presence here.

      Shoren? he asked.

      The chuckle came again. Am I so well known in your time that you recognize me?

      None of the damahne would be recognized in my time. And I think that I am the last of them.

      Shoren’s amusement subsided. The last? How is it that you could be the last?

      I don’t know. All I know is the one who preceded me transferred her ahmaean into me.

      Perhaps that is why you are able to walk so deeply along the fibers. Those who are able to touch the fibers more completely have always had a greater control with their ahmaean.

      Strength matters with it? he asked.

      Shoren chuckled. Strength matters in all things. Strength allows one to touch the fibers in a way that others cannot. Control over that strength grants the rest. That you have walked back along the fibers tells me that you are both strong, and that you have gained some measure of control.

      I barely know what I’m doing. When I have come back in the past, I haven’t done so with any control.

      That tells me you have even greater strength than you realize.

      Shoren paused, and silence fell between them. Even the birds chirping in the trees had fallen silent, either waiting for Jakob to disappear, or interrupted by their presence.

      You came here looking for answers, Shoren said to him.

      Jakob breathed out. There was something peaceful about remaining here, even though he was here in Shoren’s form. That peace was relaxing; it filled him, letting him feel like he could simply stay here, yet Jakob knew the danger in that. If he were to stay here, he would overwhelm Shoren, and then both would be lost.

      Maybe that wasn’t quite true. If he overwhelmed him, perhaps Jakob would ultimately be lost. Shoren was one of the most skilled damahne, a god among gods as Brohmin had said. He would know how to push Jakob out—at least into the back of his mind. There, perhaps Jakob would fade away, disappearing until he was little more than a memory to Shoren.

      I came trying to understand the fibers.

      Shoren chuckled. It was something he seemed to do easily. In the visions Jakob had of him, the man had always come across as serious, and with no sense of laughter. This damahne didn’t strike him that way. He seemed to laugh easily, and was more amused by Jakob’s presence than bothered.

      I think your presence tells me that you understand the fibers better than you realize.

      That’s just it. I don’t understand the fibers. If I had the ability of others, I wouldn’t accidentally step back so fully into the fibers and risk damaging others by my presence.

      With me, you are safe enough. I can protect my mind from your presence.

      Jakob had to wonder how, and had to wonder what it was that Shoren could do for him.

      In my time, the daneamiin tell me that all futures lead to darkness.

      The daneamiin?

      I… I know of their origin. One of my visions was of Aimielen.

      Ah. I have wondered whether others have visited her. I knew that you had come to me once before, but did not know that you walked back to her as well.

      It wasn’t intentional.

      Oh, I know that it wasn’t. Intentional or not, hopefully, someone in your time has told you that walking back as you do can be dangerous.

      That is all I hear.

      Good. I won’t tell you the same as you already seem to know it. What I will tell you is that your method of walking the fibers prevents you from accessing knowledge. Unless the person you reach has a strong connection to the fibers themselves, you will always overpower them.

      Is that why I can talk to you? Did that mean Gareth had a similar connection to the fibers? Why had he feared Jakob’s presence?

      It is. I have always had a robust attachment to the fibers.

      What of the possible futures? Do you see nothing but darkness there as well?

      I have walked along the fibers many times, but looking forward—glimpsing more than a hint of the possible futures—is never an easy task.

      That’s not an answer.

      But it is. When you look out toward the distant horizon, what do you see?

      Jakob looked around him, but all he saw were the younger trees of the Great Forest. Even now, he could see their ahmaean, some of the power that they would possess later on.

      What did he see when he looked beyond them, out toward the distant horizon?

      It is blurry, Jakob said. When I look past the trees and the grasses, the rest becomes something of a blur.

      Yes. And you have greater eyesight than most. So for you to see little more than a blur, what do you think it’s like when you look at the fibers of time, looking at something that we’re not meant to view quite so easily.

      Jakob thought about what Shoren was telling him. Do you mean that all futures are nothing but darkness?

      What is darkness but the absence of light? You can’t view where you aren’t yet.

      That, at least, made Jakob feel somewhat better. But he still worried about the damage to the fibers.

      Can the fibers be injured? Can they be tainted?

      What have you witnessed?

      I don’t pretend to have the same control over the fibers as others. I don’t pretend that I understand them nearly as well as you. When I was moving forward, after seeing a horde of groeliin, I glimpsed damage to the fibers. It was as if they were scarred, and healed. Even then, there was some darkness that still leaked out.

      Jakob could practically imagine Shoren pacing, and he started doing just that. It was an odd sensation, one where both Jakob and Shoren were in control of the body.

      The fibers should not ever be tainted. They are neutral. There is nothing dark or light about them. Time is not good nor bad. It simply is.

      I know what I detected.

      I don’t doubt that, but I don’t have an answer for you. If there is something about the fibers that has been darkened, that is unnatural.

      I need to be able to understand.

      When it comes to the fibers, there is often nothing that can be understood.

      I need to know how to walk the fibers—to control where I go. I feel like it’s my responsibility to fix the damage, if it’s possible.

      What you ask is difficult. You have control over your own strand, and nothing more.

      But you know more than you share.

      I know some.

      You are considered one of the most skilled with controlling the fibers, Jakob reminded Shoren.

      Shoren chuckled. Flattery will not change the truth. I can grant you my knowledge, but it may be of little use to you.

      With that, Shoren did something strange. He tugged on his ahmaean, and there was a shifting within Jakob’s mind, and with it came a transfer, and knowledge poured into him.

      Jakob gasped. He suddenly understood how to access the fibers. He understood how to walk backward. He understood how to attempt to look into the future, though even that was difficult for Shoren. Jakob had thought him to be the most skilled with manipulating the fibers—and perhaps he was—but he was not infallible. For that matter, none of the gods were.

      Using his newfound knowledge, Jakob retreated. It was a simple thing, a shifting of ahmaean, one where he placed Shoren in control, and sat himself in the back of the damahne’s mind.

      Thank you, Shoren said.

      I should be the one thanking you, Jakob told him.

      I hope you don’t mind, but I borrowed some of your knowledge, and looked into what you have seen. You have no guide because you are the last. I can’t imagine what that must be like. No damahne has lacked a guide.

      I’m sure the first damahne did, Jakob said.

      Shoren chuckled again. I think I would like you, Jakob.

      Well, we are related.

      Yes. Distantly at that. There have been… five generations between us by my count.

      Only five? It seemed to Jakob that there should be many more than five generations separating him and Shoren, but maybe things were different for the damahne. He knew they had long lives, and though it might have been five generations of damahne, there had been many, many more of man.

      Perhaps our accounting of time is different, Shoren said.

      Perhaps.

      I don’t know if I have given you enough for you to understand how you can help with the damage you see in the fibers. From here, from the past, there is nothing that I can do that can influence the future.

      That’s not completely true. You’ve already influenced the future by helping me gain knowledge.

      Shoren chuckled again. Interesting. You might have created a workaround to a problem that I’ve had.

      I imagine it would only work with those who can access the fibers more directly, Jakob said.

      Yes. But thankfully, I can.

      Jakob wondered what problem Shoren might have, and what he would need assistance with, but Shoren didn’t offer, and Jakob chose not to question it. It was time for him to move forward, to return to his time, to see if there was anything he could do to understand what had happened—and possibly repair it.

      You may travel back and speak to me any time, Jakob, Shoren said.

      I would like that.

      May the Maker grant you peace and his protection.

      Jakob didn’t have a response to that, but decided it didn’t matter.

      He withdrew. It came slowly and easily, and this time, he had much more control.

      He tracked along the fibers, drawn back to his body, detecting the distant sense of it, and knowing that he could reach it. As he did, he focused on the fibers, noting how they seemed bound together, much like Anda had once demonstrated with the stems of leaves.

      The fibers were practically a physical thing, and though they were enormous—massive—Jakob had the sense that he’d glimpsed barely a part of them. He traveled along his own strand, the one that bounced from Shoren to the next into the next, onward and onward, slowly making his way back toward himself.

      He realized why he hadn’t been able to detect the darkness before. He traveled on one strand, his own. As such, he could only impact himself, and could only influence the strand of the fibers that belonged to him.

      Why had Gareth forced him to travel the fibers that showed him that?

      Jakob used what Shoren had given him, and traced his way forward, spinning along the woven fibers of time. He reached his parents. From here, he knew that he was close, and all he had to do was step back into himself. He wasn’t quite ready to do that, and instead, studied the fibers, noting the branches from his parents, and saw the one that belonged to Scottan.

      Jakob couldn’t reach that path, at least, he didn’t think he could. Shoren hadn’t believed others could reach different fibers, either, though as Jakob stood at this crossroads, he had a sense that he could.

      Why would that be?

      He hadn’t been able to heal Scottan from the physical world. But the cause of the madness is not something physical. It is something with his mind. The visions and the speaking in tongues made sense if he had been damaged because of the fibers.

      Jakob stepped forward into Scottan’s strand.

      He hadn’t been certain whether it would work, but here he was, standing in the fibers of Scottan’s life, feeling everything his brother had experienced. Flashes of the memories were there, those that had come from his time as a child, playing with Jakob, to beginning his training with the Ur. Jakob saw him as a soldier, saw him begin his training regimens, and saw him take leadership. Through these memories, Jakob understood the swordsmanship skill that Scottan had developed. For so long, Jakob had compared himself to his brother, and for so long, Scottan had been the ideal. Jakob had wanted nothing more than to be his equal with the sword, and now that he was in his brother’s strand, he realized that he had far exceeded his brother. There was a sort of sadness to that, the idea that Scottan would never know, not unless Jakob managed to restore him.

      Could he do anything?

      Only if his theory was right.

      The longer he tracked, the more he understood of his brother. He had known him before, but it was different walking through his strand of time, one that was woven as a part of the greater fabric of time.

      And then, Jakob found a damaged section.

      When he came upon it, it startled him.

      It was a strange sort of thing, one where the strand that was Scottan seemed pulled backward, dragged into the past, so that it looped around others.

      From here, it was twisted, leaving Scottan unable to move forward, forcing him along other paths, those that were not his, and should never have been known by him.

      Was there anything that Jakob could do?

      He tried unraveling the fiber, but doing so was impossible. It had been woven this way. It was like a defect in at weave of fabric, a strand that was out of place.

      He thought about his options. He could leave it, but that would not serve Scottan. It was possible that nothing he did would be able to save Scottan, but he had to try.

      There was one thing he could think of, but it would be extreme, and it may not even work.

      Didn’t Scottan deserve that from him?

      Somehow, he had to sever the strand, and then fuse it back together.

      If he couldn’t reconnect it, Scottan’s strand would end. He would die, lost in the santrium, no longer tormented, but no longer with Jakob. Lost in the twisted fibers. Considering that they had already lost both their mother and father, losing Scottan, too, was a sacrifice Jakob was not prepared to make.

      He searched through the memories and knowledge that Shoren had given him, but did not find anything that would help him here. As far as Shoren knew, he could only move back along his own strand.

      Why was it possible for Jakob to enter another?

      He was damahne, so why was he different?

      Maybe he wasn’t entirely different. Maybe he was gifted with more ahmaean than the others had been. It might be the cumulative effects of the passage of ahmaean over time, reaching a point where he could now influence the ahmaean—and the fibers—in ways that those who had come before him could not.

      Jakob had to hope there was a reason for it.

      He remained fixed, held to where Scottan had been pulled backward along his fiber, and focused on his ahmaean.

      He sharpened it, honing it like a knife, and sliced through Scottan’s strand.

      Jakob worked quickly, using his ahmaean to unravel the twisted strand, and pulled it forward to where it belonged, then used his ahmaean to attempt to fuse it back together.

      It didn’t work. The connection failed.

      In a panic, Jakob pulled on more ahmaean. It flowed through him, and distantly, he wondered if he pulled on ahmaean from around the daneamiin lands, borrowing it as he had when he’d been in the Great Forest or fighting Raime in the Tower. Ahmaean flooded him, and Jakob used it, weaving it around the broken strand, and then smoothing it out, fusing the pieces back together.

      It worked. But he didn’t know how long it would hold. Would it make a difference for Scottan?

      Without the ability to move along the fibers beyond the present, Jakob would have to wait to learn Scottan’s fate.

      Jakob drifted backward along his brother’s path, and reached the branch point once more and took the one leading to his own. With another surge, he returned to himself and opened his eyes, looking to Anda.

      “You returned?” Anda asked.

      “I returned. And I hope that I was able to fix something.”

      “What would you have fixed?” Anda asked.

      He stood and took her hand, and smiled. “Come with me to see.”
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      The inside of the santrium had a sickly odor to it. Jakob had traveled here with Anda, not bothering to seek the healer’s assistance, and made his way down to the lower level where he’d last seen Scottan. He hoped that what he had done had made a difference for his brother.

      Anda gasped as they appeared inside the santrium. “They are all sick,” she said. “I can feel it. It is a pressure upon the ahmaean.”

      “I think they’re sick because the fibers that comprise their strands of time are twisted.”

      He reached Scottan’s bed. His brother said nothing, but he still breathed. For Jakob, that was a relief.

      “This is your brother,” Anda said.

      Jakob scooped his arms underneath him, cradling his brother to his chest. His brother had become a shell of the man he had been, and his body was light, and frail. This was not the place where he would continue to receive his healing. Jakob reached for Anda, and—with one last look around the santrium—he traveled, returning to the Unknown Lands, and to the daneamiin.

      When they appeared, they did so at the base of the Cala maah. Jakob set Scottan down and pulled on his ahmaean, wrapping it around his brother, trying to support him.

      Anda rested a hand on his shoulder and shook her head. “Not like that, Jakob Nialsen. Come. Bring him.”

      She guided him into the Cala maah.

      Jakob followed her, carrying Scottan cradled in his arms. He wondered which way she would take him, whether she would direct him up, as Aruhn had done the last time he had come to the Cala maah, or whether she would take him down, the direction he had gone when he had first come here, when Aruhn had named him a Uniter of men. That had been when his sword Neamiin had been awoken.

      She took him down the ramp, and he trailed behind her as they made their way to the room where Jakob had first sat before the Cala maah.

      She looked up at him, meeting his eyes, and motioned to a spot on the floor for him to set Scottan.

      “Why here?” Jakob asked.

      “Here is where the Cala maah can most effectively help you,” Anda said. “It is here that we will call together the others and determine if there is anything that can be done to help him.”

      He couldn’t tell from her tone whether she believed that there was or not. Using his ahmaean, sending that around his brother, he could not tell whether he could be healed.

      If he had more time, he could step back, reach Shoren, and borrow knowledge of healing, but watching Scottan made him question how much time he really had.

      Movement in the shadows caused Jakob to look over. Nearly a dozen daneamiin appeared, and they each took a seat in a small circle. Aruhn was among them, and he looked at Jakob with an interested frown.

      Jakob remained near Scottan, holding his hand. “This is my brother, Scottan Nialsen. He suffers from a madness, one that has taken his mind, and turned him frail and infirm.”

      “Such illnesses cannot be healed, Jakob Nialsen,” Aruhn said.

      “There has to be something that can be done,” Jakob said. “The madness is the result of a tangling of the fibers. I walked back, traced his strand, and found where it was tangled in the past.”

      Aruhn fixed him with a flat expression. “How is it that you learned to do that?”

      “I went back and spoke to Shoren.”

      Jakob knew that the daneamiin viewed Shoren with much esteem. He hoped that sharing what he knew of Shoren, and the fact that he had a way of communicating with him, would help them find a way to work with him.

      “You progress quickly,” Aruhn said.

      “What choice do I have? Raime will not stop his attacks, so I need to do what I can to limit the damage from him.”

      Aruhn looked at Scottan. “If his strand was tangled, there is nothing that can be done to help him. The fibers are woven as they are. They cannot be unwoven.”

      Jakob touched his brother’s cheek, smoothing back his greasy hair. “I followed his strand, and I untangled it.”

      “That would not be possible, Jakob Nialsen. The fibers are fixed.”

      As he looked at his brother, he breathed out a sigh. “I cut out the twisted portion and fused the ends together, using ahmaean.”

      There were audible gasps all around him.

      “You could not only kill him, you could destroy the entire fabric of time,” Aruhn said.

      “I didn’t destroy it. I did manage to untwist what happened to him. What happened to him is now undone, but he is weak and frail. He needs healing that I cannot provide.”

      Jakob looked up at the daneamiin, meeting each of their eyes. He held Aruhn’s gaze the longest, and after a while, the elder daneamiin nodded.

      “We can try,” Aruhn said. “I don’t know whether this will succeed, and if it fails, I would ask that you not attempt this again.”

      Jakob nodded, though he had no intention of not attempting it again, especially if it might restore others who were similarly tainted and bring them back.

      The daneamiin squeezed close together, and when Jakob looked to Anda, she shook her head, indicating that he should stay where he was. Was he to be a part of this? Would they utilize his ahmaean, or was there something about his connection to Scottan that the daneamiin needed?

      The circle began to move, shuffling one step at a time, and ahmaean built from them as it did.

      Jakob recognized what they did. He had observed something similar somewhere, hadn’t he? Maybe it had been a vision that he’d had, but he felt as if he recognized the pattern, and the way that they focused the ahmaean, sending it pressing upon him.

      Not Scottan?

      Jakob frowned. Why would they focus the energy on him rather than on his brother—the one who was sick and needed him? Was there something to their pattern that required his assistance?

      As their ahmaean built, it reverberated against him, resonating with his ahmaean.

      Their energy pulsed and with that, he drew it inside himself. He continued to pull on it, to accept it, until it overflowed from him.

      “Now, Jakob Nialsen.” Aruhn nodded to him.

      What were they asking of him? Did they intend for him to somehow heal his brother when he had no idea how to do it?

      With the ahmaean swirling around him, the power of it overflowing him, would he be able to do more than what he had managed before coming to the daneamiin for help?

      Maybe they would guide him.

      Jakob pressed his hands on his brother’s chest. He felt each individual rib, and the bony prominence of the sternum, and took care not to push too hard. Jakob focused on the ahmaean that was passed to him, drawing from the daneamiin, and from himself, and let it settle into Scottan.

      The daneamiin took control of the ahmaean.

      It began to form a pattern, one that reminded Jakob of the markings along Novan’s staff. He watched what they were doing, noting the way they used the ahmaean, trying to make sense of the pattern they used. Jakob couldn’t reproduce it easily, but he thought he might be able to do some of it. The pattern lifted into something like a funnel before eventually settling back onto Scottan, reaching his head, then working down his chest, before finally holding steady, and simply wrapping around him.

      Scottan stiffened. He sucked in a sharp breath, the most movement that he had shown since Jakob had taken him from the santrium.

      The movement of the daneamiin ceased. They took a step back, and Jakob noted the sheen of sweat covering each of them.

      “Did it work?” he asked Aruhn, and then turned his attention to Anda.

      “Your brother is quite ill,” Aruhn said. “And the nature of his injury is not one I have seen before. None of us have.”

      “You’ve never seen anyone with twisted and tainted fibers of their life?” Jakob asked.

      Aruhn met his gaze. “No. What you describe has never been seen. Neither has the ability of one of the damahne to walk along another’s path. Perhaps it is only possible because he is your brother, but I will have to think about what this means.”

      Jakob looked down to Scottan, wanting nothing more than to see his brother open his eyes, and to speak, but he had been sick for months. Years. Long enough that Jakob had lost hope; that he had begun to believe there wouldn’t be anything that could be done to help him. How could Scottan recover after all that time? None had ever recovered from the madness. None had ever managed to return.

      “Thank you, Aruhn.”

      Aruhn paused and turned to him. There was a hint of irritation in his gaze, one that Jakob didn’t fully understand.

      “The daneamiin have been isolated for years. You have come in here and changed that, Jakob Nialsen. I cannot say whether it is for the good or the bad, only that it is change.”

      “I’ll do what I can to keep you safe,” Jakob said.

      “Other damahne have said the same. Your ancestor even made a similar claim.”

      “Shoren?”

      “Shoren and Aimielen both made such a claim. They did everything they could to protect the daneamiin, but there was only so much that could be done.”

      Aruhn held Jakob’s gaze for a moment, and then he departed. He left Jakob standing next to Scottan, his hand on his brother’s chest, feeling the steady breathing. Jakob wanted Scottan to recover, but if he didn’t—if all that Jakob had done by bringing him to the daneamiin was to minimize his suffering—wouldn’t that have been worth it?

      When all the daneamiin had departed, Jakob remained with Scottan, and he looked up to see Anda.

      “You should get some rest, Jakob Nialsen. What was done will have taken much out of you.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “For now. But before long, you will feel the effects. It would be best if you rested.”

      “What of Scottan?”

      “There is a place where we can take your brother. He will rest, and if he is able to recover, we will know soon enough.” She took his hand. A wave of relaxation washing over him. “I will stay with him if you would prefer.”

      Jakob watched his brother and realized Anda was right. He was feeling tired. He had been managing well up until this point, but now, it was too much for him, and he began to feel awash with fatigue.

      Was it traipsing back along the fibers that had fatigued him, or was it the traveling to bring Scottan here? Or was it simply the fact that he was working with the daneamiin to try and heal him?

      Anda led him out of the Cala maah, and took him through the clearing, toward the tree in which he’d been given a room when he had come before. Jakob remembered well how easily he’d slept that first night, and remembered vividly how comfortable he had been.

      On one floor, she motioned to a room that was much like the one he’d rested in, and he set Scottan down. From there, she led him up the stairs, and to the room he had used before.

      “Rest, Jakob Nialsen,” Anda said.

      He lay down and slept, falling into a deep slumber very quickly.
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      Lawern moaned on the cot, and Alriyn tried to ignore the sound of his discomfort and focus on the teralin-forged sword, as well as the markings made along the blade. He held the hilt of the sword, feeling something like an imposter. How had Roelle grown so skilled with the sword in such a short period of time? Endric had trained her, but not all of her skill had come from working with the general. Some of that was innate, a gift given to the Magi, a gift they had long denied.

      “How do you intend to use teralin?” Alison asked. Since he had first invited her to the palace, she had shared his company with increasing frequency. Most of the time, she seemed to watch him with a sour expression filled with questions. It was almost as if she still debated whether to trust him. He had tried to give her reason to trust him—especially by allowing her time in the library, which she had taken full advantage of. It should’ve given her reason to believe he had interest in additional scholarship, but overcoming her natural wariness was proving difficult.

      “Novan never really demonstrated how to use it. I can pull power through the sword, and it serves as a reservoir for my Mage abilities.”

      “Describe them as you use them if you would,” Alison said. She had a notebook spread open in front of her and tapped a pencil against the paper.

      Alriyn considered the request. She asked to understand how to use power that she didn’t possess. What harm was there in that?

      Alriyn began pulling on the manehlin. It surged around him, power that was greater than what he ever would have been able to achieve before he’d faced Jostephon. Since then, his mind could stretch much wider than before, and he was able to draw upon manehlin from places he hadn’t realized possessed it. The teralin all around him, that which existed in the space beneath the city, held stores of power that he had not been able to reach before.

      “Are you doing anything?”

      “I’m sorry. What I’m doing is reaching into the portion of my mind where my Mage abilities reside.”

      “What does that feel like to you?”

      “It feels like I expand by mind.”

      “Expand?”

      Alriyn shrugged. “There has always been a place deeper within my mind that I have been able to reach. It’s there that the Mage abilities reside. All Magi learned to reach that portion of the mind, though some have an ability to reach deeper than others.”

      “When did you learn that you had this ability?” Alison asked, making a notation on the page.

      “I suppose it came when I was young. Both of my parents were Mageborn, and I was born and raised within the palace. I was tested like most within the palace are tested, and it was clear that I had the ability to reach deeper into my mind, an ability that was required for me to claim being Mageborn. If I hadn’t…”

      Alriyn caught himself. There was a certain reluctance to speak about what it was like for those unable to be born with Mage abilities. Many Mageborn parents had children without the gift. Those children often left the city, became Teachers, and served the Magi in other ways. Some even went to the university and studied with the scholars there. Even when they did, there was still a separation, a line of distinction between the Magi and the Teachers.

      “My parents aren’t Mageborn if that is your concern,” Alison said.

      Alriyn felt heat rising on his cheeks, but nodded. The more that he worked with Alison, the more he realized how sharp her mind was. This was a woman who was astute, who could observe much about the world around her. She had demonstrated that frequently. Alriyn couldn’t help but find that intriguing.

      “Yes, I suppose you would know that. There would be many at the university who had Mageborn parents.”

      “Not as many as you think. Most go on to become Teachers but never come to study at the university. There is a connection between those Teachers who come to learn from us, but it’s not quite the same. We understand, and we have always willingly offered to accept those descended from the Mageborn who do not have the gift.”

      “You offer to accept, but you don’t accept everyone.”

      “No. Even from those descended from the Magi, the university has standards that must be abided by.”

      Alriyn smiled. As far as he knew, the university was incredibly selective about who it allowed in. Often, they chose only one or two students per year. It was not unheard of for them to not select any students. Doing so created a sense of elitism and an arrogance in those who studied there.

      “Continue, if you will.”

      He chuckled before going on. “Yes. When I stretch open my mind, I can feel the presence of my Mage abilities. I can use that to reach the power that is in everything. A sort of life force that comprises all things. The Magi refer to it as manehlin.”

      “An interesting choice of terms, don’t you think?”

      Alriyn doubted that the term the Magi used for their power was widely known. Few outside of the Magi would have known.

      “I understand the ancient translation, if that’s what you’re asking,” Alriyn replied.

      “Of that, I’m quite certain. I suspect even the ancients knew the translation, and chose that term intentionally.”

      Manehlin. It was a word that carried much meaning in the ancient language. Alriyn knew the ancient language as well as any alive knew it, and had studied it nearly his entire life. He had embraced that scholarship, wanting to know and understand how the Magi of today were connected to those who had come before. Part of that understanding came from reading and comprehending what they had written about their experiences, in knowing what sorts of lives they had lived.

      “I’m sorry to have disrupted your process, Alriyn.”

      Alriyn smiled to himself. At some point over the last few days, she had transitioned from calling him Eldest and began calling him by his given name. Was that a measure of trust between them or was it a sign of comfort? Were they different?

      “Once I stretch my mind open, I’m able to press the manehlin into it. I can draw from the manehlin that fills the air. It surrounds every living thing. I can pull that energy, and I can manipulate it, using it.”

      “Only from other things? Do you not use your own energy?”

      “I do. Most Magi have learned to use their own manehlin, and are limited because of that.”

      “Most Magi? Are you proposing that you are somehow different?”

      Alriyn dipped his head in a slight nod. “Since the attack, something changed for me. I have always had power with manehlin, and have always been able to manipulate it as well as any Mage.” Though he had never been quite as potent as Jostephon. His old friend had been a powerful Mage and could reach for the manehlin in ways that few others could manage. “But I was forced to attempt something that few Magi have ever tried before to survive the attack.”

      She looked up from her notes. “Interesting. What did you do?”

      “I had to force that part of my mind open wider.”

      “Force? As if this is a physical thing?”

      Alriyn nodded. The effort of opening his mind had felt like a physical thing. It had left him weakened, and shaking with pain, his head splitting. Had he known about teralin then, he would have been able to use it.

      Or maybe he wouldn’t have.

      Alriyn wondered whether he was only able to use teralin in this way because he had attempted to force his mind open. Was that a requirement for him? Was that what was necessary for him to access the teralin and draw power from it?

      So many questions remained.

      “I was left weakened, though when I use my Mage ability, there is always an element of weakness that remains.”

      “Is it something you become accustomed to?”

      “Over time. It is akin to the Denraen, I suppose. The soldiers practice with the sword, growing increasingly competent and developing improved stamina that persists over time.”

      Alison glanced up from Lawern, the pencil in her hand paused above the notebook. “That’s an interesting analogy you’ve chosen,” she said.

      “Perhaps it’s the sword,” he said, holding it out.

      “May I?” Alison asked, reaching for the blade.

      Alriyn handed it to her, having no real commitment to it. It was a teralin-forged sword that Novan had found for him, but it didn’t necessarily belong to him. Not like Endric and his sword. He treated the great sword that he hung on the wall above his desk in his office as almost a part of himself.

      Alison traced her finger along the blade, noting the lettering in the ancient language. “I presume you read what is inscribed here?”

      Alriyn shook his head. “I’ve attempted to translate it, but the language is complicated.”

      “Perhaps not as complicated as it seems. Many of the ancients added a few extraneous letters. It was their way of adding to the musicality of the language. They are often spoken, but have no meaning when written.”

      Alriyn stared at her, mouth agape. He had thought his grasp of the ancient language was significant, but Alison spoke about it in ways that were almost an offhanded understanding. How much more did she know than he did about the language? How much more did others of the university know about the ancient language?

      Interesting that they had potential allies and scholarship as nearby as they did, yet the Magi had never taken advantage of their expertise in the way that they should. They could have asked the scholars to help them with different translations. Instead, they had kept them at bay, leaving their own effectiveness diminished.

      It was similar to the way they had interacted with other nations. They were potential allies, and together, they might have been able to prevent the growing threat of the Deshmahne.

      “What does it say?” Alriyn asked. Not for the first time, he had to push aside his belief that the Magi were superior. He had invited Alison to assist him with his studies, but had he truly believed that she could?

      “There is no easy translation. Often, the translations are inadequate. I suppose you are aware of that.”

      “Yes. That’s one of the struggles with the mahne. Many times, the translations that we have are not only inadequate, but they don’t quite fit with the general feel of the entire text.”

      “I agree. That is one of the more difficult challenges when it comes to translating the ancient language. Context becomes important, yet many of the younger scholars struggle to grasp that. Thankfully, we have nothing but time to study it. There are no new works written in the ancient language.”

      “How many different texts do you have that are written in that language?” Alriyn asked carefully.

      “We have hundreds of different works. Most are little more than fragments. We have tried to piece them together over time. We have acquired dozens of separate fragments for some of them, putting them together into a larger work that grants greater meaning. Most of them are simply records from that time, similar, I suspect, to your historian journals.”

      “It’s probably where they took the idea from,” Alriyn suggested.

      Alison smiled. “That would be my thought as well.”

      They fell into silence, neither of them speaking for long moments. After a while, Alriyn turned back to the sword, gripping the hilt, and pulling on the manehlin as he did, feeling the way it allowed him to shift his mind and draw more power than he otherwise would be capable of doing. Awareness surged through him, the same sort of awareness that he had felt each time he had attempted to pull through the sword, to draw on the manehlin using the teralin.

      Much like it did each time, Alriyn noted a swirling energy that surrounded him. It was an aura, and different from the manehlin. Surprisingly, he saw it around the sword, as well, and wondered whether it was because of his use of the manehlin, or whether that energy surged for a different reason. He looked up to Alison and his breath caught. Energy surrounded her as well.

      It was faint, but there was no denying that it was there.

      He hadn’t seen it before he had used the teralin sword.

      “What is it?” Alison asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Describe what you’re seeing,” she said.

      He hesitated before deciding to answer. “I told you that since I forced my mind open, things were different for me. I have a greater capacity to store the manehlin, but that capacity increases nearly tenfold when I draw through the sword.”

      “Is it the amount of power that you’re able to now manipulate that has alarmed you?” she asked, her brow furrowed.

      “It’s not the power. The Magi have always been able to see the manehlin, to use those small particles that create energy. But since the attacks, since I stretched my mind, I have seen something akin to energy around things as well. It surrounds those with power.”

      “I suppose you see it around yourself,” she said.

      “I do. But… I see it around you as well.”

      Alison blinked. “Are you accusing me of being a hidden Mage?”

      “No. I… I don’t understand what this is. When I attempted to see the energy around you before pulling through the sword, I wasn’t able to see anything. Now that I draw through the sword, now that I’m pulling on a different source of energy, it’s there. It’s clear for me to see.”

      Alison held her hands out, eyes narrowed as she studied them. “I don’t see it.”

      “I doubted that you would. You aren’t Mageborn, at least not that we know.” He added the last with a hint of a smile, but Alison didn’t seem amused by it.

      “We will have to evaluate what that means later. For now, I think you should focus on whether using the teralin in the sword can help you with your Mage.”

      “Of course. I was just—”

      “I have lived my entire life without any particular abilities, Alriyn. It does not upset me to have no additional power. In my case, my abilities are the fact that I can use my mind; that I can analyze and break down complicated problems. I would prefer that over any other ability, I think.”

      Alriyn smiled. This was a strong woman. Not only was she clever, not only was she bright and inquisitive, but she was at peace with the person she was and the person the gods made her to be.

      He dragged his attention away from her and to the sword, drawing through the teralin, pushing out his manehlin. As he did, he reached out with his aura, sending it toward Lawern.

      He had attempted this before when trying to heal Lawern. Alriyn’s ability with healing was not nearly as finely honed as some, though it was an ability he had practiced over the years to develop and improve the skill. When he pressed the manehlin through Lawern, he felt a sense of cold, and resistance where his manehlin met Lawern’s. In an otherwise healthy Mage, pressing manehlin into him would send a reverberation of energy, and would trigger something, allowing him to essentially heal himself. In Lawern, the manehlin continued to bleed out, drawn through the branding, stretching away from him.

      “It hasn’t changed anything.”

      “What have you done differently?” Alison asked.

      “Other than pulling power through the sword, I haven’t done anything differently.”

      “Try using the sword a different way,” Alison suggested.

      Alriyn frowned. What other way could he use the teralin? He could drive power through it, but there didn’t seem to be any way for him to use it.

      Somehow, the Deshmahne had used the teralin to create the brands. It was because of the branding that they were able to draw off Lawern’s power—as well as that of the other Magi they had attacked.

      Was there any way for him to do something similar?

      Alriyn touched the sword to Lawern’s ankle, pressing on the branding. As he did, he pushed through the sword, sending his manehlin through it, surging from the sword to the branding.

      There was resistance. He felt it as power met power. Rather than bleeding out as it had before, this was something else. This was an opposition.

      Alriyn continued to push. He needed to overwhelm this resistance. If he could, could he slow the power leaching from Lawern?

      He had to draw more manehlin.

      He pulled, drawing not only from himself, but reaching from Alison, drawing from the faint traces of power that surrounded her. Alriyn had never attempted something similar, but doing so felt right, and it seemed as if she gave of her power willingly.

      The resistance built, and Alriyn pushed back against it, using the manehlin from everything around him.

      In a flash, he overwhelmed the resistance.

      He stepped back, shifting the sword, moving it away from Lawern’s leg.

      “Did it work?” Alison asked.

      Alriyn reached his manehlin toward Lawern. “I think… I think it did.”

      And he couldn’t have done it without her help.

      She nodded and touched the brand on Lawern’s ankle. “It had been cold. Now it is no different from the rest of his skin.” She lowered her gaze to the sword. “Teralin seems to be the key, don’t you think?”

      Alriyn laughed, unable to help himself. Had Alison helped push him through the resistance? Had she even recognized what he’d done?

      “Did you feel that?”

      Alison arched her brow. “What?”

      He shook his head. She hadn’t noticed anything. “All these years, we’ve sat above the stores of teralin and haven’t known how to use it.”

      “Sometimes, it takes a different perspective. Sometimes, all it takes is a shift in your point of view.”

      Alriyn took a deep breath. “I think there is much the Magi can learn from those of the university.”

      “Is that an offer?”

      “I think I already made the offer.”

      “You did, but this seems to have a different weight to it.”

      Alriyn smiled. “I would love to study with you, Alison.”

      “I would like that. I think we could both learn from one another,” she said.

      Alriyn stared at the brand, feeling a hint of excitement. They had healed Lawern?

      He didn’t know whether it would reverse the effect, or whether it would call back the power that the Deshmahne stolen from him by branding him, but it was a start. There was much to learn, and he felt they were at a disadvantage when it came to the Deshmahne. But working together, working with the university, he had hope that might change.
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      Snowflakes fell from the sky, heavy and wet, and where they landed, they melted immediately, disappearing, as if they had never been there. Isandra stared at them, looking up at the gray sky, ignoring the chill around her. She tried to ignore her surroundings altogether, but it was growing increasingly difficult to ignore the fact that she was in an Antrilii city, a place that the scholars among the Magi had never known existed, and one whose people were fully aware of the world to the south and had chosen to remain separate from it.

      Yet not entirely.

      The Antrilii fought on behalf of those who lived in the south, and defended them from the groeliin. What they did was noble—a sacrifice. And she felt as if the Magi were the ones who owed the Antrilii something. The only problem was she didn’t know what that should be.

      She was at the edge of the city, having come here for solitude, and a moment of respite before another attempt to heal her was made, another attempt that would likely fail. The peaks of the mountains to the south were covered today by thick banks of clouds. A familiar view leaving her feeling as though she could be anywhere but Antrilii lands.

      The only thing that gave it away was the foreign scents. That never changed. Fragrances from flowers she had never smelled, from trees that didn’t exist in the south, and even the earthy odor that filled everything, seemingly drawn from the ground so that it filled the air around her. All of it smelled different from anywhere she’d traveled in the north, and different from anything she had ever known. It made it quite clear that she was not in her home, and that she was a long way from Vasha.

      Would she ever return?

      The better question was could she ever return to Vasha? Without an escort, she would never make it through the mountains, and even if she could, if the Yahinv could not heal her, she doubted she would have the strength to survive the journey.

      Jassan stood next to her, keeping her company as he often did. He had remained mostly silent since their return to Farsea from the Yahinv. In the three days since they had come, she had met with several others of the Yahinv, but none had managed to heal her, though each had attempted. Tonight was intended to be something different, though Isandra didn’t expect that to make a difference for her.

      “You’ve been quiet,” Jassan said.

      “What should I say? I don’t expect this to work any better than any of the other attempts.”

      “Do you not want the House of the Yahinv to attempt this?”

      She turned to him, looking up at his deep green eyes. They carried a sense of understanding, and there was a sense of purpose within him. She suspected it bothered him to remain in Farsea as the House of the Yahinv attempted to determine what to do with her, but he had not openly objected. His purpose, the reason he had returned to the north, had been to find the other warriors, and find why they hadn’t joined Nahrsin. But now that he knew, now that he understood that there was another breeding taking place and that the warriors had all gone to try and stop the breeding, she suspected he wanted to be with them.

      “I’m not opposed to them attempting it, but I don’t have much hope it will make any difference.”

      Jassan smiled. “You have lost faith in the gods?”

      Had she? In her time while captured and tormented in Rondalin, she could have lost her faith, and she had been tested, but she still held faith that the gods had something in mind for her, some purpose. She was a Mage, born with gifts from the gods, and destined to serve on their behalf, to use her abilities—or power—to help maintain peace.

      No. She had not lost faith the gods. And if she had, seeing the Antrilii, seeing the way they served so willingly, and even more than that, seeing the merahl, had shown her their sense of purpose, but it was one that she didn’t share. She was not a warrior. Not like the apprentice Magi who had proven themselves. Jassan had shared with her what Roelle and the others had done, the way that they had fought, and the bravery they had displayed—and the way Roelle had died. That was more like the Antrilii, but it was something else as well. It was more like their Founders.

      “I think coming to Farsea has given me even more faith in the gods,” Isandra said. “Seeing the Antrilii, and seeing the merahl, and the way that you fight, has helped me recognize that the gods have a purpose for others.”

      “You don’t think they have a purpose for you?”

      “My purpose was serving my people. That has been taken from me. Rebecca and the others of the Yahinv have attempted to heal me, but they have failed. I didn’t expect that they could do anything, and I appreciate their willingness to try, but at a certain point, additional attempts will only frustrate them.”

      Jassan chuckled. “You must know the House of the Yahinv well.”

      “No, but I know women like them. I know what it’s like to try and fail when you feel the answer should be right there at the edge of your understanding. I know what it is like to feel like you have the skills, the knowledge, and the ability, but not be able to do anything with it.”

      “If you let them, I believe the women of the House of the Yahinv would continue to try different things.”

      “They have tried. I have had nearly a dozen different healing salves rubbed on me. Most tingled or burned, and one stunk, but none have done anything.”

      “Perhaps it is only more time that is needed.”

      “I don’t think it’s a matter of time. Indeed, time is the one thing I don’t have. Before long, I think that any ability I have remaining will fade, and with it…”

      That was her greatest fear—losing all of her ability. And if that happened, would she lose her life as well? Would she fade, ceasing to exist? The abilities were what made her a Mage, but they also kept her alive. She didn’t know if that was what happened to Wendiy, or if it was something else, torment much like what Longtree had promised to her.

      Jassan touched her hand, and there was comfort to it. It was strange that she should have to come to the Antrilii lands for her to find comfort from anyone, and stranger still that she would have to lose everything she was, all of her abilities, to find someone who genuinely seemed interested in helping her.

      Isandra pulled her hand away. There was no use in letting him get too close to her. All that would do is to hurt him, and possibly her as well. Considering she didn’t know how much longer she had left, she didn’t want to hurt anyone else.

      “The Yahinv will decide whether they have tried enough,” Jassan said. He met her eyes, and he smiled, a warmth there that she didn’t deserve.

      They stood side by side, watching the snowflakes drift down at the edge of the city, the mountains stretching out and before them. After a while, someone approached, a woman with long gray hair, splayed over a blue and silver-striped robe. She nodded to Jassan and turned her eyes on Isandra.

      “Elder. It is time.”

      Isandra glanced up to Jassan. It would be easier if he could go with her. But in the House of the Yahinv, none were allowed other than those invited by the women. From the sound of it, Jassan had never been in the House of Yahinv, and few of the tribe chiefs were invited in, so it was an honor for Isandra to have been not only invited in, but brought to the second level where they had attempted to heal her.

      Jassan took her hand and squeezed softly. “Go. I will find you when you are done.”

      “I doubt they will be successful.”

      “Go with an open mind. Know that the women of the Yahinv are the most skilled of the Antrilii. They can use their gifts in ways that others cannot. If anyone can help you, it will be they.”

      She forced a smile. It did no good to tell him that any of the Magi would be better than one of the women of the Yahinv, regardless of their ability, and regardless of the fact that they appeared to possess similar blessings from the gods. From what she could tell, those of the Yahinv did not manipulate the manehlin in the same way as the Magi, and did not have the same facility. They preferred to use medicines and herbs, and had a fondness for salves, none of which was necessary for what the Magi did. None of which was helpful when it came to healing—at least not with healing that would restore manehlin that had been stolen from her.

      “Thank you, Jassan. You have been kind to me.”

      He looked at her quizzically. “This is not goodbye, Isandra.”

      “Perhaps not, but I wanted to thank you, regardless. You have been kind to me. I know that you want to find what happened to the rest of the warriors, and I know that you want to ride back into the mountains to find the breeding grounds.”

      “That will happen in time,” he said.

      She arched her brow. That was the first she had heard of it, the first she had heard that Jassan would be leaving her, that he would be riding south. Would he leave her with the women of the House of the Yahinv?

      She knew that he would. He would have to. There was nothing she could do to protect herself out there, nothing she could do to keep herself safe. He and the other warriors would always be forced to form a ring around her as they had when the groeliin had attacked the other time.

      “I haven’t asked about Tarin recently. How is he?” The last she had heard, the Antrilii warrior had been steadily recovering. That surprised her. The type of wound he had sustained would be enough to kill him, but either he was more resilient, or perhaps there really was something to the type of healing the Antrilii practiced.

      “He will recover.”

      “That’s what you’re waiting for, isn’t it?”

      Jassan nodded slowly. “He has fought many groeliin. I would not go into battle without him.”

      It seemed like there was more to it than that, but she didn’t want to push him on it.

      With one more squeeze of his hand, she started after the gray-haired woman, trailing after her as they made their way away from Farsea, and along the hidden trail that led toward the House of the Yahinv. It was an isolated place, but only a half a day’s walk from Farsea. She hadn’t taken the time to explore, to learn whether the other Antrilii cities were similarly close, but had a sense that they were not. She had not seen any Antrilii heading in any other direction.

      When they reached the House of the Yahinv, she expected that she would be let inside, but a massive circle had been erected out of logs. Their tips had been sharpened and plunged into the earth, standing in a ring. There were seven of them, one for each of the women of the Yahinv, and each had an inscription upon it that she noticed as she came closer.

      “What is this?” she asked the woman. She didn’t know her name, though she hadn’t learned many of the other names of the members of the House of the Yahinv. Most had attempted to heal her, and had left her otherwise alone.

      Rebecca stepped away from one of the logs, her wrinkled face neutral, and unreadable. Was she frustrated that she had failed at healing Isandra? Was she irritated that they were forced to try whatever this was? From her expression, Isandra couldn’t tell.

      “This is called the Circle of Polash.”

      “What is that? One of the Yahinv?”

      Rebecca shook her head. “Polash was one of the first Antrilii, one who had spoken to the gods, who had learned lessons from them, guided in the ways of their energies. We will borrow from that knowledge now, and we will attempt to work something that has not been tried before.”

      Isandra looked around, feeling a hint of anxiety growing within her. She had recognized that the women had some ability, so letting them try something on her that had never been attempted before didn’t leave her feeling comfortable. She didn’t want to be a test subject, and didn’t think that she wanted to see what they might be capable of doing, especially as they were not trained by the Magi, and didn’t have the same ability as the Mageborn.

      “Rebecca… I’m not certain that this is right. What is this circle?”

      “The circle is formed for specific purposes. We attempt to join our energies and use that combined energy to create greater thanksgivings to the gods.”

      “This will be a thanksgiving to the gods?”

      “This will be whatever it must be, Isandra of the Magi.”

      Rebecca took her wrist, reminding her of how she had first led her into the House of the Yahinv. She guided her toward the center of the circle, leaving her standing amidst the towering logs, essentially a focal point within the circle.

      Each of the women took a place in front of a log, standing with their backs against the logs, facing Isandra. The circle was small enough that they could reach out and touch the women beside them, taking each other’s hands. A soft chanting began, and with it came a buildup of energy.

      Isandra could feel the energy, and had she wanted to leave, that opportunity had passed. The force of the energy pressed around her, ringing her in such a way that she was frozen in place.

      Had she really thought the women of the House of the Yahinv were not talented?

      They might not be Magi, but they had abilities, and they clearly had talent with manipulating the manehlin. Had she any of her abilities remaining, she thought she might be able to see what they did. This was nothing like anything the Magi had ever done, not at all like any manipulation of power that the Magi ever attempted. Yet, there was no question that there was power here.

      The chanting continued, power building steadily.

      Isandra felt it pressing on her.

      Tentatively, she reached toward her Mage ability, straining to reach that empty part of her mind, that part of her that had once been able to connect to the gifts of the gods.

      It was there, but it was weak, distant and faded.

      Touching it, she felt the leaking sense once again, but it was different today. It had been different since joining the Antrilii, and she thought that it had been because they had allowed her to ride rather than walk, or perhaps because she had been malnourished when they came across her, and being safe, riding instead of walking, and being nourished had built up some of her strength. But maybe it was simply the nature of the Antrilii, and the nature of their abilities.

      The chanting built, rising to a crescendo.

      Power pressed on her, and it came strangely, rising from the ground, rising from the posts behind the women, from the air itself.

      Her ankles began to burn.

      When she’d been branded, it had been a cold sort of fire, and she immediately knew that something had changed about her, something that took away what she had been, what she was. This was like that… and unlike it.

      Could they heal her?

      Isandra allowed herself a moment to feel hope.

      The warmth rose within her ankles, becoming more than the burning sense that she had felt, now becoming painful. She wanted to move, wanted to run, the pain was so much that she didn’t think she could tolerate it, but the power of the women of the Yahinv held her in place, preventing her from going anywhere.

      She understood the purpose of the logs. They held Rebecca and the others in place as they pushed on her, giving them leverage. But what was the purpose?

      The burning continued, seeping up into her legs, rising higher, and now into her belly. The same burning rose even higher, into her chest, and then hung there, unmoving. It was a physical sensation, but it was one that she felt on a deeper level as well.

      They were healing her.

      Then the burning began to retreat, leaving quickly.

      It felt as if a cold quenching put out the fire in her legs. Then something within her pushed back, fighting against what Rebecca and the others did, forcing their magic back out of her.

      And then their power faded in a pop.

      Isandra sagged to the ground. She felt as if she had been running for days. One of the Yahinv—Rebecca, she realized—reached for her ankles and traced her fingers over them. Their voices were distant, but appraised her in a clinical fashion.

      “We had some success, but we were pushed out.”

      “Yes. We needed more power.”

      “I’m not sure that it was power so much as it was something about the branding.”

      “The brands have changed.”

      Isandra’s eyes snapped open. She looked down to her ankles and realized that what one of the Yahinv had said was true. The brands had changed. She didn’t know what that meant, but as she reached toward the distant part of her Mage abilities, she realized that they no longer seeped out of her.

      Her heart hammered quickly. Perhaps they hadn’t healed her completely, but they had managed to stop the draining of what little of her Mage powers she had left.

      Maybe that was enough. It would have to be.
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      Roelle lay panting, the pain nearly incapacitating, though something had changed. She was able to sit, and could move her arms and legs, something she hadn’t been able to do for… Long time. Her mind was clear, and she remembered the vision—or the dream, whatever it was—as clearly as if she had experienced it.

      “Roelle?”

      Selton’s voice was nearby, and edged with worry.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      “I thought… It doesn’t matter.”

      She realized that she was still holding his hand, and that he sat, propping her up. She turned, opening her eyes so that she could see him. “What happened?”

      “You faded on us. I thought that you were gone.” He patted her hand, and a frown twisted his mouth. “You shouldn’t be sitting. How are you able to sit?”

      “I don’t know. I had a vision. I think it was one the gods sent to me, and they drew me toward the Great Forest.”

      “Were they angry that we used the Forest to trap and destroy the groeliin?” Selton asked.

      Roelle shook her head. “I didn’t have that sensation. It seemed as if they were calling me to them. As if they wanted me to go there.”

      “You had a vision of the gods?” Lendra asked.

      Roelle looked around her. Selton must have called a stop to the procession, they were camped, the Magi warriors now arranged in an orderly fashion, a small campfire burning at the center of the clearing, the smoke from the crackling flame alerting her that this was not still the vision from which she had just escaped.

      “Where are we?” Roelle asked.

      Selton waved a hand. “When you… faded… I called a halt for the day. We’re probably a few days still to Vasha.”

      The pain retreated from her back somewhat as she sat there, and she felt energized, more strength than she had felt in several days. Was that an effect of the vision, or was that because she had been sleeping?

      “How long was I out?”

      “Nearly a day,” Selton said.

      “A day? You didn’t keep moving toward Vasha?”

      “We tried. Every time we moved you, you would scream. We tried using the sedative Nahrsin gave us, but you refused to swallow. The only thing that kept you calm—and comfortable—was leaving you here.” He looked up at Lendra. “Lendra noted that you seemed to be resting more easily the longer that we were here. I thought…”

      “You thought that I would recover enough to survive the rest of the journey.”

      He nodded. “We need to get you to Vasha as quickly as possible. Whatever is happening to you is getting worse. Resting might have given you a reprieve, but I think it’s temporary.”

      Roelle turned toward the east and realized as she did that she detected the same drawing sensation that she’d had in her vision. But this time, she was awake.

      Why should it be that she would detect this? Much like in the vision, there was no question that she was pulled toward the east, toward the Great Forest.

      “What are you looking at?” Selton asked.

      Roelle tore her gaze away from staring at the emptiness in the east.

      Not emptiness. Far to the east, she would reach the Great Forest, the home of the gods. If what Lendra said was true, then perhaps now, it was Jakob’s home.

      “I feel… drawn.”

      “Drawn where?” Selton asked.

      “Are you drawn to the Forest?” Lendra asked.

      “In my vision, I felt as if I was pulled. When I followed it, it led me to what I think was the center of the Great Forest. When I was there, the pulling sensation changed and started drawing downward.”

      “Downward?” Lendra said.

      Roelle nodded. “I don’t know how else to explain it. The power is there, and it pulls on me.”

      “I thought you said it did that in your vision,” Selton said.

      “It did. But I feel it now as well.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Selton asked.

      All along, the destination had been Vasha. Roelle had convinced herself that if she could reach the city, she could find someone there able to heal her. If she didn’t, then she didn’t know if she would survive this poisoning. Even then, it was possible that she wouldn’t survive.

      Since the vision, she had felt rejuvenated. That sense had begun to fade somewhat, though still remained with her. She didn’t know how much longer it would remain. She feared that if they continued on their quest toward Vasha, and if she reached the city only to find no one able to help her—and heal her—she would ultimately die from the poisoning.

      The alternative was risky, especially since she wasn’t entirely certain that the Great Forest was where she was meant to go. But if she was right, and if the vision was meant to guide her, she might find real healing. And maybe something more. She might find understanding.

      “I think we have to return to the Great Forest,” Roelle said.

      “You know what will happen if you’re wrong,” Selton said.

      “I know what might happen if I’m wrong. But if I’m right…”

      “If you’re right, then we might meet a god,” Lendra said. “How can we not make such a choice?”
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      The courtyard was empty. In the time that Isandra had been with the Antrilii, the courtyard here had never really been full, never having more than a few people present at any given time. The Antrilii used this space differently than those in the south did. Here, it was more like the way the Denraen use the barracks, a place for training and practice and developing sword skill. Since the warriors had all left to find the groeliin breeding location, the courtyard had been underutilized of late.

      Isandra found a place of peace where she could sit and reflect, staring at the mountains when the sky was clear enough for her to see them, otherwise she stared at the clouds when she could not. She spent that time contemplating her purpose, and what she was meant to do, and whether there was any way she would be able to help the Magi now that she no longer had her abilities. So far, she had not come up with anything.

      Since her time in the House of Yahinv, she had regained some ability, though it was limited. No longer did her Magi abilities leech from her, and no longer did she feel as though she had run for days and days. She was still weakened, and still struggled to reach for the empty part of her mind that would allow her to use her Magi ability, but something had changed that night.

      If she were completely honest, many things had changed that night.

      She had witnessed the power and ability of the women of the House of the Yahinv. They were able to manipulate the manehlin nearly as well as the Magi, and perhaps that was enough. Perhaps learning that the Antrilii possessed abilities that rivaled the Magi was enough for her to have learned, enough for her to take back and report to the Council.

      But that did nothing to explain her reluctance to leave.

      She didn’t feel like a prisoner, and knew she would be allowed to leave at any time, but as much as she longed to return to Vasha and longed to see the palace rising above the rest of the city, she needed to be here. For some reason, she felt that deep within her.

      But why?

      That answer was more difficult. Though the feeling that she belonged—that she needed to be here—was strong, she struggled with it. Was it some message from the gods? Or was it something simpler? Was she afraid of returning to Vasha, afraid of returning without her full power, and afraid of revealing that she no longer belonged on the Council?

      Staying here risked the other Magi not learning of what the Deshmahne were capable of. Was willing to risk that? To consciously put those she cared about into harm’s way? Those like Karrin, or others on the Council? She did not, but she also needed to gain a deeper understanding of the groeliin and of the Antrilii.

      “How long do you intend to sit there?”

      Isandra looked up to see Jassan watching her from the far side of the courtyard. He had his arms crossed over his muscular chest, and an unreadable expression on his face. “Have you been watching me for long?”

      “Not for long.”

      “You don’t need to watch me.”

      “The House of the Yahinv thinks otherwise.”

      “They do? I thought them attempting to heal me would have been their way of saying I could be trusted.”

      Jassan started toward her and paused a few paces away from her. “Their willingness to heal you doesn’t mean that they are willing to give you free rein in the city.”

      “They intend for me to return to Vasha?”

      Isandra remained uncertain how she felt about that. Why was it? Certainly it had nothing to do with Jassan—did it?

      “Returning you to the south would require that we send enough of an escort to keep you safe. We don’t have enough Antrilii to make such a journey.”

      “Until you figure out what’s happened with the breeding ground.”

      Jassan nodded. “Until then.”

      “You intend to head south, to investigate the breeding grounds soon?”

      “It isn’t so much an investigation of the breeding grounds as an attempt to eradicate them.”

      “What’s involved?”

      “We haven’t been able to get close enough to know. The groeliin defend it too well. We can hunt the groeliin, and we can destroy those we find, but…”

      Jassan wasn’t telling her everything he knew. What makes it so difficult to find the breeding grounds? There must be something about the breeding grounds that prevents the Antrilii from finding them and destroying the females who would birth the next generation. If they are only able to destroy the newborns as they emerge, they will never eradicate them all, the hunt will continue, their oaths will continue.

      “For the Antrilii to have what you truly desire, you need to find some way to end the hunt, which means finding a way to end of the groeliin.”

      Jassan nodded. “We have killed many groeliin, especially around the breeding time, so many that we think that no more will appear, but each time, more come.”

      “What’s the longest you’ve gone between seeing them?”

      He shook his head. “Years. We can go years at a time without ever seeing the groeliin. There have been times when we have thought that we finally succeeded. We had nearly a decade of peace. Long enough to build, to develop our people, to think about heading south, rejoining the world. And then…”

      “Then there’s another breeding,” Isandra finished for him.

      Jassan nodded. “Yes. There is another breeding, and the cycle repeats. But, though we destroy many of them, they are often the weakest ones, and we are left with only the strongest. We know that the next cycle will be bloodier and more brutal than the one before. Over time, their numbers begin to wane again, the groeliin breeding enough that those who were alive during the previous attempt at a cleansing died on their own.”

      “And with these two breedings so close together?” There had to be something to it, but what? Jassan didn’t know—she knew that from asking him directly—but what did the House of the Yahinv know? Possibly nothing more, but she suspected they were scholars of a sort, and studied much in the same way that the Magi scholars studied.

      She jumped to her feet.

      “Where you going?” Jassan asked.

      “I need to find one of the Yahinv.”

      “The only one who remains within the house is Rebecca.”

      “Because she leads them?”

      “Because it’s closest to Farsea.”

      That didn’t answer her question, but Isandra didn’t think it mattered. “Then I’m going to speak to Rebecca.” In the days since they had attempted to heal her—and to a certain extent, they had healed her; after all, the scar had changed and the rate at which the power leaked from her had slowed—she hadn’t returned to speak to any of the Yahinv. She didn’t know if they were interested in speaking to her, or if they had helped her—at least attempted to help her—because she was one of the Magi, or if there was another reason for it.

      “When you’re done, I thought I could work with you a little,” Jassan said.

      Isandra frowned, staring at him with a blank expression. “Work with me?”

      Jassan unsheathed his sword. “If you are to remain in Antrilii lands, you need to learn how to use a sword. All must have some proficiency with the sword.”

      “Even the women of the Yahinv?”

      Jassan nodded. “Especially the women of the Yahinv. They are often the first instructors any of the Antrilii have. With the possibility of facing groeliin at any time, we must be prepared.”

      “I am one of the Magi, and an Elder…”

      Perhaps no longer an Elder, but she still was one of the Magi, wasn’t she?

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t learn the sword. I’ve seen the Magi fight. I saw the way Roelle and her warriors faced the groeliin. Even if you don’t know, you can learn.”

      She stared at him a moment, trying to think of how she would respond. How could she refuse when she had already displayed more violence than one of the Council should? She had taken another man’s life. That didn’t fit with the Urmahne faith, regardless of how much Longtree had deserved it. Even the belief that he had deserved it didn’t fit with the Urmahne faith.

      She had changed, but had she changed so much that she would take up the sword?

      “I am no Roelle,” she said.

      Jassan watched her. “There are few who could make such a claim, even among the Antrilii.”

      Isandra knew that Roelle had earned Jassan’s respect, but his statement showed her the depths of his respect. Just what had Roelle done?

      “Even if you are not Mage Roelle, you still can learn. And if you intend to remain with us, the Yahinv will require it of you.”

      Isandra squeezed her eyes closed. She remembered the fast judgment that she had made when word of the apprentices working with the Denraen had come to her. She had wanted them to stop, feeling the way that all the Magi who had spent nearly their entire lives in Vasha had felt. They wanted the apprentices to learn how to utilize their Mageborn gifts, and to find a way to master those, focusing their energy on developing those gifts rather than learning such brutal weapons like the sword of the staff.

      It was a measure of how much had changed for her that she didn’t simply dismiss it out of hand. A part of her was curious what it would be like to hold a sword, to swing it as she had seen the soldiers doing. Another part knew that she could not, that she was no soldier, just a wounded Mage.

      “I’ll consider it,” she said.

      Jassan nodded, the satisfied expression on his face making it seem as if he had already decided what her answer would be.

      She left him, heading away from the courtyard, and quickly through the city, before reaching the border, and hurrying along the path that led to the House of the Yahinv. Once there, she knocked on the stout wooden door, and waited. She didn’t know how she would be welcomed—if at all. The first few times she had been here, Jassan had been her escort. Then she had been brought before the entirety of the Yahinv. And now she came of her own accord.

      She would demand an answer, though she wasn’t certain she deserved it.

      The door opened slowly, and Rebecca stood on the other side, meeting Isandra’s gaze. She crossed her arms under her chest, and watched her, a stern expression on her wrinkled face. “There is nothing more we can do,” Rebecca said.

      “You have done enough,” Isandra said. “Without your willingness to try anything, I would have been even more injured. I might not have lived much longer.” She still didn’t know if that was a potential side effect of having her abilities stolen from her, but it seemed logical, especially given how integral a part of her those abilities were.

      “Then why have you come?”

      “Because I wonder if there is something I can do.”

      Rebecca chuckled softly. When Isandra arched a brow, she shook her head. “There’s nothing the Magi can do to assist the Antrilii. Not only don’t we need your assistance, but experience has proven that any assistance you might offer would not be helpful.”

      Isandra took a step back, recoiling as if slapped.

      All she wanted was to offer something back, a way of repaying the Antrilii for the kindness that they had shown her, and this was the response? Perhaps she had made a mistake in even considering that she should do anything to help them.

      “I would like to understand the breeding grounds.”

      Rebecca grunted. “We would all like to understand the breeding grounds, but we have studied them for centuries and have learned very little in that time.”

      “What if I can help?”

      “Why do you think you could help? What makes you think the Magi could know anything more about the groeliin than the Antrilii?”

      “Only because it doesn’t seem that the Antrilii know any more about the groeliin than the Magi.” She was being harsh, but so was Rebecca, and she felt that some strength was needed. Strength needed to be met with strength. She might not have the strength she once had, but that didn’t mean that she had none. That was what she was learning from the Antrilii. They had ability and strength, yet not all of them possessed the same as the Magi.

      Rebecca stood at the door, staring at her with eyes that seemed to weigh her. There had been few others in Isandra’s life who had looked at her in the same way, and all of them had sat upon the Council of Elders. That she would find a similar weighing gaze here in Antrilii lands should have surprised her, yet at this point, nothing surprised her anymore.

      Rebecca took a step back, motioning her into the House of Yahinv.

      Isandra hesitated. Now that she was here, now that she had gotten what she had thought she wanted, she was no longer certain it was what she did want. What would Rebecca do once she was inside?

      But if there was anything she could do, any way she could help the Antrilii, Isandra wanted to do it. They deserved that from her.

      She followed Rebecca inside and stood in the entryway. She still didn’t know what this place was used for, but suspected it was a place of celebration, and perhaps a place of reflection. The way the benches were positioned reminded her of congregation seating. And there was the raised platform at one end of the room that led her to believe that perhaps the Antrilii had something like priests, though she had seen no evidence of it. She didn’t know whether they considered themselves Urmahne or whether they viewed their religion differently.

      Rebecca didn’t pause, leading her to the stairs and up to the second level, where the shelves of books and the comfortable chairs were.

      She took a seat in one of the chairs, not waiting or motioning Isandra to do the same. Isandra took a seat across from her, sitting on the edge of the chair so as not to get too comfortable, and met her gaze.

      “What is it that you think you can help the Antrilii with?” Rebecca asked.

      Isandra appreciated the lack of preamble. “Jassan mentioned that the Antrilii have never been able to completely eliminate the groeliin.”

      “That is correct. Had we been able to remove the groeliin threat, we would have done so by now.”

      “What do you know about the breeding grounds?”

      “If you have spoken to Jassan, you should know what we know of the breeding grounds,” she said.

      “I have the impression that Jassan doesn’t know everything,” Isandra said. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her thighs, feeling much like an apprentice.

      “Perhaps not,” Rebecca said with a sigh. “There are things we’ve kept from our warriors, things that they can’t know, mostly for their safety.”

      “Why for their safety?”

      Rebecca glanced over before standing and grabbing a book from a shelf. It had a thick spine, and the lettering along the side was in a language that Isandra didn’t recognize. Was it a native Antrilii tongue? From what she’d seen, the Antrilii didn’t have a native tongue, speaking the common tongue fluently, though she had seen some of the Antrilii using the ancient language with nearly as much fluency as what the scholars in Vasha would have been able to manage.

      She brought the book over and set it on her lap. She began flipping through the pages, and eventually settled on one near the middle, before turning the book around so that Isandra could see what was written on the page.

      It appeared to be something of a diagram, and she sat back with a start when she recognized what it was. It was a depiction of a groeliin, though not like any she had seen.

      “What is that?”

      “That is a creature we have never seen. Not alive.”

      “How do you have such a reproduction of it?”

      “Because another did see it.”

      “Not Antrilii?”

      “Of a sort,” Rebecca said.

      Isandra wondered what that meant, but that didn’t seem to be the point of what she was trying to show her, or what she was trying to tell her. “It appears to be a groeliin, but not one like I’ve encountered.”

      “It is a groeliin,” Rebecca said, tapping the page. “These markings, they are symbols of power, I believe you have seen something similar?”

      Isandra reached for the book to study the page more closely, surprised that she had recognized those symbols. She had seen them before.

      “Deshmahne?”

      “Your dark warrior priests use something similar,” Rebecca said.

      “The groeliin have mimicked what the Deshmahne do?”

      “You have it backward,” Rebecca said, with a shake of her head. “The Deshmahne have copied the way of the groeliin.”

      How would that be possible? How was it that the Deshmahne—priests who had spent their lives focused in the south—would have known about what the groeliin did this far north? She struggled to understand how they could be connected, but there was a certain sort of logic to what Rebecca told her, and it made a sick sort of sense.

      “How did the Deshmahne come to understand the groeliin?”

      “I think you’re asking the wrong question.”

      Isandra frowned. What was the right question? She stared at the page, looking at the depiction of the groeliin, a creature that was both taller and more muscular than any groeliin she had encountered. More than that, there were the markings upon its flesh, markings that did remind her of what she’d seen from the Deshmahne.

      What point was Rebecca trying to make with her? What was it that she wanted her to see?

      “How many did you say have seen this creature?”

      Rebecca nodded. “Now you’re asking the right question.” She pulled the book back, setting it on her lap, tracing her finger along the shape of the groeliin, studying the dangerous features the creature possessed. “In centuries of fighting and facing the groeliin, only one person has ever returned with word of anything similar to this. One person has returned.” She made a point of emphasizing it the second time she said it, tapping the page as she did. “Others may have encountered a similar creature, but if they have, none have returned to tell the tale.”

      “So for the Deshmahne to utilize the same… magic”—Isandra didn’t know what else to call it other than magic. It seemed that was what it was, a sort of magic that the Deshmahne should not possession, though the groeliin should not possess it, either—”means that they have studied with the groeliin?”

      How would that even be possible? How would creatures that wanted nothing but death and destruction allow any to study with them?

      “It means that someone would need to be powerful enough to influence the groeliin. They would have to somehow override the groeliin’s natural tendencies, those of destruction and death, in order to have a chance to study with the groeliin.”

      Isandra couldn’t imagine anyone having such an ability. Doing so meant they would have to be able to not only communicate with the groeliin, but also somehow overpower them. That seemed more difficult than simply destroying them as the Antrilii had being doing for centuries.

      “These markings tell us that these creatures are powerful. If we didn’t suspect that already, the appearance of the Deshmahne in the south has proven it.”

      “You know of the Deshmahne?” Isandra asked.

      “We have encountered them, and observed the type of men they are. They chase power at the expense of understanding.”

      Isandra wasn’t sure that was how she would describe them. The Deshmahne were destruction personified. They seem to exalt in it, practically calling for it. They might claim that they used their abilities to reach the gods, to demonstrate strength to the gods, but there was nothing godly about what they did. Their abilities were an abomination.

      “Was this when you realized that the groeliin shared a connection to the Deshmahne?” Isandra asked. Had the Antrilii known about the connection? If they had, and if they had said nothing, didn’t that make them complicit in the progression of the attacks?

      As much as the Antrilii had continued to fight and to defend the north, if they knew about the growing Deshmahne and groeliin threat—the combination of the two—shouldn’t they have reported to someone—possibly Endric, considering his connection to them—that there might be a connection.

      “We have never been entirely certain of a connection,” Rebecca said. “There has been speculation of one, but there has never been confirmation.”

      At least there was that. At least the Antrilii hadn’t abandoned the south to the Deshmahne, thinking the groeliin were the only threat.

      “Why are you showing me this creature?”

      “Because this creature was found near the breeding grounds.”

      Isandra studied the page, making the connection. “So the only person to have ever witnessed this creature and survived has seen the breeding grounds.”

      Rebecca nodded.

      Isandra frowned. “Jassan told me that Endric had seen them.”

      “Perhaps Jassan knows more than he let on.”

      “Did you not want Jassan to know this?”

      “Knowing of these more powerful groeliin is potentially dangerous. There is little we can do to defend against them. They are formidable, and even if we were able to do anything to counter them, we would lose many Antrilii.”

      “You want the Antrilii to avoid the breeding grounds, don’t you?”

      Rebecca met her gaze. “We would lose many Antrilii were we to try to combat these creatures. We lose enough the way it is, though fewer each year, especially as the merahl continue to fight with us. If we lost their partnership, we would be devastated.”

      “I thought your goal was to find peace, and to end the fighting,” Isandra said.

      “That is the goal of the Antrilii,” Rebecca said.

      “But not yours?”

      Rebecca leaned forward, closing the book. “Mine is to keep my people safe, Mage. I expected you to understand that.”

      Was that why she was showing her this? Was she demonstrating what she knew about these more powerful groeliin so that Isandra would convince Jassan not to attempt to face them?

      That didn’t make sense. Why prevent the opportunity of destroying the groeliin once and for all? Why not take the chance, especially if it meant they could finally find peace?

      “Let me tell you about the Magi,” Isandra said.

      “We know enough about the Magi.”

      “No. I think you understand what you believe about the Magi, but not the truth about them. The Magi have long chased peace. We possess an ancient text, one that is called—”

      “The mahne. We possess a similar text.”

      Isandra blinked. She hadn’t expected that. “Do you possess the complete copy?”

      Rebecca met her gaze again, holding it for a moment, and then she stood. She made her way to the shelf again, reaching for a book in the middle of a row of other books.

      That couldn’t be the mahne. The Magi kept their copy of the mahne—the one Isandra had long believed was the only copy—in a chamber off of the library, preserved in such a way that it was protected and kept secret from all but the Council.

      Rebecca brought the book back to her and tossed it to her.

      Sandra cautiously opened the cover and began reading.

      The words were written in the ancient language, and she had studied the language long enough to rapidly translate it. Her mind made the necessary conversion, quickly working through the words, changing the text to the common tongue.

      This was a copy of the mahne.

      How was that possible?

      The Magi believed they possessed the only copy, and that it was sacred to their people, and had been the founding of the Urmahne faith.

      To the Antrilii, the mahne was little more than another book in a row of many.

      “How is it that you have this in your possession?” Isandra asked.

      “We have many books.”

      Isandra looked up, scanning the shelves. How many others would be like this? How many others would be similarly sacred to the Magi, yet were kept on the shelf, as if they were nothing more than a common historian journal?

      “Where would you have acquired this?” she asked.

      “The same place we acquire other works. Some we have come across over time. Some have been brought to us by the Historian Guild, and others have been brought from the south, brought by those who study such things.”

      Sandra flipped through the mahne, her eyes taking in each page, recognizing that it was the same version they possessed in Vasha.

      As she thumbed toward the end of the book, she wondered—could it be complete?

      Their version was incomplete. It spoke of a choosing, the tradition of the Uniter, but there was little else to it. They were unable to fully know if those ancient traditions had merit, and if the scholars who had first written the mahne—who had established the Urmahne faith—had known something of the future.

      Most scholars long suspected that those who had written the mahne had been prophets. The Magi had several prophets over the years, though most were minor prophets like Haerlin. As a Mage, he was otherwise unremarkable. Without his ability with prophecy—however limited—he would never have progressed as far as he had within the Council.

      When reached the end of the book, she hesitated as she turned the page. On the next page, if it were complete, there would be writings that would explain more of the tradition of the Uniter.

      Isandra closed her eyes for a brief moment and took a deep breath. Opening her eyes, she turned the page, her hand trembling.

      They had a version with more than the one the Magi possessed.

      How was this possible? How was it possible for the Antrilii to possess a more complete copy than the Magi? How was it possible that the version the Urmahne faith was founded upon was not as complete as one that had been trapped in the north for an unknown number of years?

      “You have the mahne. Have you known what it was?”

      “It is an ancient tradition. One that the gods participated in, using their gifts to help choose a man who might be able to bring about peace.”

      It was a simplistic answer, yet entirely accurate. “Have you known this was what the Magi used to help establish the Urmahne faith?”

      “We have known that you view this as more sacred than the Antrilii view it.”

      That seemed an understatement, but it wasn’t entirely what she wanted to speak about to Rebecca. The mahne—and the Urmahne faith—were only a part of what made a Mage.

      She closed the Antrilii version of the mahne, resting her hands on top of it. She resisted the urge to grip the sides, to clutch it to her, to hold it close and pocket it.

      To the Antrilii, it was nothing more than a book. Maybe that had been the issue with the Magi all along, viewing it as something sacred, something more than it was, when it really was little more than a historical text, a document that detailed an ancient practice. That it was an ancient practice didn’t make it necessarily better, did it?

      “The Magi call for peace, and we recognize that peace is the way to the gods,” Isandra said.

      “Peace is not the only way to the gods. If it were, would you claim what the Antrilii do is not godly?”

      Isandra could not. Not after what she had seen, and the way that she knew the Antrilii fought the groeliin, and protected those who could not protect themselves.

      And their Founders were warriors. They had been the very first Magi warriors, soldiers from the beginning. That didn’t make them any less godly, did it?

      Isandra had to believe that it did not.

      “The mahne teaches—”

      “The mahne teaches that peace is desired, but not required.” Rebecca took the book from her and flipped through it, paging toward a section in the end, to pages the Magi did not possess. “Even your sacred text recognizes that there were others who would need to fight, that peace sometimes requires war. Do you believe that your text was wrong?”

      “Not wrong. Incomplete.”

      Rebecca frowned. “Incomplete?”

      “The copy the Magi possess is not a complete version of the mahne. We have never had the section that describes what you’re talking about.”

      Rebecca began laughing. “You have based your entire religion on a text that you don’t even possess a complete version of? I think the gods would feel you were exceedingly ignorant.”

      Maybe that was the true answer. Maybe the Magi were guilty of ignorance in addition to negligence.

      Isandra had to believe that there was more to them, that they had been doing the work of the gods. Maintaining peace had value, and it had merit. Doing so had helped all of the north and south lands know peace for hundreds and hundreds of years. Without the mahne, and without the Urmahne faith, would such a peace have ever been established?

      “We have searched for the fragments,” she said.

      “Yet you have never come to the Antrilii searching for those answers,” Rebecca said. She stood and placed the book back on the shelf, leaving Isandra staring after it longingly, but at least now, she knew where to find it, even if she might not be able to reach it easily.

      “We never knew the Antrilii would have answers to our questions.”

      “You have never thought to come here and search for those answers,” Rebecca said.

      “No. We have not.”

      “What else would you tell me about the Magi?” Rebecca said.

      “Only that I understand the desire to find peace,” Isandra said. She felt deflated, defeated in a way. She had thought to come here to offer Rebecca a sort of understanding, but instead, Rebecca had been the one who had shown her understanding Isandra had lacked.

      “We desire peace, but we know the sacrifice necessary to achieve it. The Antrilii have been willing to make that sacrifice for years.”

      “Yet now, you’re saying you don’t want the Antrilii to make that sacrifice.”

      “If our people go and face those creatures, many will die. It will be generations before we are able to recover. In that time, the groeliin might overwhelm us.” She fixed Isandra with a hard expression, one that was full of the weight of her position and the weight of her authority. “It is more about our survival, and about maintaining a balance, than about not wanting to achieve the peace that the gods have asked us to.”

      Isandra understood. There was nothing that she would do differently. The Antrilii depended on the Yahinv to keep them safe and to help guide them. Doing so meant the Yahinv sometimes kept things from the rest of the people, sometimes things that might make a difference in their battle against the groeliin, but it was important for them to do so as it allowed them to maintain their connection to the people—and to survive.

      What else was there for her to say?

      Nothing.

      And that was the point of what Rebecca wanted her to see. She wanted Isandra to know that the Yahinv did all they could to keep the people they protected safe.

      “I understand.”

      Rebecca nodded. “I see that you do. Do not push on this, Mage. This is not your fight.”

      “The fight is all of ours,” she said.

      “No. This is the fight of the Antrilii. It’s one that we have honored for our entire lives. That is a commitment the Magi don’t—and can’t—understand.”

      Isandra wondered if that were true. If it had been, could it be now? Could they ignore what had happened and ignore the responsibility that they all now had to doing what was needed to remove the groeliin threat?
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      “You can’t come with me,” Jassan said.

      Isandra confronted him in the building that housed the Antrilii warriors. It seemed that in Farsea at least, the warriors all shared a building, and they were all together as a family. That reminded her of the Denraen, though she wasn’t certain that was the intent.

      The structure was massive, a sprawling compound that filled an entire block of the city. In the center of the compound was a space the warriors used for sparring. A barricade had been erected around it, presumably to keep the battle from spilling out into the rest of the space. Like everything else in the Antrilii lands, there was likely a name for it, some term that she didn’t know, but if Jassan had used it, she had not heard.

      “I don’t need your permission.”

      He arched a brow and she refused to step back from him. Since the healing that she’d undergone, she had been gradually feeling more like herself. She remained weakened, but even that was not as terrible as it had been. Now, it was a sense of loss, but not anything more than that, and certainly not what she’d thought might happen without her Mage abilities.

      “Jassan, there are ways that I can help when you search for the breeding ground.”

      “You don’t know that’s what I intend.”

      This time, it was her turn to arch a brow at the comment. “No? All of this that we’ve been talking about since I came to Farsea, and you think you can convince me that you don’t have any intention to go in search of the breeding grounds?”

      “The Yahinv—”

      “Don’t want you to go. I know this. When I spoke with Rebecca, she made it clear what she wanted of the warriors.”

      “Which was?”

      “Not to die,” Isandra responded.

      “We are Antrilii. We will face the groeliin, and if the gods require that it means our sacrifice, then it is one all Antrilii are willing to make. If it means we will be able to lay down our swords, then we will do it.”

      Isandra sighed. That might be what the warriors wanted, but that wasn’t what the Yahinv would have them do. They wanted to keep the rest of the Antrilii safe, but they had not shared with the warriors the nature of the creature that awaited them if they managed to reach the breeding ground. Should they reach them, it seemed certain they would all meet their deaths.

      Rebecca had told her not to push. Which meant she was not to share what she knew with Jassan. She understood and respected what the Yahinv intended, but she also understood Jassan’s dedication to his oath and his longing for peace—and the chance to finally join the Magi in laying down their weapons. She could not stand by. She knew she could help.

      Perhaps there was something she could do to prove to Jassan her willingness to help him. Hadn’t he told her what she would need to do?

      “Teach me,” she said.

      “Teach you what?”

      “The sword. Teach me what I need to know to be of use against the groeliin.”

      “Mage—”

      “No.” She realized she had to share what she knew. He and the other warriors had the right to know. “There is something to the breeding grounds that you don’t understand. It’s something the Yahinv have kept from you, the reason that your warriors who went to face the groeliin there have not returned.”

      “You cannot know this.”

      “I can, and I do. Rebecca shared with me what awaits you there, and the reason the Antrilii who have searched for the breeding grounds in years past have never returned.”

      “We have been outnumbered. That is all.”

      “No. There is a power there that you have not understood. The groeliin have—”

      “They have creatures with power.”

      Isandra blinked. “You know this?”

      “The Yahinv do not keep the secrets they believe they do. They think they have managed to protect us from the truth, but the warriors have long known the key to stopping the groeliin would mean sacrifice—and it might mean a significant number of us do not return. We are ready for this.”

      Watching his face, and the earnest expression on it, she knew he was serious.

      “Even if it means all of the Antrilii will be lost?”

      “Not all will be lost,” Jassan said. “We do not send the women or children. They remain and will be able to help rebuild the Antrilii.”

      Isandra watched him. What must it be like to have such devotion to a cause that you would be willing to die for it—and to know that your death had meaning? The Magi had never made any real sacrifice, and though they might serve the gods in holding out for peace, there was none of the same meaning.

      It was… noble.

      “I want to help,” she said.

      “If you help, you will be in danger.”

      “I understand, but I think I need to do something to help,” she said. “I think that’s why the gods sent me here to your lands. I had begun to lose my faith after my attack in Rondalin, but now that I’m here, and now that I see all that you do, I think I understand what I’m meant to do.”

      “The Antrilii know more about the groeliin than the Magi. There isn’t anything you can do to help stop the breeding.”

      “Probably not, but I might be able to offer you a different perspective. Sometimes, a change of view is all that is needed to be able to understand things in a different way. Maybe there’s something I can see that will help you stop the groeliin, that will end their breeding.”

      “Going along means you will face the groeliin. You will need to be trained so that you are not a hindrance.”

      “I understand.”

      “That means learning the sword.”

      Isandra took a deep breath. “I understand.”

      Jassan left her, and when he returned, he carried a wooden practice sword. She’d seen the Denraen working with them before and recognized it.

      “Then we begin now.”

      Isandra took it hesitantly. A thrill worked through her, surprising her that she felt none of the reluctance she had expected. Instead, she was excited about what she would be doing, and excited to have purpose again.

      Now she would truly serve the gods.
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      If Jakob had dreamed, he didn’t recall them. There were flashes, snippets of images, but nothing that was clear. For the most part, he slept soundly, the kind of sleep he had been missing for days. He awoke feeling refreshed, the effort and energy that he’d expended walking the fibers and doing whatever he could to help his brother now little more than a memory.

      How long had he slept? Time with the daneamiin tended to be difficult to predict. When he had been in the Cala maah before, he had remained for over a week. He didn’t think he was there quite as long this time, but maybe he’d slept for more than a day.

      Jakob made his way down the stairs, pausing to check in on Scottan. He still rested, though appeared more comfortable than last time Jakob had seen him. Was there more color in his cheeks? It seemed that someone had cleaned him, and his hair had more of a sheen to it than it had before. He was covered with a soft sheet, and Jakob allowed himself a moment to feel hope.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he stepped out from the tree and entered the clearing of the daneamiin city.

      There was activity here, more than he had ever seen. The daneamiin hurried from place to place, moving in the strange, flickering way that they had when they moved quickly.

      Something had happened.

      He saw a tall, cloaked figure near the Cala maah, and Jakob hurried over to Novan. “What happened?” Jakob asked.

      Novan shook his head. “I don’t know. I was speaking to Chollin, asking questions and filling my notebook, when he suddenly became anxious.” Novan looked around, motioning to the daneamiin who were rushing through the clearing.

      Jakob looked for Anda. If anyone could provide answers to him, it would be she.

      He didn’t see her.

      “Have you seen Aruhn?” Jakob asked.

      Novan shook his head. “No.”

      He scanned the clearing, looking for daneamiin who might be able to help, those who he might recognize. It took a moment, but he found Anda. She remained near the entrance to the house of the Cala maah, and Jakob approached, noting the worry on her face.

      “What happened?”

      “It’s my father.”

      “What happened to Aruhn?”

      “He was pondering what you described to him when he simply stopped responding.”

      “Where was he pondering?”

      “The same place he always does. He was in the chapel of the Cala maah.”

      “The chapel?”

      “It’s a place where he can look over these lands and reflect.”

      Jakob realized it must be where Aruhn had taken him that day, where he could look out on the rest of the daneamiin lands and see the ahmaean that surrounded everything. He needed to reach Aruhn, and considered walking through the Cala maah, but decided against it. He traveled, appearing on top of the building, and froze.

      Sitting there, immobile, was Aruhn.

      Using his ahmaean, Jakob layered it atop Aruhn.

      With the layering, there was a resulting pressure, one that came from Aruhn’s ahmaean. It was injured, though Jakob couldn’t completely tell why.

      He maintained the connection to the ahmaean. As he did, he recognized what had happened. Much like with Scottan, Aruhn had the strand of his life twisted out of place.

      How would that have been possible?

      Anda appeared on the top of the Cala maah, and she hurried to him, kneeling in front of her father. “Our healers don’t know what happened. We can’t detect the source of the injury.”

      “I can.”

      Anda looked up at him. “What is it?”

      “His strand has been twisted.”

      But why would that be? What would have done that?

      Unless… Raime knew that Jakob was somehow reaching the fibers, and that he was influencing them as well.

      Had Aruhn been targeted?

      Jakob remembered the disdain that Raime had shown toward Anda, calling her half-breed and other derogatory terms. He would have felt the same way toward Aruhn. What if Raime had discovered a new way to reach for power?

      “I have to save him,” Jakob said.

      Anda looked up at him. “You won’t be able to reach his strand,” she said.

      “I reached Scottan’s.”

      “And you shouldn’t have been able to. I wonder if it’s because he is your brother. But you don’t share the same connection to my father. You won’t be able to track the fibers to him.

      Jakob wondered if that were true. If he could discover where Aruhn’s strand began, couldn’t he trace it to him as well? Shouldn’t there be a way for him to reach Aruhn the same way that he had reached Scottan?

      Doing so might bring him a more intimate knowledge of the daneamiin than what Aruhn had wanted, but it might be the only way to save him.

      “Who is Aruhn descended from?”

      Anda shook her head. “Jakob Nialsen—”

      “I have to try this, Anda. I can reach him, but I need to know which strands to follow.”

      Jakob knew that he could trace back his own strand, he could reach the first daneamiin, and from there, he could work his way forward. It was a roundabout way, but possibly the only way to reach Aruhn, and save him.

      It might even turn out that Jakob was related to him.

      “You won’t be able to determine them,” Anda said.

      “Why? Because you think the daneamiin fibers are different from those of man?”

      “Not different, but you would need to know the story of his life, and that is not a story that any but the daneamiin could tell you.”

      Jakob knew that she was right. As much as he might want to be able to help Aruhn, he needed to have more information and a greater connection to him than what he did.

      But might there be a way he could learn such a story?

      The daneamiin had a ceremony, one that Jakob had gone through, one that seemed suited for this purpose.

      He lifted Aruhn and took Anda’s hand, and shifted.

      They appeared in the Cala maah, the same place where he had gone with Scottan and the same place where he had come himself.

      Jakob set Aruhn down in the center of the room. “Get the others and the stones.”

      He didn’t know whether they would be necessary, but the stones that had been used to help him focus, to help with his choosing, might be part of the key to helping Aruhn as well. If they weren’t necessary, then it might not matter, but if he could push backward along Aruhn’s strand, he might be able to use that connection and trace him more easily.

      It was unlikely to work, but what choice did he have?

      “Jakob—”

      “Anda. If the rest of the daneamiin can assist Aruhn the way they did me, it’s possible that I can reach him. I don’t know if I’ll be able to fix whatever triggered this, but I have to try.”

      She watched him for a long moment before nodding. “I will get them.”

      She left him, and Jakob sighed, watching Aruhn. He breathed regularly, but almost too regularly. He made no other movements, and remained practically frozen in place, his eyes fixed straight ahead. What sort of injury would do this? Even with Scottan, and with the madness, they weren’t frozen in place. They would speak in tongues, but nothing more than that.

      What had happened to Aruhn came on suddenly, without warning.

      The other daneamiin gradually joined him, coming into the house of the Cala maah and taking their positions. There were many, and he stopped counting at twenty. Anda joined, carrying the trunk, and stopped next to her father. She pulled the three stones out of the trunk and placed them around him.

      “How does this work?”

      “Aruhn has been the one to lead it,” Anda said.

      “Others have to know how to do something similar,” Jakob said.

      “Others know something of how to do it. But Aruhn is the one who guides it. Without him, we will not be able to coordinate where we are heading.”

      “You can,” Jakob said. “You know him. You have been through this process before. And he is your father.”

      “Jakob Nialsen, if this goes wrong, we could injure him.”

      “He is already injured, Anda. We need to do something to help bring him back.”

      Anda looked at her father, and finally nodded. “I will do what I can.”

      The daneamiin took their positions, and Anda stood in the middle of them, ahmaean radiating from her, connecting to each of the other daneamiin. As she did, the power fluctuated, building slowly.

      When Jakob had been in the house of the Cala maah before, when that power had been directed at him, it had sent him backward along the fibers so that he had a connection to his past. This time, Jakob was quite aware of what was taking place around him. He felt the building ahmaean, and he felt the way it was meant to work. The way that it created a pattern, though he may not know entirely how to create it, he recognized the intent behind it.

      As it continued to build, as it worked toward Aruhn, Jakob took control.

      Anda glanced over at him, concern in her eyes.

      But he needed to maintain his focus. He held onto the ahmaean, using the connection that the daneamiin built, and with it, turned it inward, much as he had done when he was attempting to view the fibers and drift backward along them. With this, he opened a pathway, and saw clearly what he needed to do. It was as if the fibers were laid out before him, a vortex of time, and all Jakob had to do was spin backward along it.

      The ahmaean that the daneamiin used directed him.

      Jakob was pulled along the fibers. As he went, he saw images of past lives, the strands of individuals who created the fibers of time, and recognized that these were not his ancestors. He was pulled backward, drifting along Aruhn’s path. That was the path that the daneamiin had created.

      Jakob didn’t want the knowledge of Aruhn’s past. He needed only to see the injury to his strand.

      He was convinced that there would be such an injury, but where?

      Moving along Aruhn’s strand, he saw no sign of damage.

      Had something changed when he had unraveled his brother’s connection to the fibers? Or had something changed when the daneamiin had helped heal Scottan?

      Neither answer seemed likely. Whatever had happened was different.

      Jakob resisted the pull of the ahmaean, fighting against it as it attempted to drag him further into the past, and toward Aruhn’s origins.

      He didn’t need to go quite that far. What he needed was simpler. He needed simply to know which pathway to follow, and he had that here.

      The strand had been injured somewhere along the way. It had to have been… Unless something had changed.

      What could have changed other than what Jakob had done, and that wouldn’t have been enough. Not nearly enough to have changed the damage that Jakob had glimpsed along the fibers.

      There was another answer, but if it was right, it had more significant consequences. Maybe Jakob hadn’t gone back far enough.

      Jakob focused the ahmaean inward again, delving deeper along the pathway. As he went, he paid closer attention to what he observed, and watched the fibers as he went, knowing that the key was understanding if something had changed.

      It was there.

      Farther back than he had expected to see, there was something like a burn mark, a scorching of the fibers. Jakob had not seen this before and didn’t know if this represented new damage or if it was because he had never been able to see along Aruhn’s path before.

      Jakob paused at the section of the fibers to try to understand what had happened.

      This was more than a single strand that was injured.

      Many strands within the fibers were injured here.

      When Jakob had traveled back the last time, when he had looked at the fibers, he hadn’t seen anything quite like this. He was sure that he would have recognized it if he had.

      Could it actually be new?

      The thought gave him shivers.

      New damage meant that whatever had occurred had happened after he had rescued Scottan and after the daneamiin had attempted to restore him.

      It had to be Raime, didn’t it? He had to somehow have recognized what Jakob had done, and attempted to counter him in the only way he knew how—more destruction.

      Was there anything he could do to repair it?

      Jakob had a sense that this damage—this scorching of the multiple strands—was the reason that Aruhn remained in the state that he did. If he did nothing, Aruhn would succumb to the same fate as Scottan. Not only Aruhn, but others might as well.

      Anda would.

      If Aruhn’s strand was removed, how would that affect Anda?

      He focused on the damaged area, and shifted the ahmaean, turning it so that it was pressed out and along the fibers. For a moment, Jakob thought that he would be able to undo what had been done here, but he realized quickly that the ahmaean he poured into the fibers was not enough.

      He pulled more, consciously focusing on the ahmaean that would be drawn from each of the daneamiin. He pushed more and more of this into the damage, where it was absorbed. Nothing changed.

      That troubled Jakob. With Scottan, at least there had been some change to the strand when he had pushed his ahmaean into it.

      Why would this be different?

      Why would the ahmaean be absorbed?

      More than that, why did it now seem as if the ahmaean was being drawn from him?

      Jakob tried to halt that, but the effect was powerful.

      It came from within the damaged area. Somehow, he knew the key to stopping it was within the burned fibers.

      Diving into that would be dangerous for him, but if he didn’t, he wondered if the draw on his ahmaean would persist, and if he would lose the connection he had, regardless.

      Jakob wished there were a way to connect to Anda, to tell her what he intended to do, but if he could, he risked not having the strength needed to return here, and risked not being able to help Aruhn in any way.

      Focusing his ahmaean deep within him, Jakob plunged into the damaged fibers.
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      Jakob opened his eyes to a gray sky. Mountains rose nearby, though there was nothing familiar about them. The air had a strange energy to it, one that felt like a mixture of lightning and a coming storm, a dangerous sort of energy.

      Why would he appear here?

      He was certain this was where he needed to be, certain that this was the effect of the damaged fibers, but less certain about what he was meant to learn here.

      All around, everything felt… wrong. There was no other way to put it, no other way to describe what he felt other than a sense of wrongness. Did that all stem from the injury to the fibers?

      This far back, it had to be Raime responsible for it, didn’t it?

      If it was Raime, Jakob needed to find where he had gone, and he needed to do it quickly, especially as he was here in another’s form. There was danger in remaining in the past for too long.

      Did Raime know that? Did he care?

      How would he find what Raime had done?

      Ahmaean had to be the key, didn’t it?

      He tried reaching through his ahmaean, trying to track the connection, but it was gone. The sense of the drawing on his ahmaean that he’d had while within the fibers disappeared now that he had appeared in this form.

      Jakob didn’t know whose form he had taken, but perhaps that didn’t matter.

      He looked at his hand, noting the elongated fingers, and suspected he was daneamiin, which meant that he had certain abilities as daneamiin, but did that matter when it was Jakob who had appeared within him? Did the form or the person who controlled it make the difference?

      They were questions for later. They were questions he could try to find answers to using his own ancestors, rather than risking Aruhn and those he was descended from.

      Jakob closed his eyes and stretched out with ahmaean. He noted nothing unusual.

      Had he chosen incorrectly?

      If he had delved into the fibers at the wrong time, and he had reached the wrong strand, it was possible that he might be unable to counter Raime.

      He thought about what he knew of Raime, what motivated him. It was power, and stealing from those with power. Would there be a way to discover the source of that power in this time?

      If there were daneamiin, there would have to be damahne as well. Would Shoren be here? Would the groeliin?

      Jakob considered traveling to the mountains, reaching the north where he thought he could encounter groeliin, but he needed a different set of answers. Needed understanding—and quickly.

      Taking a risk, he closed his eyes and shifted.

      Jakob wasn’t certain whether it would even work, whether the daneamiin form would prevent him from shifting, and traveling, but it had to be done. He needed to find an ally, and if this was as far back along the fibers as Jakob suspected, that meant Shoren would still be here—and alive.

      Would Shoren remember him?

      Unless Jakob had appeared at an earlier point in time than when he had stepped into Shoren before.

      There was too much to think about. He needed to focus on what he could do.

      He opened his eyes and recognized the interior of the Tower. This floor looked the same as the one where he had been when he had appeared as Aimielen.

      But was it the same? Or were there differences, those that would tell him that perhaps he had come at a time before his encounter was Shoren in the Forest.

      While here, Jakob focused on the ahmaean, and used it to reach out from him.

      It was not something that he normally would have ever considered, but a part of him—the part that was the daneamiin he occupied—understood what was needed and how to do it.

      Jakob recognized the sense against him. Shoren was here.

      He hurried down the hall, skipping in a flickering sort of manner, and recognized how the daneamiin managed it. There was something to their ahmaean, the way that they funneled it, focusing it as they went, that allowed them to skip in this manner.

      At the door, he paused a moment when the door flung open.

      The damahne standing before him had a distinguished face, and deeply drawn brown eyes. He wore a gray tunic and brown trousers, the fabric nothing like Jakob had ever seen before.

      “What is this? Why are you—”

      “Shoren,” Jakob started, his voice sounding strange in his ears as it came out in a female daneamiin’s voice. Jakob shook away the strangeness of it, focusing instead on what he could do. “It’s Jakob. You told me that I could come back and—”

      Shoren stared a moment before gathering himself. “Jakob? How is this possible? How are you here?”

      Jakob shook his head. “It’s too much to explain. I need your help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      Jakob was relieved that Shoren seemed to accept the situation without too many questions. He seemed to remember him. “The fibers were damaged.”

      “You said that before. You claimed that the fibers were injured, but that there was darkness seen along the fibers as well.”

      “This was a new injury, and one that traces back to this time.”

      Shoren’s eyes blinked closed. Ahmaean swirled around him, and Jakob could practically see the way he turned it, shifting it inside himself, pulling along the fibers. It happened in a flash, so fast that Jakob could almost have imagined it, and then Shoren opened his eyes. “This damage was not here before.”

      “It was not, and I’m not entirely certain what to make of it.”

      “The fibers are eroding. If this is not stopped, all of the fibers will disappear.”

      “Is that possible?”

      Shoren smiled grimly. “There are many things I once would have believed impossible. You have demonstrated that I needed to reconsider. You have allowed me to recognize that there is more for me to understand. So, yes. I believe it is possible.”

      Shoren motioned him to enter the room, and Jakob followed him in, noting a richly appointed room with a solid, wooden desk with heavily carved legs, a chair that would have served as a throne in his time, and three orbs that glowed, much like those he had seen in the Tower.

      Shoren paced around the room, and from Jakob’s time in Shoren’s mind, he knew how that helped the damahne think. There was power that swirled around him, and from it, Jakob knew that Shoren was likely accessing the fibers again, though he didn’t know whether he was attempting to look forward, or if he was looking back, trying to understand what had happened.

      “If the fibers are damaged, what will happen?” Jakob asked.

      “I have been trying to determine that from the moment you mentioned the other injury. If they erode, it is possible that they will simply disappear.”

      “Is there another possibility?”

      “Another possibility is that they will be reconstructed, and re-wound within the strands leading forward.” Shoren paused and met Jakob’s gaze. “I think I shared with you that time is not good or bad, it is not dark or light. It simply is. It cares not which strands carry forward, and cares not who weaves those strands. In that way, it is more like when the Maker and the Deshmaker were united.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You know of the Maker? The being who created all things. The damahne are an extension of the Maker. Our abilities—the use of the ahmaean—an extension of the power that once gave birth to all things.”

      “I know some of the Maker. I grew up thinking the beings who lived in the Tower were gods.”

      “Now that you have proven yourself the damahne, you must know the truths that we know. They are truths that you can learn in time. For now, we should focus on restoring the fibers, if it is possible.”

      “There is a man in my time. He has lived a long life, longer than any man should.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “By stealing from others with power. He steals from the descendants of the damahne, from the daneamiin, and the Magi.”

      “Magi?”

      “The Magi are men and women with some of the ability of the damahne. In my time, they are felt to be a conduit to the gods.”

      Shoren began pacing again. “It can’t be that the lessons of the damahne have been lost, can it?”

      “The damahne have retreated from the world, Shoren. There were fewer and fewer of them, and now, I am the last.”

      Shoren paused and looked at Jakob with a deep intensity. “You must not remain here for much longer. You know the dangers of staying in this form.”

      “I am here to stop him, though I don’t know how to reach him.” Jakob considered a moment. “Do you have groeliin in your time?”

      “Groeliin?”

      “They are horrible creatures, and live in the northern mountains, and their ahmaean is dark, dangerous.”

      “The north, you say?” When Jakob nodded, Shoren scratched his long chin. “There have been reports out of the north, though I haven’t taken the time to investigate them. We have had enough difficulty with the Den’eamiin.”

      “Why difficulty?”

      “Resettling them has been a challenge. I have fought to keep the damahne from harassing them. I have not had a chance to investigate other rumors.”

      “Would there be a way for you to determine whether there is a source to the injury to the fibers?” Jakob’s mind was racing, trying to figure out some way to track down Raime. “Would there be a way for you to detect whether it’s pulling on my ahmaean?”

      “You should be capable of tracking that yourself.”

      “Not in this form. I’ve tried, but it doesn’t seem to work.”

      Shoren sent a finger of ahmaean toward Jakob, and it swirled around him before settling within his head. He withdrew a moment, then took Jakob’s hand, and they shifted.

      It was a dizzying experience shifting with another damahne. When they appeared, they were once more near the mountains, and Jakob had a sense that he was near where he had been before. This time, he was deeper in the mountains, near a cavern. The gray sky overhead rumbled, thunder threatening rain. Wind whipped around him, carrying the sense of that rain, and the energy and violence of the storm.

      “This is where it will be,” Shoren said. “The damage is greatest here.”

      “Where is the ahmaean pulling me?”

      Shoren tipped his head toward the cavern. “Down there. There is… something else within there.”

      Shoren started into the cavern, and Jakob followed. Ahmaean swirled around him, and Jakob paid attention to what he did, focusing on the way that he used his energy, creating a defensive sort of barrier around him. Jakob had done something similar when facing Raime, but had been acting on instinct. Shoren was a damahne in complete control of his ability.

      As they made their way through the tunnel, Shoren streaked his ahmaean along the walls of it, and faint light began to glow softly in the walls.

      “What is that? What are you doing?”

      Shoren glanced over his shoulder. “Is teralin lost in your time as well?”

      “Maybe not lost, but not as well known.” Jakob thought of Novan’s staff, and the light that glowed along its length. Was it made of this same metal? “Why are you using your ahmaean along the walls?”

      “If this is what I suspect, then I need to use the ahmaean this way. It will weaken me, so whatever you are able to do may be necessary.”

      The farther they went, the more he realized what Shoren meant. His ahmaean trailing along the wall had less intensity, and it took longer for the light to begin glowing there. The farther they went, the more Jakob felt something pushing against them, a dark sort of energy.

      This was where they were heading.

      What would they find?

      Would Shoren be able to do anything? He was a powerful damahne—perhaps one of the most powerful to ever live—but Jakob was now pulling him out of his time, taking him along a different path than he had traveled before.

      That troubled him.

      Only, what choice did they have? Without help, Jakob didn’t think he would be able to reach Raime in this time. He certainly wouldn’t have discovered this place. He had appeared near the mountains, but that wasn’t enough, not nearly enough to reach Raime. With his dangerous abilities, and with his knowledge gained over a thousand years, Raime might be more dangerous than even Shoren could withstand.

      Jakob grabbed for Shoren’s arm. “I don’t think that—”

      He didn’t have a chance to finish. Power surged again, blasting against Jakob, and he felt a dark energy.

      Shoren reacted, pressing out his ahmaean away from him, creating a barricade that protected them.

      “Dark teralin,” Shoren said softly.

      “What is dark teralin?”

      “Destruction. It is the power of the Deshmaker. Knowledge of it should have been lost long ago. How is it that this man has discovered knowledge of it?”

      Jakob didn’t know the answer, but suspected the method was the same as how he had reached back in time this way. If knowledge of it once was known, then it made sense for Raime to have used the fibers, and traced backward, to learn that dark secret.

      “That knowledge was not as lost as you might have believed,” a rough voice said. “You are predictable. And now I’ve discovered a way to finally accomplish what I’ve long sought.”

      Jakob expected Raime to step out of the darkness, but that wasn’t what appeared at all.

      What appeared was a nightmare. A creature out of a nightmare. It was a massive groeliin. Taller even than the creatures that had bound Alyta in place, this one had markings all along its body that reminded Jakob of the Deshmahne.

      Yet there was no question in Jakob’s mind that this was Raime.
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      Jakob couldn’t move, but Shoren reacted, creating a wall of ahmaean that prevented Raime from reaching them. Dark ahmaean pounded against it, incredibly powerful, but Shoren held against it.

      Somehow, Raime had traveled back into a groeliin.

      And not simply any groeliin. A powerful creature that radiated dark ahmaean.

      Jakob suddenly understood where Raime had stolen power in the past.

      The ahmaean pressed toward them, and he felt helpless.

      “Is this what you faced in your time?” Shoren asked. He sounded calm, but there was tension around his eyes, his jaw clenched.

      “This is a groeliin, but not one I have ever faced before.”

      Raime laughed. “You have faced none but the drones. I have held back, but no longer.”

      “How do you defeat them in your time?”

      “With my sword.”

      Shoren clenched his jaw tighter. “A damahne who fights like a man?”

      “A damahne who thought he was a man for his entire life.”

      “There is no sword here, so we must find another way. Even if there were, I wouldn’t be able to wield one. That is not the way of the damahne.”

      “Perhaps not during your time.” Jakob looked to the walls of the streaks of metal. If Novan had been able to use the same metal for his staff, would there be any way for him to pull a sword from it? “How do you remove the teralin from the walls of the cavern?”

      “Mining teralin is dangerous. I have positively charged it, but the metal is unstable.”

      “And yet, it’s all we have.”

      “This is not the way of the damahne, Jakob.”

      “I don’t know another way. I think this is the way we have to do this. He needs to be cast out of this form, and then…” And then Jakob would have to chase him down in his time. He would somehow have to convince Shoren to help if they were to prevent the groeliin from spreading, and to prevent them from attacking.

      Shoren considered Jakob for a long moment. “You can use your ahmaean. I don’t know if it will work in your host form. The Den’eamiin do not have the same capacity as a damahne.”

      “I was able to shift in this form.”

      Shoren smiled. “Yes. That is not a capability of the Den’eamiin.”

      As Shoren confronted Raime, the groeliin beating against the wall of ahmaean that Shoren held, his strength faded, the barrier growing more translucent. Jakob turned his attention to the wall of the cavern. How could he pull what he needed from it?

      A sword. If he had a sword, he could face the groeliin—and Raime—in a way that Shoren could not.

      Jakob used his ahmaean and probed the wall of the cavern. He tracked the ahmaean along the wall, and felt for how he could somehow pull teralin free. There was no clear solution.

      “You must lock on to the teralin. You must pour some of yourself into it,” Shoren said. His voice was tight, and Jakob doubted they had much time. If he failed, would they be able to shift back to the Tower to keep Shoren safe? Or would this end up being the end of Shoren?

      Jakob would not allow that to happen.

      Lock on to the teralin. Somehow, he had to do that.

      A section of the teralin in the wall called to him. Jakob hurriedly poured ahmaean into it and recognized how it acted as a reservoir, holding on to it. He used this, and pulled on it.

      The teralin came free, connected to his ahmaean.

      Jakob held it and noted that it was warm. It was an irregular length of metal, but he needed something in the shape of a sword.

      With the thought, the ahmaean within the teralin shifted, elongating, and became a sword. Not just any sword, but one that could have been a replica of Neamiin.

      Shoren’s ahmaean failed, and he sagged back.

      Jakob felt a burst of power, a mixture of darkness that pressed out.

      Raime cried out triumphantly. Jakob spun, the sword in his hand dancing, and slashed at Raime.

      It had been months since he had used his sword, and he feared that he might have grown weak, but this was not his body. As he spun, he flickered, moving in the manner of the daneamiin, using knowledge that he had not possessed before coming back to this time.

      Raime blocked him with a long, clawed arm.

      Jakob spun, slicing with the sword.

      The groeliin lunged. Jakob was forced to duck, rolling under the attack.

      The creature was fast, moving more quickly than any of the others he had faced. The daneamiin’s body flickered, moving in a way the groeliin couldn’t follow.

      Jakob brought the sword around and caught the creature on one arm.

      Raime reacted, creating a barrier with his dark ahmaean.

      Jakob emptied the ahmaean from his sword, cutting through it. He reached Raime, beheading him.

      Shoren looked upon the fallen groeliin, pain in his eyes. “The damahne do not fight. We search for peace.”

      “There would be no peace with him, not in this form.”

      “I fear what we have triggered,” Shoren said.

      His words pained Jakob. Had he forced Shoren to act in a way that ran against who he was—and what he was? Had he somehow influenced the damahne to do something that should not have been done?

      Jakob hated that he might have, but there had been no choice.

      “Can you repair the damage that was done?” he asked Shoren.

      Shoren sighed. “The damage is tied to teralin.”

      “Does that mean you can repair it?”

      “It means that I know what caused it. I don’t know if I can restore what happened, but I will try.” Shoren turned away from the fallen form of the groeliin. “You should depart. Your host may not be able to tolerate your presence for much longer, if you haven’t overwhelmed her already.”

      “Thank you, Shoren.”

      He nodded, the pained expression still in his eyes. “It is time, Jakob.”

      Jakob took the teralin sword and started to place it near the wall, when Shoren caught his arm.

      “That cannot be replaced. After what you did…”

      Jakob didn’t know if he meant the way that he had used his ahmaean in the teralin, or the fact that he had used the sword to kill the groeliin. Perhaps both.

      He nodded. He focused on where he had first appeared in this time, and shifted. Then he turned his ahmaean inward, and stepped out of the host, the daneamiin who had allowed him to stop Raime in this time.

      He remained connected to the fibers.

      He noted the damage to the fibers fade. Shoren had done as he claimed, and had restored it. Jakob added the touch of his ahmaean, smoothing out the fibers, hoping that would be enough to heal Aruhn.

      He remained connected to the fibers, and looking along the length of them, he noted other damage still. Damage that hadn’t been here when he had tracked back.

      Raime had triggered other injuries along the way.

      Jakob stopped at each injury along the fibers, somehow standing outside of the fibers, not tied to any individual, not as he had when he tracked back along the fibers as himself. Was it because of what the daneamiin of the Calla maah had done? Did they grant him this ability to stand outside of the entire fabric of time?

      He found that he could restore the damage as he went. He bounced from injury to injury, moving closer and closer to his own time, tracing a trail of darkness.

      And then he reached the source of it.

      Darkness remained along the fibers. It was power. There was no form to it—and Jakob wondered if he had any form.

      The darkness turned toward him, and attacked.

      Jakob used a wall of ahmaean, much like what Shoren had done when he had opposed Raime.

      It didn’t seem like it was enough.

      The darkness manifested, and Raime appeared. He looked much like Jakob had seen him back in Chrysia that first time.

      He wore a dark cloak, and his eyes blazed, practically burning with his anger. “You shouldn’t have followed me here. You have grown more skilled, I’ll give you that, but I have studied the fibers for longer than anyone who has ever lived.”

      “Was it you?” Jakob asked, taking a form himself. “Were you responsible for the madness?” Alyta had believed herself responsible, and Aruhn blamed the groeliin. Neither had been right.

      Raime laughed, a dark and horrible sound. “How do you think I have grown so strong?”

      “You walk the fibers to take power?”

      “I walk the fibers to gain knowledge. Power comes with it.”

      “Why?”

      “Must there be a why? The damahne have possessed power for far too long. I only wanted to show that anyone could reach that same power.”

      “But doing so is destruction. You will destroy everything.”

      “And remake it in a way that allows all to have power.”

      “All? Or those who you choose?”

      “Enough!” Raime roared. “You may be dangerous to me with the sword, but here… here, I possess power and the knowledge.”

      Raime began using his ahmaean, and it swirled, tearing fibers free. They began to wrap around Jakob. If he did not react, the fibers would trap him, walling him into the strand of time.

      It was all Jakob could do to push the fibers back into place, but more and more came at him.

      Jakob struggled, surging forward, needing to leave the fibers or he could be trapped here.

      Even if he managed to leave, Raime might be able to ensnare him.

      Raime chased, pulling fibers out, disrupting lives as he did. Jakob threw ahmaean at those fibers, pushing them back into place, but wondered if he was fast enough. He certainly wasn’t strong enough.

      He pulled upon ahmaean, drawing on the power that brought him here.

      It was a reservoir, one that filled him. In that, it was much like the teralin sword. He could pull on all the ahmaean. Doing so risked leaving it trapped within the fibers, but Jakob feared what would happen if he didn’t succeed.

      An idea came to him.

      Raime wanted to trap him, but what would happen if Jakob attempted to trap Raime?

      He surged forward along the fibers, tracing the strand that he detected came from Raime. There was a signature to it, one that radiated the dark ahmaean he possessed. Had Jakob not seen the groeliin, and not learned how Raime had stolen his power, he doubted he would have known which strand to follow.

      Raime chased, fibers spinning around him.

      They slowed Jakob, but he stopped expending energy on fixing the fibers. If he failed, it wouldn’t matter, but if he succeeded, then he could repair the fibers.

      He reached the end of the weave. This was Jakob’s timeline, and from here, the various fibers remained unwoven. What he wanted to do was find a way to seal Raime. If he could either hold him in the fibers, or exclude him from them altogether, he could eliminate the threat.

      Raime closed in. He attacked with a dark energy that was furious with his rage. Jakob attempted to push back, countering with his ahmaean, and searched for the strand he knew was Raime’s.

      He found it, recognizing the darkness bursting from it.

      Jakob wrapped his ahmaean—and all that he could draw—around it.

      Raime attacked. “What are you doing?”

      Jakob ignored him, continuing to tie the ahmaean. He created a knot that would trap Raime.

      The attack intensified behind him. Jakob did all that he could to defend himself, as he pulled the knot more tightly around Raime’s strand.

      Raime screamed. He beat more strongly against Jakob, assaulting him with damaged fibers, and ahmaean, but Jakob ignored it.

      He had no choice.

      As Jakob pulled on the knot, the attack shifted, and then faded.

      Jakob watched as Raime disappeared from the fibers. He was gone, banished from the fibers. As he sealed the knot closed, he hoped it prevented Raime from reaching the fibers again. For now, there didn’t seem any way for Raime to reach them, but would it hold?

      There was no way for him to know other than to monitor the fibers. If it worked, he would have weakened Raime. If nothing else, he had to be satisfied with that.

      Jakob released his connection to the fibers and returned to his time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey to the Forest left Roelle feeling increasingly fatigued. By the time she reached its edge, she could no longer sit up. When they passed through the first set of trees, she felt the tingling wash over her as it had in both the vision and when they’d faced the groeliin. Entering the Forest left a darkness swirling around her, and shadows filled the spaces between the trees. It was not an unpleasant sensation, nor did it scare her.

      The Magi rode quickly, leading their horses through the trees, and Roelle could feel the pull upon her grow increasingly stronger the farther they went. It drew upon her, much like it had in the vision. Much like then, there was a certain reassurance to it.

      As they went, Roelle felt increasing weakness. She fought it, straining against it as long as possible. Every so often, she had a surge of pain, and she tried to ignore it, but it was overwhelming to her and she cried out. When that happened, Selton would pause the procession, and administer more of the pain medication Nahrsin had given her. Roelle tried waving him away, and succeeded a few times, but the further they went, the feebler her efforts became, and soon, she was looking forward to the temporary relief the elixir gave her. It did not last for long, certainly not long enough for her to relax and have no pain, but any relief was better than none.

      “How far are we going into the Forest?” Selton asked.

      Roelle opened her eyes and realized they had entered a darker portion of the Forest. With her eyes closed, she could feel the energy rising in the trees around her.

      How was that possible? How could she detect that with her eyes closed?

      It reminded her of her vision, though it was strange that it should do so.

      “Not much farther,” Roelle said. Her voice was little more than a croak, and she shivered. If she was wrong, if this wasn’t a summons to the center of the Forest, and if there was no way for her to be healed here, she wouldn’t survive this. More than ever, she was certain of that.

      “Roelle?” Selton said.

      “Keep going. Regardless of what happens to me. Regardless of whether I manage to keep my eyes open. You need to keep going.”

      “How will we know when we have gone far enough?”

      “You will see… A collection of rocks. A clearing. Power…”

      She slipped into darkness, and felt it faintly as the wagon began jostling again.

      Every so often, she would awaken, though it would be brief. Each time it occurred, she opened her eyes weakly, and glanced around, still seeing the enormous trees. None of them had the massive roots, and none of them had the majesty and enormity of the trees she had seen when walking in her vision.

      Could it be that they wouldn’t find where she was to go?

      Yet she could feel the drawing sensation, that of power calling to her.

      It seemed to echo and reverberate within her. It was as if something about her responded to the power of the Forest. Had she not been so sick, and had she not been so weakened, she would have been intrigued, and want to investigate further. As it was, she could barely focus on anything other than the pain.

      They paused again.

      This time, Selton poured a liquid into her mouth. She fought it at first, before realizing it was water, and then began drinking greedily. She let the water wash over her face, and lapped at it. There is something cold and crisp and… familiar about it. She had drunk this water before in the Forest during her vision.

      It soothed her. The water had a relaxing quality to it, one that eased away some of the pain. When the pain disappeared, she could open her eyes. Selton sat on the edge of the wagon, staring at her with worried eyes.

      “We need to keep going,” Roelle said.

      “I don’t know how much longer you’re going to be able to go on,” Selton said.

      “I’m better. I’ll make it.”

      “I’ve been watching you. We’ve been traveling for three days since entering the Forest. You’ve barely made any sound. Every so often, you cry out, though you do so in the ancient language.”

      Roelle forced a smile. “The ancient language? I barely speak it.”

      “I know. That’s what makes it strange.”

      “There is power in the Great Forest,” Lendra said. “We saw it before when we faced the groeliin.”

      Roelle knew that there was power here, and felt it. That power seemed to be what had strengthened her again. It came from the water, but it came from everything around her as well. Almost as if the power that she felt, the surging energy that drew her onward, provided her strength, keeping her going.

      “The water. I think the water is helping me.”

      Selton nodded and climbed off the edge of the wagon, traipsing over to a nearby stream. It burbled softly, the sound of it telling Roelle that she was not having a vision, and that this was real. He returned with the full flask and brought it to her lips. This time when she drank, she didn’t allow any to spill. The water tasted clean. She hoped it would heal her.

      She leaned back, breathing softly. The pain continued to abate, easing away for the first time in… Days? Weeks? She had lost track of time. How could she have been out for as long as Selton claimed? Could they really have traveled through the Forest for the last three days?

      Perhaps it was better that her mind protected her, that she didn’t have to experience the pain of the journey awake. It might be better that she was out, not suffering—at least not suffering quite as much.

      As she sat there, she felt the sensation of the energy. It pulled on her, drawing her deeper into the Forest, and she pointed. “There. That’s where were going.”

      “Lendra says the maps show the heart of the Forest would be along the stream,” Selton said.

      Roelle looked over to Lendra, who had a book open in her lap. “I didn’t know you had a map.”

      “Not a map. At least not what you would typically think of as a map. This is more a series of notations. There have been other historians who have ventured to the heart of the Great Forest.”

      “Why do you think we’re going to the heart of the Great Forest?”

      “Because of what you saw in your vision. If the gods called you, that’s where they would be.”

      Roelle took a few shallow breaths. “Your map is wrong,” she said. “I can feel where it’s pulling me, and it’s demanding that we go that way.” She pointed once more in the direction where she detected the power, and sank back in the wagon. How much longer would she be able to remain awake? The water’s healing ability would only remain in effect for a short time, and after that, she didn’t think it would provide her with much more.

      As she lay back, she heard Selton and Lendra talking quietly. They seemed to be debating whether they would follow Roelle’s sense of direction or the notation in Lendra’s journal.

      “Could you show me?”

      She opened her eye, and managed to meet Lendra’s gaze.

      “The journal. Can I see where you would have us go?”

      Lendra flicked her gaze to Selton before looking back to Roelle. “It’s only a few notations,” she said. “I don’t know—”

      “I understand. In my state, you don’t know whether I’ll be able to follow it. Give me a chance to try,” she said.

      Lendra handed her the book, and Roelle tried to sit up, but was too weak. She held the book over her face, skimming the page. Much like Lendra claimed, the book depicted what appeared to be a historian’s journey toward the center of the Forest. On the following page, there was a drawing, she saw the stream that they had been following, and how it wound through Forest.

      Roelle looked up. “This will lead to the heart of the Forest.”

      “You’ve never been into the heart of the Forest,” Selton reminded.

      “I have in my vision,” she said.

      “But that was only your vision. You can’t really think that it is anything more than that,” Selton said.

      Roelle traced her finger along the page. “In my vision, I saw this stream. I paused here, drinking from it. It was much like I’m doing now, though I was not injured and was able to walk through the Forest on my own. Other than that, I was pulled this way,” she motioned on the map, indicating further along the page, and deeper into the Forest. “That’s where you will find the heart of the Forest. That’s where we will find what we’re looking for.”

      “Selton, the notes say to follow the stream, and that will bring us to the heart of the Forest,” Lendra said.

      “The notes are wrong,” Roelle said. She felt winded from simply having the conversation with them. “If I’m wrong, it’s my life.”

      She relaxed, saying nothing, and listened to the two of them debating what to do. There was nothing she could say that would convince them of what she believed was necessary. She hoped that Selton would trust her. Even Lendra needed to trust her. Roelle had proven herself, hadn’t she?

      They started moving again, and the wagon jostled her, sending shooting pains through her back into her legs. Roelle tried to ignore the pain, keeping her eyes closed against it, fighting off the increasing agony. As they went, she managed to cock open an eye and looked around the Forest. The trees continued to rise, and she realized they weren’t following the stream as they had been. They were veering off deeper into the Forest, heading in the direction from which she felt the pulling sensation, following what she knew to be the right direction.

      “Thank you,” she managed to say. It was hard to say anything. It was hard for her to croak out the words that she wanted, but they came. She closed her eyes again, and time passed slowly, dragging her through the Forest, through the trees, as she felt the steady pulling on her senses.

      Finally, the wagon came to a stop. She felt an arm under her neck, and then water touching her lips. She opened her mouth, welcoming the cool liquid. She drank it slowly, enjoying the taste, and the same sense of relaxation, the wave of comfort, washed over her. It was the same sense that she had when she first drank the water, but unlike the other times when she had drunk it, she didn’t have the same resurgence of strength and energy. This was nothing more than a splash of strength that returned to her.

      “Why are we stopping?” she asked.

      “We’re here,” Selton said.

      Roelle still felt the pulling energy as it summoned her. It had drawn her deeper into the Forest, hadn’t it? This couldn’t be as far as they needed to come. They couldn’t have reached the heart of the Forest yet.

      “Are you certain?” she asked.

      Selton propped her up, and she looked around.

      Her breath caught. Much like in her dream, much like the vision that she’d had, she was in the center of a clearing, the Forest spread around her. The boulders were scattered, not arranged in a ring as they had been in her vision.

      Was this the place?

      Maybe something had changed. Maybe this wasn’t where she was meant to go. If that was the case, how would she recover enough to reach Vasha? She didn’t think the water would restore her strength enough times to help her finish the journey.

      This would be it for her. This had been the gamble, one that she had willingly made, knowing there was likely little that could be done for her in Vasha, but she’d made it thinking she had been summoned to this place, drawn here by the gods.

      Was that wrong?

      “What’s wrong?” Selton asked. “Is this not the heart of the Forest?”

      Roelle breathed out. “I saw this place in my vision, but it was different. The boulders were arranged in a circle, and the power drew me to the middle of it.”

      Selton glanced toward the rocks scattered in the clearing. “There is no middle.”

      Maybe that was what Roelle felt. Maybe that was why she felt the energy drawing her further, away from this place. It might be the heart of the Forest, but it was changed from what she had seen in her vision. It was not where she needed to be. She let her eyes sink closed, and fought the urge to cry.

      She had failed. She had come here hoping to finding healing, and instead had discovered nothing but disappointment. She would die here, so close to the gods.
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      When Jakob returned to the house of the Cala maah after repairing the fibers, he feared what he might encounter. What would the daneamiin have experienced while he was away? What had happened to Aruhn?

      He opened his eyes and saw the daneamiin, each lying motionless. Watching them for a moment, Jakob thought they were all injured—or even dead, but he realized that wasn’t it at all. They were sleeping.

      All but Anda. When he sat up, she rushed over to him.

      “How long was I gone?” Jakob asked.

      She took his hand. “It does not matter, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “It matters. How long?”

      “Weeks.”

      Jakob touched his hand to his face, noting the growth of beard. Weeks? It would explain the fatigue, and the rumbling of hunger in his stomach.

      “It is the longest the Cala maah has remained in session,” Anda said.

      Jakob sighed. “I’m sorry. I went back, and found the injury. It was new. It was Raime.”

      “Why would Raime attack Aruhn?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. I think he wanted to draw me back. I stopped him and sealed him from the fibers.”

      “How is such a thing possible?”

      “It should not be,” Aruhn said, sitting up.

      Anda rushed to him, and threw her arms around him in a tight embrace. “Father?”

      Aruhn returned the embrace, and their ahmaean swirled, touching for a moment. Aruhn looked past Anda, meeting Jakob’s eyes. “What you did should not have been possible. I saw what happened.

      “How did you see it?”

      “When you drifted backward, you pulled me along with you. It was my ancestor you stepped inside.”

      Anda gasped. “You stepped into a daneamiin who was not your ancestor?”

      “I had no choice.”

      “There will be consequences,” Aruhn said.

      “I don’t know if there will be any more consequences than what we’ve already faced. If you saw what happened, then you know what Raime did, the way that he twisted the fibers, damaging them as he returned.”

      Aruhn sighed. “What he has done should not be possible, either. He has stolen too much.”

      Jakob licked his lips, trying to work moisture back into his mouth. “Time will tell if what I’ve done has been successful,” he said.

      Aruhn met Jakob’s gaze and nodded slowly. “Thank you, Jakob Nialsen. You should not have risked repairing the fibers, but had you not, I would have been trapped.”

      “Watch me for a moment,” Jakob said to Anda. “There is something I need to do.”

      “Your brother—”

      “Not my brother.” Jakob pulled on his ahmaean, tiredness and hunger making it difficult, but for what he needed to do, he didn’t think he needed much strength with the ahmaean. All he wanted was to glimpse.

      He turned his focus inward that he could direct it inwardl sense to use that.tuck. Would he not ask about the experiences with Gareth and Daniel?able., or and traced back along his fibers, spinning backward in time until he reached Shoren. He needed to know if his actions had changed anything. The damahne claimed that it was not possible to change the past, and if he had, he feared that it might lead to an unraveling of the fibers.

      Jakob was surprised to see that Shoren’s strand was as it had been before. It was unchanged.

      That didn’t make sense… unless Shoren had always traveled north with Jakob’s daneamiin host.

      Jakob withdrew and reached for Anda. She looked at him, a question her eyes. “The fibers are unchanged.”

      “The fibers cannot be changed,” Aruhn said.

      Jakob wasn’t as certain. Hadn’t he severed the fibers and resealed them? Hadn’t that been what Raime intended?

      “I worried. I can walk back more strongly than others. I feared what that meant.”

      Jakob took Anda’s hand. “What of Scottan?”

      “I’ve been in the Cala maah with you, Jakob Nialsen. I will go with you to see.”

      They walked rather than shifting. After using his energy to look back along the fibers to ensure that he hadn’t changed too much with Shoren, Jakob didn’t think he had enough strength to shift, at least not safely.

      They exited the house of the Cala maah, holding each other’s hands, and reached the clearing in the space before the massive structure. Jakob sighed, breathing in the ahmaean, feeling it rejuvenate him. He glanced over to Anda. “I’ve stopped him a second time.”

      “I fear that you will need to defeat him for good,” Anda said.

      Jakob had felt the same. “I didn’t really even stop him this time, but hopefully he will no longer be able to reach the fibers.”

      If his efforts accomplished that, then perhaps Jakob could prevent Raime from gaining any more strength than he already possessed.

      He started to say something when he saw a figure appear at the base of one of the trees. At first, he thought it might be Novan, the long face and weary eyes matching that of the historian, but he realized that was not the case at all.

      It was Scottan.

      Jakob hurried over to him.

      Scottan blinked twice, looking around the clearing, as if unable to believe what he was seeing. “Jakob? What is this? Where are we?”

      Jakob smiled at his brother and wrapped him in a tight hug, tears streaming down his cheeks as he sobbed.

      “Jakob? What is it? Why are you crying?”

      Jakob released his brother and took a deep breath, trying to gather his thoughts. What did he tell him first? Did he share that their father had died? Did he share that Jakob was some sort of god? Did he share what had happened over the last few months?

      

      None of it mattered. Not really. All that mattered was that Scottan was back. His brother was back.

      “Scottan,” Jakob said, still struggling to figure out what he would say to his brother. “You were sick.”

      Scottan looked around, almost as if he were processing what he was seeing. When his gaze came back to Jakob, he frowned. “Sick?”

      Jakob nodded. The question that came next was not what Jakob had expected.

      “Why are you wearing a sword?”

      Jakob laughed and wiped the tears from his eyes. “There is much I need to tell you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Jakob returned to the Great Forest, taking Novan with him. The historian shook himself when they shifted to the heart of the Forest, looking around at the trees, and a wide smile came to his face.

      “I don’t know that I’ll get used to traveling in that way,” Novan said.

      “I don’t know that I will, either,” Jakob said.

      “Why here?” Novan asked. “You could’ve stayed with the daneamiin longer.”

      And with Scottan, Jakob didn’t need Novan to add. But Scottan was still recovering, and the daneamiin had healing powers that would facilitate that. Scottan still struggled with everything that he was learning, barely able to process what had happened, but in time, he would.

      “Because I need help. There is knowledge from the damahne here. I think you can help me understand it.”

      Novan smiled. “I imagine there is knowledge in the Tower as well.”

      It was Jakob’s turn to smile. “I think we take one step at a time, don’t you?”

      “Perhaps,” Novan agreed. “Do you intend to reveal yourself to the world? The gods have been hidden for centuries.”

      Jakob shook his head. “I don’t think I’m ready for that. I don’t think I know enough.”

      “It might be necessary when it comes time to confront Raime. If the Deshmahne have gained strength, you may need to show that the gods do not side with them.”

      Jakob sighed. That felt deceptive, but it might be necessary. “In time,” he said.

      Novan nodded as if that had been decided. He tapped his staff on the ground once, light flaring along the length of it, and surveyed the area around them. “Where is this place of the damahne? The Guild has long suspected that the damahne kept something here, but we’ve never been able to determine it.”

      Jakob tipped his head toward the boulders. “It is here.” He stretched out with his ahmaean, using that to reach toward the rocks and slide them back into place.

      Novan gasped as he did.

      Jakob stepped to the center of the newly formed circle, and pulled the ahmaean, shifting it so that it opened the doorway.

      “It was here the whole time?” he asked as the doorway appeared.

      “It was here, kept in a way that only the damahne could reach.”

      “You shouldn’t give me access,” Novan said.

      Jakob smiled at the historian. “I would never have guessed you to refuse access to knowledge.”

      “This is a place meant only for the damahne. I… I don’t know that I am worthy of entering such a place.”

      “Novan, you are descended from damahne. You have the same right as I do. Besides, I need to stop Raime, and I will need to know everything possible in order to do so.”

      “He is a dangerous man,” Novan said, nodding. “The Conclave has faced him for centuries. The Hunter was assigned to track him. Brohmin can help you.”

      Jakob sighed. Brohmin might have knowledge that would be crucial in defeating Raime. He had lived hundreds of years, and in that time, he would have to have gained knowledge.

      “In the chamber below here, there are other stores of knowledge. I only ask that you not share this with the Guild.”

      Novan looked up, dragging his gaze from the steps leading below ground. “Only the Guild?”

      “If the Conclave consists of what I believe it does, the knowledge can’t be held back from them.”

      “You have my word.”

      Jakob watched him, and—in a moment of inspiration—sent his ahmaean swirling toward Novan. It touched him briefly, before retreating. In that moment, he recognized that Novan spoke the truth. He had no intention of sharing outside of the Conclave. Even that was uncertain. Novan might keep everything that he knew and learned to himself.

      “Satisfied?” Novan asked.

      Jakob smiled. “Very much.”

      They started down, when he became aware of something else, and paused.

      “What is it?” Novan asked.

      “I don’t know.” He frowned, focusing his ahmaean, pushing out as he had while in the Tower in the past. It was a technique borrowed from a daneamiin, but using that, he was able to sense movement around him.

      “Continue down. I’ll meet you soon.”

      “Jakob. If there’s—”

      “There is no threat,” Jakob said.

      He stepped away and let Novan continue down beneath the ground. Once he was inside, Jakob shifted the ahmaean, closing the entrance. He didn’t shift the stones, not wanting to trap Novan there, but he did want to hide the entrance.

      A caravan of horses appeared, and Jakob frowned. He recognized the Mage leading them as the same one who had been with Roelle when they had met outside the Forest. They dismounted, and Selton stepped forward.

      “Selton?”

      The Mage breathed out a sigh of relief. “You are here. Thank the gods.” He flushed after saying it, and motioned toward the wagon. “We’ve been circling the heart of the Forest, trying to find you.”

      “To find me?”

      Selton nodded, and his gaze drifted behind Jakob, taking in the circle of stones, his eyes widening slightly as he did. “Roelle was injured in the fight. She needs healing, but no healer we have will be able to restore her.”

      Jakob stepped over to the wagon and saw Roelle lying there. She was as lovely as he remembered, her dark hair streaming back from her head, but her skin was pale, and sweat beaded on her brow.

      “She was poisoned by the groeliin,” Selton said. “The Antrilii didn’t think they could heal her. We were going to take her to Vasha, but there wasn’t enough time. She grew too sick.”

      “What makes you think that I can do anything?”

      “Because I saw what you did at the Tower,” Lendra said, peering from behind the wagon. “Only someone like the gods would be able to do what you did. Please, Jakob. Roelle needs your help.”

      If he did this, if he attempted to heal her, he would out himself. He would reveal that he was something more than a historian apprentice, something that had not been seen in centuries.

      He had told Novan that he wasn’t ready to reveal himself, but there would be no way to conceal it from this many Magi—and the rest of the world—if he attempted to heal her, especially if he was successful.

      But Roelle was his friend. She had been one of the first who had worked with him, welcoming him. He owed it to his friend. He might have failed that time with Scottan, but this was a different healing, wasn’t it?

      “I can try.”

      He set his hands on Roelle and began pulling on his ahmaean, but quickly realized it would not be enough. He reached for the ahmaean of the Great Forest, pulling from it to heal as he had once pulled from it to harm.

      He settled this ahmaean into Roelle, and it fed her, strengthening her, and pressed out the poison that was sickening her.

      When it was done, Jakob released the ahmaean and stepped back.

      “Is she—” Selton began.

      “I have done all that I can,” Jakob said. “She needs time, but I think she will recover.”

      “Thank you. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her,” Selton said.

      Jakob smiled. “It’s a feeling I know all too well. Make certain you tell her that.”

      Selton shook his head. “She’s my friend. She’s—”

      “Roelle is special. Let her know that. And tell her that I will find her when she recovers.”

      With that, Jakob shifted, disappearing into the chamber beneath the Forest and rejoining Novan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Brohmin waited inside the central chamber of the palace. Fatigue still overwhelmed him at times, fatigue that was understandable—especially considering all the years he had lived—albeit unwanted. There was still so much for him to do.

      The journey here had taken weeks, and had been delayed while he recovered from his battle with Raime and the groeliin in the Tower. He had remained hidden, guarded by Salindra with an almost overzealous intensity, and given the time he needed to recover.

      And now… Now he had to move on to his next task. He was the Hunter. The Conclave had given him a mission, and he needed to complete it.

      “Why have you come here?” Allay asked.

      Brohmin locked eyes with the new King. He was a young man, one who had shown some skill—surprising skill, based on the rumors he had heard over the last few weeks. Were it not for him, Brohmin wondered if the Deshmahne would have been stopped.

      Because of him, at least part of the threat had been thwarted. And the groeliin threat might have remained even though he and Jakob had managed to slow their advance. It was the Magi apprentices and the Antrilii who truly finished them off.

      Brohmin knew that he and Jakob would not have been able to stop the Deshmahne in addition to dealing with the groeliin. That had required the new King and allies they had not realized they had.

      Allay was considered a fair and just leader, and had apparently garnered loyalty from many in a short period of time, but it was his connection to the Magi that interested Brohmin at the moment. He should have been more careful, and should have thought more deeply about his justification for seeking an audience with the King. The man had seen through it immediately.

      “I understand you spent some time in Vasha,” Brohmin said.

      He leaned on the armrests of the chair, needing them to support him. It pained him that sitting was so draining. This must be how Salindra had felt for all those months they traveled together. Unfortunately for Brohmin, there was no healing from the daneamiin to restore him. It would take time, but even then, it might not be enough. His life had been lengthened enough as it was, stretching his fibers far beyond what they were meant to be, and it was possible that he would not be allowed to know more time. At least now, there were others capable of waging the war he had fought for years.

      But before he succumbed, he would complete his task.

      “The Magi summoned me to Vasha, along with others, in an effort to establish delegates to further the mission of the Urmahne,” King Allay said.

      “From what I understand, few of the others survived. You’re one of the only ones from the north to have done so.”

      A pained look crossed Allay’s face. Brohmin noted a servant dressed fancier than most servants in these lands standing at his shoulder. Her long, royal blue dress had stripes stitched along its sides in the formal styling, but her hair was cut short in the style of slaves from Salvat. It was an odd dichotomy, but then again, it fit with what Brohmin had heard of King Allay.

      “Yes. The others were corrupted.”

      “How was it that you were not?” Brohmin asked.

      The King leaned forward in his chair, his eyes blazing with the strength of his authority.

      Brohmin would have to be careful with this man. He might be young, and he might be newly raised to King, but he carried himself much like every ruler Brohmin had ever met. There was a hint of arrogance in him, but he thought he saw something else as well, something that gave him hope. It was this that Brohmin needed to count on, especially if he was to use the King for what he intended.

      “Are you always so abrupt?” King Allay asked.

      Brohmin smiled. Abrupt seemed an appropriate way to describe him. It was more fitting than many of the other things he’d been called over the years, and certainly more fitting than the nickname the Magi once had for him.

      “When you’re as old as I am, you begin to behave erratically,” Brohmin said. “You don’t know how much time you have left, and you begin to realize that you need to maximize what time you do have remaining.”

      The King smiled at the statement and shifted in his seat, crossing one leg over the other. He glanced over his shoulder to the slave, and something passed between them that gave Brohmin pause.

      Not a slave at all, was she?

      Brohmin had come to Gomald unprepared, knowing only that he needed to meet with the King, knowing that he needed to arrange transportation to the south. The rumors that spread about the role Allay had in removing the Deshmahne threat, stories about his role in unifying the regional kings, joining together to create an alliance that opposed Richard, had surprised him and had been reason enough for him to come seeking answers to his many questions.

      “You’re not who you appear to be, are you?” the King asked.

      Brohmin shrugged. “I don’t claim to be anyone other than who I am.”

      “And who is that?”

      “I’ve been called many things over the years, though often, they have been less than kind.”

      “Then why should I answer your questions, Brohmin?”

      There is something to the way King Allay said his name that made Brohmin realize the young King had heard of him before. Over the years, he had taken to using his given name again, thinking that the five hundred years since he’d served the Magi had been long enough for people to forget him. Once again, he suspected he was even more unprepared for this meeting than he realized. How much had the King discovered? If he opposed the Deshmahne, maybe it was because of what he’d learned.

      Could it be that he was aware of the Conclave?

      No. More likely, the King had heard of Brohmin while serving in Vasha.

      Had the King known of the Conclave, Brohmin would’ve heard. The Conclave had served for over a thousand years, working toward peace, protecting the creation of the Maker, knowing the risks involved if they failed. Few other than the Conclave would even understand what he had done through the years—and what others like him had done through the years.

      King Allay didn’t know about the Conclave, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be useful.

      “I seek the same as you, King Allay,” Brohmin said. “We both work for peace. We both desire the removal of the Deshmahne threat. That is why I’ve come to you.”

      “The Deshmahne are no longer a threat in Gom Aaldia. I have my men sweeping these lands, pushing them out. There will be no more forced conversions here.”

      Brohmin studied the King. In the time since the Deshmahne had made their presence known, others had made similar claims. There were many others who believed they could eliminate the threat of the Deshmahne, and could prevent conversions, but they were never willing to take the steps necessary to fully protect their lands, and fully prevent the Deshmahne from fulfilling their mission. It was the reason Brohmin needed to move south, to complete his task. They would be destroyed. He would see to it.

      “One doesn’t simply ask the Deshmahne to leave.”

      The King studied him. “Given how few remain, I doubt there will be as many conversions as you believe.”

      “You might be surprised,” Brohmin said. “If any remain, they will begin attempting conversions once more. They are… insidious like that. All must be removed from this earth. Otherwise, they will return.”

      The King crossed his arms over his chest. “Comments like that are too much like what the Deshmahne preach. The gods teach that we must seek peace, that we must seek understanding with all peoples, regardless of whether they agree with us or not. Perhaps then most of all.”

      “You sound as if you would welcome the Magi as advisors once more,” Brohmin said. It was possible, especially with the rumors he’d heard out of Vasha, rumors that made it sound like the Magi had finally come to recognize the real threat from the Deshmahne and intended to try to do something about it. It might already be too late, but Brohmin would welcome their intervention.

      “It will take time for me to trust the Magi,” the King said.

      “You don’t trust them?” Brohmin asked.

      The woman standing at his shoulder seemed to tense a little bit as the King spoke. She knew something, even if she hadn’t spoken since Brohmin had arrived.

      “It is difficult to trust the Magi when you’ve seen them converted to the Deshmahne,” the King said.

      Brohmin’s breath caught. He hadn’t heard that. “You saw one of the Magi who had converted?”

      “Fought. Was forced to kill.” There was regret in his voice as he said both things.

      Brohmin considered King Allay. He was an interesting man. Not only did he seem troubled by the fact that a Mage had converted to the Deshmahne, he seemed troubled by the fact that he’d been forced to kill. When it came to the Deshmahne, many had been forced to kill over the years, and the King might be one of the few troubled by it.

      “Tell me what happened, if you don’t mind,” Brohmin said.

      The King smiled. “Now you try a more placating approach?”

      Brohmin shrugged. “I figure it can’t hurt.”

      The King leaned forward. Beneath a layer of fancy clothes, and the finely groomed appearance, his dark brown hair swept to the side in the style popular in Gomald, there was a depth of honesty. It was a trait Brohmin rarely saw these days, and one he could use. Not exploit—not like others who would attempt to take advantage of such honesty—but he could use him. The honesty reminded him of Jakob.

      “I don’t know whether to trust you or to exile you from Gom Aaldia,” King Allay said. “There’s something about you that reminds me of the Magi, but in other ways, you’re nothing like them. Even the sense of power around you is like that of the Magi.”

      Brohmin frowned, trying to keep his face neutral. Had he been careless in his use of power? He hadn’t thought so—especially as fatigued as he had been. The power was a gift from a dying damahne, one that had given him abilities he had never been born to, abilities like the Magi yet different enough that he was something else. In that way, he was more like Raime, a man who had stolen his abilities.

      Still, he hadn’t been powerful enough to stop Raime. Thankfully, Jakob had been something no one had anticipated.

      Perhaps that wasn’t entirely true. Brohmin still didn’t know whether Alyta had known what Jakob could be. He had missed the conversation the two had shared, needing to escape so that he could restore himself. Alyta had gifted him just enough of her remaining strength for him to escape.

      But King Allay shouldn’t be able to detect Brohmin using his power. None other than someone with the ability to see ahmaean should be able to detect that. There were few with that ability on this side of the Valley. Even the Magi couldn’t see the ahmaean. They could use it—that was the key to their power—but none had demonstrated an ability to see that force, the aura that swirled around everything. Brohmin could only see it when he focused, which made discovering that Jakob could easily see it even more striking.

      He should have known the boy had more potential than he had realized.

      King Allay watched him, waiting for his answer. Brohmin realized he had been silent for too long. “I don’t know much about the Magi. Clearly not what you do. I have experience with them, enough to know that your distrust can be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous for who? My people need peace and stability. If the Magi have converted to the Deshmahne, I intend to exclude them from Gom Aaldia.”

      Brohmin thought about all the things he could say to the King, but nothing seemed like it would provide the man the answers he needed. Worse, Brohmin didn’t know enough about what he’d been through, and what he’d seen, or even what he’d been asked to do as a delegate, to understand what else might be needed. He understood the reticence the King had, and recognized the King’s hesitation to trust the Magi—and Brohmin.

      But simply removing the Deshmahne threat from Gomald wasn’t going to be enough. The creatures remained in the south, and until they corralled them there, there wouldn’t be a chance for real—and lasting—peace. As one of the few remaining members of the Conclave, Brohmin needed to strive for that peace.

      “You haven’t told me why you came to me, Brohmin.”

      “Thank you for your willingness to meet with me. Mostly, I was concerned that you might have been corrupted as well. Now that I can see you haven’t, I can—”

      “You can what? Why would you care if I was corrupted? What would you intend to do?”

      Brohmin smiled. “Perhaps nothing. But after having faced the Deshmahne more times than I care, I needed to know. Rest assured that Thealon will appreciate working with Gom Aaldia once again. They will welcome your trade.”

      “How did you—”

      Brohmin started to leave. There was nothing more to gain from the King. It was better to leave him questioning what mysteries there were to Brohmin. Brohmin was still weakened, and he didn’t think he’d be able to protect himself if there was an attack he had not anticipated. Besides, he knew where he needed to go next.

      Salindra met him in the hall outside of the King’s chamber. She was dressed simply, in plain furs and a long cloak, using them to conceal her Mage identity. She even slouched slightly, to make it less noticeable that she had Magi height. Her dark hair was cut short, much like the slave girl’s had been. In that way, she looked nothing like the woman he had first encountered in the tavern south of Rondalin.

      Much had changed for her in that time, just as much had changed for him. Not the least of which was the affection he felt toward her. She had offered him a certain protection, and he wondered whether she even understood what it was that she did. Did she recognize the calming influence she had on him? Could she have noticed that she soothed him in ways he didn’t realize he even needed?

      Maybe that was the reason the daneamiin had healed her. He wouldn’t put it past Aruhn to know that Brohmin needed her, and that she needed him just as much.

      “What did you learn?” she asked.

      “You could’ve come with me,” Brohmin said.

      Salindra shook her head and glanced toward the door. “The last time I stood before a king, I…” She trailed off as her gaze drifted to her ankles. The brands were gone, but Brohmin doubted the memory of them would ever fully disappear. She had been injured, severely enough that a part of her had changed. The daneamiin restoration might’ve brought her powers back, but it hadn’t brought everything about her back.

      “The King says Magi were converted,” Brohmin said as they strode through the corridors of the Gomald palace. That they had been allowed to meet with the King at all had been a surprise. Brohmin had been forced to claim a connection to Thealon, and though there was one, it was faint, one that would not give him any authority to bargain on their behalf. The King had seen through it from the very beginning.

      “They wouldn’t have been able to convert the Magi.” Salindra glanced at him, her voice hushed, but an edge to it.

      “I wouldn’t have thought so, either, but I have no reason to not believe him.”

      “We are talking about the Magi, Brohmin. We’re trained to follow the Urmahne faith. We are brought up in it. We wouldn’t abandon that—”

      “Not even for a greater power?” Brohmin asked. “There are many things I wouldn’t have thought possible, but I’ve seen too much recently for me to think anything is impossible.”

      “But the Magi have defended the Urmahne for the last thousand years.”

      “And the Magi have not fought for the last thousand years. If that can change, what else do you think could change?”

      “Our Founders were soldiers, Brohmin.”

      He smiled at her. “Your Founders were soldiers. Some of your Founders sought power as well. It’s possible—however unlikely you believe it to be—that there are those alive today who seek that same power.”

      Salindra turned her gaze ahead of them. Their footsteps were quiet along the stone, and they passed a few servants hurrying by, as well as others dressed more formally. Brohmin didn’t know if these were nobles, or if there were others coming to meet with the King.

      “I intend to travel south. I understand if you need to return to Vasha to understand what happened.”

      Salindra looked over at him. “No… I can’t go back.”

      “You’ve been healed. You can go back.”

      Salindra’s hand found his. “I’ll go with you. I will search for the Deshmahne with you. That is my purpose now.”

      Brohmin squeezed her hand, hoping that he didn’t lead her to her death.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Isandra followed the caravan as the Antrilii left Farsea and began their journey south. She’d gone north with them, seeking help—and seeking healing—and had found neither. Perhaps she’d found help, but how much—and what kind—remained to be seen.

      Isandra was saddled in a new horse; this one sleeker and quicker than the one Jassan had given her to ride on the way to the Antrilii lands.

      As they started out, she questioned her decision to join them. But she knew it was the only choice she had. She could have stayed in Farsea; she could have used the time to study the Antrilii, and she knew there was value in that, but even more important was to gain an understanding of what was taking place here, understanding the groeliin threat, and learning about the time of breeding. It was something even the Antrilii didn’t fully understand, and they had been studying the groeliin for as long as they’ve existed.

      “You don’t have to—”

      She cut Jassan off, knowing what he was going to say. He had been protective of her since she had come to Farsea, and had not only answered questions for her, but also looked out for her when others seemed intent to keep her suppressed from learning what she needed to know.

      “I think I do have to do this,” she said.

      “This is not the Magi’s fight,” he said.

      “Perhaps it has not been, but that doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be. I think we’ve been mistaken all these years ignoring the north.”

      “The Antrilii have kept the north safe.”

      “A different perspective will help.” He seemed as if he wanted to object, the muscles in his cheek working, though he said nothing. “I am an Elder on the Magi Council. There are things I know that might answer questions for you.”

      “Where we go will be dangerous,” Jassan said. They had reached the lower hills, and the mountains on this side looked much like those on the southern side. From here, the ground sloped rapidly upward, reaching snowcapped peaks that she could barely fathom. When they had come north, they had followed a trail through the mountains, a pass set between peaks. Would they do that now, or was there another way—perhaps a more dangerous one—that would lead them to the groeliin?

      “I think…” She lowered her voice, looking at the rest of the Antrilii. There were several dozen, as many as could be found from the remaining warriors. Jassan had seemed disappointed by the number of Antrilii that remained, but he had willingly offered himself to lead. Now, they traveled through the mountains and toward what was bound to be a dangerous gambit. “I think this is something I need to do. If there is any hope to heal me, then I need to be here.”

      “We don’t know that there is a way to heal you,” Jassan said.

      “No, we don’t. But if there is…”

      Jassan nodded.

      The sky was a hazy mix of clouds and fog, streaks of orange and red managed to drift through, giving it something of a mystical quality. It felt foreboding heading out under such a sky. Wind gusted out of the north, warm for now, but she knew the farther they went, it would shift, becoming cold—and bitter. She could tolerate a bitter wind for a while, and now that she was dressed in the Antrilii cloak, she suspected she would be better equipped for their travels—and certainly better equipped than she had been leaving Rondalin.

      Not for the first time, she wondered why had she chosen to do this. Had her need to find purpose overridden her Urmahne beliefs? Her common sense? She’d agreed to learn the sword! There was nothing for her to prove, nothing that she could prove, even if she tried. This was something else. Was it a journey of understanding? It didn’t feel quite like that, but she wasn’t entirely sure. The only thing she knew was that she needed to go. Of that, she felt certain, and felt it deep within her.

      “Will we encounter groeliin as we head south?” she asked Jassan. She carried a short sword, a gift from the Yahinv. It didn’t entirely suit her, but then again, she thought it might, especially in time. She would never be the warrior that she heard Roelle described as, but she could be something else. She could be useful in some way.

      More than faith in just her own ability to defend herself—however limited it might be—she had faith in the Antrilii. And the merahl.

      “Not near Farsea. We keep the cities clear of groeliin, and they have learned over the years that attacking too close to our cities is dangerous to them.”

      “That’s not the only reason, is it?”

      Jassan stared straight ahead, and they topped a rise, their horses following the trail before taking them back down the slope. She wondered how much longer they would be able to remain mounted. There had to come a time when the horses wouldn’t be able to follow the trail, a time when they would need to veer off, and climb down without them. What would they do with the horses then?

      “No. That’s not the only reason. The breeding… During the breeding season, we know the groeliin will remain deep in the mountains.”

      “Why deep in the mountains?”

      “Because that is where the teralin is.”

      Isandra glanced over, her frown deepening. “The teralin? What does this have to do with teralin?”

      “With the groeliin, unfortunately, it has everything to do with them.”
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* * *

      The Lost Prophecy continues with book 5: The Lost City

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Brohmin heads south to understand how he can stop the Deshmahne before they attempt another attack where he encounters a new ally on a surprising mission. As he tries to learn more, he discovers not all is as it seems, and is forced to work for an enemy to save someone he deeply cares for.

      Isandra searches for the groeliin breeding grounds with the Antrilii, needing to learn skills she never imagined while still struggling with the loss of her Magi abilities. She must come to terms with who she is to help her companions and a surprising enemy.

      The fibers are restored, and Raime stopped once more, but Jakob knows he must push onward so that he can defeat Raime before he finds power again. Doing so takes him from his brother, now healed from the madness. He searches for his purpose along the fibers but finds only more questions. Somehow he must find the answers he seeks, but doing so means he needs to understand what he has become—and the power he now possesses—before Raime steals it from him.
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* * *

      Want to read more about Endric? Soldier Son, Book 1 of The Teralin Sword, out now.
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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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