
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Prologue

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Chapter Thirty-Six

	Chapter Thirty-Seven

	Chapter Thirty-Eight

	Chapter Thirty-Nine

	Chapter Forty

	Chapter Forty-One

	Epilogue





    
      Lost City

      The Lost Prophecy

    

    




      
        D.K. Holmberg

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by D.K. Holmberg

      Cover art by Rebecca Frank

      All rights reserved.

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

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

      

      www.dkholmberg.com

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Map

        

      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by D.K. Holmberg

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Map

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A map of the lands of Liis]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky was overcast, and it was warmer than it had been in days. Wind swept in small eddies of current, swirling around the rock, sliding past pine trees. The stink of the smoke burning in the clearing nearby masked their sweet fragrance and filled her nostrils. Isandra brought her cloak up over her nose, but it did little to block out that odor.

      She had traveled with the Antrilii now for well over a week. She was saddle sore and tired, but she felt a sense of determination and purpose. They were sentiments that she’d missed for some time.

      Jassan stood next to her, the muscular Antrilii holding the reins of his horse, seemingly unperturbed by the effort it took to climb through the mountains. Few of the Antrilii struggled with the effort of climbing, and she had discovered that most had spent time traveling this way in the past.

      Each of the men Jassan had brought with them had been on the hunt before, and each had faced groeliin countless times, but something was different about this attempt.

      All the Antrilii were aware of it. There was an undercurrent of angst, one that none spoke of, that even Isandra could tell they all felt.

      They had encountered a few roving bands of groeliin, but none that Jassan referred to as a horde. The Antrilii had dispatched them with cruel efficiency, cutting the creatures down, and gathering the bodies together before burning them. Each time they came across the groeliin, they made certain to burn them.

      This time was no different.

      “Why do you burn them?”

      She hadn’t asked before and thought that it was something that she should know about. Now that she was traveling with the Antrilii, she felt as if there were many things she needed to know about.

      “If we leave their bodies, there’s something about their decay that draws other groeliin. They realize others have fallen, and come in greater numbers. Burning them prevents another horde from attacking.”

      Isandra bit her lip, staring at the crackling remains of the groeliin bodies as they burned. The Antrilii had a way of lighting a fire with amazing intensity, and the flames scorched through the creatures’ bodies.

      “Did you do the same when you attacked them in the south?”

      A storm cloud crossed over his face, reminding her of the storms back in Vasha. “We never did the same in the south. There was never the time. We had to continue moving to stay ahead of them.”

      “Do you think that by not burning them you allow their progression?”

      Jassan shook his head. “The groeliin horde was driven. There was little we could’ve done that would slow it. We tried, but the only thing that worked—”

      “Was the Great Forest.” Isandra had heard the story, and still wondered what it meant. There had to be a reason that the Great Forest had some capacity to contain the groeliin, but Jassan and the Yahinv had not known. She had the sense that what had happened with the Great Forest surprised them.

      “The Great Forest,” Jassan agreed. “It is a place of the gods, a place where their strength and influence remains, though they have stepped away from the rest of the world.”

      “Some claim the ability to still speak with them,” Isandra said.

      “Many of the Magi make such a claim,” Jassan said. He paused a moment, considering her. “What of you? Have you spoken to the gods?”

      She shook her head. There had been no communication with the gods for her. Some of the Elders on the Council made claims that they could speak to the gods, but Isandra had a growing belief that they had not. It left her with other questions—including one she dared not ask. Had the gods simply abandoned them?

      She wasn’t like some, holding the blasphemous belief that the gods didn’t exist. There were too many signs of their existence and too many ways that Isandra could see them in everything. Before she’d lost her ability, that power had been one such sign. Without it, she might not have the same connection to the gods, but that didn’t make her feel any less aware of them.

      “Perhaps in time, the gods will come to favor you once more,” Jassan said. “You have joined the Antrilii. We are their favored people.”

      He said it with a hint of a smirk, but there was an undercurrent of belief to what he said. The Antrilii truly believed that they were favored by the gods and that their service on their behalf would lead to greater rewards. Who was to say whether that was inaccurate? As far as she knew, the gods might favor the Antrilii. Their people had certainly done more than the Magi to protect what the gods had created.

      “You might be their favorite for now, but don’t forget that you agreed to teach me. Maybe I’ll be favored by the gods in time.”

      He regarded the sword sheathed at her side. “I have worked with you each day, and your skill grows.”

      Isandra touched the sword. It still made her feel somewhat like an imposter, but with each day, she grew more accustomed to the weight. There was something right about carrying a sword. It surprised her that it felt the way it did and that she should feel as comfortable as she did.

      Every time she sparred with Jassan, losing each time, she wondered what it must’ve been like for Roelle in those first days. She thought of the Mage apprentice often, even more as she traveled deeper into the mountains, wondering what she must have thought as she led her band of young Magi apprentices from Vasha, departing only with an intent to understand the Deshmahne and to find the Antrilii. They had found much more—and much worse. And Roelle had sacrificed herself for it.

      Now Isandra made a similar trek, though hers was somewhat different. She knew what she might face and came willingly.

      Then again, so did the Antrilii.

      Perhaps that willingness was what made them favored by the gods.

      “After we eat, we can spar again—”

      His gaze shifted past her, darting to the rocks.

      Isandra turned and saw dark streaks of movement.

      She recognized that, having seen it too often over the last week.

      Groeliin.

      Jassan unsheathed and raced toward the rocks. He whistled, and a pair of merahl streaked off with him. Six of the nearby Antrilii saw the movement and followed him.

      Isandra stood, feeling as helpless as she always did when facing the groeliin.

      The attack happened quickly.

      Groeliin swarmed down the rock, and though Jassan and the other Antrilii defended, carving through the groeliin with speed, the creatures came in greater numbers than they had in recent attacks.

      Two of the creatures rushed toward Jassan. With his back toward them, he wouldn’t see them.

      She reacted.

      Isandra sprinted toward the groeliin, screaming as she did.

      The sound startled both the Antrilii and both groeliin.

      It gave enough of a pause for Jassan to shift his attack, forcing them back.

      Another appeared down the rock face, this one close to Isandra.

      She fumbled for her sword and managed to pull it from its sheath. She would probably end up hurting herself rather than the groeliin, but she wasn’t about to let Jassan get torn apart by those creatures without attempting to do anything.

      She lunged at the groeliin close to her.

      The creature swiped at her sword and deflected it. She followed through on the movement, using what Jassan had taught her, spinning the sword around in a sweeping arc that caught the groeliin along one arm, severing it.

      The creature hissed and lunged at her.

      Isandra stepped back, holding the sword in front of her. It wouldn’t do any good if she held it like that, and she needed to do something that would allow her the chance to either get some space between the creature and her or give her time for one of the real soldiers to help.

      No help came.

      The more she backed away, the more the one-armed groeliin pressed her.

      She swung again, the sword catching it on the other arm. The creature reached for her sword, and she pulled back, cutting its remaining hand open.

      It was hard to feel remorse. She could only react, and even then, she felt as if she didn’t know enough about how to slow the groeliin.

      What did the Antrilii do?

      They attacked.

      She could do the same. Jassan had taught her.

      Isandra calmed her mind and stepped through the movements he’d taught her. Dance to the side. Lower the sword. Bring it up. There were names for these—she knew there had to be—but she could only do what she remembered.

      The groeliin circled her, injured but still fighting—and still deadly.

      As Isandra turned, she realized that the groeliin had been trying to push her back toward another.

      She danced to the side, avoiding a sure attack.

      She swung her blade, catching the new groeliin somewhere. Blood sprayed and struck her hand.

      It was almost enough to slow her, but the sound of the battle still rang out around her.

      Her heart hammered. She had to keep fighting. If she didn’t, the groeliin would get past her, and they would be able to get to the other Antrilii.

      To Jassan.

      That bothered her more than it should have. But he had been kind to her and welcoming. She didn’t want the groeliin to hurt him.

      Isandra rushed forward, swinging her sword in a sweeping arc at the pair of groeliin approaching her. The creatures were grotesque, all long arms, clawing, and both carrying clubs. She fell into a pattern as she attacked, hacking at the groeliin, slicing at their horrible arms. She wanted nothing more than to bring them down.

      Isandra screamed.

      Anger filled her with what these creatures were willing to do and the destruction that they inflicted. How could such creatures exist? How was it possible that the gods would allow such creatures to exist?

      She would stop them.

      She cut through one creature’s chest, and it fell. Isandra turned to the next, continuing through an unfamiliar movement, demanding that her body react. She wished she still had her Mage gifts and wished that she could use them to help hold the groeliin, but all she had was the strength she was born with.

      It would have to be enough.

      The creature caught her on her shoulder, and she spun, flung to sprawl on her backside. She thrust her sword out in front of her, and her arm throbbed where she’d been struck.

      The groeliin hissed. It was a horrible sound that echoed around the small clearing.

      As the creature approached, she scrambled back, trying to get away, but she wasn’t fast enough, and the creature moved toward her.

      Isandra had no time to get back on her feet. She swept her sword away from her, trying to keep it between her and the groeliin. All she needed to do was slow the creature. She needed to give the Antrilii a chance to appear.

      But where were they?

      She couldn’t take her eyes off the groeliin approaching. If she did, she risked it attacking.

      It came at her with a slight hesitation. She noted a gash on its arm, and one across its chest, and realized that she had hurt it. That had to be the reason the creature didn’t come too quickly. She kicked back again, trying to get space between her and the groeliin, but couldn’t move over the rocks.

      She would have to time her next attack perfectly.

      Isandra gripped her sword in both hands, steadying it.

      The groeliin stumbled and lunged toward her.

      She stabbed with the sword and rolled off to the side.

      The creature fell forward, landing on the stone where she had been. She breathed heavily, watching it, waiting to see if it would move again, but it did not.

      Isandra sat back, her heart hammering, the blade of the sword dripping with the blood of the fallen groeliin, her hands slick with it.

      She had taken lives. She had destroyed.

      And surprisingly, she felt little remorse.

      She should. After a life spent serving the Urmahne, she should feel remorse at taking a life, even one as grotesque as the groeliin, but these creatures did not serve the gods.

      Jassan appeared, blocking the sun. He reached forward, and she took his hand to stand. He patted her on the shoulder and gently took her sword from her hand, then wiped it across the fallen groeliin before handing it back and helping her sheathe it.

      “You did well for a Mage.”

      Her arm throbbed, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the dead groeliin—killed by her hand. “Thank you.”

      Jassan grunted. “No thanks are needed. When we face the groeliin, all must fight. You did well.”

      “This time.”

      Jassan nodded.

      She would have to be better. She was unprepared and had gotten lucky. But she would be ready for the next attack. She would continue to improve. She would honor the Magi apprentices and what they had sacrificed.

      Isandra was determined to be like Roelle.
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      Jakob stood at the edge of the clearing, the massive trees rising up around him, the ahmaean swirling everywhere he looked. The scents of the forest here were different than they were in other places. It had been a while since he had been to the daneamiin forest, and he had missed the connection he found here. There was something about the ahmaean, and the way that it swirled through the forest, and the power that was present here. That wasn’t the only thing—or the only reason—that he had come.

      As he walked into the clearing, Jakob saw a daneamiin in the distance and recognized Aruhn from his dress. Even without his formal robes of office, Jakob thought that he would have recognized the older daneamiin. Ever since walking along the fibers, tracing them back so that he could rescue Aruhn, he had a different connection to him. It was complex, and he saw him differently than he had before that allowed him to recognize the specific nature of his ahmaean as much as anything else.

      “Jakob Nialsen, your presence warms me.”

      Jakob bowed his head. “Aruhn, may the trees bless my return.”

      Aruhn chuckled. “If they do not, then I will. It is good that you have returned to that beneath our trees, to share our meal. There are many here who are pleased that you have returned as often as you have.”

      “Did Alyta not visit?” That seemed surprising, especially since Alyta hadn’t needed to travel as Jakob once had. Now, he could simply imagine where he wanted to visit, and he could shift, traveling to it, the distance no more a challenge than his imagination would allow.

      “She had much that she felt responsible for,” Aruhn said.

      “Such as the Conclave?”

      “There are some within the city who fear that you will stop visiting once your brother has recovered.”

      “Only some? What of you, Aruhn?”

      “I think there are other reasons for your visits, Jakob Nialsen.” Aruhn swept his gaze around the clearing, before settling on one of the other daneamiin. Anda looked up as he did, as if sensing that he had turned his attention to her, and it was possible that she did. Faint ahmaean stretched from Aruhn and over to Anda, connecting them, but ahmaean stretched throughout the daneamiin, connecting many of them.

      Anda saw Jakob and straightened, making her way toward him in the flickering manner of walking that the daneamiin had. It was similar to the way that he traveled great distances, yet there were distinct differences. When he had walked back along the fibers and had looked through Aruhn’s ancestor’s eyes, he had understood how to travel that way, but he still had managed to shift, and travel in the way of the damahne.

      Anda smiled widely. “Jakob Nialsen, your presence warms me.”

      “And your presence warms me, Alisandra om’Lenoalii sen’Enheaardliin.”

      Aruhn watched Jakob, seeming to wait for something more, but Jakob did not know any additional greeting than what he’d offered.

      “Have you come to see your brother, Jakob Nialsen?” Aruhn asked.

      “I thought it was time that I share more with him,” Jakob said. He had shared quite a bit with Scottan, but it was time for his brother to know more about what had happened in the time since he’d succumbed to the madness. Scottan would have questions, and Jakob had so far avoided answering them, but he didn’t think he could continue to avoid Scottan for too much longer. His brother deserved more than that.

      “It is good that you have decided to speak with him,” Anda said. “I have tried to share with him as much as possible, but I think he still struggles with much of what he encounters in our lands.”

      Jakob suppressed a grin. How could Scottan do anything other than struggle with what he experienced? The Unknown Lands were unlike anything his people could ever have imagined, and in addition, there were people here who were far more exotic than even the gods would have been. Even Jakob had struggled with coming to grips with what he’d encountered on the side of the Great Valley, and he’d had plenty of time to consider it.

      “It shouldn’t be your responsibility to share with Scottan what he’s encountered. I’m sorry that I put that upon you,” Jakob said.

      Anda smiled at him and took his hand. There was warmth in her touch, and as their ahmaean mingled, he felt a connection to her. Since leaving the Unknown Lands, that connection had been lacking. It had been an emptiness within him.

      “You put nothing upon me, Jakob Nialsen, other than what I seek to do to repay what you have done for my father.”

      Aruhn attempted a neutral expression, but Jakob could tell that it was unnatural. There was something about his features as well as the vibration to his ahmaean that told him how Aruhn had struggled—still struggled—with what Jakob had been required to do to save him. To stop Raime.

      He had seen everything in the past, had been dragged along with Jakob as he had stepped back along the fibers, and witnessed what Raime attempted to do, the way that he tried to use Aruhn’s connection to the daneamiin to destroy them, as well as to gain strength.

      The daneamiin were peaceful, but Jakob had not been raised to know peace. He was gifted with the sword and ability that seemed as natural to him as breathing, and even his ancestor—the great Shoren—had not believed that Jakob should fight with the sword.

      Perhaps that explained the way Aruhn looked at Jakob and eyed the blade strapped to his waist.

      “Can I see him?” Jakob asked.

      He could have found Scottan even without the daneamiin, but he wanted their assistance and wanted to ensure that he didn’t do anything that would make them uncomfortable. He might be damahne, but that didn’t mean that he should attempt to overpower the daneamiin.

      “I will take you to him,” Anda said. She turned her attention to Aruhn and nodded respectfully to him. “With your permission, Father.”

      Aruhn nodded and stepped to the side, letting Jakob and Anda pass. She pulled him along, holding his hand. Jakob made no effort to remove his hand from hers, enjoying the connection. In the weeks that they spent traveling together, away from the Unknown Lands—a time during which he had continued to understand his connection, when he still believed that he might be the Uniter of prophecy—they had shared something of a bond.

      Anda walked him through the trees, meandering on a path that took them away from the house of the Cala maah, and not fully away from the daneamiin city, but deeper into it. Overhead, daneamiin flickered along massive branches that grew together, creating pathways in the trees above. In the times that Jakob had spent in the city, he had not spent much time exploring those paths and was curious. What would it be like for him were he to walk along the branches much as the daneamiin did?

      He had a sense that he was both welcome, and unwelcome. Were he to attempt to go without an invitation, he doubted that the daneamiin would send him away, but they also might be offended he felt the need to violate the sanctity of their homes.

      Anda was silent, and more reserved than Jakob was accustomed to.

      “You have been gone for weeks,” Anda said.

      “I’ve been trying to understand my abilities.”

      “Have you been walking the fibers?”

      Jakob breathed out, something that was little more than a sigh. “Not walking them.” He’d learned from his previous attempts that when he walked back along the fibers, when he stepped back too fully, he endangered not only himself but the person that he stepped into. “Glimpsing. Attempting to learn. Sometimes…”

      Anda squeezed his hand, and ahmaean swirled around them. “Sometimes you get lost.”

      Jakob didn’t want to agree, but there were times when he did get lost in the past. It was easy to step back, and watch, losing track of days. Novan had been there and had watched him, and the historian provided him a sort of protection, but there was nothing Novan could do to pull him out of the past if Jakob were to get stranded there. There was so much that he could learn.

      He spent most of the time simply watching his ancestors. Mostly Shoren. The damahne was revered by those who followed him, and Jakob was curious why. In some ways, Shoren reminded Jakob of his father, a man of devout faith, with a steady determination to him. Shoren believed that he knew what was necessary, and was willing to sacrifice to do what was right.

      When Jakob had come to that realization, he had gone and observed his father. It was something he had resisted doing, afraid that the pain was too raw, that seeing his father would be too close to him, and that he wouldn’t be able to withdraw.

      Instead of pain, he found himself filled with happiness. His father had been proud of his children in his own particular way. That had been not surprising, but more reassuring to Jakob to know that he had not been a disappointment to his father in spite of the fact that he had been unwilling to join the priesthood, and in spite of the fact that he was not the swordsman—at least, had not been the swordsman—that his brother Scottan had been.

      That was the reason that he’d come back to see his brother. There was so much that he needed to share with him, and so much that his brother needed to understand. Jakob would find Raime—to ensure that the High Priest did not harm anybody else—but for now, Raime was quiet, and he would take some time to learn more about his ancestors before chasing after him.

      “I haven’t gotten lost,” Jakob said.

      “In the house of the Cala maah, there are times when the ceremony is performed, and the daneamiin will spend days searching, days trying to find their way free of the visions. The Cala maah is only able to provide glimpses, and still, those glimpses can be compelling.”

      “Anda—”

      “You do not need to explain. You are damahne. It is your birthright to have the ability to walk back along the fibers and understand what happened before. Much like it is your birthright to have the ability to wander forward and understand what might happen.”

      Jakob sighed. “I haven’t attempted to look forward. I’m nervous about what I might see.”

      “Why would you be nervous?”

      “Because Raime claimed that when he looked along my fibers, he saw nothing but darkness. What if that is my fate?”

      Anda stopped near the base of a tree and took his other hand, turning him to face her. “You remember when I showed you how the strands weaved together, forming the fibers of time?”

      Jakob glanced to the grass at his feet, thinking about how she had demonstrated weaving strands of grass together, forming what was similar to the fibers. That had been the first time he’d thought he understood what the fibers could do, and what they meant for him.

      “I remember.”

      “Then you will remember that the fibers are not fixed. They can change, and move. Each individual has possibilities in front of them, and those possibilities weave together, to form a pattern, and it is those patterns that create our lives. Each individual then weaves into the overall fiber, forming events, and creating the present. The past is fixed; it has already been woven. But the future is yet to be woven.”

      “I’ve seen the fibers, Anda. I know that the past is generally fixed.” But he wasn’t completely certain that was true anymore. When he had stepped back, and stepped into Shoren, had he changed past, or had he simply done what had already been done before? Did he change the weave when he walked back, creating a new pattern, and a new future? If that was what he had done, did the alternate weave still exist? “And I know that the present consists of the weaves around me, but sometimes, it’s difficult to understand how the future is woven.”

      “You are damahne, Jakob Nialsen. You must learn what that means. You must find a way to understand your ability to look back along the fibers and to tease them apart in the future. The daneamiin can glance back along the fibers, though not with the same strength as the damahne, but we cannot look forward. That is not our gift.”

      Without Alyta, there was no one left who could help him understand what it meant to walk forward along the fibers.

      Or was there?

      There was a Mage that he’d met, one he’d traveled with, who had some ability with prophecy. Was there something Jakob could learn from him?

      Even if he couldn’t discover what he needed from the damahne of the past, maybe he could learn something from one of the Magi in the present.

      “If you are to ever defeat Raime in the way that I know you would like, you will need to understand all of your abilities.”

      “I know. He’s lived a long time.”

      “If he is the same man as the Hunter claims, then he has lived for nearly a thousand years. Because of him, my people have suffered.”

      “If he’s the same man, many people have suffered,” Jakob said. He remembered a vision that he’d had, a glimpse of the past when he had stepped back too fully, and walked into his ancestors’ past, living as Niall. Raime was unconcerned about who he harmed in his search for power.

      And Jakob had seen that Raime would stop at nothing to achieve his goal. And he would destroy anything and anyone who got in his way until he had all the power he sought. He hungered for it, obsessed with a fervent desire to gain power and control.

      Raime understood the implications of his search for power. Likely even more than Novan, and the historian remembered everything he saw and pieced it together in ways that Jakob still marveled at. In spite of Novan’s intellect, Raime had lived for such a long time that he’d had experiences that Novan read about, but Raime lived.

      “I have to stop him,” he said. “You know that I have to.”

      “I wish it were not necessary.”

      “If it weren’t necessary, I would leave him be, but if I do, others will be hurt. Aruhn was the most recent, but who else might be hurt as he seeks to grow even more powerful?”

      Anda met his gaze. “You misunderstand me, Jakob Nialsen. I wish it were not necessary, but I understand that it is.”

      Jakob held his breath, realizing the implications for Anda. She—like all of her people—was peaceful. It had pained her to cross the Great Valley with him and had pained her as she had watched him fight the Deshmahne, and then the groeliin. She had been harmed when Jakob had faced Raime, thrown brutally around the room, and had Jakob not stop Raime, he had little doubt the High Priest would have taken her abilities, stealing them much as he had from Salindra.

      For Anda to admit that Jakob needed to end him was a shift.

      How much shifting would Raime be responsible for?

      Already, the Magi had taken up arms, fighting when they had been peaceful for over a thousand years. War had come to the north, bringing with it the brutality of the Deshmahne, and the horrors of the groeliin. What else would happen? What else would Raime be responsible for if Jakob did not stop him?

      “Will you help me, Anda?” Jakob asked.

      She looked around the daneamiin city, her gaze taking in the trees, and then the branches overhead. Had Jakob not known her as well as he did, and had he not traveled with her as long as he had, he doubted that he would have seen the hint of sadness edging the corners of her exotic eyes. There was a slight tension there. Or was he sensing it from her ahmaean, the sensation it gave him filling him with the same anxiety that he knew she felt?

      Either way, he recognized the difficulty facing her, the challenge she had with what would be asked of her.

      “I will help, Jakob Nialsen. I will make certain that he harms no one else. I will do what is necessary to defeat Raime sen’Rohn.”
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      The inside of the tree reminded Jakob of the first time he’d come to the daneamiin lands. Then, he had spent his nights sleeping within one of the trees in a room that seemed grown within the tree. Much like then, he tried not to think about how the tree could grow in such a way to accommodate the enormous room and tried not to think about how many other trees were like that throughout the daneamiin city. Did the daneamiin have such control over the trees, or did the trees simply grow for them? He suspected it was the latter. How long had it taken for this city to grow?

      He took the steps slowly. His eyesight had changed over the last few weeks, improving even in the darkness. He suspected that came from his damahne connection, just as he expected other changes to occur over time. So far, there had not been any others, at least not that he knew, but Jakob wouldn’t be surprised when—if—they came. He had seen enough of the damahne in his visions to know that they were different from mankind, different from even the Magi.

      Would he grow taller?

      That was a trait of the damahne. They were universally tall, and many were quite thin, with features that seemed a blending of the daneamiin and of man. He didn’t think his features had changed, but would he know? Even if he had a mirror to look in, would he recognize it?

      He certainly didn’t feel as if anything had changed. He didn’t feel any taller, either.

      Anda had left him at the base of the tree, leaving him to make his way inside to find his brother. Scottan apparently had remained in the tree for the last few days, preferring to stay here rather than go out. The daneamiin being who they were, had left him, not wanting to interfere, thinking that he needed the space, and brought him trays of food, ensuring that he remained nourished to regain his strength.

      Perhaps Jakob should have come sooner.

      He knew how he would have reacted had he awoken in a strange place such as this, and discovered that his brother had strange abilities. He also suspected that he would have reacted no differently had he learned that he had nearly died.

      He reached the top of the stairs and paused. Plush grass grew here, somehow managing to thrive despite a distinct lack of light within the tree. The grass gave a fragrant aroma to the air, and he noticed it swaying around him, the soft energy of the ahmaean of the grass pulling upon him.

      There was no light here, but there was the energy that hung over everything, the ahmaean that created its own sort of brightness, though Jakob wondered how much of that was only to his eyes, and how much anyone else could see. What did Scottan see when he sat within the tree?

      “You don’t have to remain in the doorway.”

      Jakob stepped forward and saw Scottan sitting on a chair grown out of the tree. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his face still thin, his eyes hollowed and practically haunted. He might have recovered from his illness and the madness, but that didn’t mean that he was completely recovered. Scottan was, for better or worse, changed.

      “I came to see how you were doing,” Jakob said.

      “If you wanted to see how I was doing, you wouldn’t have taken weeks to return.”

      “There have been things I needed to take care of.”

      Scottan grunted. “You know how that sounds?”

      Jakob stepped into the room a little farther. “No. I don’t know how that sounds.”

      “You were always the one chasing after me. All those years, you wanted to be like me.”

      Jakob took another step but felt a distance between him and his brother that he didn’t think could be filled by crossing the room to him. “I still want to be like you,” he said. “You’re still my brother.”

      “Am I? I feel like I’m someone else. Or maybe it’s you who is someone else—something else.”

      Jakob stared at him, letting out a soft sigh. “I’ve changed, but then again, so have you.”

      “It seems as if you had a choice to change, whereas I had none.”

      “I don’t know that I had much of a choice. When you fell to the madness, and when Father died, I could have either remained in Chrysia, or gone with the historian to see what else the world might have for me.”

      “Apparently, the world had power for you.”

      Would he have discovered his abilities had he never gone with Novan? He thought it almost inevitable, but maybe that wasn’t the case.

      “Do you resent the fact that I have these powers?”

      Scottan looked at his hands, and he breathed out in a snort. “I don’t think I have any right to resent anything. From what I’ve heard, it sounds like I owe you for my recovery.”

      “I couldn’t let you die, not if there was something I could do to help.”

      Scottan looked up, the haunted hollows of his eyes casting shadows on his face. “Would I have died?”

      “Most who fall to the madness eventually die from it,” Jakob said.

      Scottan took a deep breath and looked back down to his hands. “Perhaps it would have been better had I died.”

      “Not for me.”

      Silence hung between them, and Jakob let it. He stepped closer, finally taking his brother’s hands, and kneeled in front of him.

      “I wasn’t ready to lose you. I lost father, and mother. How much more would I have to lose?”

      “I can barely walk. Have… your friends… told you that?”

      “You’ll recover in time. I think it’s a matter of gaining strength. You were sick for a long time. I don’t think you can expect to recover overnight.”

      “I would have been content to recover over these last few weeks. I don’t think I’ve gotten any better during your absence.”

      Jakob frowned and pushed out with his ahmaean, wrapping it around his brother. He had slightly more control than the last time he’d seen him, and using his connection to it, he pressed into Scottan, probing for injury and illness, but found neither.

      “I think it is nothing more than time before you recuperate,” he said.

      “How can you know?”

      “Because I can’t find anything wrong with your body. Physically, I think you will recover.” It may take him longer for his mind to recover, but the Scottan that Jakob knew was strong and resilient. Why shouldn’t he be able to recover?

      “How can you know anything about my body. How can you know… How can you know what you know?”

      “Somehow, I was born into an ancient race of beings known as the damahne.”

      “Damahne?” Scottan seemed to struggle with forming the word, as if his mouth didn’t want to make the sound necessary to say it. “You were born to our mother and father. You were born to the same beings as I was.”

      Jakob didn’t know how he’d managed to gain abilities of the damahne, only that he had. Had he not lived through it, he probably would’ve thought the same as Scottan. “I don’t understand it any better than anyone else, but what I do know tells me that I share abilities like those we once would have called the gods.”

      “Jakob—”

      “I have seen things, and done things, that should not be possible. I met one of the damahne and helped her as she was dying. She… awoke something within me. I don’t know how to describe it any better than that, other than to say that as she died, she passed part of herself on to me.”

      Scottan watched him, his face unreadable. “When I first saw you here, when you first met me in the clearing with the daneamiin”— Scottan struggled to say the word daneamiin much as he had struggled to say damahne—“I thought that maybe I was dreaming. How else could I explain what had happened other than a dream? In the time that you’ve been gone, I’ve spoken to a few of the daneamiin, but they don’t provide many answers. One of them tries and tells me how you’ve become this damahne, but she says things like the fibers require this of you, and other things that make equally no sense.”

      Jakob patted Scottan’s hand. “Would it be easier for you if we went someplace more familiar to you?”

      Scottan grunted. “Easier? I don’t think that anything is easier. Ever since I woke, nothing has been easy. Walking hasn’t been easy. Eating hasn’t been easy. Sleeping hasn’t been easy.” He looked up and met Jakob’s eyes. “I’ve been dreaming. The dreams are strange, vivid, but they’re like memories that can’t be mine. I don’t know how to explain it anyway other than that.”

      Jakob wondered at that. The madness had been caused by Raime and his impact on the fibers. Was there some residual effect from the way Raime tainted the fibers? Had he changed something in such a way that Scottan would have memories of what he’d seen—and experienced—when his mind had been clouded?

      And then there was the question of what had happened to the others who had suffered from the madness. Jakob had helped with Scottan in particular, but his focus had been on restoring the damage done to the fibers. Would others who had fallen to the effects of the madness also have recovered?

      Why wouldn’t they?

      And if they had, how many of them awoke much like Scottan, weakened and near death, and perhaps even suffering from images and memories that they didn’t understand?

      Jakob squeezed Scottan’s hands and closed his eyes, focusing on a place that he had spent many days.

      He shifted.

      When he opened his eyes, they stood inside the library of Chrysia. The rows of shelves were darkened, and the musty odor of the books filled his nostrils. Dust hung in the air. Scottan pulled on his hands, attempting to step away from him, but Jakob held on to them, not wanting his brother to get away from him, not wanting his brother scared of what had happened.

      “How—”

      Jakob pointed to the shelves. “This is Chrysia. The library.”

      “But how did we get here?”

      “That’s part of my abilities. I can travel.”

      “That’s what you’ve been doing? Traveling? I thought you were somewhere else in the daneamiin city. When they talked about you off learning about your abilities, I assumed that you were somewhere with them learning about them.”

      Jakob shook his head. “The daneamiin can teach me some about my abilities, but what I can do is different from what they can do.”

      “Why here?”

      Jakob guided him out of the library, and into the courtyard. From here, he could see the Ur practice yard. Scottan had spent many days here and had trained incredibly hard, honing his ability with the sword. “I thought that bringing you someplace more familiar might make this easier. You said you are having a hard time with the daneamiin. I can understand that. The Unknown Lands are… impossible to understand.”

      Scottan released Jakob’s hand and took unsteady steps across the courtyard, then stopped and simply stared. “How long was I sick? How long was it that I wasn’t able to function?”

      Jakob wasn’t sure how to reply. “A long time.”

      Scottan turned and looked at him. “How long?”

      “Years. You became sick gradually, but it has been years.”

      “And you didn’t take care of me?”

      “We did for as long as we could, but then we had to take you to the santrium.”

      Scottan fell silent as he continued to look around him. How much of the courtyard had changed in the time since he’d fallen sick? Jakob didn’t remember clearly.

      When he turned his attention to where the church once stood, tears welled in his eyes. “Father died there?”

      Jakob breathed out. That day was etched in his mind. He looked to the spot where he had been standing when he watched the tower collapse. If he wanted, would he be able to walk back along the fibers and see his father’s last moments? Did he want to? What would that torment give him other than more heartache?

      “The tower was destroyed by the Deshmahne. Father was inside when it came down. He was trying to help others get free.” He reiterated what Novan had told him. Even if it wasn’t true, Jakob wanted to believe that it was. That was how he wanted to remember his father.

      “Father was killed by falling stone?”

      “From what I could tell. I… I didn’t do well when the attack came. The Deshmahne responsible are gone.”

      “How can you know?”

      “Because I killed them.”

      Scottan stared at him for a moment, and his gaze drifted down to the sword at Jakob’s side. “So much has changed. So much about you has changed. You speak of fighting in a way that some of the seasoned soldiers of Ur never did. You wear your sword in a way that tells me that you’re comfortable with it. And then you make the simple comment about killing the men responsible for killing our father.” Scottan studied Jakob. “How is it that you gained such skill?”

      “I trained with General Endric.”

      Scottan’s eyes widened. “Endric? As in the Denraen general?”

      “The Denraen came to Chrysia, guarding the Magi. They had a choosing.”

      “And you were chosen?”

      Jakob smiled to himself, thinking of those first days that he had practiced with Endric, not knowing that he was the Denraen general. What would he have done had he known? Would he have continued to work with him during those earliest days? Unlikely. He would have been too afraid of wasting the man’s time.

      “In a way.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “The historian, Novan, took me from the city. I traveled with the Denraen, and trained with General Endric most days.”

      Scottan whistled softly. “And that’s how you became so skilled?”

      “That, and it seems that I have something of a talent for it.”

      “Jakob… You never had much talent. You were adequate, but you never were able to develop in ways that would have made you a useful soldier.”

      The words were blunt, harsh, but nonetheless true. Jakob hadn’t much ability with the sword before working with Endric. Somehow, working with the old general had awoken something in Jakob. Had it been working with Endric that had awoken something in him, or had it been the fact that Jakob had used the sword he’d found under his father’s bed—that Neamiin had awoken something in him?

      He shrugged. There wasn’t an answer, certainly not one that would explain anything to Scottan, mostly because Jakob wasn’t any more certain than his brother was.

      Scottan kept his gaze on Jakob’s sword. His hands clenched, tensing before relaxing. He breathed out slowly. “What am I to do now? I was a soldier, but that’s not me, not anymore. This body”—he swept his hands up and down his form—“won’t cooperate with me. I don’t think I could work through a single pattern, let alone a series. I don’t know if I could even hold the sword long enough to be of any use.”

      Jakob wished he had the learned how to use his ability to glimpse along the fibers, to tease them apart enough that he could see what Scottan had ahead of him. If he could, he could help his brother understand what he was meant to do. Would doing so cheapen something for him? Would it lessen his choices in some way?

      There seemed to be much about the fibers that Jakob didn’t fully understand, and maybe he never would, especially without a true guide to walk him through what it meant for him to have his abilities. Though looking back along the fibers and learning from his ancestors was helpful, he knew in the end, he had to figure it out on his own.

      “I wish I had answers for you, Scottan, but I don’t.”

      “If what you’re telling me is true, you’re basically one of the gods!”

      Jakob smiled sadly. “The gods were never real, not as we believe them to be. They were never all powerful and were never omnipotent. They were beings who did what they thought was right, trying to keep the world safe.” He sighed. Was that what he was now? Was that what he was to become? If it was, he saw value in it and thought that he could be content with that as his life’s mission.

      “You’re real enough.”

      Jakob smiled again. “I can take you wherever you would prefer to be. If you want to stay in Chrysia, I will leave you here. If you’d like to go back to the Unknown Lands, I will take you there. Tell me what I can do for you.”

      Scottan closed his eyes and breathed slowly for a few moments. When he opened them again, there was a resolve within them. It was an expression that Jakob was well accustomed to. It was a look that he recognized from the Scottan of his youth.

      “You said there were others like me?”

      “You mean, others who suffered from the madness?”

      Scottan nodded.

      “There were many,” Jakob said.

      “And after you… did whatever it was that you did to heal me, what happened to these others?”

      “I’m not certain. It’s possible that they were healed the same as you.”

      “If they were healed, they would have questions, much like I have questions. I think… I think that I will stay in Chrysia and see what I can do to help them.”

      Jakob watched his brother as he sent bands of ahmaean toward him, swirling around him. As he did, he could see that Scottan’s resiliency had returned, as had the strength.

      Perhaps he would truly be well.

      “I will return to check on you.”

      Scottan chuckled. “Maybe you want to return more carefully. We don’t want to scare the people of the city with a visit from one of the gods.”

      Jakob pulled his brother to him and hugged him tightly. When he released him, he stepped back and shifted.
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      Brohmin stared across the vast ocean, feeling the ship rock in the massive swells, the salt spray cresting over the bow and drenching him. The journey to the southlands had taken longer than he wanted, and longer than the captain had anticipated, but they were nearly there. Soon, they would reach the port of Polle Pal, and from there, they could find their way to Masetohl.

      It had been years since he’d spent any amount of time in the south. So much of his effort over the last few decades had been spent understanding what Raime had been up to, trying to prepare for a response—that was his role as the Hunter—and readying for whatever the High Priest might plan. Despite that, they still hadn’t managed to anticipate what he would do.

      Salindra slipped her hand into his and squeezed.

      Brohmin glanced over at her. She was lovely. Her dark hair hung longer than it had when he’d first met her, and she no longer hunched over, hiding her height—no longer afraid that she would be discovered as Magi and that something more could happen to her. Some of her confidence came from the healing the daneamiin had provided, but that wasn’t all of it. Brohmin didn’t know quite what had changed for her, whether it was only the healing or something more, but he was thankful for it.

      “You seem pensive,” Salindra said. “That’s been my role.”

      Brohmin grinned. “Pensive, perhaps. More… nervous about what we might encounter.”

      “Don’t you know what we’ll find when we reach port?”

      His grin faded. Knowing what they would encounter was the reason he was pensive. “I’m troubled that I’ve neglected this for as long as I have. This is something I should have done years ago.”

      “Years ago? The Deshmahne haven’t been a threat for that long.”

      A massive wave rolled beneath them, sending Salindra sliding toward the railing. Brohmin held on to her hand, keeping her from sliding away from him. As the ship settled, she wiped the salt water off her forehead and shook her head. She clenched her jaw, something she had done often over the last few days during the crossing.

      “I’ll be thankful to be off this ship.”

      “Thankful until we start dealing with the Deshmahne.”

      “It needs to be done, Brohmin. They’re dangerous.”

      Brohmin grunted. They had been more than dangerous. They had instigated an attack in the north. War. The Conclave had managed to prevent war for hundreds of years, and the Deshmahne overturned everything the Conclave had done and created a new instability.

      It was possible that the insurgents had miscalculated. That miscalculation was something Brohmin hoped would come from the war but wasn’t sure if it had yet happened. Could the Magi finally leave Vasha, and attempt to exert their influence once more? That seemed too much to believe. Then again, having warrior Magi once more in the world was also too much to believe, and he had seen them himself. He had fought alongside them.

      “What’s your plan for when we reach port?” Salindra asked. She spaced her legs slightly apart, and now rolled with the ship, and managed to handle the next massive wave that crested much more easily than the last. She remained tensed, and if they had a sudden rogue wave, she’d likely go crashing into the railing.

      Brohmin was impressed by Salindra. She was smart, perhaps as smart as any Mage that he’d ever worked with, and shared a stubbornness with him. He hadn’t decided whether that stubbornness was a good thing or bad.

      “When we reach port, we’ll make our way to Masetohl.”

      “Masetohl? You would have us go to the university there?”

      “I know the Magi don’t hold the universities in the highest regard, but they are places of learning. Even the university in Vasha can show you things that the Magi have not yet discovered.”

      The slight tension in her cheeks told him that she struggled to believe that. Despite everything that Salindra had been through, she was still a Mage. She still supported her people.

      “And what do you hope to learn in Masetohl?”

      “I need to learn exactly what the Deshmahne have been up to. The university will have kept track of that.”

      “What happens if the university has been compromised by the Deshmahne?”

      That was the real risk and one that Brohmin didn’t have an answer to—not yet. Bringing Salindra with him to the south created additional dangers, and he knew that she wasn’t completely aware of what those dangers were, and knew that she had a stubbornness that made her believe that even with the dangers, she would somehow be safe.

      Salindra was powerful. Perhaps even more powerful now, after her time with the daneamiin, and in the house of the Cala maah, but she was still only a Mage. The Deshmahne had discovered abilities that countered the Mage ability and would place her in even more danger than she realized. If only Salindra would be more willing to learn how to use a sword, to fight like the warrior Magi like Roelle, then she would be better equipped to protect herself, something that Brohmin suspected would be increasingly necessary in these lands.

      “I am prepared for the possibility that the university might have been compromised by the Deshmahne. You should also be prepared.”

      Her gaze dipped to the sword sheathed at his waist. “You know my feelings on that, Brohmin.”

      He sighed. “I know your feelings, but I also know that you will need more than just your abilities to protect yourself.”

      “My abilities have changed.”

      It was the first time she had admitted that, though Brohmin could practically see the change about her. He didn’t have the same ability with ahmaean as Jakob or the daneamiin, but he could see it faintly and noticed that the ahmaean surrounding Salindra was not what he would typically expect of a Mage.

      If only Alyta were still alive. She would have answers, but then if she still lived, there would be new questions.

      “So I have noticed.”

      Another wave struck, sending her sliding, and Brohmin held tightly to her, forced to use a swirling of his ahmaean to keep a firm grip on her hands. How much longer would he have such strength? He knew that what he’d been gifted was significant, but he’d also known from that beginning that his ahmaean would not last forever. All of the energy that he’d used in facing Raime had weakened him, and he feared how much longer he had.

      “What have you noticed?” Salindra asked when the ship settled again.

      Brohmin hoped the shore would appear soon. The distant storm thundered, the clouds a dark blanket in the sky, and the air smelled of the coming rain. Were the sea not so unsettled, he might have enjoyed the contrast between the salt and the rain. As it was, he feared for Salindra getting thrown overboard.

      “Only that your ability is different from that of most of the Magi I’ve worked with.”

      “How many Magi have you worked with?”

      “Enough to recognize when the ahmaean has changed. It’s… hard to describe. There is a certain power to the Magi ahmaean, but it is different from what the daneamiin possess, as well as different from what the damahne possess.”

      “And what of Jakob?”

      She’d limited her questions about Jakob during the time that they traveled. Brohmin expected them, anticipated them, and would have been disappointed had she not questioned. The problem was that he had no good answers. “Jakob is… something else.”

      “You thought him the nemah.”

      “I did. When he went to the house of the Cala maah, I thought that their calling him the Uniter of men meant that he was the nemah, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “What happened in the Tower, Brohmin?”

      Before answering, he looked around the ship. There were five crew working the lines, and the captain standing near the helm, gripping the wheel tightly. None of the others taking transport south were on the deck of the ship, preferring to remain below, avoiding both the moisture and the anger of the sea.

      “He is something I could not have imagined,” Brohmin answered.

      “By that, you mean he is damahne.” When Brohmin arched a brow, Salindra shrugged. A gust of wind sent her hair whipping across her face, and she pushed it back behind her ear, holding on to it with her free hand. The other remained in his. “I worked that much out, at least. Considering the abilities he demonstrated, and the fact that he was able to enter the Tower at all, he would have to be the same kind of person as Alyta.”

      “I’ve come to the same conclusion,” Brohmin said.

      “What I haven’t worked out his how.”

      Brohmin took a deep breath. He’s spent many nights trying to understand. How was it that Jakob could have been given the gift of power, the gift of Alyta’s ahmaean, and have awakened some hidden part of himself, but Brohmin could not? Weren’t they all descendants of the same people?

      He knew that he shouldn’t think that way. Jakob had demonstrated abilities long before he’d been given the gift from Alyta. From his visions—those of both Shoren, and whatever it was that he had seen near Avaneam—to the ability to see ahmaean, he was different from how Brohmin had been before he’d been given his gift.

      “I don’t know that we’ll be able to understand how. Not without Alyta.”

      “I thought you said the damahne had the ability to walk back along the fibers and understand the past. Couldn’t Jakob do that?”

      Brohmin frowned. If only it were so simple. He liked to think that Jakob would be able to walk back along the fibers and that he could somehow perceive the past, and understand the things that he needed to, but without someone there to guide him, how was he going to do that?

      He wouldn’t.

      Jakob had visions, and he’d tumbled backward along them, but even Brohmin understood that doing so posed a danger to the person making that journey. What would happen if Jakob were somehow trapped in the past?

      He had to believe that Alyta had somehow guided him somewhere that would give him answers.

      “I hope so.”

      “You worry about him.” Salindra squeezed his hand and shifted as another wave came, rolling with it.

      Brohmin sniffed. “After traveling with him as long as we did, I grew… fond… of him.”

      Salindra laughed, though the sound disappeared in the wind. “You can admit that you care for him. You can admit that you worry about him. You might be Brohmin Ulruuy, and you might somehow have lived over five hundred years, but you can still make connections. You can still care about others.”

      Brohmin held her gaze. “Have I not?”

      Salindra met his eyes before looking down. “How is it—”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish. One of the sailors yelled from the crow’s nest that he’d spotted land.

      “We can finish this later,” Brohmin said.

      “I think that we need to.”

      Brohmin made his way to the bow and peered into the growing darkness. He didn’t see land but was thankful that they were near it, especially with as thick as the storm seemed to be getting. Wind whipped out of the north, and gusted easterly, forcing the ship to tack at an odd angle. He didn’t have as much experience sailing as others, but he’d been aboard ships many times over his years. This was about as bad as he had ever seen the sea.

      As he stood there, the outline of the shore gradually came into view. Polle Pal was a rocky harbor, and the city rose up from the shore so that it appeared to look out over the sea. No other ships were in the harbor, other than those that remain anchored, or docked at the massive dock stretching out into the sea. He hoped they reached the shore quickly.

      The ship changed directions, veering toward the shore. Brohmin held on to the railing, an achiness coming over his body. There were days that he felt his bones creaked nearly as much as the ship. He felt that way more often these days, ever since the attack in the Great Forest that had left him nearly dead. He tried to hide it, but he didn’t think he hid it all that well from Salindra. She was observant, particularly when it came to him. She joined him at the railing and rested her hand on his as they watched the shore come ever closer.

      There was much that he wished he could say, but how would he tell Salindra that he feared for their growing connection? How would he explain that in the years he’d been alive—a considerable amount of time compared to anyone else—he had never shared a connection like the one he felt growing between them. Would she even understand?

      Maybe it didn’t matter. Perhaps his perception was one-sided. Salindra watched over him, felt that she needed to keep an eye on him, but had never shown anything more than that.

      Wasn’t that something? Didn’t that level of attention matter?

      Even if it did, the threats they would face over the coming months made it a moot point. How could it matter, when he doubted that he would survive for long once they began facing the Deshmahne in full?

      As she often did, Salindra seemed to sense the direction of his thoughts, and she squeezed his hand.
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      The return to the daneamiin lands happened in little more than a flash. Jakob had no sense of movement. The shifting was more a matter of focusing on where he wanted to be and using his connection to the ahmaean to pull him to the next place.

      Anda was waiting for him when he reappeared at the base of the tree in which Scottan had been recuperating. “Your brother—”

      “Is in Chrysia. He needed a purpose, to feel needed again.”

      “You were able to see this about him? You tracked his needs along the fibers?”

      Jakob shook his head. “No. I just know my brother. He has always served. For him, having a way to be of value to others is important to him.”

      “Is that not important to all?”

      She guided him away from the base of the tree and deeper into the forest. The scents here were a mixture of fragrances, those of flowers blooming and fruits ripening, as well as an earthy odor. It was a pleasant combination of smells and one that Jakob associated with the daneamiin.

      “I think everyone needs to feel needed in some way. With Scottan, his identity had been that of a soldier. He’ll have to discover what he can offer, now that serving as a soldier is not an option.”

      “Are you so certain that he’s not meant to remain a soldier?”

      “I guess I’m hoping he’s not meant to.” When Anda squeezed his hand, and her ahmaean touched his, he continued. “Scottan trained to face men, but the battles that exist now are different. He isn’t equipped to face the Deshmahne. He might never have been able to face the Deshmahne. And the groeliin… That’s more than he could survive. I would much rather have him find another pathway that doesn’t place him in such danger.”

      “Is that your choice, or his?”

      Leave it to Anda to question him like this. “Even when he was well, my brother wouldn’t have been skilled enough to take on the Deshmahne, not the priests that we’ve faced. And I know that he wouldn’t survive if he faced the groeliin. Why can’t I want him safe?”

      “Would it not be better for it to be his choice?”

      They reached the edge of the city. From here, the forest continued, and there was a pool of fresh spring water nearby where he’d once bathed. There was another connection nearby, that of the nemerahl that he’d once seen when in the forest, the creature that he had not seen since traveling through the Great Forest.

      “Can’t I want my brother to make a different choice? What I want for him is safety. I nearly lost him once, and I’m not ready to lose him again.”

      “With your connection to the fibers, you never truly lose anyone. Once you understand that, you will feel better about it, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “Why have you brought me out here?” he asked her.

      “This place is for reflection. I thought that after everything you’ve gone through, you needed a place to reflect, and consider what your next step will be.”

      “My next step is to understand Raime, and what he seeks. Somehow, I need to find him, and I need to defeat him. He can’t continue to grow in strength.”

      “Do you intend to chase him throughout the south?”

      Jakob wasn’t convinced that Raime was in the south. He would’ve had to go somewhere to recuperate, but where would that have been? The Deshmahne had strength in the south, but that couldn’t be the only place he’d go. He was somehow connected to the groeliin, which offered up the possibility that he might have gone north.

      And then there were the countless other places he could have gone, simply to hide. Raime had once sat on the Conclave and would know many of the same places as Jakob. In that, he might know even more of those places than Jakob.

      What Jakob needed was to understand the places the Conclave protected, places that Raime might know that could possess power. That would be where he would make his next move.

      “I don’t want to chase him, but I also don’t want him to wander freely, and bring harm to anyone else. So many have suffered because of him already. I think that I sealed him out of the fibers, but if he somehow gains access once more, then he could gain strength once more, and could use that to destroy.”

      “You must understand your abilities to better counter his,” Anda said.

      “But what about my abilities do I need to understand? I can use the ahmaean, and I can control it. Maybe not as well as Raime can control it, but well enough that I’ve defeated him once. He can’t have already regained his strength with the ahmaean. He’d have had to steal it from others, and we would have heard about that.”

      As he said it, he realized that wasn’t entirely true. There was a place of power where Raime might have managed to consolidate strength, a place where Jakob wouldn’t have heard about it.

      It was the same place that he suspected Raime had gained power in the past.

      “You have come to a conclusion,” Anda said.

      “North. I think Raime would go to the northern mountains. He would steal from the groeliin.”

      “He has done that before. It would not be unusual for him to take from the groeliin to enhance himself.”

      “Then I should go north.”

      “Is that safe for you?”

      “I’ve faced groeliin before. Why wouldn’t it be safe?”

      Anda stared out over the pool of water. As she did, she sent her ahmaean swirling away from her. Waves of it washed over Jakob before she pulled her power back and let it settle around her.

      “The damahne have never chased the groeliin into the north. They have long known that the creatures reside there, but they have never gone in search of them, and have never attempted to destroy them, despite knowing that the creatures seek destruction, and in spite of the fact that they have attacked our lands more than once.”

      Jakob hadn’t considered the reason behind the damahne not hunting the groeliin. As Anda said, there had to be a reason behind that, but what would it be? Why would they not have gone after them, especially knowing that they caused such destruction?

      And if the daneamiin didn’t know, the only ones who would know would have been the damahne.

      Jakob knew only one way to discover the answer to that, which meant that he had to walk back along the fibers. He had to force a vision upon himself.

      “I need answers,” Jakob said.

      “I am sorry that Alyta passed before you were able to get answers from her. I’m sorry that you have to find them on your own, struggling with walking along the fibers, a journey you must make alone. If it were possible, I would walk with you.”

      “There is no danger to me along the fibers.”

      Anda shook her head sadly. “Jakob Nialsen, if you believe that, then you’re in more danger than you realize. Walking the fibers is not something that can be done lightly. You can glean information, and you can understand your ancestors better, but there are risks involved in doing so. Do not think that because you have survived the journey in the past, that you will always survive. And do not think that because you have not tangled the fibers in the past, that you will not be responsible for tangling them when you take your next trip.”

      Jakob nodded. What else was there for him to do, or to say? He wasn’t afraid to walk back along the fibers, not anymore. His first visions had been accidental, where he’d gone too fully, and had nearly been lost. Other attempts had been intentional, and though he had begun to gain control, he recognized that there were still dangers to it. Shoren had made that clear when he’d worked with him.

      Would Shoren be able to help him again?

      How many times could he visit without damaging his ancestor? How many times could he walk back before he led Shoren to trouble?

      And yet, as he thought about it, those who understood the fibers better than he didn’t think there was a way to change the past. Jakob wasn’t entirely convinced of that, but so far, nothing he had done had seemed to change it.

      Wouldn’t that argue that nothing he did would pose excessive danger to the damahne he stepped back into?

      “I’ll be careful,” he said. “Besides, I need to understand how to look forward along the fibers. I think that will be the way that I manage to defeat Raime. If I can discover where he is, and what he intends—at least what he might attempt—then I should be able to find a way to prevent it, shouldn’t I?”

      “The damahne have not been able to stop him, and they have known about Raime for many years.”

      “I wonder if he had tainted the fibers, twisting them in such a way that he masked his presence.”

      “Jakob Nialsen, I worry that you will rush in blindly, eager to destroy him, when he has proven that he will plan carefully. You are new to your abilities. You might have potential to be more powerful, but right now, power might not be enough.”

      Jakob sighed. She was right. He hadn’t been exercising the caution he should have been of late. Other than risking himself when he’d jumped back along the fibers, using the daneamiin to help him reach farther back than he could otherwise. Raime will have his next move—and the move after that—planned and plotted, and he needed to be more careful.

      “It doesn’t change the fact that I need to learn how to glimpse forward.”

      “You’ve learned much by walking backward. Perhaps one of the damahne can instruct you.”

      Either that, or he would need to go to Vasha, as he had previously considered. Maybe there was something Haerlin could teach him, a way for him to understand what the Mage saw when he prophesied.

      Anda released his hand and left him standing at the edge of the pool. “You should reflect. The ahmaean flows deeply here, well connected to the lands. Perhaps you will find answers that you wouldn’t otherwise.”

      She left him, and Jakob stood for a moment, staring at the water. He considered bathing in it, remembering the last time that he had come here, and the calming effect the water seemed to have. Instead, he strolled around the edge of the pool, running his hand along the soft, velvety leaves of the shrubbery along its shore. He focused on his breathing, taking steady breaths, listening to the sounds of the forest, and focusing on the ahmaean all around him.

      As Anda suggested, it was powerful here. The ahmaean filled him, practically oozing from the pool. There was a pattern to it that was buried within the nearly transparent energy that swirled around it, and it reached toward the trees, joining with them, spreading out along the ground and the grasses there. That power touched him and added to his own ahmaean briefly before retreating. In that way, everything was connected.

      Jakob didn’t have the same sensation when he was in other places. Perhaps the Great Forest, but that was the heart of the damahne power—or it had been. It was interesting to him that the daneamiin would have an even greater connection to the land than the damahne and interesting to him that the daneamiin forest would have even more ahmaean than what was found in the Great Forest.

      As he walked, he had a sense of something trailing after him.

      Jakob wasn’t nervous, not in these lands. There was no reason to be nervous here. He slowed and turned, expecting to see one of the daneamiin. Maybe it would be Aruhn, the elder daneamiin watching him, but then if it had been Aruhn, Jakob would have recognized his presence sooner. Having walked along that man’s fibers connected them.

      When he turned, he saw nothing.

      Jakob pushed out with his ahmaean. It radiated from him in a wave. What he did was like what Anda had done, only Jakob had much more ahmaean than the daneamiin, and he had much more strength with it than even she managed. As it washed away from him, he felt it merging with the ahmaean of the forest.

      He was aware of everything within the forest. There was life here that was unlike anyplace else. The daneamiin were not the only ones to call this place home, and they were not the only exotic life that lived here.

      What had he detected?

      There was nothing there, at least not now.

      Jakob continued around the edge of the pool, stopping on the far side. Looking across the water, he could see the edge of the daneamiin forest. Had he not visited, he doubted he would have recognized it as anything other than more trees. The daneamiin blended so well into the forest, and it made it nearly impossible to see them. His connection to the ahmaean helped, but even that was not enough to overcome their connection to these lands.

      Anda had posed good questions, and they were ones that he hadn’t considered and one that Novan hadn’t even suggested to him. Why hadn’t the damahne been able to find Raime in the past? And why hadn’t the damahne attempted to remove the groeliin threat?

      He needed answers, and he suspected they would be found along the fibers, but which pathway should he take? How far back should he continue to walk to understand what the damahne had faced, and why they had not challenged the groeliin?

      The answer came to him. When had the groeliin last attacked in much force?

      Jakob sat on the ground, crossing his legs. He did not fear for his safety in the forest, but pushed out slightly with his ahmaean, creating a barrier so that he could remain unharmed.

      Then he turned his ahmaean inward and focused it so that he could walk backward, and trace the fibers.
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      Walking along the fibers of time was easier the more that he did it. Jakob had learned that he could remain within his own ancestors, and could simply follow them backward, racing through a sense of darkness. As he did, he paused periodically, long enough to glimpse within the fibers, making sure that he didn’t go back too far.

      There was one place along the fibers where he had traveled often enough that he didn’t need to fear overshooting it. He stepped into it, and retreated, not wanting to be too fully within the person he had joined.

      Jakob simply observed.

      He was inside the Tower. He recognized that immediately. Thick stone rose around him, and the decorations were ornate, but nothing like the style he saw in other places. There were statues scattered here, and Shoren barely looked at them as he passed.

      You have come again.

      Jakob shouldn’t be surprised that Shoren was aware of him. He had made a point of coming back after his first visit. Had he gone to a time before then, he would have had to explain himself once more. He had to be careful with these visits. Each one had to come in a specific sequence so that his memories were shared with Shoren. If he went back too far, Shoren wouldn’t remember helping him fight the groeliin and Raime. If he came too close to the end of Shoren’s life, he risked the man not remembering the visit the next time Jakob had need of him. Jakob had little doubt that he would need Shoren again.

      I have come again. I still struggle with my abilities.

      Your abilities are born within you. You have mastered walking back along the fibers, something that few of us have ever truly mastered.

      You told me that it was unsafe to walk back as I do.

      Unsafe, yes. But you have learned to not be so present when you do. Many damahne would struggle with this, but I do not.

      It wasn’t boasting. Jakob had learned that Shoren was considered a master of the fibers, and had greater control over them than almost any of the other damahne. It was the reason he had chosen Shoren to step back in to. He had learned much from Shoren and knew that there was much that he still could learn.

      I need to understand how to look forward along the fibers.

      Shoren chuckled. It was a sound that came within his mind, and he didn’t even pause as he made his way along the hall. Forward is difficult. You may catch a glimpse, but untangling the fibers is a challenge for any damahne. Understanding the meaning of the glimpse… that is the true challenge.

      I need to defeat the man who we faced the last time. He attempted to destroy the fibers. He won’t stop until he gains even more power.

      I can help you understand the fibers, but it is difficult to teach someone how to glimpse forward along them.

      Why?

      Shoren seemed to smile. Because you have walked back, and you already know what has happened for me. For you, my future is your past. You have certainty where I have uncertainty. Do you see how this can be a challenge?

      It made sense. Jakob walked back the determined path, but Shoren saw what might be. Did Jakob’s presence here change those possibilities?

      How can I learn to look forward?

      Some never manage to do so. Even those who have skill with walking back along the fibers, not all have the same ability to step forward and untangle the fibers far enough so that they can see.

      So I might never learn to move forward along the fibers?

      I cannot tell you that answer now. It’s possible that you will not be able to untangle the fibers enough to see anything more than glimpses of what could be. Then again, it’s possible that you will discover a way to hold the fibers apart and see what few others have ever been able to. You have already shown that you have a unique capacity. It’s one that I’d don’t necessarily agree with, but that doesn’t mean it is entirely wrong.

      Shoren continued along the hall and turned a corner at the stairs. He took them two at a time, his long legs making it easy for him. He passed a few landings before he stopped and headed down the hallway.

      You said the damahne are no longer in the Tower in your time.

      I am the only damahne remaining in my time.

      That is unfortunate. The Tower took many years to build, and many committed much of themselves to the construction.

      I was told by the last damahne that the Great Forest was the home to many of the damahne.

      Shoren stopped in front of the door, his hand hovering near the handle. The Forest? We have spent some time in the Forest, but most of our time has been within the Tower. It is a place for all damahne.

      Do you know why the groeliin were never attacked?

      You mean those creatures like the one we faced in the cave?

      You are familiar with the groeliin in your time?

      Creatures like that have not been seen in my time.

      If they haven’t been seen, then Shoren wouldn’t have answers as to why the damahne hadn’t gone after the groeliin. That was what Jakob wanted to know—what he needed to know.

      Once again, he wondered if he had changed something by showing Shoren the groeliin. Would that influence decisions that he made?

      Shoren had mentioned how he couldn’t clearly see the future. Would it matter that he knew the path that Jakob had traveled?

      It was time for Jakob to retreat and return to his time.

      As the door opened and Shoren started in, Jakob retreated within Shoren’s mind.

      He paused, remaining here as Shoren to observe, wondering what he might discover. He had a glimpse of several other damahne in the room, all sitting in massive chairs made out of a strange gray metal. Shoren approached carefully, and Jakob felt pushed as he did.

      I am sorry, Jakob Nialsen.

      Jakob was forced away as Shoren entered the room.

      Separated from Shoren, he was forced back along the fibers and drifted. He turned his sense of ahmaean upon himself once more, and traveled, moving forward. As he did, he paused periodically to glimpse along the fibers, searching for signs of others of his ancestors.

      What he needed was a damahne far enough along where they had experience with the groeliin, but not so far that he passed beyond his family’s connection to the damahne. He had caught visions of himself as daneamiin, and then as man.

      As he tracked the fibers, something caught his attention.

      He retreated and stepped out of the fibers.

      The one lesson that Shoren had made certain to teach him was the need to remain accessible within the mind of the person he observed but not so connected that he was there fully, and took over. If he did that, he posed a danger to both the damahne and himself.

      Jakob looked out through his host’s eyes. He stood on a ridge, overlooking a line of mountains stretching in the distance. The sun was setting, a soft orange glow hanging low in the sky. A gentle wind gusted, and Jakob was only distantly aware of it, the connection to his host faint enough that he could feel the wind. He was aware of how it fluttered at his cloak, but not much else.

      “They are out there, Josun. I can sense them.”

      The words came from Jakob’s host’s mouth. He was surprised to realize that it was a female voice, but it wasn’t the first time that he’d stepped back and had visions as a female.

      “I can sense them as well, Lara.”

      “How many?” As she scanned the mountainside, and Jakob resisted the urge to take control and to look around him better. He didn’t want to overwhelm the damahne—Lara—that he had stepped into. Were they searching for groeliin? Was that why he was standing along the mountainside or was there another reason?

      When was this?

      That was often the question for him. When he traveled along the fibers, it was often difficult to know when he visited, unless he spoke directly to his host as he had with Shoren.

      “Dozens.”

      Lara turned to him. “How are there so many? We’ve attempted to slow them—”

      Josun grunted. “We’ve done little other than observe. Some of us have wanted to do more than that, but we’ve been restricted by the council. You know that as well as I, Lara.”

      A memory drifted to the forefront of Jakob’s mind, and Lara shared with Jakob what she knew about the damahne council and the restriction. He borrowed it, understanding that their council feared unsettling the peace, that stepping into open warfare created dangers that the council was not prepared for. Lara had come with Josun simply to observe, but the longer she was here, the more she saw of these creatures, the more she questioned whether observation was enough.

      “I know that we’ve agreed there is danger in us doing anything more than observing.”

      “The danger will come if these creatures attack elsewhere,” Josun said.

      “We don’t know that they will.”

      “We don’t? We know that they’ve been willing to attack and that they show no remorse for what—or how much—they destroy.”

      Lara glanced at him, and despite the serene features on his face, she noted the way his ahmaean swirled, the steady agitation that Josun felt. “You’re right. The Maker knows, but you are right.”

      “Interesting choice of words, even for you, Lara.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that so many ignore what’s in front of them. Including the council.”

      She watched him, and he said nothing more. She didn’t expect him to. Josun had said all he could to their council and had made his point repeatedly. Their only concession had been sending her along with him.

      Had the damahne council—especially Shoren, the greatest among them—known what she would experience?

      It was possible.

      “I serve the Maker, and all that has been created,” Lara said.

      “As do I.”

      She breathed out, resisting the frustration that attempted to steal through her. She had enough experience with men like Josun to know that she couldn’t let him be the reason she questioned her understanding.

      “The Maker demands peace. That is what the council would serve,” she said.

      “There is a settled peace and an unsettled peace. What do we serve if we don’t protect those unable to protect themselves? If we don’t defend them and if we don’t attempt to slow this threat, then we will have failed the Maker.”

      “We don’t need to destroy to ensure peace,” she said.

      “We are not the ones who destroy.”

      “If we do what you suggest, then we do.”

      Josun remained silent for long moments. His ahmaean streamed out from him before returning, the thin tendrils that he used to probe and join with everything around him, controlled. He was a powerful damahne. Many believed—Lara included—that had he not believed as he did, he would have been asked to sit on the council.

      “Did the council tell you what I saw along the fibers?” Josun asked.

      “I didn’t realize you had much talent with peering into the future.”

      He turned to her, his face earnest and his wide eyes practically begging for her to understand. And she wanted to. The Maker knew that she did.

      “Not at first, but I’ve discovered my talent. It’s the reason I push as I do.”

      Her breath caught. If that was true, then why wouldn’t the council listen, especially as Shoren was known to have more than a little talent with peering along the fibers.

      “What have you seen?” she asked.

      “You don’t want to know any more than the council wanted to know.”

      She shifted across the distance to him and grabbed his hand. He stiffened, but he didn’t object to the familiarity she showed in doing so. “I’ve come with you this far, haven’t I? Did I not offer to travel with you?”

      “The council asked you to come.”

      “Not this far,” she said with a soft laugh.

      Josun closed his eyes, and his ahmaean swirled. As it coalesced, images flashed within it. Each one revealed destruction, and each one revealed a growing threat from the creatures out of the north.

      Groeliin.

      Jakob offered the name and wondered if his presence would be too much for Lara to handle. Shoren had managed, and hadn’t objected, but would Lara?

      She couldn’t take her eyes away from what Josun showed her.

      Could these images be real? Was it possible that such destruction could happen?

      Josun shared images of many villages and cities destroyed. The people within slaughtered. An entire landscape altered, ruined by these creatures.

      “This is what you saw?” she whispered.

      “Some of it. There are others, but this is enough, don’t you think?”

      “Why do we need to head north then?”

      He breathed out and released his ahmaean once again. Another series of images formed, this time showing the land shifting, changing. A great gash formed, separating them from the daneamiin, their cousins to the east, mountains rising in the north, pushing back the onslaught of these creatures. The land to the south changed, altered in such a way that they would not make it quite as easily south.

      “This… this is too much change,” she said. “Even the Maker—”

      “If we do nothing, everything that was created by the Maker will fail. This is what peering along the fibers has shown me. This is what the council ignores.”

      Lara considered Josun. “Show me.”

      As they shifted, moving elsewhere, Jakob retreated from the fibers.
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      When Jakob opened his eyes, stepping back out of the fibers, he saw that night had come, and there was a certain pall in the air. The pool of water remained still and undisturbed. Ahmaean stretched away from him, radiating from him in a soft cloud. Nothing else moved.

      How long had he been here?

      It was difficult to tell the passing of time when he remained focused within the fibers. Sometimes, only moments would pass, while others, hours would go by. And there had been the time when he had traveled along the fibers, attempting to help Aruhn, when many days had passed.

      He didn’t think much time had gone by this time, but it was possible that more time had passed than he realized.

      He stood slowly, shaking out a sense of achiness from his joints. He had stiffened up, which told him that he been here long enough for him to become uncomfortable.

      As he stood, he detected something else within the forest.

      This time, after having stepped back along the fibers, and having seen the way the damahne had resisted chasing down the threat of the groeliin, he had less patience for such mystery. There were things the damahne could teach him—he’d discovered that quite clearly when working with Shoren—but apparently, there were things the damahne couldn’t teach him.

      He had no one to teach him how to look forward along the fibers, so he would simply have to attempt it on his own.

      There were other things that he wanted to know, too. What was it about the north—and about the groeliin that made the damahne hesitate? Why were they nervous about facing them? There had to be an answer, but he didn’t know whether he would be able to find it on his own.

      Jakob turned slowly, pushing out with his sense of ahmaean.

      He detected the presence again. He would know what it was, and whether it was the nemerahl as he suspected, or whether it was something else. If it was the nemerahl, then he would speak to the creature. If something else, then he was about to discover what else the daneamiin hid in their city. He had the sense that there were things the daneamiin kept from him, especially now that he had revealed himself as damahne.

      He continued to push out with his ahmaean, sending it with an increasingly powerful sweep away from him. There was some resistance against it, but not where he suspected.

      Jakob had expected the resistance to have been deeper in the forest, but that wasn’t where it was at all. Instead, it came from within the pool itself.

      He peeled off the layers of clothes that he wore, the cloak, then they clothes beneath it. Once undressed, he stepped toward the pool. When he reached the water, he hesitated. Jakob had swum here before and had spent time in the pool, bathing, but there was something different this time, something that he could feel, as if his ahmaean wanted him to know that something was different.

      The water tingled as it touched his skin, washing over him in a cool wave.

      Ahmaean filled him, power that came from the pool of water itself.

      He stepped forward, sliding through the water, and reached a point where it began to climb over his stomach, then his chest. Jakob remained in place when it reached his neck, then his face. Taking a deep breath, he submerged himself. The water surrounded him, and the tingling remained along the surface of his skin.

      He floated, enjoying the sense of the ahmaean around him, that sense of power that emanated from him, but also came from the forest, feeding into the lake. Now that he was here, and now that he was submerged as he was, he was fully aware of how that power coalesced here.

      He had thought it was the house of the Cala maah, the center of the daneamiin city, but maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe the water—life-giving water—was the heart of the people.

      If that were the case, why would they have allowed him to bathe in this pool?

      Using the connection to the ahmaean within the water, he could feel other connections throughout the forest. There was that which came from the trees and the grasses, a powerful, pure and persistent sense. There was a weaker sense from the small creatures of the forest. Some that slithered or crawled along the ground, some that climbed along branches, or perched waiting for flight. And then there was the sense of ahmaean from the daneamiin, an enormous sensation, one filled with their impressive control over it, but it was not the brightest ahmaean that he detected.

      That was near him.

      Nemerahl.

      Jakob said the word in his mind, calling out to the creature. Unlike the previous times he’d encountered it, this time, he was not surprised. He knew that it was there, even if he could not see it.

      A chuckling came from deep within his mind.

      I know that you are there. Reveal yourself.

      The chuckling continued.

      Jakob swam forward, gliding through the water. Warmth enveloped him, but it was more than just the warmth of the water, it was a physical warmth that came from his connection to the ahmaean, and to the power presence within the forest.

      This was the ahmaean of the daneamiin. Jakob was fully aware of that, and fully aware that it was different from his connection to the ahmaean within the Great Forest. There, he could detect great strength, but a different connection from that which he had within the daneamiin forest.

      Nemerahl.

      He said it again, pressing out with his ahmaean, thinking back to the memories that Jakob had experienced when visiting Shoren, or Aimielen, or Gareth or even Lara.

      They would’ve had an understanding of the nemerahl. What secrets could he learn from them?

      When he had visited Shoren, he had been more concerned about understanding the fibers, and less concerned about understanding the connection to the nemerahl. When he had visited Gareth, the damahne had told Jakob that he should have bonded to a nemerahl by now. According to Gareth, all damahne bonded to nemerahl. Jakob had not encountered one often enough to have bonded to it and didn’t know what it meant for him to bond to one.

      Nemerahl.

      He said it a third time, this time pushing out with his ahmaean, before pulling it inward, focusing on the word, and on where he had felt—and heard—the chuckling in his mind.

      As he did, something in his mind shifted.

      It was similar to when he shifted, the way that he was one place, and then another. In this case, when he shifted, when he detected the change within his mind, there was a greater sense of awareness.

      The chuckling faded, but it was there, present in his mind.

      Nemerahl.

      He had found the creature, though Jakob didn’t know what that meant, or why he should have finally found it.

      You are slow.

      The voice was deep and resonated in his mind. It matched the heavy laughter that he’d heard, and carried with it a hint of age, and of power.

      Slow? Was I supposed to have found you sooner?

      Awareness of the nemerahl swirled around him. I have revealed myself to you many times, yet only now you find me?

      Maybe the fibers were not ready for me to find you before now.

      The nemerahl chuckled. You are barely damahne, and you claim understanding of the fibers?

      What do you mean that I am barely damahne? Alyta said that she awoke my damahne connection when she was dying and passed on her power to me.

      Yes. I was aware of that as well.

      Then how can I be barely damahne?

      You have known your powers for only a brief time. That is what makes you barely damahne.

      I’m trying to understand them.

      By fumbling along the fibers.

      My fumbling sealed Raime out of the fibers. I repaired the darkness—and the damage—that he attempted to cause.

      Hmm. Perhaps you aren’t quite as fumbling as I claim. That doesn’t change that you are little more than a child grasping at great power.

      Jakob didn’t know whether to be upset or to agree with the nemerahl. There were times he did feel like nothing more than a child who fumbled at power. He wanted to understand, and he wanted to find some way of gaining better control of what he was capable of doing, but doing so required that he step back and borrow from the knowledge of those who preceded him. It was easier—and faster—to understand his potential that way than attempting to read the countless books found within the damahne libraries.

      That study was better suited to Novan. The historian remained within the library of the Great Forest, studying the books stored there for countless years. What might Novan have discovered? Maybe that was where Jakob needed to go for answers.

      Help me understand what I am capable of doing with my powers. Help me understand what it means for me to be damahne.

      That is not my responsibility.

      But you are nemerahl. Aren’t we supposed to bond?

      The nemerahl growled within his mind. It was a rough and hoarse sound and filled with power. Had the nemerahl been standing in front of him, Jakob imagined that he would have jerked away from the creature and that he would have attempted to hide.

      We are supposed to do nothing. The bond has served both races for many years. Do not presume to tell me what is meant to happen.

      I’m sorry. I don’t mean to upset you. I’m ignorant to what it means to be damahne.

      Yes. That much is clear.

      Then help me. Show me what it means, and what I can do.

      If the nemerahl agreed, Jakob might finally have a way of understanding exactly what it was that he could do and might understand why the damahne who came before him had avoided conflict. Gareth had spoken of the seal, but Jakob didn’t fully understand it.

      He could travel back to Gareth and question his ancestor, but the answers he could obtain there would be limited. They would be nothing like what the nemerahl could provide. If the nemerahl was willing, Jakob thought he could finally get answers.

      That is not the role of the nemerahl.

      He had a sense that he was pushed away, and he floated backward, away from the nemerahl. Would he lose the connection to the nemerahl? Had he missed out on his opportunity?

      Please, Jakob begged. Help me.

      Help? You still fumble, when you should shine with strength. When—and if—you gain understanding of what it means to be damahne, and when you gain understanding of the bond, perhaps then I will speak more.

      With that, the sense of the nemerahl faded, then finally disappeared, as did the tingling on his skin, and Jakob was left with nothing more than a sense of the water. There remained a connection to the ahmaean there, but it was not what it had been when the nemerahl had remained within the pool.

      Jakob emerged from the water, and looked around, searching for sign of the creature, but none came.

      The nemerahl was gone.

      His ignorance had angered it.

      He should have been more careful, or perhaps he should have been better prepared.

      He sighed to himself. Other than continuing to step back into the past, to walk along the fibers, how else would he learn what he needed to know? How else would he discover the bond that he was told by another damahne he needed to have?

      Jakob wanted—needed—answers.

      And there was only one who might be able to help him.
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      The city was chaotic. Brohmin had last been to Polle Pal nearly two decades ago, and in that time, much changed. The harbor remained a vibrant and busy port, a place where trade made its way from the north to the south before heading back again. From here, most ships stopped in Gomald, rather than traveling farther to the east. While Gomald had remained the primary port to the north, Polle Pal had ceded some of that in the south to East Harbor and Golport. It brought in much less trade, and therefore, much less money.

      It was an old city, with narrow streets rimmed by tall buildings with little space in between them. Most were two to three stories tall, keeping most of the daylight from reaching the street below. The few carts and wagons that attempted to navigate through the city were impeded by the sheer number of people. The air had a distinctive stink to it, one of refuse and waste, that permeated everything. Even the salt of the sea didn’t overwhelm that stench.

      The thick band of storm clouds still hovered over the city, thunder rumbling steadily, but so far, there had been no rain. It was coming; Brohmin could feel it deep within him, a throbbing ache that told him it would soon rain. He didn’t need to be a Mage prophet to know that, and he didn’t need to have the abilities of the damahne to peer along the fibers to know it would soon be here.

      “We should find a place to stay for the night,” he suggested.

      Salindra looked around, her brow furrowed, and her lips pressed tightly together. “Are you sure this is safe?”

      Brohmin chuckled. “Not all cities look like your Vasha.”

      “Vasha has its dangerous sections,” she said.

      “Vasha is protected by the Denraen. There is only so much danger that can happen when you have the greatest soldiers in the world watching over your city. Besides, Vasha still observes the Urmahne faith.”

      He pointed down the street, where three men faced a fourth. The fourth man had a knife, and held it out from him, jabbing at the others, but he was outnumbered, and the other three took advantage of that. When he turned toward one man, another leaned in and struck him, catching his shoulder, or his back, or once, the side of his head. The men were accustomed to fighting together. Though they might not be soldiers, they were coordinated in their efforts.

      “We should stop that,” Salindra said, starting forward.

      Brohmin grabbed her wrist. “How many fights do you think you can stop in Polle Pal?”

      Salindra tensed, and strained against him for a moment, but didn’t pull away. Eventually, she relaxed, but never took her eyes off the fight. It was over quickly. The three men easily out-muscling the fourth, who collapsed to the ground, where the others took turns kicking him.

      She turned away, the disgusted look on her face telling him everything he needed to know about how she felt about the fight.

      “You’ve seen worse,” he said.

      “I’ve seen worse because we faced monsters.”

      “You’ll need to be careful about calling them that here.”

      She glanced over at him. “The groeliin?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      “Well, them, too. But we must be careful with how we reference the Deshmahne in these lands. You will find that they are viewed much differently here than in the north.”

      “How could they have been allowed to grow so powerful?”

      “People needed leadership. The priests were only willing to do so much, and when they weren’t willing to do more, and when the Magi weren’t willing to step in, the Deshmahne found a place.”

      “You know as well as I do why the Magi remained isolated.”

      “I know the reason, but that doesn’t mean I agree with it. The absence the Magi power created a void that the Deshmahne were able to fill, allowing them to grow in power and influence. If nothing else, this war will hopefully have shown the Magi the error of ignoring such threats.”

      She cocked her head and looked at him askance. People pushed past them along the street, and they remained motionless, letting the crowd move around them. Another peal of thunder sounded, this time shaking the ground, rattling the buildings. Lightning flashed in the distance, but still, rain did not come.

      “I doubt the Council will choose to take any new action based on the Deshmahne,” Salindra said.

      Brohmin hoped that it would be different. When he had met with King Allay, he had the sense that something had changed. He wasn’t certain yet quite what, and hadn’t remained in Gomald long enough to discover, but the King had suggested that something was changing.

      “We can only hope,” he said.

      Thunder rumbled again, this time even louder. The crowd on the street started to thin as people found shelter from the impending storm. The beaten man lay unmoving, and Brohmin made his way toward him.

      “I thought you said we should find a place to rest for the night.”

      Brohmin ignored her as he knelt in front of the man. He had pale skin and reddish hair, the kind not often found in these lands. Brohmin also noted the man was dressed strangely for Polle Pal. They favored simple, dark colors, with displays of wealth shown by the design and color of the embroidery used along their sleeves and collars. This man was dressed in a dark brown robe and had the short hair that was more common in the priesthood. There should be no Urmahne priests this far south.

      “What is it?” Salindra asked.

      “This man shouldn’t be here.”

      “I thought you didn’t think we should get involved. Didn’t you say that when I tried to intervene?”

      “I might have made a mistake,” he said.

      She smiled. “What was that? I’m not sure that I could hear you.”

      Brohmin looked up at her. The wind was whipping her dark hair, sending it in a fluttering spiral around her neck. “I said, it might have been a mistake.” Brohmin stood and took a deep breath as he studied the man lying on the ground. “Might.”

      Something about this man troubled him. Maybe it was nothing, but maybe he was a priest, and if there was a priest foolish enough to come to these lands, a place known to have converted to the Deshmahne, he couldn’t simply leave the man lying here.

      With a sigh, Brohmin leaned over and scooped the man off the ground, flipping him over his shoulder as he carried him along the street. Salindra hurried to catch up, and when she reached him, she shot him a curious expression.

      “This looks to be more than you simply making up for a mistake.”

      “I’m not sure what it is. Maybe the fibers brought us to him.”

      Salindra laughed. She seemed to do that more and more often these days. “You had better be careful, Brohmin. You’re starting to sound an awful lot like you’re more faithful than you would like others to believe.”

      Brohmin grunted. Thunder rumbled again, reminding him of the increasing ache in his joints. Was the pain worse than before? It seemed almost as if it was. Maybe it was nothing more than the rain, and the coming storm, but maybe it was something else. If he had utilized the connection to the ahmaean too much, and if that meant that his strength, in general, was fading, then maybe Alyta wasn’t the only long-lived being whose remaining time on Earth was short.

      “My belief in the fibers is different from your belief in nameless gods. The fibers are real. I have sat among the Cala maah, and I have seen backward, tracing my connections. I have little doubt that those connections trace forward as well.”

      Salindra eyed him strangely. “Yet your belief in the fibers is based on your experience, and what you’ve observed. How is that so different from what everyone else has observed, and their belief in the Urmahne faith? Anyone can see the Tower. To them, that is as impressive as an ability to peer along the fibers.”

      Brohmin stopped in front of an inn. Had he not been here before, he wouldn’t have identified it. There was a small sign, but it was set in the stone building itself, a marker that identified it as a place of rest for travelers. It wasn’t a place that he’d ever visited, but then again, when he had been in Polle Pal in the past, there had been other places for him to stay. He hadn’t hesitated to take advantage of the hospitality of the priesthood, or of the Historian Guild. Strange that neither was present here now.

      Unlike in Gomald, or even in Vasha, there was no tavern attached. Many places in the south lands were different from those in the north. Brohmin opened the door and ducked inside, lowering himself to ensure the man on his shoulder cleared the door. He turned and beckoned Salindra to follow, then pushed the door closed behind them just as the first few drops of rain began to fall. It wasn’t long before the rain intensified, coming down in a steady drumming that quickly became a sheeting rain.

      The inside of the inn was darkened, though he didn’t know if that came from the darkness of the storm, or if that was simply the way the innkeeper preferred it. An older man leaned on a table near the back of the room and shuffled to stand as Brohmin entered.

      Brohmin settled the injured man into a chair, leaning him so that he didn’t slide out. He scanned the interior of the room, noting that there was another door leading to the back of the inn. He heard sound drifting from it.

      Maybe he had been wrong again. It was possible that there was a tavern on the other side. That would be unusual, but then again, he hadn’t been in the city for quite some time.

      “Can I help you?” the innkeeper asked, his gaze darting to the injured man. His nose wrinkled as he studied him.

      “We are looking for a place to rest for the night.”

      The innkeeper shook his head. “I don’t have any place for you. This isn’t —“

      Brohmin stepped toward him and saw the man’s bloodshot eyes with dark lines beneath them. “Has so much changed that innkeepers no longer want business?”

      “Business? You bring a man like that in here, and you question my desire for business?”

      Brohmin glanced over at the injured man. “A man like what? We saw him assaulted by three others. We simply thought to help out someone in need of assistance.” Brohmin reached into his pocket and pulled out a bag of coins. “I have money. It’s not as if I cannot pay.”

      The innkeeper’s gaze drifted to the coin purse, and Brohmin knew that he had his attention, but there was something he had missed. Why would he be reluctant to take in travelers?

      Maybe he’d been away for too long. The Deshmahne couldn’t have changed the dynamics of the city that much, could they? Men still wanted to earn a living, and innkeepers were still greedy. That hadn’t changed anywhere that Brohmin had been over the last two decades.

      Maybe there was another way to go with this. Could he find information from the innkeeper by appealing to something other than his desire for profit?

      “I could offer protection,” Brohmin suggested, shifting his cloak to reveal his sword. Was that going too far? Did he offer too much?

      The innkeeper glanced at Brohmin’s sword before shaking his head and looking up. “The Desh would not be pleased if we took in nonbelievers.”

      Brohmin frowned. “Who says that I’m a nonbeliever? Who says I am not one of the Desh?”

      Brohmin focused on his ahmaean, sending it spiraling around his arm, and solidifying it. The effect would be temporary, but perhaps it would be enough to be convincing, especially to a man like this. He had enough experience seeing various Deshmahne marks over the last few months that it took very little thought or creativity for him to generate the necessary pattern.

      He pulled up his sleeve, and the innkeeper gasped. Even Salindra’s breath caught. It was something he would have to work on with her so that she wasn’t caught off guard.

      “I didn’t know,” the innkeeper said. “Forgive me, Great One, I haven’t been in the presence of a High Desh for some time.”

      Brohmin nodded, his heart hammering slightly. Had he made a mistake in the concentration of markings that he placed? Brohmin didn’t fully know the nature of the markings the Deshmahne used, which, now that he thought about what he had done, he realized might have been a mistake. He should have been prepared for the possibility that he might have demonstrated greater strength than what he intended.

      It was too late for that.

      “We seek shelter from the storm,” he said, nodding toward Salindra. “And I will pay for this man’s room.” Brohmin took a step toward the innkeeper and used a hint of his ahmaean to loom over him. It created a more imposing effect but was little more than a glamour brought on by his connection to the ahmaean.

      “Of course, Great One. I have two rooms available. You and your concubine will be quite happy with the space.”

      Brohmin nodded. He resisted the urge to glance over at Salindra, knowing that he would only grin if he did. He could imagine her reaction and preferred not to risk his own response.

      The innkeeper passed by the door where the music drifted out and led them toward a stairway in the back. Had Brohmin only attempted to demonstrate a lower Deshmahne level, he might have been allowed to visit the tavern. But, if he were now viewed as a high-ranking Deshmahne, he would have to maintain the appearances.

      They climbed two flights, reaching the third floor, and the innkeeper guided Brohmin and Salindra down the hall, stopping before a double door. He fished a key from his pocket and unlocked the door, pushing it open. The innkeeper stepped aside, and Brohmin glanced past, looking to see the contents of the room. A massive bed occupied much of the space, and a door led off the back, likely to another room. It was finely decorated, much more so than what he would have expected considering the outside appearance of the inn. The posts of the bed were gilded, and a skillfully painted ceramic bowl rested on a table by one wall. A thick carpet covered the floor, the vibrant colors enough to tell him the cost.

      Brohmin took on the air of someone who fit the station he presumed to be. He had lived long enough and had experienced enough to know how to create such a persona, though it did not fit him as well as many that he’d worn. “This will be adequate. You may go.”

      “And your man below?”

      “See that he has a place to rest. Make certain that he is not harassed, but he should not leave before I speak with him.”

      The innkeeper bowed deeply. “Of course, Great One.” He moved quickly down the hall, belying his frail frame. As he disappeared down the stairs, Brohmin pulled Salindra into the room and closed the door behind him.

      “Concubine?”

      “That’s the first thing that you question?” Brohmin asked. He released his connection to the ahmaean giving him his markings and felt them disappear.

      Salindra grabbed his arm and pulled up his sleeve. “What was that?”

      “A trick. I have rarely needed to demonstrate such a technique. The last time I did something similar was a hundred years ago.”

      Salindra watched him, shaking her head. “Sometimes… Sometimes I forget who you are.”

      “Sometimes? I’m the Great Mistake. I thought the Magi never forgot.”

      She furrowed her brow and shook her head. “And then you do something like that,” she whispered.
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      The storm passed slowly. Brohmin remained in the room, pacing, as he waited out the rain. He could hear it drumming on the roof, a steady sound that felt as if it intended to pound into his mind.

      Every so often, he would look over at Salindra, but she sat bent over a book they’d taken when in Gomald and paid him no mind.

      He debated how long he needed to remain in the room before going to evaluate the man they had brought in from the street. What would be expected from one of the priests of the Deshmahne?

      The priests would probably have left the man there. Maybe he should have done the same.

      This wasn’t how he needed to begin his evaluation of the south lands. He didn’t need to place himself—and Salindra—in danger the moment they came into port. Unfortunately, that was exactly what he had done.

      It wasn’t that Brohmin didn’t understand the extent of the Deshmahne influence in the south. He understood it well, and had been opposing it for quite some time—sometimes, it felt like too long.

      No, it was something else for him. If Raime had been defeated in the north—and he was assuming that he had been, considering the rumors that he’d heard—Brohmin wanted to know what still took place here in these lands. Was there any way to disrupt the Deshmahne here? Without the High Priest, there had to be some way to shift their influence.

      Doing so would require help. It would require that the Magi resume their position of authority, or it would require a different type of influence that involved the priests of the Urmahne.

      The Magi would be easiest.

      Brohmin looked over to Salindra. She didn’t want that role and didn’t view herself as connected to the Magi quite as she had been, but wasn’t the answer sitting there in front of him?

      If he did that, if he attempted to use Salindra in such a way, it would push her away from him.

      There had to be another option that he simply hadn’t discovered yet.

      Brohmin took a deep breath and swirled the ahmaean around his arm again, creating the same markings that he’d had before, as he went toward the door. “I’m going to visit with our friends.”

      Salindra glanced up, her gaze flickering to his arm, before nodding. She turned her attention back to the book, saying nothing else.

      Brohmin pushed open the door. He headed down the hallway, pausing at each door along the hall, listening.

      Using his ahmaean, he would be able to determine in which room the innkeeper had placed the man. He wasn’t in either of the first two. He detected someone within them, but not the man he brought in off the street. At the third room, Brohmin probed with his ahmaean and felt a hint of pressure against it.

      He hesitated before withdrawing. Pressure meant that someone else with control of ahmaean could be inside. In these lands, that meant Deshmahne. He wasn’t ready for a confrontation and didn’t want to expose himself quite so soon.

      He reached the stairs, and hurried down, heading toward the second level. Wouldn’t the innkeeper have put the man in a room closer to him? Perhaps not. It was possible that he had placed him somewhere else, thinking to protect Brohmin from him.

      As he continued down the hall, he recognized pressure on his ahmaean once more. This came from above him. Whoever he had probed before was aware of him.

      Brohmin swore under his breath as he hurried along the hall, testing each room, searching.

      It wasn’t until the last room that he found him.

      The room was unguarded. Brohmin questioned that, recalling that he had asked the innkeeper to keep an eye on the man. Maybe placing him closest to the stairs was his way of doing that.

      The pressure from above on his ahmaean increased.

      A Deshmahne?

      If it were another priest, he would have to be more careful.

      Brohmin tested the door and found it unlocked. He stepped inside and quickly closed the door behind him.

      This room was more simply decorated than the one he’d been given. The bed was narrow, a simple pallet in the corner. A trunk rested along the far wall, and a basin with slightly dirty water sat near the door.

      The man Brohmin had brought off the street lay upon the bed, unmoving. Bruises had appeared on his face, angry and swollen. His legs were bound and tied to the end of the bed, and it took Brohmin a moment to realize that his arms were similarly bound.

      Was this how the innkeeper thought to keep man secured?

      Did he think that Brohmin wouldn’t discover? Or did he think that he wouldn’t question?

      It wouldn’t have surprised Brohmin to learn that the Deshmahne expected that sort of service. Perhaps the innkeeper had experienced other priests, and they had different expectations.

      He felt renewed pressure on his ahmaean and hurried to the door, locking it. He didn’t want one of the Deshmahne to interrupt him, but he needed to be prepared that there might be a Deshmahne here. If there was, he might have to disable him before doing anything else.

      He hadn’t anticipated staying in the city for long. The plan had been to come to port, and then head to Masetohl, but with the storm, and now with wanting to understand why this man—presumably a priest—had been here, he felt as if everything he intended was being shifted. Perhaps that was what the fibers wanted him to do.

      He smiled to himself. Salindra thought him not a faithful man, but that wasn’t completely accurate. Brohmin had faith; it was just a different type of faith. He no longer believed in the gods but believed in something greater—the power of the fibers, and that of the Maker.

      The man lying on the cot moaned. Brohmin released his connection to the ahmaean, and the glamour faded. There was something about creating those markings that felt foul to him, even though he knew that it was nothing but an illusion.

      He ran his hands along the man’s forehead, checking for fractures. Time spent fighting in wars had taught him that injuries resulting in broken bones could often be the most significant. He found no obvious defects. There was significant swelling around his face, and angry bruises rose along his cheeks, and down into his jawline, but nothing permanent. Certainly, there was nothing that would scar as the Denraen appreciated.

      Brohmin released the bindings holding the man’s wrists and ankles. As he untied the last one around his ankle, the man kicked, striking toward Brohmin’s head.

      “Not as unconscious as you appear, are you?” he said. He pressed on the man’s leg, keeping him from hitting him. He worried about the pressure that he felt on his ahmaean and wondered whether whoever was doing it would reach them, but at least he would have some warning with the door locked. For now, he would need to refrain from using his ahmaean, and avoid drawing additional attention.

      The man cocked an eye open, and seeing Brohmin, he tensed. “Who are you? Where am I?” He had a youthful voice and looked at Brohmin with suspicion in his eyes.

      Brohmin had seen that same expression many times over the years. It was one that he’d often worn, including the very first time he’d gone before the Magi when they had claimed that he had the potential to serve as a Uniter. Every so often, he thought back to those days and thought back to how naïve he had been, and how much he had learned in the years since.

      “I’m the man who brought you in off the street after your attack.”

      The man blinked, shaking his head. “I was the one attacked.”

      Brohmin started. “Is that the way you perceive it? From my vantage, I saw a man with a knife facing others who were unarmed.”

      The man glared at him as he pushed himself up on the pallet. “Then your vantage was wrong.”

      Brohmin shrugged. “Perhaps. Care to tell me what happened? Why were you attacking those three?”

      “They were fools. That’s why they were attacking.”

      Brohmin considered him for a moment. There was a hint of arrogance to this man, in spite of the fact that he had been on the receiving end of a beating.

      “Why don’t you tell me a little bit about what happened, and why an Urmahne priest has come to Polle Pal?”

      Part of that was conjecture, but Brohmin thought it was close to being accurate. And if it was, he wanted to know why the man was here and what he may have encountered.

      The man grunted. “I’m no priest.”

      “Perhaps no longer, but you wear the robe, and you have the haircut of one of the priests.”

      “That’s your reasoning? You believe that a secondhand robe and the fact that I choose to cut my hair short means that I’m a priest?”

      Brohmin almost grinned. He enjoyed the fact that this man had spirit. There was fight in him, something that they rarely saw these days, and especially not in the priests.

      He grabbed the man’s arm and pulled up his hand, tapping the twisted band of silver around his finger. “If it were only the robe and the haircut, I wouldn’t have made such an assumption, but this”—he tapped the ring again—“is a mark of Lashiin. There may not be many outside of the Urmahne who recognize that, but I certainly do.” And rare enough that few of the priests should even know it.

      The man glared at him. “I thought you were Deshmahne.”

      Brohmin shrugged. “I am what I need to be. Today, I need to be the man who brought you off the street. Now, do you care to tell me why a priest—or former priest—has come to Polle Pal?”

      The man let out a slow sigh. “You should not have recognized the mark of Lashiin.”

      Brohmin smiled. “Few would, even of the Urmahne. It’s a mark that’s long been forgotten.”

      The man looked up at Brohmin. “How is it that you recognize it?”

      “I know many things that have long been forgotten.”

      The man stared at him, heat in his eyes, and asked again, “Who are you?”

      “I’m the man who brought you in off the street. Nothing more than that.”

      The man grunted. “I think you’re something more than that.”

      “Care to tell me what you did to upset those men? Or why a priest of the Urmahne has a knife—had a knife.”

      The man rolled so that he stared up at the ceiling. “I came here to learn how the Deshmahne have grown in power.”

      “By yourself? You understand how dangerous that would be. If you didn’t before, you should now.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be dangerous. I came to learn, to observe, nothing more.”

      “That fight tells me that you found something more. What happened?”

      “What happened was that I stopped them from harassing two children.”

      Brohmin frowned. Had they missed that part? There had been no evidence of any children, but perhaps they’d come too late to have witnessed the whole exchange. The crowd was thick enough that it would’ve made seeing that difficult.

      “Why were they harassing children?”

      The man offered a half smile. “You haven’t been in Polle Pal long, have you?”

      “No.”

      “Then you should know that the Deshmahne think to take children, and force them into their perverted religion.”

      “The Deshmahne don’t need to force anyone. Their demonstrations of strength have been enough to convince most to convert.” He said it with more force than he intended, but then, discussions of children often affected him in that way, even after all these years.

      The man shrugged. “Perhaps most, but not all. There remain many factions throughout the south where the people prefer the old ways. The Deshmahne have taken to abducting children, forcing their beliefs on them at a young age, hoping that as they grow, they’ll become even more rabid in their beliefs.”

      Brohmin didn’t have a hard time imagining the Deshmahne thinking that way. It was harsh, but not nearly as harsh as the forced conversions that he’d heard about over the last few years. And now, they chose to prey upon children?

      “How certain of this are you?”

      “I’ve been in Polle Pal long enough to know. I’ve seen it.”

      Brohmin frowned. Not only had he seen it… there was something else Brohmin noted in the man’s voice. “You’re trying to help those children, aren’t you?”

      The man’s face remained neutral. “I only speak to provide the insight of the gods.”

      Brohmin’s gaze drifted to the ring on the man’s finger. “Do you know the history of Lashiin?”

      “Do you?”

      Brohmin tipped his head. “I’ve visited the ruins. I am fully aware of the history there, and what Lashiin meant to those first men. But, I suspect that you know that. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have chosen such a mark.” Lashiin was a safe haven to the damahne, a place where they could escape from prying eyes, and away from the rest of mankind. The damahne didn’t always want to be around mankind. That was the reason for the Tower and the reason for places like Lashiin along with others.

      “Some have called it the safe haven. Others call it the passage for the gods. The place where they made their Ascension.”

      Brohmin smiled. “And now you think to provide them with another Ascension? Is that your intent in rescuing these children?”

      The priest stared at him defiantly. More than ever, Brohmin had no doubt that the man was a priest rather than anything else. He might carry himself differently, and he might willingly fight with a knife, though now that Brohmin thought about it, he realized the man hadn’t known how to use the knife, not well at least. What sort of Urmahne priest was willing to fight like that?

      “My intent is to give those children a chance. Isn’t it better to offer it to them now rather than when they’ve already been forced into a conversion? What they are doing to these children is anathema to what the gods ask of us.”

      “You would provide alternative guidance to what their parents would offer?” Brohmin didn’t agree with conversion to Deshmahne, but he also didn’t agree with tearing children away from their families. If a religion was well founded, it shouldn’t require such separation.

      “Most of these children are taken from their parents by the Deshmahne. We have rescued parents along with children. All are brought back…”

      The man stopped himself.

      “Brought back where?”

      After a moment’s hesitation, he answered. “Salvat. There are a great number of Teachers there willing to offer their services, and their protection.”

      Brohmin grunted. It was interesting to him that the teachers in places like Salvat, and even in Thealon, were so willing to make attempts to influence the goings-on in the world, while the Magi had been unwilling. If only the Magi would intervene, if only they would step in and be a part of what was taking place, they could likely have prevented much of the destruction that had occurred in the north lands.

      “How many of you are there?” he asked.

      “How many?”

      Brohmin nodded. “You wouldn’t be able to do this yourself. You would need help. How many?”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “If you think to disrupt—”

      Brohmin stepped forward, cutting him off. “Disrupt? No. I seek to understand. You will need more than yourself if you intend to move children and families out of the south.”

      “There’s an entire network throughout these lands. I don’t work alone. I couldn’t. Even if they had killed me, it wouldn’t have stopped the work.”

      There was something rewarding about that to Brohmin. It meant that not only was there resistance to the Deshmahne but that it came from a source he had never expected. He had not thought the priests capable of opposing the Deshmahne. It went against what they believed, and how they believed. But… What these priests had done fit exactly in line with the Urmahne faith.

      “I would like to help.”

      The priest grunted out a laugh. “Just like that, you think I should accept your help?”

      Brohmin shrugged. “I brought you in from the street.”

      “They hadn’t killed me. I would have survived. Rain does nothing other than provide a washing from the gods.”

      “Unless you drowned.”

      The priest started to stand, and he groaned as he did. He rubbed his arms, grimacing. “Do you intend to prevent me from leaving?”

      “I will not. Just as you will not prevent me from following you and finding what I intend.”

      The priest grunted again. “Trust me. I have years of experience hiding from the Deshmahne. I think I can slip away from you.”

      “Years? Then you should know that I have decades of experience following men I seek information from. And know that I have ways of tracking you that you cannot even fathom.”

      Now that he had found the man, he could use his ahmaean to help track wherever the man might go. It would be a strain and drain his energy, but he’d come to these lands seeking to disrupt the Deshmahne, and it was mere chance had allowed him to come across this priest and learn of his mission.

      Or was it?

      The priest pushed past him and reached the door, glancing out. “Follow me at your own peril.”

      “My peril? I think you forget who was the one lying beaten in the street. Besides, I’m the one carrying a sword.”

      The priest glanced at Brohmin’s sword before meeting his gaze. His clenched jaw made it look as if he were going to say something, but then he turned away and started down the stairs.

      Brohmin decided not to stop him and chose not to say anything to the innkeeper. If he took the time to do so, it would just give the priest more time to lose Brohmin, and he had no intention of letting that happen. It was better for him to know whether the man truly had the ability to evade others.

      He sat the top of the stairs and listened for a moment but heard no sounds of commotion from below. A half smile came to his face. Maybe the man had gotten away.

      Standing there, he focused on the pressure that he’d detected, that sensation of something else along his ahmaean, but there was nothing.

      What had he detected? It wasn’t Salindra, as she had been in the room with him. Was it a Deshmahne as he’d suspected?

      Brohmin pressed out once again, using his ahmaean, but there was nothing.

      He didn’t think it imagined.

      He turned, looking down the stairs, but still didn’t detect any commotion. There was nothing that told him the man hadn’t made it out of the inn, and he had layered a hint of ahmaean upon the man, just enough that he would be able to follow him.

      Brohmin sighed. It was time to gather Salindra and begin tracking the man who’d somehow landed in his path.
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      Isandra was exhausted. From all the time they had spent climbing through the mountains to the poor sleep that she’d had over the last few weeks, her body ached in ways that it never had. Her stomach rumbled, the dried meat the Antrilii carried with them no longer satisfying her the way it once had. Her mouth was dry, the limited water supply keeping her from drinking as much as she needed.

      There did not seem to be an end of this journey in sight.

      The Antrilii had been quiet before, but now, they were downright silent. They had faced the groeliin a few more times, but not enough to have become accustomed to the stench of their charred bodies, though she understood the need to burn them. She had not been forced to fight again since that first time.

      Her evenings were spent practicing the sword with Jassan, along with several of the other Antrilii. They were willing instructors, and now that she had been forced to face the groeliin, she was a willing student.

      Isandra doubted that she would ever gain the skill needed to be as powerful in battle as Jassan or the other Antrilii, but hoped to reach the point where she wasn’t a liability. If she could get there, then she felt she could be useful.

      The mountains hid the moon, and darkness spread around them. It was a deep darkness, somehow more impressive than the nights in Vasha. The city there sat high in the clouds, and many nights, they were all she could see. On nights that were clear, the stars still seemed to be obscured by them. It was rare to have a completely clear night in Vasha.

      That was not the case here.

      Throughout the journey, the mountains rose ever higher, and the Antrilii followed some path known only to them. Were she to somehow fall behind and lose sight of the Antrilii, she doubted she would be able to find her way back to their lands. She was determined not to return to Vasha until she had more answers. She was needed here, even if the Antrilii didn’t fully know that and weren’t willing to completely agree with that. Whatever connection the groeliin had to teralin, she would discover the secret. She would help them be ready. It would be her contribution.

      “You’ve been silent,” Jassan said.

      Isandra stood at the edge of a cliff. It dropped off precipitously from here, and the Antrilii didn’t seem terribly concerned about slipping off into the darkness and falling to the rocks below. Camps like these were chosen intentionally, knowing that it made it harder for the groeliin to attack.

      She wasn’t comfortable camping so close to the edge, but in a way, it reminded her of Vasha. Within the city, the terraces dropped off from each level, the sheer drop off terrifying at first. Gates of warm teralin blocked the Magi from getting too close to the edge, though many of the younger Magi apprentices found it exciting to climb from the upper terrace to the lower.

      One of the massive merahl crouched near Jassan. The creature had silver stripes along its back, and its ears were piqued, turning from side to side, listening to sounds she could not hear. She had grown more comfortable around them and found the merahl impressive. Given their skill with hunting groeliin, it was hard to understand how the groeliin had managed to sneak past the Antrilii and into the south lands.

      “I struggle with this journey,” Isandra said. “I thought… I thought I would find answers.” She hadn’t expected the constant battles, though she knew she should have. What else would there have been? She had come to face the groeliin, and to learn their secrets, including why they were breeding again so soon. Reaching the answers to those secrets would mean battling the creatures at every turn.

      “This was not a journey you had to take.”

      She closed her eyes, feeling the emptiness within her. Her Mage ability, that connection to the manehlin, no longer leached away from her, but it had left a hollowness within her. There was a hint of her ability remaining, but it was faint, and she could barely reach it. “I think it was. I need answers. We need to stop the groeliin.”

      “That is the responsibility of the Antrilii,” he said.

      “It doesn’t have to be. It can be the responsibility of all of us. You’ve served the gods for many years. I think it’s time others share in that responsibility.”

      She looked out into the distance. There were shadows stretching in the growing darkness, the lines of the mountains she could only imagine in the night sky, and the bright moon attempting to shine down on them, as if the gods themselves smiled from above.

      There was something peaceful here. It seemed strange to her that she would come north, and come into such violence, and only then find a sense of peace.

      “If you let others help, you might be able to find what you search for as well,” she added.

      Jassan turned so he could look out over the ridge with her. He fell silent, and Isandra didn’t have to imagine what he was thinking about. The Antrilii sought peace, though they did it through violence. They viewed themselves as warriors by necessity, and she had been surprised to learn that they wanted nothing more than to stop fighting.

      “The Antrilii share a story,” Jassan started softly. “There was a time when our people were peaceful. We have always known that we had gifts that others do not, a way of seeing the world, and our stories tell of a time when those gifts were used in different ways.”

      The Antrilii gifts were the same as the Magi gifts. That had been most shocking to Isandra. How could they have such power, and ability, and yet remain hidden, that ability concealed from the rest of the world—including the Magi and the Council of Elders? What more could have been done over the last thousand years had they only worked together?

      “The Yahinv tell us that we must be prepared for that time of peace to return once the groeliin are destroyed.” He turned to her, a smile on his face. “That is why they lead us. We would prefer to be prepared for that time. If we can lay down our swords, if we are able to finally stop fighting, we would be ready for it. The Yahinv will prepare us for the time.”

      Isandra wasn’t entirely sure how much the Yahinv would prepare them for. Her sense from her meetings with Rebecca was that their focus was on keeping the Antrilii safe. That meant preventing the groeliin from slaughtering the Antrilii. It was the reason they had opposed the planned attack on the breeding grounds. The Yahinv must suspect the groeliin will win that battle, and the Antrilii loss would be great.

      “How much longer do you think we have to go to reach the breeding grounds?” Isandra asked.

      Jassan shook his head. “Not much longer.”

      “How do you know?”

      He flicked his gaze to the merahl. “Our guides lead us.”

      Isandra studied the merahl. She had sensed the connection between the creatures and the Antrilii, but didn’t think the Antrilii followed the merahl. She thought it the other way around. Was it possible that the merahl were the guides here? Considering the way she had seen the merahl attacking, the brutality with which they dispatched the groeliin, it was more than possible. It was likely.

      “Do you think your band of Antrilii will be enough to defeat the groeliin at the breeding grounds?”

      “I am hopeful that it won’t only be us,” Jassan said.

      “Who else would be there?”

      She sensed tension in him and saw the steady way that he breathed out, as if controlling his motion. The merahl seemed to pick up on it, and stood, brushing up against his leg.

      “Nahrsin should meet us, though I haven’t heard word of him in several days.”

      “Nahrsin is the Antrilii who led the attack in the south?”

      “Nahrsin was the first Antrilii to unite the tribes in many years. He has brought us together, bringing us south, having recognized the danger the groeliin posed. Few of the Yahinv believed that they were as much of a threat as Nahrsin believed.”

      “Why wouldn’t they believe him?”

      “We’ve been through this before.”

      “His connection to Endric?”

      “Endric is respected by all Antrilii, but we recognize that he is not Antrilii, not in the same sense as the rest of us.”

      “Endric serves differently. Surely you see that.”

      “Endric and his father both served differently. We recognize that and that what he does is necessary. That does not change the fact that he is no longer Antrilii.”

      There was tension for some reason, though Isandra didn’t understand it. Endric served the Denraen and was considered the greatest general the Denraen had never known, in spite of the fact that the Deshmahne had risen to power during his tenure. It was not his fault that the dark priests managed to gain power.

      “When are we supposed to meet Nahrsin?”

      “Hopefully soon. We don’t have the numbers to confront the breeding grounds otherwise.”

      “What of this other groeliin that I’ve heard about?” Isandra asked.

      Jassan stared out into the darkness, and she had a sense of energy radiating from him, that of power, though she wasn’t sure why that would be, or what it was.

      “None of our tribe has seen this groeliin. We’ve heard of it, and one has seen it, but the creatures are difficult to find, and those, in particular, might be more powerful than what we can overcome.”

      “How do you intend to defeat it?”

      “Much sacrifice.”

      “Jassan—”

      The Antrilii turned to face her in the growing darkness. “If we defeat this creature, any sacrifice will be worth it. The groeliin must be stopped.”

      “I don’t disagree that they must be stopped, but must there be such sacrifice?”

      “Sometimes sacrifice is the only way to succeed. My people have been willing to sacrifice for generations. We are the barrier between the groeliin and the rest of the world. Making those sacrifices is all that we know.”
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      The attack came swiftly. Groeliin crawled down the mountainside, and in numbers unlike anything Isandra had seen before. There was a smell about them that was the mixture of rot and bitterness, a stink she thought she had smelled before.

      It came as they were descending into a valley. The merahl had been on edge for the last hour, their ears constantly swiveling as they searched. Every so often, a pair of merahl would bound off, returning a short time later. Each time, Jassan tensed, distracted by the fact that the merahl were gone.

      The Antrilii reacted swiftly. They moved into a position, creating lines, similar to the formations she had seen the Denraen form. The groeliin slammed into the lines of Antrilii, and the warriors battled through them, slaughtering groeliin with efficient brutality.

      The merahl howled a mournful sound that echoed across the mountains in the early morning light. Each time she heard the sound, her heart fluttered more in her chest, and she knew that she might be called upon to act. But would she be able to? Would she be able to face the groeliin with conscious intent, rather than instinctive reaction?

      She had been training with Jassan each evening, but it was one thing to train with him, and another to face an actual attack from the groeliin. The last time she had, she had come away with an injured shoulder that still throbbed despite the salves Jassan had offered. Isandra didn’t know whether she would be strong enough to withstand another attack.

      The merahl howled again, and one streaked past her, racing up the mountainside, before coming back down. Blood stained its jaw, and its hackles were raised.

      Isandra surveyed the battle, noting the way the groeliin outnumbered the Antrilii. Each time there was an attack, she feared whether she would survive it. Whether they would survive it. Would the next one be the one she wasn’t able to survive? She had changed much in the time since she had left Vasha. She had suffered and continued to fight and had learned that she was stronger than she had known. No longer was she surprised by violence. That didn’t mean she welcomed it, but she understood that there were times when violence was necessary.

      The merahl next to her streaked forward again. He climbed up the rock, and she followed it. The creature attacked three groeliin, slashing at one with its paw, and biting at another while kicking at the third. The merahl were graceful—and violent.

      A groeliin approached that the merahl didn’t appear to see.

      Isandra sprinted up the rock while unsheathing her sword. She screamed, bellowing with fear and anger as she raced toward the groeliin.

      The creature turned toward her, and away from the merahl.

      This one was larger than the last one she had faced. It was easier for her to see. Most of the groeliin were trapped in some sort of blackish haze until they were dead, making it difficult for her to see through that until she was up close, but even then, they were somewhat obscured. This one was very clear.

      The groeliin snarled at her. It brandished a sword of all things, rather than a club as most of the groeliin she had seen had carried.

      Isandra allowed herself to fall into the patterns that Jassan had been teaching her. They came to her more easily this time, and she flashed through the movements, attacking as quickly as she could.

      The groeliin was faster.

      Isandra took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. The groeliin managed to block the two attempts she made at cutting it down, and she was forced to step back, getting out of the way of the groeliin. She slipped, her feet catching on loose stone, and she nearly tumbled onto the path.

      At the last moment, she managed to catch herself, steadying her feet.

      The groeliin leapt down next to her.

      If it got past her, it would reach the exposed back side of the Antrilii. They had all they could handle facing the onslaught of the other creatures and barely managed to fend them off as it was. Without the merahl, the Antrilii would have been outnumbered.

      The creature in front of her snarled again.

      Isandra prepared herself and calmed her breathing, remembering what Jassan had trained her to do. Focus on the forms. Easy movements. Allow herself to flow through them.

      She could do that.

      The groeliin barely gave her a chance to react. It leapt forward, moving with a dangerous speed and grace that reminded her of the merahl, and she was forced back.

      She managed to block the first blow and the second, but the third cut her arm.

      Isandra nearly dropped her sword, but she knew that she could not. The groeliin would get behind her. The Antrilii would fall.

      She would not be the reason that the Antrilii were harmed. She would not be the reason that Jassan died.

      The groeliin was stronger than she and larger. Could she use that against it?

      Isandra darted to the side, sweeping her sword where she had been. The groeliin took the bait and swung in the space she had vacated. Isandra slashed down with a harsh movement and caught the groeliin across his arm.

      The groeliin hissed.

      Before it could re-engage, she danced back, putting space between her and the creature. Now her back was pressed up against one of the Antrilii. She didn’t dare look back and didn’t dare do anything—or say anything—that might distract either of them.

      The groeliin held its sword in one twisted, grotesque hand, the other hung loose and useless. She had injured it. She had already learned that being injured didn’t mean a groeliin was any less dangerous.

      The creature slashed at her, using movements that it should not have known, sword work the groeliin should never have discovered.

      She deflected each attack, managing to catch its blade, but the groeliin was strong, and she was pushed backward. There was only so much room for her here, and if she took a wrong step, she would fall off the cliffside.

      She would have to take a chance.

      She feinted one direction, then darted the other, bringing her blade down on the groeliin’s remaining functional arm.

      She caught it across the shoulder.

      The groeliin dropped the dark sword it held and lunged at her, its jaw opening wide.

      Isandra stood frozen in place. It was a move she hadn’t expected. She had gotten caught up in the sword work, and had focused so much on using the sword to deflect the creature’s blows that she hadn’t expected it to jump at her and attempt to bite her and tear her apart. She probably should have.

      A merahl howled.

      Isandra wondered if that would be the last sound she heard before she died. Better that than to hear the groeliin hissing or snarling at her.

      A flash of fur jumped past her and crashed into the groeliin. The merahl ripped at the groeliin’s throat, destroying it in a spray of blood.

      Isandra staggered back and started to slip. The rocky overhang began to give out.

      She started to fall but was halted.

      The merahl that had attacked the groeliin grabbed her arm, holding her. It pulled, not violently or dangerously, but with a gentle mouth, and managed to give her enough time to settle her feet and scramble back up the side of the rock.

      “Thank you.” The merahl deserved more than simple thanks, but she wasn’t certain that it would even understand her. The creature howled again and darted forward, racing back into attack once more.

      Isandra stood, unable to move for a few moments. She was lucky that she had survived. Were it not for the merahl, she would not have.

      Suppressing her revulsion, she leaned over the fallen groeliin. There had been something different about it. It was more than just the fact that it fought with the sword or the fact that she could see it more clearly. There was the size of the creature.

      She didn’t have as much experience with the groeliin as the Antrilii did, but she hadn’t seen a creature quite this size before. It was much larger than the last one she had killed. There were strange markings along its flesh, though they didn’t appear to be tattoos, not like the Deshmahne had. These markings might be what Rebecca thought were how the groeliin had additional abilities.

      Isandra knelt next to the groeliin and tried to ignore the stench coming from it. Blood pooled around the fallen creature as she leaned close to the injured arm where she saw most of the markings.

      The grayish flesh was raised in places, and she traced her fingers along it, feeling the ridges. There was a pattern to it, though it wasn’t one she recognized.

      Jassan knelt across from her. He had blood on his arm, but she saw no injury. Sweat dripped down his face, and his eyes had a drawn expression to them.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “A groeliin that attacked me.”

      “Not only you. The merahl tells me you protected him.”

      “He tells you?”

      Jassan nodded. “He says that you protected him when he faced five groeliin.”

      The merahl that had saved Isandra padded up and sat close to her. The creature had mostly brown fur, though it was dappled in places. Red stained his jaw and both of his paws.

      Isandra looked over to the merahl. “Five? I counted only three.”

      The merahl flared its jaw, showing a flash of stained teeth.

      Jassan chuckled, a dark sound. “I’ve learned not to challenge their count. Often there are groeliin I don’t see that the merahl are able to see.”

      “Had I done nothing, this one”—Isandra motioned to the fallen groeliin, waving her hand over the creature—“would have gotten to the merahl. He had a sword.”

      Jassan’s eyes narrowed. “The groeliin do not fight with swords.”

      “This one did. More than that, he was skilled with it.”

      Jassan studied the creature before nodding once. “It is good that you were trained, then.”

      “How would the groeliin even make swords, much less know how to wield one?”

      They might have some ability with them—a dark power—but the groeliin were not artisans. They did not have the same skill as men. For them to have swords—and for them to have discovered a talent with using them—would mean that someone had to have taught them.

      Did that mean the Deshmahne were now working more closely with the groeliin? They shared the same markings that the Yahinv suspected meant the Deshmahne had borrowed that knowledge from the groeliin. For them to now carry swords, and fight more like men, meant that whatever relationship existed was much closer than had once appeared.

      “They would not,” Jassan said.

      “What of these markings?” Isandra asked. “What do you think these are?”

      Jassan touched the creature’s flesh, doing much as Isandra had when she was trying to understand what those markings were, and what they represented. He frowned, his mouth pressed into a tight line, and his eyes narrowed so that his face appeared darkened.

      “These markings… we have seen markings like this before.”

      “You’ve seen them in pictures,” she said.

      “The Yahinv do not allow us to view their work.”

      “But you know of it?”

      “We know of it. When Endric encountered these creatures, he made certain to share what he discovered with Nahrsin.”

      Isandra sat back on her heels. Had Endric known that the Yahinv would keep what he had discovered from the other Antrilii?

      If she ever had a chance to see the Denraen general again, she would have questions for him. Then again, if she ever had a chance to see the Denraen general again, she suspected he would have questions for her.

      “These are not the same features that Endric saw when he encountered the strange groeliin,” Jassan said.

      “Then what do they mean?”

      Jassan continued to trace his fingers across the groeliin flesh. “These are more like the clan markings.”

      “Clan markings?”

      “The groeliin travel in clans. Clans come together and form the horde. Each of the creatures that we kill has clan markings. That’s how we know how many of each clan we have killed.”

      “Which clan do these markings represent?” Isandra asked.

      “That is part of the problem,” he said. “There are markings here from many different clans. There should not be, not based on what we know of the groeliin. We will have to think about this creature.”

      Jassan pulled out one of his belt knives and cut away a chunk of the groeliin’s flesh. He tore strips of cloth free from his cloak and rolled the groeliin’s skin inside the cloth, before stuffing it into his pocket.

      “I’m not an expert on the groeliin, but others will know more.” He motioned to one of the other Antrilii. “Burn the bodies. All of them.”

      “Don’t you think we should try to understand this one better?” Isandra asked. “If it’s different, if this one is so much unlike any other groeliin that you have faced, shouldn’t we try to find out why?”

      “It is dangerous to keep groeliin. We will draw them to us if we do. Even this much flesh poses dangers,” Jassan said. “I agree that we need to understand, but I am not willing to risk my people because of this one creature.”

      The Antrilii quickly piled the bodies of the fallen groeliin together, and once they were done, they ignited them. They must’ve used manehlin to do so. She couldn’t think of any other way for them to incinerate the groeliin bodies as efficiently as they managed without using their connection to the manehlin.

      The stink from the burning groeliin filled her nostrils, and the smoke twisted and twirled up into the sky. Isandra moved away from the fire, not wanting to be too close to the stench of the burning bodies, trying to separate herself from it.

      She stood on a cliff’s ledge, looking down at the clearing below, trying to ignore the bloodstains that coated the rock. How long would those bloodstains remain? Would rains wash them away, or would they always be there? Would they always be a reminder of what had happened here, the devastation and violence that had taken place?

      As she stood there, she saw two Antrilii warriors lying motionless. She hadn’t known that any of the Antrilii had perished in the fight, but given the brutal nature of the battle, and the swarm of groeliin that had come upon them, she wasn’t surprised the Antrilii had lost some of their men. It was only by the will of the gods that they had only lost two.

      As she paced, she noted that the merahl followed her, pacing behind her. When she stopped, the merahl stopped and crouched next to her. The creature had licked the blood clean from its paws, and his jaw no longer had the same staining. In the growing light of day, the merahl almost appeared like an enormous house cat. A violent, ruthless killer of a house cat.

      “Thank you,” she said to the merahl. The creature lowered its head and brushed up against her leg. It was the first time that one of the merahl had approached her so closely.

      She rested her hand on his head and stroked his fur. It was much softer than she would have anticipated. She had expected the merahl to have coarse fur, more like bristles than fur, but this was much softer.

      As she stood there, patting the enormous cat, she felt unsettled. Jassan might not believe there was more to the fallen groeliin, but she did. It might not be the same creature that Endric had seen, the heavily marked groeliin with tattoos that were similar to the Deshmahne, but this one had markings on it, as well. And had fought with the sword.

      That seemed an important detail, possibly as important as any other detail they had observed about the groeliin.

      “What do you think?” she asked the merahl. She didn’t expect an answer, regardless of what Jassan said about the creatures speaking to him and implying they could understand him. “I fear what will happen if we encounter more groeliin that know how to fight with swords. I fear what will happen if we begin to face an entire horde so armed.”

      The merahl pushed up against her.

      It wasn’t only her safety and the Antrilii’s that she worried about. The merahl could avoid clubs, and could possibly even tear them free from the groeliin, but they couldn’t as easily avoid swords. If they faced an army of groeliin equipped with swords, the benefit of the merahl would disappear.

      She stood like that, her hand resting on the merahl until Jassan motioned that it was time for them to move on. When he did, she followed willingly, ready to be away from this place, away from the death and violence that had taken place here, and away from the unsettled feeling that filled her.
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      Days passed without any further events, and Isandra began to wonder whether they would encounter any more groeliin. Maybe the Antrilii had somehow lost track of them. It wouldn’t bother her other than the fact that she suspected the presence of the groeliin likely indicated that they were closing in on the breeding grounds. As much as she hated the confrontations, the increased frequency of attacks had seemed to mean they were on the right path. Now that they had stopped attacking, she worried that perhaps they had missed something.

      She wasn’t alone in that concern.

      Jassan led them, making his way gradually south, the mountains rising all around them in increasingly jagged peaks. Snow topped what she could see of them, though most were obscured by clouds. He followed a trail that she doubted she would have discovered had she not been with the Antrilii. It wove through the mountains and was barely passable.

      She had slowly grown accustomed to the travel the farther they went. Her body still ached, but it was simply fatigue, not any real pain. She grew stronger, and her endurance improved, though her strength—particularly her Mage ability—still did not return. Isandra no longer believed that it would.

      Though she had lost much of what she was, much of what had made her Magi, she had gained something, as well. Never would she have believed that she was capable of fighting with the sword, and she found a simple, almost mindless, pleasure in the sparring sessions she spent with Jassan each evening.

      Her skill grew. There was no longer any question that she gained ability each day. Even compared to where she had been a week prior, she felt much more advanced. There was comfort in knowing that she could defend herself, especially in these lands, especially where groeliin could attack at any moment, even if they had not.

      Isandra wondered whether they would ever encounter the breeding grounds. It wasn’t a given that they would, and there had been enough other activity to make her question whether she even wanted to. How would she react if they reached them? Was there anything she could even do?

      She imagined reaching the breeding grounds would be a different situation, but even in the thousand years the Antrilii had spent hunting the groeliin, they’d not found the breeding grounds, so none of them knew what to expect or how to best prepare.

      She walked alongside Jassan and was comfortable with the silence that fell between them. She had come to realize that he was a strong and capable leader. That he cared deeply about the other Antrilii. She now also realized that she did not want any harm to come to him. Those feelings were nearly as surprising to her as was her growing skill with the sword.

      “We haven’t spoken much about teralin,” Isandra said after they had walked for a while.

      Jassan nodded. “We haven’t.”

      “You said that the groeliin have something to do with the teralin.”

      “The groeliin have much to do with teralin.”

      “The Magi once believed that teralin was required to speak to the gods. We no longer believe that, but there are many who still question whether there is some mystical quality to it.”

      Jassan grunted his response. “Many wars have been fought over teralin.”

      “What wars?” Isandra chuckled. “As far as I know, there has never been a war fought over teralin.”

      “There have been many wars. Not one war.”

      She looked up at him. Jassan was tall and had a muscular build that was common to the Antrilii warriors, and he had painted stripes of color across his face, making him look more fearsome. He carried himself much like any other soldier that she had ever seen, so why would it be that she suddenly found a soldier appealing? Maybe it wasn’t that she cared for soldiers, but that she cared for Jassan.

      Such thoughts were dangerous. He was singular in his focus, determined to eradicate the groeliin. Even if she wanted something more with him, she doubted that it would be reciprocated.

      “We have no record of teralin wars,” she said.

      “The Yahinv keep records. They have documentation of such things.”

      Isandra had seen the Yahinv’s records and knew they would make even the Magi scholars jealous. They had a copy of the mahne, and a complete one at that. It was no more important to them than any other document within their library.

      And knowing that made her wonder what other texts they possessed. They would have to have more, and likely as impressive, especially if they found the mahne to be so unimportant that they could simply leave it on a shelf. The Council kept it sealed and hidden in a special room within the library that was accessible only to the Council.

      And now she knew that was unnecessary. She realized how little the Council really understood.

      “What can you tell me about these wars?”

      He glanced over at her, a hint of a smile on his face. “Those would be better questions for the Yahinv.”

      “I suspect you know more than you let on,” she said. Jassan never seemed to want to show how much he knew, but it was clear that he was well educated and clear to her that he knew many things that even scholars within the Magi did not know. The Yahinv had not expected their warriors to know about the powered groeliin, but Jassan had known.

      Perhaps the women who claimed rulership over the Antrilii needed to keep better track of the men. They seemed to think they were successful at keeping information from being disseminated outside the Yahinv, but that apparently was not the case.

      “I understand that teralin has long been sought as a way to understand power that belongs to the gods,” Jassan said.

      “But the metal has no power to it, other than heat. It is unstable in a way.”

      “It’s unstable to those who don’t know it, and who don’t understand it. The metal itself is useful to some.”

      “To some?”

      He shrugged. “It is useful to the groeliin.”

      “How is it useful to the groeliin? I don’t understand how they would be able to use it. Is there something about the heat that it generates?”

      “The heat is nothing more than a marker, a sign of the power that can be found within the metal. That power can be stable, and it can be unstable. Some call it positive and negative, some call it creative and destructive, but the result is the same. The groeliin prefer the unstable while others prefer the stable form.”

      “How is it that you know this?”

      “I have spent many years searching for the groeliin. Many Antrilii have. We collect that knowledge, compile it, and will use it as needed to defeat them.”

      “You mentioned stable and unstable. What’s the difference?” Isandra remembered hearing about an attack years ago that came through the teralin mines deep within Vasha. Had others known about this? There had been a Mage at the time who had the title of second eldest before Alriyn had ascended to that title, and he had been involved, but Isandra hadn’t been on the Council at that time.

      “The difference is in what the metal can do.” He unsheathed his sword and handed it to her. “This is teralin. Many of the Antrilii use swords made of teralin. The metal is strong and durable and doesn’t break easily. Those are traits prized by warriors, the kinds of traits that swordsmen prefer.”

      She held on to the sword, studying the blade. Teralin was a silver metal, but this had a dull gray sheen to it that seemed different from the teralin she saw throughout Vasha. There were markings along the blade written in the ancient language. She translated it, and recognized the word for “strength.”

      Jassan took the sword back from her and sheathed it once more. “Teralin provides strength,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “With it, the Antrilii can be stronger. With teralin, we can do more than what we would otherwise be able to do. With it, we can face the groeliin, and succeed when we otherwise might fail.”

      “Do all Antrilii carry a sword like that?”

      “Not all. Many warriors do, though some of us have a greater capacity to use it than others.”

      “What do you mean by use it?”

      “As I said, teralin provides strength. Some of us are able to draw it from the sword, while others cannot. My people prefer to call that strength creative and destructive. There is a historian who has traveled to these lands who refers to it as positive and negative charges, but I think that implies too much about the metal.”

      “A historian? Which historian is this?” How could there be historians who knew about the Antrilii, and about what they were able to do, when the Magi didn’t know? But then, the Magi had never wanted to know, had they? The Council preferred to keep them separated, isolated from the rest of the world. Isandra had already begun to see the danger in that.

      “I suspect your people have experience with him. He is a stubborn man, and he frustrates the Yahinv, but he has a brilliant mind. It is because of him that the warriors know as much as we do about teralin, and about the groeliin. He has made certain that we are informed.”

      “This must be Novan.”

      When Jassan smiled, Isandra could only shake her head. How could the same historian be involved in so many different places and know so many different things?

      “If the Antrilii can draw strength from the metal,” she began, still uncertain about how such a thing was possible, “how do the groeliin draw strength from it?”

      “The groeliin use a destructive form. What your historian friend calls negatively charged teralin. Some believe that creative teralin could be used for making, and creation, while the destructive teralin can be used for unmaking. In that way, teralin is a reflection of the gods. Both making and unmaking.”

      “The gods don’t unmake things.”

      “No? Do they not create life, only for it to eventually end and return to them? Everything is a cycle, Isandra. Creation and destruction are part of the same cycle.”

      “So the groeliin use the destructive form of this metal. Does that mean they run counter to the will of the gods?”

      “I can’t claim to know the will of the gods, much like I can’t claim to know how the groeliin manage what they do. All I know is that they use the destructive teralin in their breeding. Endric has seen this. That is how we know where to look for them.”

      “How is that?”

      “There are deposits of teralin throughout these mountains. Most has never been touched, but caverns run through here, and the groeliin move through the caverns, using them to reach their destructive teralin.”

      Isandra thought about what she knew of teralin. “If you claim that there are both creative and destructive forms of teralin, does it exist in that way naturally?”

      “Teralin exists in a neutral form naturally. It is both creative and destructive. It is both positive and negative. It is the intent of the user that determines which it will become.”

      Isandra found it difficult to believe that the intent of the user could determine the way the metal would be used, but she didn’t know for certain.

      “We haven’t seen any groeliin in quite a while,” Isandra said. “What happens if we don’t encounter anymore?”

      “We continue in the right direction,” Jassan said.

      “But we haven’t seen anymore—”

      Jassan shook his head. “No. We haven’t. Yet we do continue on the right path. I have seen this.”

      “How have you seen it? How are you so certain that we continue in the right direction? When we were following the groeliin, when we continued to encounter them, it seemed pretty obvious that we were nearing the breeding grounds.”

      “We weren’t nearing the breeding grounds then. There are layers of protection. The groeliin defend their breeding grounds. Most of the time, we get no farther than we are now before we are attacked with significant numbers.”

      “How is it that we have gotten as far as we have this time then?”

      “Because they are thinned from the last attack. When the groeliin led their creatures south, and they went in significant numbers, they lost much of the support that they once had.”

      Isandra looked around the mountains, taking deep breaths of the cool air mixed with pine. There was no odor to it, not as there had been when they were attacked by the groeliin, and nothing that smelled like death, a stench that she attributed to the groeliin.

      The air had a stillness to it, and there was none of the gusting wind that had been present the first few days of the journey through the mountains. An occasional burst of wind still fluttered through, but for the most part, everything was calm and quiet.

      “This is the farthest the Antrilii have gotten? This is as close as you’ve  gotten to the breeding grounds?” she asked.

      “This is the closest I’ve ever gotten,” he said. “In all the years I’ve hunted groeliin, I have seen a few breeding seasons. They happen infrequently enough that we warriors must wait years between them, but not this time. The time between the last breeding and this one was very short.”

      “It would seem the increased frequency of breedings could mean you will have a better chance of destroying them.”

      Jassan’s mouth clenched. “That is our hope.”

      “But you’re not certain.”

      “I am not certain.”

      He fell silent, and she chose not to push him. Already, he had told her more than she had known before. It left her with more questions, but she began to see connections that she hadn’t seen before.

      She looked around, and the merahl that had begun to follow her remained close. When Jassan wasn’t so caught up in whatever was occurring, she would have to ask him why the merahl chose to follow her. For now, he needed his solitude, and she wasn’t going to interfere.
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      Anda reached him at the edge of the forest. The air was still and held a hint of the earthy odor, mixed with the sharp, sweet fragrance of the fruits hanging in the trees overhead. Some littered the ground, and it was these the daneamiin ate, choosing not to eat any fruit still hanging in the tree.

      “You seem distracted,” Anda said.

      “I spoke with the nemerahl.”

      “A nemerahl was here?”

      The daneamiin believed the nemerahl were scattered, and rare, but had not been particularly surprised when he had suspected he’d seen one before.

      “Here, but I didn’t see it. I spoke to it.”

      “Why is it that you seem upset by this?”

      Jakob grunted. “It seems that the nemerahl would like me to understand more about what it means to be damahne before it is willing to bond with me.”

      Anda’s ahmaean seemed slightly more agitated. It reminded him of what he had seen when he had stepped back and looked out through Lara’s eyes as she had spoken to Josun.

      “Who brought up the nature of the bond?”

      “I asked about the bond. When I walked along the fibers in the past, one of the damahne claimed that I should have bonded by now. I asked the nemerahl if—”

      Jakob cut off with Anda’s laughter.

      “What?”

      She smiled at him. “One does not question the nemerahl. It’s a wonder that the creature was willing to speak with you in the first place. For you to have challenged it, I’m surprised that it remained long enough for you to have any answers.”

      “I didn’t challenge it.”

      “You spoke of the bond. Such a thing is simply not done, not with the nemerahl.”

      Jakob sighed. “Well, now I won’t have to worry about it for a little while. I’m supposed to learn about what it means to be damahne, and what it means to be bonded to the nemerahl, before I search for it again.”

      Her smile faded, and she nodded. “At least you were given the chance to search for the nemerahl again. You could simply have been banished from its presence. Finding another nemerahl, and attempting to bond, would be quite difficult.”

      Jakob breathed out a sigh. “I’m going to go back to the Great Forest and see if Novan has discovered anything of use. I need to understand the bond, as well as why the damahne never attacked the groeliin. There has to be something about the seal that I heard about when I walked the fibers in the past, but I don’t know what it is.”

      The seal that Gareth had spoken of was still a mystery. He remembered the damahne telling him that the presence of the daneamiin stole from the seal. He said that without the daneamiin, the damahne would thrive, but how could that be?

      The seal somehow sat between creation and destruction. Between making and unmaking. It was what preserves everything. It was the purpose of the damahne. He said the world of man requires the damahne, though they do not know it.

      But what did all of that mean?

      Novan was his first choice to turn to for answers.

      “If you think that’s what you must do,” Anda said.

      She reached out, taking his hand. As always, her ahmaean swirled around him.

      Jakob glanced around the daneamiin city. He again recognized how the power of their forest was different from what he saw in the Great Forest.

      Could the ahmaean be attuned differently?

      What did that mean if it was?

      Answers. He needed to find answers.

      Taking her hand, he shifted and appeared in the clearing of the Great Forest. He knew he’d have had no choice but to bring her. He also knew she could help. Anda had a different kind of understanding of the ahmaean and had a greater connection to it than he did, mostly since she had spent her entire life surrounded by it.

      Jakob used his ahmaean to move the rocks, shifting them around the clearing until he could trigger the opening that led down and beneath the Forest.

      “You left him here?” Anda asked.

      “He wanted me to leave him.”

      “What of food?”

      Jakob shrugged. “Novan comes prepared. He brought jerky and bread, and I made certain that he had a supply of water.”

      When he triggered the opening, they quickly disappeared beneath the ground, and he sealed it closed once more.

      Light shone below, a steady burning glow that came from the orbs that were found here and in the Tower. Novan was in the large chamber, and looked up, as though he’d been expecting him. Three books stacked on his lap, with another pile near him. The historian’s long staff rested against the wall.

      “Jakob. You have finally returned,” Novan said as he stood. Dirt smeared one cheek, and he smiled, his eyes wrinkling in the corners as he did.

      “To see what you might have learned.”

      Novan stood and tucked his hands behind his back, glancing from Jakob to Anda. “There is much that I’ve learned here. What in particular would you like to know?”

      Jakob guided Novan to the room behind the large chamber, where there were several chairs. He took a seat and waited for Novan to do the same.

      “What have you discovered about the nemerahl?”

      Novan arched a brow. “Nemerahl? Would that be different from the merahl?”

      “The nemerahl are the precursors to the merahl. They are majestic and powerful creatures,” Anda said.

      Novan watched her a moment. “I presume that from your question you think the damahne should know about the nemerahl.”

      Jakob nodded. “The damahne bond to them.”

      “And you have not.”

      “No. I’ve spoken to a nemerahl, but I was told that I need to better understand the bond before I am allowed to bond to the nemerahl.”

      “Is that the only reason that you return to the Forest?” Novan asked. “If it is, I fear you will have wasted your time. There are many things that I’ve discovered in these texts, but nothing about creatures called nemerahl.”

      Jakob glanced to Anda who made her way around the outside of the room. She chose not to sit, though he wasn’t surprised by that. There was something about the rooms here beneath the Great Forest that made Anda uncomfortable, much as the Tower of the Gods made her uncomfortable. Could it be that she detected the difference between the ahmaean, the same way that he had while within the daneamiin lands?

      “It’s not only that,” Jakob said. “What have you learned about the groeliin?”

      Novan’s ahmaean began to swirl more excitedly. The ahmaean that Novan possessed was not nearly as potent as Jakob’s, or even Anda’s, but it was similar to what he saw when looking at the Magi. “I’ve studied the groeliin for many years. I might not know much about the nemerahl, but the groeliin are a subject I know quite a bit about. You wouldn’t have needed to come here to discover those answers, though. You’ve faced the groeliin, and you might know as much about them in that regard as any alive who aren’t Antrilii.”

      The Antrilii. He hadn’t thought about them, but that was another option for him. If he wanted to understand the groeliin, he could head north and visit the Antrilii lands. Then again, he understood that the Antrilii believed quite strongly in the gods and the role that they served in connecting to them. Would the Antrilii offer him assistance or would he scare them?

      “My question about the groeliin is less about those creatures and more about why the damahne never attempted to remove the threat.”

      Novan set the book he was holding down on his lap and folded his hands on top of it. “Never attempted to remove the threat? The damahne recognize the need for peace. That much even you have learned, Jakob.

      “I’ve learned that there is some sort of seal between creation and destruction that the damahne serve. I don’t know anything more than that.”

      Novan nodded. “Most alive believe in the gods and view the damahne as the origination of creation, but the damahne have long believed in what they call the Maker. To them, there was creation, and from creation came the damahne. Their power has been given to them so that they can protect all of creation from what the damahne referred to as the Deshmaker.”

      “What does the Deshmaker do?”

      Novan drummed his fingers on top of the book. “The Deshmaker represents destruction, an undoing of creation. There is some barrier that protects all the Maker has created from this destruction. The damahne have long felt that their power, and their ability, stand between creation and destruction and that doing so requires stability, and for them to honor what the Maker has made.”

      “Which was why the damahne serve peace?” Jakob asked.

      “And it’s why the Conclave has served peace,” Novan said. “We serve the same purpose. The Conclave was formed by many of those first damahne who recognized that there was a need for peace, and the need to follow the fibers, and try to find ways to ensure the peace.”

      “Is that why the damahne have never directly fought the groeliin?” Jakob asked. “Wouldn’t they have the power necessary to stop them?”

      “Having the power and using it the right way are two different things. With the abilities you’ve now been given, there are many things that you could do, but does that make them all right?”

      “I’ve fought and killed groeliin, Novan. I’ve fought and killed Deshmahne. Does that mean that I’m not worthy of being damahne?”

      It was a question that had come to Jakob the more that he traveled back, and met with and spoken to his ancestors. He was different from them and different in what he was willing to do. Was the fact that he was willing to fight—and kill—the reason that the nemerahl hadn’t bonded to him? Was he different enough from the rest of the damahne that he couldn’t bond?

      “You have fought and killed, and I fear that it might be necessary again. The damahne the world once knew are no more.”

      Jakob frowned. “But I am damahne.”

      “You are damahne. And yet you are something different, I think. You were not born to them, not the way the damahne of old were born.” Novan leaned forward, and he fixed Jakob with his gaze. “I have put some thought into this. Ever since you returned to me, demonstrating your new ability, I’ve wondered what it means that you have developed the ability that you have.”

      “Alyta thought that it was simply a confluence of chance,” Jakob said. “That the damahne had mingled with man often enough and that there was enough of a return to… something… that allowed her to awaken damahne ability within me.”

      “Yes. I’m aware of what Alyta did. When she added her ahmaean to yours, she awoke your innate abilities. And from what you described of your experiences traveling from Chrysia to the northern mountains, you were already beginning to have visions, walking the fibers. That much makes it likely that you already had damahne abilities. But I wonder, how much was destined to come to you, and how much came from something changing.”

      Jakob frowned. “What changed?”

      “What changed?” Novan repeated. “You told me what changed. You experienced it. When you tracked Raime back along the fibers, you saw how he influenced them, and how his touch changed things, tainting them.”

      “But he didn’t change the past.”

      “Didn’t he? I would argue that Raime did change the past. He has lived through hundreds of years, far longer than any man is meant to live. His influence has certainly been felt along the fibers.”

      Jakob hadn’t put much thought into how Raime’s impact on the fibers had changed the course of time, but what Novan said made sense. Raime would have changed things, and his influence over time would have been enough that it would have led to events that may never have happened had he not reached for power.

      And then there was his tainting of the fibers as he attempted to reach back and claim power for himself. That tainting had changed the course of the present. It was the reason that Scottan had succumbed to the madness. Could it have been the reason for Jakob developing his abilities?

      That was a possibility that he had never considered. Could Raime have caused the twisting of the fibers that came together in such a way that Jakob gained his abilities?

      He looked over to Anda, and she studied him, almost as if she knew what he was thinking.

      “You’re suggesting that Raime is the reason that I have the abilities that I do, that I have become damahne.”

      Novan simply smiled. “I don’t know what to suggest. As far as I know, there has never been a damahne who was born to a man and woman. Each damahne was descended from another, and when there was any variation, there were new offspring.” He glanced to Anda and smiled again. “Which is not to say that such results were unfortunate. On the contrary, I think that the daneamiin created something even the Maker may not have expected. Theirs is a different power, and a different use to their ahmaean, one that might not be the same as what the damahne possess, but they are no less important.”

      “I need to ensure that Raime doesn’t cause any additional destruction.”

      Novan nodded. “I would agree.”

      “To do that, I need to ensure that his source of power is removed.”

      “And you believe that he uses the groeliin.”

      “I believe that he takes from many creatures, the groeliin among them. After I stopped him, he was weakened. I don’t think that he’ll be able to capture and destroy one of the daneamiin, or even the Magi, in his current condition. Which means that he would have to go to his other source of power.”

      Novan closed his eyes, steepling his fingers together as he thought. “That is a reasonable conclusion. It really is a shame that I was never able to turn you into a historian.”

      “Maybe you’ve influenced me enough that I have historian tendencies,” Jakob said.

      Novan chuckled. “Perhaps. If nothing else, the time we spent together has better prepared you for what you must face.”

      “I intend to head Vasha soon.”

      “Soon?”

      “There is something else that I must do for me to understand my abilities.” And it was something that he thought he needed to do before attempting to face a horde of groeliin.

      “What more would you think to do?”

      “There is something I think Haerlin might be able to answer for me.”

      Novan tipped his head to the side, his lips pressed together, and then slowly they spread into a smile. “I would like to be there when you speak with him if you don’t mind.”

      “Why?”

      “Let’s call it a historian’s desire to observe.”
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      Jakob had never visited Vasha. He’d traveled toward the city once, but the Deshmahne attack, and his need to reach Avaneam, had prevented him from ever making it all the way to that ancient city. Novan had told him that it was a city that once held meaning to the damahne, a place where they once had a presence, though from what Jakob glimpsed in his visions, he suspected that the damahne had a presence in many places long ago.

      Though not yet a master of shifting, Jakob had become quite adept at it, now able to reach his destination with little more than a thought. He knew familiarity with the location and drawing on the ahmaean were the keys, but he also knew there was more to it than that—like with many things about the ahmaean, there always was more to it—but that was all he knew of it.

      For him to reach Vasha, he needed help.

      He needed Anda.

      The daneamiin didn’t require the same familiarity to guide her. She could instigate the traveling, and with her connection to ahmaean, guide them across the great distance from the Great Forest to the once hidden city of the Magi.

      They appeared atop a massive mountain. Clouds swirled all around him, covering the neighboring peaks, and obscuring them. Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance, but near enough that Jakob could feel it. The air held a hint of dampness, carrying with it the threat of rain from the approaching storm clouds.

      An enormous palace rose up from the earth, made of stone nearly white enough to be gleaming. Each of its walls appeared to be a single sheet of stone, seamless much like the Tower of the Gods in Thealon. Distinct towers rose at each corner, with a central area in the middle. All about it there was the sense of ahmaean.

      It didn’t infuse the palace the same way that ahmaean infused the walls of the Tower, but there was more to it than a simple building would explain.

      Jakob looked around the city and realized that they had appeared atop a terrace that contained only the palace. Below him sat another terrace, this one little more than rows of buildings—barracks, he realized—and an open space for the Denraen to practice. Would he see Endric here?

      It had been months since he’d seen Endric, and despite how much he had changed, part of him still longed for the general’s approval. Without Endric’s willingness to work with him, would Jakob ever have developed into the swordsman he needed to be?

      Then again, Endric’s willingness to work with them had made him into something other than damahne. Were he only damahne, he would never have picked up the sword. Were he only damahne, he never would have faced the Deshmahne or destroyed the traveling horde of groeliin.

      Far below them was another terrace, this one little different from any other city Jakob had visited, other than the fact that it was high in the mountains. A few wisps of clouds swirled on the various terraces, and he wondered what it would look like from below. Would people standing on that lowest terrace look up and see the Magi palace, or would they see nothing more than clouds?

      “You managed to bring us to the palace of the Magi in little more than a heartbeat when some men travel their entire lives and never manage to reach it,” Novan said.

      He leaned on his staff, and the light played along the length of the wood, reflecting off metal that was embedded within it. Novan appeared far more comfortable here than Jakob would have expected. He knew the historian had visited Vasha before, and suspected that he had irritated the Magi much more than he had shared, but Novan seemed at ease. With the way his ahmaean swirled, power that Jakob had never known Novan to possess, he decided there had to be a connection to Novan and the Magi, though it was likely one Novan chose to ignore.

      “Now that we’re here, where do we go?” Jakob asked.

      He glanced at Anda, who had placed her glamour about her once more, the illusion of hair, and the removal of the exotic features of her race. It lessened her somewhat. Then again, were she to remain revealed as daneamiin, there would be questions, and neither of them was prepared to provide answers.

      Doing so would only draw attention to the daneamiin and would place the rest of her people in danger. If others knew they existed—that the Unknown Lands contained a race of people with power that rivaled and exceeded the Magi—Jakob had little doubt that they would attempt to cross the Great Valley. It had been done before. That was the reason that the Valley was no longer provided access, though there had been a time when it had been. Jakob had seen it in one of his visions and had seen how Raime led armies of men across the Valley, attacking the daneamiin. He would not be responsible for such a thing happening again.

      “There are many ways you could approach this, Jakob. I suspect the most direct would get you access to Mage Haerlin if that is all you want.”

      “What else should I want?”

      “There is another in the city that could help. He has no power with prophecy,” Novan said, anticipating Jakob’s question. “But he is a valuable ally. He is a Mage I respect.”

      Hearing that from Novan was an impressive accolade. Novan was not a fan of most Magi, a fact that Jakob had found interesting when he had discovered it, so for him to endorse any Mage meant that this person would have to be extraordinary.

      “Who is it?”

      “Alriyn. He is the Eldest on the Council of Elders, and he is Roelle’s uncle.”

      Had Roelle spoken of her uncle? He thought that she had, but perhaps not so much that he would remember. When he’d traveled with Roelle, he had been more concerned about discovering new catahs, and straining to observe the Magi, and uncovering what the Deshmahne might plan.

      “Where will we find him?” Searching for Haerlin would be useful, but perhaps there was more he could learn in Vasha than what Haerlin knew. Besides, if this Alriyn was the leader of the Council, maybe it was possible he knew more than Haerlin anyway.

      When he met these Magi, and they learned who he was, they would – like everyone else —see him as one of the gods of old. Jakob wasn’t sure that he was prepared for that perception but understood that it was likely. Maybe he could parlay that into a way of finding out what he wanted, but he would have to play it in just such a way that he didn’t create more questions out of his ignorance.

      It was one thing for one of the older damahne like Alyta to present herself to the Magi and claim the knowledge of the gods, but it was quite another for Jakob—not even a year removed from believing that he was nothing more than a historian’s apprentice, much less himself believing the gods existed.

      “Alriyn will be here, though he is a man of scholarship. I don’t know where he will be within the palace. When I was here last, he realized that I am a little more than I appear.”

      Jakob chuckled. “Only a little more than you appear?”

      Novan shrugged. “The Magi—at least, most of the Magi—cannot see the ahmaean. If they were able, they would’ve known about me long ago.”

      “And what would they know?” Jakob asked.

      It was a question he had never asked of Novan, but it was one that seemed appropriate to ask. The historian had power and control of ahmaean that was the same as the Magi, but it could also be viewed as the same as what Brohmin possessed. Had one of the gods gifted him in the past? There were many questions about Novan that remained unanswered, many questions that left him nearly as mysterious as Brohmin, who was perhaps the most mysterious of all.

      Novan studied Jakob for a moment. “Considering that you are damahne—at least, you have the powers and abilities of the damahne—I would think you’d already know the answer to that.”

      “If the answer is that you have ahmaean that I would expect to see from one of the Magi, then I have already observed that. If the answer is that you were gifted with ahmaean from a dying damahne much like Brohmin, then I would need for you to acknowledge that. Either way, you have power, and control of it, that I suspect even few of the Magi possess.”

      Novan smiled as an answer and did nothing else. “In that, you would be right.”

      “Then which is it?” Jakob asked.

      Novan smiled. “There are some answers that are more fun to discover over time.”

      “Then you will stay here while I find Alriyn and Haerlin,” Jakob said. He prepared to shift, planning to leave Novan behind. That was an advantage he now had that he suspected would irritate Novan.

      Novan chuckled. “You have changed, haven’t you? There was a time when I would have been able to simply tell you what to do, and you would have done it meekly. Now you command.”

      “I’m not so certain that I command, but there are particular answers that I need, and I sense a limited time in which to find them. If you’re not willing to help me find them, then I’ll move on to those who will.”

      Novan tapped his staff. “Good. You will need that attitude when confronting those accustomed to power.”

      “Like you?” Jakob asked.

      Novan chuckled again. “I wouldn’t say that I am accustomed to power, but there is a certain expectation a historian has when it comes to interacting with others. As I said, there will be others here accustomed to similar things. I would have you prepared for that.”

      “You don’t think my time facing the groeliin and the Deshmahne has prepared me for the Magi?”

      “I highly doubt that you will attempt to cut down the Magi with that wonderful sword of yours. If you do, then I suspect we have a very different problem to work through.”

      Now, Jakob chuckled. “No, I don’t intend to cut down the Magi with my sword. But I am also in a different place than I was when I first left Chrysia. I no longer fear the Magi, not as I once did.”

      “Perhaps when you were first meeting them, fear would have made you appropriately cautious, but now fear can only hinder you. What you need is healthy skepticism and a dose of confidence. Most of them will view you as a god, and you can use that to your advantage.”

      “Most of them? I thought the Magi still viewed the damahne as gods.”

      “As I said, most of them will. Alriyn is different. He has discovered that there is more to the world than he realized, and he perceives the damahne in a way that is more realistic, but also more challenging.”

      “Can you help me find him?”

      Novan looked up to the palace, his eyes taking on a distant expression. There was something about the expression that left him looking lost, an expression that Jakob understood. He felt much the same way at times. He often didn’t know where he fit, either, especially these days.

      “I can help find him, and to know more about the Magi, it is best that you speak to him.”

      “Where do we go?”

      Novan turned to Anda. “Can you guide us again?”

      She had been mostly silent, and she glanced from Novan to Jakob before nodding once.
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      The inside of the palace carried much of the same majesty as Jakob had observed from outside. The walls had a sheen to them, with the stone running completely uninterrupted from the floor to the ceiling. They were so smooth that it was hard to imagine they had been carved from the mountain and easier to imagine that the Magi had simply used their ahmaean, and scraped the mountain itself away.

      The use of such power would be beyond most of the Magi, at least based on what Jakob had observed of them. They had abilities, but theirs were not nearly as potent when it came to managing to work with something like that stone. Then again, Jakob didn’t have a lot of familiarity with what the Magi were capable of doing.

      Anda must have been equally impressed with the stone work. Outside of the palace, she had studied it with interest, but once inside, Jakob noted the way that she used her ahmaean, sending it sweeping along the stone, as if probing for the technique used in the construction. The daneamiin had an affinity for building, and they had a talent for working with stone. He had memories of a city so beautiful that it consisted of dozens upon dozens of buildings much like the Magi palace.

      “What are you thinking about?” Jakob asked.

      Anda pulled her attention away from the walls and glanced to Jakob. “This does not appear to be a Magi construction.”

      Novan looked over. “Not Magi? The city of Vasha existed before the Magi making it home, but the city was nothing more than debris. The damahne once called it home—at least some of them did—and you can still see evidence of them on this level of the city. But the palace is Magi only. It didn’t exist before the Magi settling here.”

      Anda stepped to the wall and ran her hand along the stone. As she did, ahmaean surged from it, seeming to react to her touch, the stone reverberating, revealing a connection.

      “I’m not certain what the Magi are capable of, but this seems beyond what I’ve seen from them,” she said.

      Novan frowned, the look on his face one that Jakob recognized. He had seen it before from the historian when he was trying to work through a puzzle. He knew there was something about what Anda said that triggered questions within him.

      Jakob tapped Novan on the shoulder. “You can question the Magi later.”

      Novan’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know that there are any Magi who would have the answers to those questions,” Novan said.

      “Then you can search for answers elsewhere later. I think you have a few new places to research.”

      Novan smiled. “There are a few.”

      “Where now?” Jakob asked.

      Novan looked around, his gaze settling on a massive stairway at the end of the hall. Lanterns were set along the wall, but none were lit. A few tapestries hung here, each depicting scenes that Jakob suspected reflected images the Magi Founders believed to be from the gods. At one end of the hall, he noted sculptures made with a silvery sort of metal, the same sort of metal that was in Novan’s staff. He detected a twinge of ahmaean from the sculptures but suspected that was only his imagination. There should be no reason for him to pick up ahmaean from something like that.

      Then again, his sword shouldn’t have ahmaean, yet it did. The sword stored the ahmaean of the daneamiin who had sacrificed in its making. Maybe the sculpture somehow stored ahmaean.

      Novan tapped his staff, and the end began glowing softly. The historian poured his ahmaean into the staff, and runes began glowing along the length of it. As it took on the increasing glow, Novan tapped it again, and ahmaean swirled away from it, spreading from the staff, sweeping down the hall, and throughout the palace. Interestingly, the walls seemed to contain the ahmaean.

      Novan’s eyes snapped open, and he pointed with the end of his staff. “He is up a few levels.”

      They took the stairs, moving quickly, and Jakob was surprised that they did not encounter any other Magi as they did. It was almost as if the palace itself was empty, as if the Magi had abandoned Vasha.

      Jakob didn’t know how many Magi even remained within the city. As far as he knew, there were many Magi, but they rarely left the city. Roelle—and her band of Magi warriors—had been the first to do so in many years.

      “Where are they?” he asked.

      “The palace is not usually a busy place,” Novan said.

      “Not busy? We see no one.” Jakob pressed out, surging out with his ahmaean, reaching for that connection so that he could detect the presence of others within the palace, but as far as he could tell, there were none near him.

      “The Magi prefer to remain private,” Novan said. “And they lost quite a few in the attack on the city. The Deshmahne claimed several dozen Magi lives.”

      How many would that have left? He didn’t have a sense of how many Magi there were, but he presumed losing several dozen would leave only a few remaining.

      Novan continued to guide them up the stairs, and every so often, he tapped his staff, and the end would glow. Each time it did, he pressed out with the ahmaean he sent through the staff, letting it sweep away from them.  And each time, he pointed in the direction for them to continue.

      Jakob was reminded of his search through the Tower for Alyta and suspected this was both similar and different.

      They stepped off the stairs onto a landing. As they did, they came across a tall woman with deep brown hair, wearing thick, white robe. She looked up, seemingly surprised to see them.

      The woman blinked twice. “Historian? How is it that you returned? Alriyn claimed that you went in search of other answers.”

      Novan tipped his head, leaving his staff resting on the stone. The glowing that had worked along its length faded, as Novan pulled his ahmaean back into it. “Elder Karrin. I thought that I would return to speak with the Eldest.”

      Karrin coughed, managing to laugh at the same time. So far, she had not appeared to look back at Jakob or Anda. What would she see when she looked at Jakob? Would she see him as a young man, and nothing else, or would she see him as damahne? He had always been tall but did not have nearly the same height as the damahne he’d seen in his visions. He didn’t have the same manner of speaking, or the same slightly exotic features.

      Anda’s glamour concealed her, but Jakob could see through it, though suspected that was only because of his connection to her. Would the Magi have enough of a connection to look past the concealment? Roelle had not when they had traveled with her.

      “Alriyn has been busy meeting with the university chancellor.”

      “Has he?” Novan’s mouth worked into a smile. “It seems that much has changed in the time since I left.”

      “Did you think it wouldn’t? When you left, the Deshmahne had barely been defeated. Alriyn commands the Magi to serve outside of the city, and nearly a dozen of our brightest minds have left, serving as advisors.” She shook her head. “We had thought to send delegates, and it turns out we are the delegates.”

      “Is that so unfortunate? There was a time when the Magi did not remain confined in the palace.”

      “It’s not unfortunate, but it does present challenges. Do you realize that our network of communication has disappeared?”

      Novan tapped his staff softly, and a hint of light surged from it. “I think that you have more connections remaining then you prefer to admit,” he said.

      Karrin smiled. “Perhaps we do. It’s one thing to share connections with informants, and it’s quite another to find a way to transmit information in both directions. There was a time when we had ravens trained to carry our messages, but it’s been a long time since the aviary has been open.”

      “Hawks.” When Karrin arched a brow at him, Novan clucked. “The aviary contained hawks, not ravens.”

      “I believe one of the Magi would know best what we kept as messengers, don’t you?”

      Novan bowed his head and shrugged slightly. “I would think so, but they were hawks, not ravens. Your ravens wouldn’t survive the climate here nearly as well as the hawks did. They were able to travel greater distances.”

      Karrin seemed to consider his words before shrugging and shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter. Either way, the aviary has long been closed. Right now, we have Denraen serving as our messengers, but Endric has made it clear that will not be allowed to be a long-term solution.”

      “Where do the Magi travel?” Novan asked.

      Karrin frowned. “Didn’t I tell you that we had a dozen Magi who left?”

      “You did. A dozen Magi could serve only the great cities, or they could serve the north. Which is it?”

      “The south remains occupied by the Deshmahne, Novan. We need greater strength and numbers before we attempt to exert any influence there once again.”

      Novan only nodded slowly. “I think it was wise of Alriyn to send the Magi out of Vasha.”

      The way he said it made Jakob question whether it had been Novan’s idea, or whether it had truly been Mage Alriyn’s plan. He had observed Novan making suggestions in the past, only they were never intended to be suggestions, and served more like commands.

      “Wise? Had Alriyn not shown us how to expand his control over manehlin—” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. You wouldn’t understand. But know that Alriyn has demonstrated techniques that no other Mage has ever succeeded in performing.”

      Novan offered a hint of a smile. “Alriyn shared a little of what he accomplished before I departed.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Novan shrugged. “It means as I said.”

      Karrin finally looked beyond Novan and seemed to see Jakob for the first time. She glanced to Anda before turning her attention back to Jakob, and her gaze drifted down to the sword strapped to his waist.

      If nothing else, carrying his sword might keep the Magi from realizing that he was anything more than he appeared. What god would carry a sword, especially as they expected and demanded peace?

      “And who are these two?” Karrin asked.

      “These are my new companions. Or should I say, my old apprentice and his companion,” Novan said.

      Karrin considered Jakob with a different focus and a renewed interest. “Your apprentice? Is this the one who traveled with you from Chrysia? This is the boy Haerlin spoke of?”

      Novan’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he nodded.

      “Perhaps a boy no longer,” Karrin said. “You bring him to Alriyn to discuss what Haerlin saw?”

      Novan nodded slightly. “Something like that.”

      “You will find him distractible as he studies with Chancellor Alison. Some think it a good thing to see Alriyn so distracted. The man has certainly spent his entire life staring at books. It’s about time he found another with a similar interest.” The tone of her voice made Jakob think she felt otherwise.

      “I’ve spent my entire life staring at books,” Novan said.

      Karrin laughed. There was a hard edge to it, as if she were unaccustomed to laughing. The corners of her eyes wrinkled with it. “You might have spent time looking at books, historian, but I think all know that your true talent lies outside of the page.”

      Novan said nothing and merely smiled.

      Karrin stepped to the side, studying Jakob as she did, and nodded toward the end of the hall. “Alriyn is in his room. I would suggest knocking, or the gods know what you might encounter.”

      She started off, reaching the stairs without another word, and disappeared. Novan stared after her, an unreadable expression on his face.

      “That was… interesting,” Novan said.

      “Why interesting?” Jakob asked.

      “There is much to what she said that I will need to contemplate, not the least being why Alriyn has taken to studying with the university chancellor.”

      “From her description, it sounds as if he’s more than studying with her,” Jakob said.

      Novan tipped his head in a nod. “As I said, much to contemplate. Alriyn has lived a solitary life, so for him to pursue anything more is both unexpected and out of character. But even that is not all that I will need to consider.”

      Jakob waited for Novan to explain. The historian didn’t. “Is that it? With what we face—what I must face—I need to know as much as you do.”

      Novan sighed. “You do. I agree that you need that much. It’s just that there are things I need to piece together before the information I have becomes useful to you. Until that time, I don’t know how much use it will be to you for me to share anything more than what you’ve heard.”

      Novan gave him a placating smile. It was one that Jakob had seen from him before. It was the type of smile that Novan often gave to the leaders of Chrysia when they asked him for clarification. It was a particularly frustrating expression to be on the receiving end of. “I understand as well as any how important it is for you to be well-informed,” Novan said.

      “I wonder whether you do,” Jakob said. He had given Novan access to the library within the Great Forest and had introduced him to the daneamiin, opportunities that as a historian—and perhaps someone with nothing more than Mage abilities—he would not have had. He needed Novan’s help, and he needed the historian’s mind, especially given what he knew. It would not do to upset him, and Jakob wasn’t certain that he could force Novan to share anything more than what he wanted to anyway. The historian could be frustratingly stubborn that way.

      Novan gave him the same smile once more and nodded down the hall. “Come. Let us meet with Alriyn, and see what the Magi pursue, and then we can see what answers we might find for you.”

      “From Haerlin?”

      Novan nodded. “From Haerlin. From others. I think there are a great many things you need to know.”

      They continued down the hall, and Jakob took Anda’s hand, wanting to have that connection to her as they reached the Eldest on the Council of the Magi.
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      The door opened and revealed a massive room filled with books, reminding Jakob of the library in Chrysia. He imagined Novan’s private quarters looking something similar to this, though he had never actually visited Novan’s private quarters. The Mage standing before them had a stern expression and dark gray hair that was cut short. His eyes wore a bright intensity to them and matched that which Jakob saw from Novan.

      Recognition showed in his eyes. “Historian.”

      Novan tipped his head in acknowledgment. “Eldest.”

      Alriyn grunted, the sound coming off as both amused and annoyed. “The last I heard, you were heading toward Thealon.”

      “Thealon. Chrysia. Gomald. All were places I had a need to visit.” Novan shrugged and glanced into the room, looking past the Mage. “Do you intend to keep us standing here, or will you allow my apprentice and me into your room.

      It was the second time Jakob had heard Novan refer to him as his apprentice. There seemed something important about that, something that the Magi must have heard and known about him.

      “Apprentice?” The older Mage’s gaze darted past Novan and fixed Jakob with a long stare. “You found him? He survived?”

      Novan chuckled. “Considering your niece lies on a bed inside your room, I suspect you know as well as I do that he survived the north.”

      Niece? Roelle was here?

      When he had healed her, she had been in need of more time, and he suspected that she would return to Vasha, though hadn’t known for sure. The Magi warriors were the reason the groeliin had been slowed. Were it not for them, the horde of groeliin that had headed south would have been more than what anyone else could have slowed.

      Without waiting for permission, he pushed past Novan, and past Alriyn, and stepped into the room. In addition to the shelves filled with books, and a large table in one section of the room, there was a bed as Novan had said with Roelle lying with her eyes closed upon it. Blankets were piled on top, pulled all the way up to her chin. Her dark hair streamed free. There was color in her cheeks that hadn’t been there before. Faint ahmaean swirled around her, but not as strong as what he thought he remembered. Maybe that was little more than an inability to remember clearly.

      “Don’t wake her,” Alriyn said.

      Jakob turned as he reached Roelle’s bed, kneeling next to her. “I have no intention of waking her. I only wanted to see how well she’s doing.”

      Anda stood next to Novan, and Jakob flushed slightly realizing how quickly he had hurried over to Roelle’s side. There had always been something about the Mage that appealed to him, but then there was also something about Anda that appealed to him. Having them both together—even though they had traveled together for a time—made him even more acutely aware of those sentiments.

      “I understand that I have you to thank that she still lives,” Alriyn said.

      “I did what I could,” Jakob said. “I am not so skilled yet.”

      Alriyn nodded. “Not so skilled? Had you done nothing, I suspect Roelle would have died. What you did was enough. It required the healing of the damahne to save her.”

      Jakob looked up. Novan had warned him that Alriyn knew about the damahne, but it still surprised him that he spoke so comfortably about it.

      “I barely have control of my abilities,” Jakob admitted.

      “Perhaps, but had you done nothing, she would not have survived.” Alriyn tapped him on the shoulder. “Now, let her rest. She recovers, but it happens slowly.”

      Alriyn motioned them to a door in the back of the room, and Jakob reluctantly followed him and Novan. Anda joined him, and he sensed nothing from her. There was no uneasiness from her ahmaean, but that didn’t change the fact that he felt uncomfortable about how eagerly he had hurried over to Roelle.

      The room they entered was empty except for three cots. Three Magi rested on the cots, all of them sleeping soundly. A short woman, compact and with gray-streaked hair, leaned over one of the Magi, tracing something on the Mage’s ankle.

      The woman looked up as they entered, and her gaze bounced from Jakob to Anda and finally to Novan where her eyes widened. “Historian. I’d heard that you were welcomed back into the city.”

      “Welcomed might be a bit of an exaggeration, Alison. I think tolerated might be better suited.”

      She chuckled and stood, her gaze lingering on the Mage’s ankle. There was what appeared to be a branding that reminded him of what Salindra had experienced, though it had been changed, modified in such a way that the branding no longer appeared to be quite as painful. Ahmaean did not seep from the Mage, not as it had from Salindra.

      Had they discovered some way of healing that didn’t require the daneamiin?

      “I understand you and the Eldest have begun to study together.”

      “Is that what you’ve heard?”

      Novan shrugged. “People talk.”

      Alison laughed. It was a carefree sound, one that seemed easy for her. “Much like they talk about you, Novan?”

      He grimaced. “Unfortunately. I’m interested in what you and Alriyn have been working on. It’s my understanding that you might have found some way to reverse the effect of the Deshmahne attack.”

      “As with many things, the truth is much different from speculation.”

      “And what truth is that?”

      “The truth is that the Eldest has sought to keep from the university information about the teralin mined deep within the mountain.”

      Novan tapped his staff on the ground once, and the light surged along its length. Ahmaean flowed, both out from Novan, and out from the staff, before retreating back into the staff, and drawn back into the historian. How much of what he did was he aware of? It was easy to imagine that Novan didn’t know what he was doing, but Jakob suspected that with the control he displayed, he had to know, didn’t he?

      “Teralin has caused many problems over the years.”

      Alison frowned. “Do you think the Historian Guild is the only source of knowledge?”

      Novan again tapped his staff. “Not the only source, but the guild has long maintained what others would ignore.”

      “And the university has long maintained its efforts to prevent outsiders from accessing knowledge that might be dangerous. In that way, are we not more similar?”

      Jakob had the sense that this was an old argument between the two. Alison might be smaller than Novan, barely coming up to the top of his shoulders, but she had an intensity in her eyes that practically dared Novan to challenge her. Even her stance, with her feet spread slightly apart, unwilling to cede even a foot of space, demonstrated her stubbornness, and likely her overall strength.

      Jakob ignored them, stepping up to the nearest of the Magi lying on a cot. The markings along the Mage’s ankle were cold, and he remembered a similar sensation from Salindra’s, and recalled how her ankle had felt when he’d touched it, trying to prevent all of her ahmaean from leaching out from it.

      There was a mixture of senses here, and he traced his finger along the leg of the injured Mage, feeling both hot and cold.

      Surprisingly, some of the markings here were new. He noted the way the branding existed, and recognized the work of the Deshmahne, having seen what had been done to Salindra, but there was something else to it as well.

      He pushed out with his ahmaean, letting the sense of it flow from him and out into the injured Mage.

      The injury was there, but it was different. Whatever had happened to the Mage, whatever the Deshmahne had done—branding him in such a way that allowed them to steal power, and ahmaean—had been halted. It was not the same as the healing Salindra had received, but her healing had not left her completely restored, either. Her power had changed. Jakob didn’t understand it, and as far as he knew, Brohmin hadn’t understood it, but her connection to her power was a little less like the Magi, and a little bit more like the daneamiin.

      Could Jakob reverse the effect?

      That had to be the question, didn’t it? If he could somehow reverse what had happened to the Magi, could he give them back some of the strength they once possessed, or if he managed to heal them completely, could he return them to what they had been before the attack?

      He pushed ahmaean into the Mage. It flowed into him, and when it met the Mage’s brandings, there was resistance. It was a strange sort of resistance, the kind that left him feeling as if he were trying to push ahmaean through something where it was not welcome, but Jakob still pushed. He began to feel the resistance easing, and still, he pushed.

      Anda touched his hand. “Jakob Nialsen, you can do nothing but expend energy of yourself here.”

      “But Salindra was healed.”

      “By the Cala maah. She was healed by many, and only because there was great need.”

      “Wouldn’t there be great need in healing these Magi?”

      “I cannot see that, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “The daneamiin can’t see anything of the future. How did you know that there was great need to heal Salindra?”

      “Because the Hunter had need of her. The daneamiin do not need to glimpse the fibers to know that much.”

      “I could help them. I think if I push hard enough, I could help them.”

      “And how much would you sacrifice in doing so? Alyta gave you a great gift, granting you power of the damahne, generations of your ancestors. You may be asked to sacrifice, but should you not know who it is you will sacrifice for?”

      Jakob studied the Magi. He had more ahmaean than he could fully control, but her question was a reasonable one. What did he know about the Magi he attempted to heal? Should he be more judicious when using his ahmaean? Wouldn’t that be something Alyta would expect of him?

      Wouldn’t that be what the nemerahl would expect of him?

      If only he had the creature and its bond to question, he would have a better understanding of what he was supposed to do, and how much he should risk.

      Jakob withdrew his ahmaean, drawing back that connection, and pulled his hands away from the Mage’s leg.

      “The time may come when you will make a similar decision, Jakob Nialsen. You still have much to do, and will have need of much strength before your path is ended.”

      He turned back to Novan, who stood watching him, an unreadable expression on his face. Jakob imagined he would have questions later, but they were questions that he might choose not to answer. Why had they come to Alriyn?

      Novan had suggested it, but why? Jakob had wanted to meet with Haerlin, to see if there was anything that the Mage knew about prophecy that would be useful to Jakob.

      What of Alriyn? Was there anything that he might know, or was it only that Novan had known that Roelle would be here?

      “I see that you have healed these Magi,” Jakob said.

      Alriyn stepped forward and looked at the nearest Mage. Ahmaean swirled around the Eldest, more powerfully than most of the Magi Jakob had seen before. Karrin had mentioned that Alriyn had discovered some way of doing something. Had he managed to find a way to access even more ahmaean than most of the Magi were able to do?

      That would be worthwhile to know if true.

      “Halted, not healed. We have halted the damage to them. It’s better than leaving them constantly weakened, but they remain incomplete.”

      It was an odd choice of words, but incomplete felt right. The branding remained, and it somehow prevented the Magi from reaching their full potential. “And this has something to do with teralin?” He would have to learn more about the metal, especially if it had something to do with the way the Deshmahne branded the Magi—and likely the way they branded the daneamiin.

      “Many things have to do with teralin,” Alriyn said.

      Jakob glanced at the three scholars in the room. Between Alison, Novan, and Alriyn, there seemed significant knowledge and understanding present here. If he could somehow harness that, there would be great value to him.

      “I would like to know all that you know about teralin.”

      Novan smiled, the same placating smile he had tried earlier. “Jakob—”

      Jakob pushed out with his ahmaean. It had the effect of startling Novan, but Alriyn had felt it, as well.

      Jakob had not meant it to be subtle. The slight widening of Alison’s eyes made it clear that she had felt it also. Interesting that she would.

      “No. If this is how Raime has gained his power, and if this is how he has grown over the years, then I need to be informed so that my future decisions can be justified.”

      Jakob felt a little guilty about how forceful he was, demanding they share with him what they knew of teralin, but why was there a hint of a smile on Novan’s face?
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      The rain had left the grounds soggy, and each step Brohmin made forced him to sink deeper into the ground. Salindra struggled alongside him, moving with a lighter gait. He tried not to think of what that meant, or why she should be able to move so much more smoothly than he, but he worried about his weakening connection to the ahmaean.

      “Are you sure this is the right way?”

      Brohmin strained with his sense of ahmaean and nodded. “He’s still out there.”

      Brohmin had been surprised when the priest had left the city. He had expected him to remain, but he had departed quickly, heading west, and slightly south. It was a difficult road that wouldn’t take him directly toward Masetohl, as Brohmin would have expected. Instead, they headed toward the massive waterway that was nearly impossible to cross.

      “How certain are you that he is out there?”

      Brohmin glanced over. “I’m certain.”

      Salindra fell silent. They had left Polle Pal in a hurry, not wanting to lose sight of the priest, but also not wanting to be followed themselves. Brohmin had been careful as they made their way, avoiding several clusters of Deshmahne as they went.

      He was thankful that they were able to track the priest using ahmaean. It was more of a strain than what it once would have been, but he was still able to manage it. How much longer would he retain the ability to reach the ahmaean, and stretch out with it, straining for the connection that had long ago been gifted to him?

      He was thankful for every moment that he still had.

      He would need to start working with Salindra. When his ability failed, they would need to lean on hers. He suspected that his ability with the sword would remain, but even that would fade over time.

      Brohmin thought he understood what Alyta must’ve felt, and how she must have wanted to do everything possible before her time ran out. Now, that was how he felt, and the urgency that he worked under.

      The path meandered through a massive forest. The trees here weren’t nearly as old as in the Great Forest, but they still were tall, with root systems that popped out of the ground, creating a network beneath them. They were forced to weave around these roots, and with the muddy ground, his feet were sucked into them, attempting to tear free his boots.

      This forest was bereft of wildlife. With his connection to the ahmaean, Brohmin was able to detect the few animals around them, nothing like what was found in the Great Forest, and certainly nothing like was found on the other side of the Valley. Strange that there would be not so much as a squirrel scampering along the branches above.

      There were birds, and the deeper they went into the forest, the more he encountered other wildlife, but they still were less frequent than he would’ve expected.

      A frown on Salindra’s face began to deepen the farther they went.

      “You sense it, too,” Brohmin said.

      “I sense… something. What is it?”

      “It’s an absence.”

      Salindra closed her eyes and breathed in and out slowly. As he watched, ahmaean streamed out from her in fine tendrils. He doubted that she even knew what she did. It was likely that this was instinctual, and that she used her new connection in a way that she didn’t even understand.

      Seeing it gave him hope in a way that surprised him. With the loss of the damahne, he was concerned that much knowledge and experience would never be found again. Perhaps the daneamiin had awakened something else in her that was useful in ways he did not fully understand.

      “I think I understand what you’re feeling,” she said. “But why? What changed?”

      “The Deshmahne are what changed.”

      “How would they matter to the animals in the forest?”

      He breathed out a frustrated sigh. “There have been rumors, and I have never taken the time to investigate them as I should have.”

      “What kinds of rumors?”

      “The kinds that involved the Deshmahne using others in their ceremonies,” he said.

      It took a moment for what he’d said to sink in. As it did, her mouth opened in a surprised gasp, and she looked around her, trying to stare into the darkness of the forest. With her Mage eyesight, she would have had an easier time than he, though with his connection to the ahmaean, he knew there wasn’t anything for her to even see.

      “I thought you said they used those with ahmaean,” Salindra said. She rested a hand on the trunk of a tree, and her ahmaean swirled around it, likely without her knowing what she did. The trees of this land had ahmaean of their own, though it was faint and weak, especially compared to what was found in the Great Forest and in the lands the daneamiin called home.

      “All living things possess ahmaean. Some possess it in greater amounts than others. It is what binds us together, that which the Maker has created. It is life. Most of the time, it is too faint for us to see, and even when I can see it, there are few who can do anything with it.”

      “Jakob can use it.”

      Brohmin nodded. That had been surprising. When he’d learned that Jakob could use the ahmaean of the forest, he had been shocked. Unlike the Deshmahne, Jakob had been able to use it in a nondestructive way, drawing on the power of the ahmaean, but not destroying it the same way that the Deshmahne did when they stole it from creatures.

      “These ceremonies, what do they entail?”

      “They entail the Deshmahne using power stolen from others. They do not only steal from the Magi, or from the daneamiin. Those would be reserved for those highest within their faith. Most are given more simplistic gifts, power stolen from, say, a wolf or a deer, granting aspects of those creatures’ abilities and augmenting what the Deshmahne would be able to use on their own.”

      Salindra took a deep breath and shook her head. “How can they steal from others without any real power? How is such a thing even possible?”

      Brohmin paused and unsheathed his sword.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You asked how they could steal power from others.”

      “By killing them? The brands that were placed on my ankles didn’t kill me. Maybe they would have in time, but it wasn’t anything direct.”

      “Not direct. It’s all about this metal.”

      He offered the sword to Salindra, and she hesitated before taking it. She studied it for long moments before her eyes widened slightly. “This… this is teralin.”

      “You recognize it.”

      “I think most of the Magi—at least those who have lived more than a few decades—would recognize it. But I recognize it for a different reason. Rondalin has stores of teralin. The king suddenly became interested in it, when he never had been before.”

      “It wasn’t that he wasn’t interested. It was that the Magi had claimed it useful for them to speak to the gods.”

      Salindra shook her head. “The Magi haven’t claimed the metal useful in reaching the gods for many years. Its role in allowing the Magi to communicate with the gods has long been debunked.”

      “Not quite as long as you would believe.”

      “How do you know? The Council—”

      “I was there. When teralin was no longer mined, I was there.”

      “You came to Vasha?”

      “I have served the Conclave for many years. That takes me many places. Vasha is but one of them.” Brohmin felt the priest moving, the distant sense upon his ahmaean pulling him slightly along. Leaving a layer of ahmaean on the man was a trick he’d learned long ago from one of the damahne. That was a time when there had been many damahne for him to learn from. It reminded him of how old he was, and how little time he had remaining.

      “What did happen then?” Salindra asked. “I remember stories, rumors, but I was nothing but a young Mage then.”

      “You probably know more than I do. I was there, but my role was facing Deshmahne.”

      Her eyes widened. “The Deshmahne have attacked Vasha before?”

      “The Deshmahne were drawn to Vasha. There was a man who sought revenge, blaming the Denraen for what he perceived as inaction.”

      She nodded slowly. “I remember hearing something about one of the high-ranking Denraen. That was before Endric became general, wasn’t it?”

      Brohmin grunted. “It’s hard to think of a time before Endric was general, but it was. It was a time when Endric didn’t want to be general. I think his father forced him into the role.”

      “If he didn’t want it, why would his father force him?”

      “Because he was a member of the Conclave.”

      Salindra shook her head. “You speak of the Conclave as if it’s this secretive group, yet I’ve met many members. How is this possible?”

      “The Conclave consists of those who seek to serve real peace. The general of the Denraen is one, as are others.” It wasn’t his position to share the makeup of the Conclave. Brohmin was The Hunter. That was his role. He might have served longer than many of the others, but that no longer means what it once did.

      “And the gods?”

      “Alyta served the Conclave for many years.”

      “And the historian?” she asked with a smile.

      “You saw me with the historian. You recognize his value.”

      “In Vasha, there have long been stories about the historian Novan. He was banished from the city for attempting to access the inner library.”

      “Banishing him only would encourage him.”

      “You sound as if you know him well.”

      “I’ve known Novan for many years,” he said.

      “And he sits on the Conclave?”

      “He does.”

      The priest seemed to have stopped moving, and the pressure on his ahmaean had changed. Brohmin closed his eyes and focused on what he detected, wondering where the priest might have gone, and why he had stopped moving. There was nothing that he could easily determine.

      “Who else sits on the Conclave?” Salindra asked. She seemed oblivious to the fact that Brohmin focused on trying to track the priest. With her connection to her ahmaean being what it was now, that surprised him. He thought that she would have the ability to know when he was using his ahmaean.

      “I could only share that with you if you sat on the Conclave.”

      “Is that an invitation?”

      “You would be welcomed. There has not been a Mage on the Conclave for many years.”

      “The Magi have sat on the Conclave? Why wouldn’t they have brought it back to the Council of Elders?”

      Brohmin shrugged. “Mage Tresten was a wise Mage.”

      Salindra frowned. “Of course, it would be Tresten. He was lost too soon.”

      “Killed, you mean.”

      “Killed? No. Tresten fell while visiting with the priests in Thealon. He was always willing to travel from the city. I think his loss contributed to the Magi choosing not to serve outside of the city.”

      “Believe what you would like, but the Conclave knows differently.”

      Salindra fell silent for a few moments, still holding Brohmin’s sword. He let her hang on to it, wanting her more comfortable with the idea of carrying it. If he could, he intended to teach her how to use the sword, in spite of her resistance to the idea.

      They continued to wind their way through the trees, and the forest began to thin. They were now far from the city, but the sounds of the creatures of the forest had yet to return.

      How could the Deshmahne influence reach so far? It troubled him that there could be such emptiness.

      “How could I join the Conclave?” she asked.

      “You must be invited by the rest of the Conclave.”

      “Like you?”

      “I’m not the rest of the Conclave. I am the Hunter.”

      “What does that—”

      A scream rang out.

      Brohmin grabbed his sword from her and started running.

      “Where you going?” Salindra asked, chasing after him.

      Brohmin’s heart raced. “Toward whoever screamed. I think that was the priest.” But why would the priest be screaming? What could have happened to him out here?
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      The forest ended abruptly, and Brohmin paused at the edge of the trees, peering around him. They had reached a narrow road that led away from the forest and wound through rocky mountains on either side. The mountains climbed high overhead, with shadows looming over their path. The air had a still quality to it, and a heaviness. There remained a hint of rain, and with as much as had dumped on them before when they were in Polle Pal, he didn’t like the idea of being caught out in it again. Not here, not where there was no protection.

      Where had he detected the scream? There had been something, but he was no longer certain what it was. The sensation on his ahmaean, that of the priest he’d been chasing, remained, though it was fainter than it had been before. Now it was little more than a mild draw on his awareness.

      Salindra surveyed the landscape along with him, her eyes narrowed, and tension in her posture. “Where do you think he went?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Whatever we detected…”

      It troubled him. Whatever he detected wasn’t where he thought it would be. He had expected to see the priest, but he was not here.

      They could follow the road, but he wasn’t certain where it led. Possibly to another city, and possibly to Masetohl, but was that where they needed to go?

      He had told himself—and the priest—that he could follow the man, but that was proving more difficult than he had expected. He could still detect the subtle pressure on his ahmaean, and could still detect which general direction the priest went, but finding him was not straightforward.

      It left him with few options. He could continue onward, tracking this man, following the road that might or might not lead him to Masetohl as he had originally planned, or he could return to Polle Pal. There was still much he could learn there, but spending time there had not been part of his plan. The purpose of their long journey to get to these lands had been to go to Masetohl, or farther south.

      With a sigh, Brohmin started off down the road, moving away from the forest, away from Polle Pal, and toward Masetohl in the distance. He remained silent, and Salindra said nothing. She had learned during their travels that there were times he preferred silence, and she knew him well enough not to disrupt that silence. It was one more thing he appreciated about her.

      There remained the possibility that ahmaean was masked from him. Brohmin knew that he couldn’t detect everything, and wouldn’t be surprised if the Deshmahne had a way to mask themselves from detection.

      Perhaps the most worrisome of all was the fact that his sense of ahmaean continued to fade. The longer he was in these lands, the more his connection changed, going from the solid connection that he’d had while in the north, to what was much less distinctive connection now.

      He hadn’t thought of it at the time, but was it possible that the Great Forest, and perhaps even the forest of the daneamiin, had sustained him?

      He didn’t think it likely. More likely was the possibility that his confrontation with Raime had weakened him, and had stolen much of what ahmaean was left.

      For so long, his task had been that of the Hunter, searching for Raime, preparing the Conclave for the eventuality that they would need to somehow stop him. All knew it would be difficult, and it was not something the Conclave had ever been good at. Had they been, Raime never would have grown in power as he had. Instead, they had sat back, watching as he accumulated power, stealing ahmaean from creatures, including Magi and daneamiin, growing until he was something unrecognizable.

      That was not something Brohmin would ever admit to others on the Conclave. It was something he struggled to admit to himself. In a way, he was complicit. He could have pushed, he could have forced the issue when he knew that Raime was growing in potential. Even over the last five hundred years, Raime had changed and had grown in power, progressing to the point where he was now nearly unstoppable.

      Jakob hadn’t stopped him. Brohmin had learned that fact while in Gomald, hearing rumors that the High Priest had escaped. Now that he was damahne, if Jakob could not stop him, perhaps there was no one who could.

      Salindra took his hand, squeezing softly. He didn’t resist, though he knew that he should. She deserved better than a dying man, a man at the end of his power, better than one who’d failed throughout the years.

      “You’ll find him,” Salindra said.

      Brohmin nodded. He would find the priest, but finding him might require using more of his ahmaean than he thought safe to do. The farther they traveled, the farther away they got from the north, the more he began to wonder whether he risked sacrificing too much strength by spending his ahmaean the way he had. It was time to conserve it.

      The Magi long believed that ahmaean—what they called manehlin—could not be created or destroyed. In that, they were mostly right. The power of the Magi never disappeared throughout their lives, and with practice, and with effort, they could grow their strength. It was not the same for Brohmin.

      “I might find him, but at what cost?”

      “There’s a cost to track him?”

      Brohmin smiled sadly. “There’s a cost to everything. The only question is whether we’re willing to pay it.”

      He thought of what the priest had told him, the way that he had shared the fact that he—and others—rescued children abducted by the Deshmahne who had the intent to turn them, to coerce them into becoming fervent followers of the faith. Wasn’t stopping that worth it?

      Brohmin sighed, thinking of the damahne who had gifted him his abilities, and the expectation that Jolene would have of him, the expectation she would have asked of him. She had claimed to see great things along his fibers, and thought to gift him a reward, that in spite of Brohmin’s objections. He still didn’t know what great things she had seen along his fibers. He didn’t feel as if he had done anything great. Perhaps bringing Jakob north to Avaneam, and to the Unknown Lands, but what else had he done?

      There were times he questioned whether he had done anything worthy of the sacrifice she had made, the gift that she’d given him that granted him such long life. There were other times when he’d suspected there was something along his fibers that required him to have such a long life. And maybe he had already accomplished what was needed.

      He hoped not, just as he hoped that he had more time remaining, that he had more that he could accomplish.

      Pausing along the road and closing his eyes, Brohmin pushed his ahmaean away from him, stretching out with fingers of power, more tenuous than they once had been, and searched for the priest.

      He was there, distant but not nearly as distant as Brohmin had suspected.

      With the pull on his ahmaean, he realized that he’d been wrong. Masetohl was to the east of them, but the priest was to the south, and far enough that he didn’t think the priest intended to go to Masetohl.

      “You did something there, didn’t you?” Salindra asked.

      He nodded. It was good that she was gaining an awareness of when he used his abilities. That would serve them well, especially as his powers began to fade.

      “I still detect him, though he’s not where I expected him to have gone.”

      “Where did you think he was going?” Salindra asked. “We traveled south, far enough that we should be beyond the road to Masetohl. For that matter, I think we are far enough that we might be beyond the lake. Liispal is enormous, but it’s mostly forest and water.”

      Brohmin chuckled, and Salindra arched an eye at him. He shook his head. “I forgot that I’m traveling with one of the Magi. I should have asked you for guidance, rather than thinking to press forward without knowing exactly where we were.”

      He had been to these lands before but had never traveled them nearly as frequently as he had other places. Salindra, on the other hand, would have much experience studying maps and using what the Magi would have taught her.

      “And that is supposed to mean?”

      “That’s supposed to mean that I seem to have forgotten my geography.”

      Salindra studied him for a moment before nodding once. “If we stay on this road, this will take us to Paliis. It’s at the border of Liispal and Coamdon and at the end of the mountain range.” She nodded toward the mountains looming over them. There didn’t seem to be an end to them, but as Brohmin thought about where they must be, he realized she was right.

      Paliis was not a large city, certainly not like many of the grand cities spread throughout the south, but it was an important one. It was situated at a crossroads where it could reach each of the ports in the different nations of the south.

      If nothing else, it would make an ideal location to set up a network. From Paliis, Brohmin imagined that the priests would have been able to move easily, heading to the ports along the northern border, as well as along the southern border, and could even disappear into the forest, much as the priest had just done.

      “That is where we must go,” Brohmin said. He hadn’t pushed enough of his ahmaean to know with certainty whether that was where the priest had gone, but it made sense. Often, that was enough.

      “Can you still detect him?”

      Brohmin glanced over to Salindra. How much should he share with her? Did she need to know that his abilities were fading slightly? Or, perhaps more rightly, more than that. If he shared, how much would he worry her? She already worried about him, and he remembered all too well how she fretted over him when he’d been injured before. He had little doubt that she would do so again if she knew that his connection to the ahmaean was fading.

      “I can still detect him.”

      “And you think he’s in Paliis?”

      His connection to the ahmaean didn’t tell him that, but it made sense. “I think he’s in Paliis.”

      She squeezed his hand and continued down the road. “Then we should move more quickly. With the clouds overhead, I fear it might rain again, and I don’t want to get stuck out in the rain.”

      Brohmin glanced to the sky and realized that it had grown increasingly darker. How had he neglected that? Thunder rumbled, and the clouds moved quickly, hurrying toward the mountains. In his experience, the storm would crash into the side of the mountains, and the rain would be severe.

      Salindra was right. They should hurry and reach Paliis before it came—if it was possible.

      Thunder rumbled again, an ominous sound that unsettled him. Maybe the storms would chase him much like his age now seemed to.
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      The city of Paliis was enormous and spread out across the valley at the base of the mountain range. Many of the buildings were small, set into the rocks so that the hillside itself seemed a part of the construction. Few were of any significant size. It was nothing like Polle Pal where many of the buildings had been two or three stories tall, towering over the streets out of necessity as much as anything. There, they had been crammed in, forced by the nature of the geography, the limitations imposed by the mountains surrounding the city, and the harbor. In Paliis, there were no such restrictions.

      Brohmin had been to Paliis before, but it had been decades, and in that time, what had once been a small city had grown, and now was a sprawling, enormous, city. Near its southern border, an enormous structure rose, the tallest in the entire city, and seemed comprised of dark fingers of stone that ringed a central structure.

      Salindra pointed to it. From where they stood on a ridgeline, overlooking Paliis, that building loomed over the entire city.

      “What is that?” Salindra asked.

      He shook his head. It hadn’t been here the last time he had visited Paliis.

      “I’ve seen similar structures in other places,” Brohmin said.

      “Why do I have the sense that you are not pleased by what you see?”

      Brohmin sighed. “Because that is a Deshmahne structure. The fingers of stone are a telltale sign.” Even without the appearance, there was the pressure that Brohmin sensed coming from the temple against his ahmaean, and powerful enough that he could feel it from the ridge. There was something physical—and alive—about it. There was little doubt in his mind that it was a Deshmahne temple.

      “If the Lashiin priest”—they had taken to calling him that to differentiate him from the Urmahne priests they came from—“has come here, he truly does risk the wrath of the Deshmahne.”

      Brohmin studied the city. It would be dangerous. More dangerous than he would have expected, especially for a priest. The priests had always preferred to prove that neutrality had power, that by remaining outside of war, they could demonstrate the power of the gods.

      If that viewpoint had changed—much like it had changed with Roelle leading her Magi warriors, then perhaps there was something more that could be done to stop the Deshmahne.

      It wouldn’t have to be only the Conclave and whatever help those Magi who had returned to their past would offer. If the church stepped in, it would send a different message.

      But it would be a bloodier one.

      Deshmahne facing the Urmahne would create war, the kind that had not been seen in centuries. The last time there had been a significant war, he had still been serving as Uniter.

      “What’s he planning?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? Determining what the Lashiin priest was up to seemed to be of central importance. They needed to know and to understand what he intended.

      And if the city was this dangerous, was there anything Brohmin could do to help?

      He wanted to disrupt the Deshmahne. What better place to do it than at a crossroads like this?

      Maybe the priest had given him a way to undermine the Deshmahne that he hadn’t considered. He had come here thinking that he would try to understand what the Deshmahne were up to, but finding that was a much larger challenge than simply working within a network of Lashiin priests.

      “We should keep going before the rains come,” Brohmin said.

      Salindra glanced up at the sky and nodded in agreement. So far, they had managed to stay ahead of the storms, but Brohmin didn’t think that would last for much longer. The thunder had increased in frequency and intensity, and every so often, a drizzling rain would mist from the sky. Not enough to soak them, but enough to warn them of more.

      They climbed down the rocky ledge and reached the road leading into Paliis. They weren’t alone on the road. There were dozens of other travelers, some with wagons, some walking, and a few riding horseback, who made their way toward the city. If his memory of the maps of Paliis was accurate, there would be another road to the west, leading from the southern ports. There would be another heading out of the northwest, coming out of Coamdon City. For that matter, there would even be a road coming from Lakeliis, another centralized city on the southern continent.

      Neither Brohmin nor Salindra spoke while they followed the stream of people on the road sloping gently downward and toward the city. He listened, though. Few people said much, but there was no darkness about these people, not as he had witnessed in the north. There, the people heading south had been scared, running from the threat they couldn’t see, and couldn’t even imagine. These people were travelers, many likely coming from smaller villages and heading into the larger city of Paliis. The trade within the city would be good, and Brohmin guessed that was the largest driver for people coming this way.

      He overheard a few comments about the Deshmahne, but not nearly as many as he would’ve expected. Most comments were made with a slight joke or reverence. These were people whose lives had changed because of the Deshmahne, yet they didn’t seem angry about it. They seemed content, willing to continue living.

      And what choice did they have?

      Most had little choice. They would not have been able to travel north, and if they had, they wouldn’t have the funds necessary to arrange transport across the sea. No, these people were essentially trapped here.

      They soon reached the first buildings lining the road into the city. Most were made of stone, and they were squat, with a slight slope to the roof, and set into the hillside leading down into the valley. The farther they went, the buildings changed, elongating as they were set more into the hillside. What would the interior of the buildings look like? Set into the rock as they were, he imagined that they were cool, even on a hot day. There wouldn’t be as much light, which explained the double chimneys that many of them had.

      The farther the city stretched into the valley, the less the buildings were recessed into the rock. They began to see more freestanding buildings, though some were connected. The streets were filled with people, and he noted carts, often pushed by both men and women, but there was something missing: unlike in other cities, there were no animals.

      Most great cities had dogs and cats running free throughout the streets. Some places, like Thealon, had problems with stray dogs, and measures were taken to try and control the population. Other places, like Gomald, welcomed the thriving feral population of cats, using them to prevent the spread of rats coming in off the ships in the port.

      Was it all part of the impact of the Deshmahne?

      If so, that would be troubling, but really no different from what he’d noticed in the forest outside of Polle Pal.

      “Where are we going?” Salindra asked. She had taken on a slight stoop to her posture, to hopefully make it difficult to identify her as one of the Magi, but she was still taller than most in Paliis. There was tension at the corners of her eyes, and her gaze darted around, searching the streets for signs of danger. It was a measure of her composure that was all he noticed.

      If he had ever questioned Salindra’s bravery, the fact that she was willing to come to a place occupied by the Deshmahne answered it.

      Even Brohmin stood out, but mostly that was his dress. Few wore a cloak here, especially considering how warm these lands could get. And as he looked around, he realized that few men were armed, either. Some had small knives sheathed at their waists, but those were infrequent. Most were unarmed.

      They reached a corner, and in the distance, Brohmin noted five men clad in black, each wearing short-sleeved shirts, dark tattoos twining along their arms. He forced his gaze to slide past them, not wanting to focus on them for too long but kept getting drawn back to them.

      They weren’t as heavily tattooed as some of the Deshmahne he’d seen, but these were no simple soldiers, either.

      “I think we are going wherever they are not,” Brohmin said.

      They wanted answers, but he wanted to do it in a way that would not place them in any additional danger.

      He also wanted to know what the Lashiin priest was doing. If he was here, and if he was attempting to rescue children from Paliis, then they weren’t going to find the priest near the Deshmahne. He would be where the Deshmahne were not.

      Using his ahmaean was more dangerous here than outside of the city. Many of the Deshmahne had no ability with ahmaean, but some did, and they used a twisted version of it. He didn’t know whether they were able to track his use of it, but wouldn’t put it past them, especially considering what Raime knew about ahmaean, and about its use.

      “Why can’t you track him here?” Salindra asked.

      “I think I could track him, but I’m not sure that I should.”

      He nodded to the Deshmahne. They marched along the street, and the crowd created a bubble of space around them. Each of the men wore a long sword, and he realized with only a passing surprise that the swords appeared to be teralin. Most thought teralin found only in the mines beneath Vasha, but it was much more common than that. Salindra had experience with it near the mines of Rondalin, but even that wasn’t the only place it could be found. There were mines in the south, places where it was nearly as easy to reach as it was in Vasha, but that didn’t make it any less plentiful.

      “You fear that they’ll recognize what you do?”

      He glanced over at her. “How do you think they’ve managed to recognize Magi before?”

      He might not be Mageborn, but if he used his ahmaean, he would draw their attention no differently. He wasn’t quite ready for the Deshmahne to steal his power. He doubted it would kill him, though it might. The ahmaean had lengthened his life significantly.

      “The Magi haven’t come this far for years. They wouldn’t have to worry about it.”

      “Not here, but there are other places. Think of how easily they found you.”

      “I wasn’t exactly hiding. Rondalin is one of the few places that still requested a Magi advisor.”

      “Which is what drew them to Rondalin, I suppose.”

      Salindra watched the Deshmahne as they disappeared down the street before turning her attention back to Brohmin. “You think it was me and not the proximity to the northern mountains and the groeliin?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it was both. Either way, I am not convinced we could use our abilities undetected. Especially not in a place so filled with Deshmahne, and with their connection to the dark teralin.”

      Salindra frowned at him. “Teralin isn’t dark. It’s a silvery gray.”

      “Teralin can be charged both negatively and positively.”

      “I’ve never heard that about teralin.”

      “Because the Conclave has prevented that knowledge from getting out. We haven’t wanted others to be aware of how dangerous teralin can be. In its neutral form—in the form that it’s mined—it is little more than a warm metal. The right person can change that, and can influence the way that teralin is used.”

      Salindra was silent for a moment, then looked over at him. “If you’re not going to use your ahmaean”—Brohmin was pleased that she had taken to using that term. It had been difficult for her at first—“then how do you expect to find the Lashiin priest?”

      It wasn’t that he couldn’t use his ahmaean. He thought that he would need to somewhat, though he didn’t want to use it in such a way that he would draw the attention of the Deshmahne. It would have to be a subtler touch, one that allowed him to reach for the presence of the Lashiin priest, but little else.

      “We know what he plans. We just need to watch for places where he might be successful.”

      “You mean children.”

      Brohmin looked around the street. Most here were older, and he hadn’t seen anyone younger than twelve or thirteen. That didn’t necessarily mean that the youngest children had been taken.

      “I think that’s where we start. Find the children, find the priest, and then I would like to do what we can to support his work.”

      “That’s your grand plan? You never shared with me what you intended to do once we reached these lands, now that were here, you’re telling me your plan is to convince the children that they should convert to the Urmahne?”

      She said the last with a hushed voice, and he was thankful that she had the sense to keep from shouting it. In Paliis, it would be difficult to know who sided with the Deshmahne. Probably the majority, much more than what they’d ever encountered elsewhere.

      “I had already told you that I didn’t have a grand plan. I knew that we’d come up with something once we got here, but didn’t expect it to be—”

      “So simple?” Salindra laughed, a light and airy sound that faded before others making their way around them could hear it. “Don’t get me wrong, Brohmin. I do not disagree with what you intend. I think it’s necessary. It’s just… less than what I was expecting.”

      It might be less, and Brohmin didn’t even disagree that it was, but that didn’t change the fact that he felt it was right. There was something about the fact that they were working to undermine the Deshmahne, helping those most vulnerable, that suited him in a way that fighting the Deshmahne, simply destroying them, didn’t.

      Maybe that was a sign of his age, or maybe it had more to do with the fact that he had seen enough bloodshed and pain, and if there were anything that he could do to prevent that, he would.

      It wouldn’t be easy. There would be some children whose parents chose the Deshmahne for them and believed in their preachings. Could he violate that choice? If he stole them away from their parents, and everything they knew, how was he any different from the Deshmahne?

      No. It would have to be those who needed his help. Parents who had lost their children, and who didn’t agree with the choices the Deshmahne made.

      And it was a start.

      Defeating the Deshmahne wasn’t something that would happen easily, and perhaps not all of them needed to be defeated. Some simply wanted a way to reach their gods and believed that the Deshmahne offered that to them. That was no different from the Urmahne, and what the priests in places like Thealon and Chrysia taught.

      Another group of Deshmahne appeared in the street. Brohmin tapped Salindra’s hand, and they moved, not wanting to remain stationary for too long. Already, he feared that they were drawing attention.

      The Deshmahne passed, and as they did, he noted the markings on the lead man’s arms. They were thicker than even the last, and extended up onto his neck, beginning to reach his face. A powerful Deshmahne.

      Brohmin could do more than one thing while in Paliis, couldn’t he? He could work to rescue the children who needed his help, but he could also seek to understand how many Deshmahne of power remained in these lands. That was information he could pass back to the Conclave, the kind of information the Hunter would be expected to obtain.

      There were other things he could do, and other ways that he could serve, but most involved killing. Brohmin had lived long enough that he no longer felt the same squeamishness that he once had about killing, but that didn’t mean he wanted to rush toward it. Ideally, he wouldn’t need to, but then again, he’d come to the south knowing that he would have to face the Deshmahne.

      “Brohmin?”

      He shook himself and looked over to Salindra.

      “You’ve been… losing yourself more often these days.”

      Had he? He didn’t think so, but then again, maybe he had. It became increasingly easy to get lost in his thoughts, losing himself in memories, and—if he were honest with himself—fears for the future. One would think that after all the time that he’d lived, all the years that he’d spent fighting, working toward the belief that peace must be maintained, he would be ready for it to end. Instead, he found himself flailing against it, struggling with the inevitable ending that loomed before for him, more quickly than it ever had, if what he suspected of his fading ahmaean was true.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to think about what to do next.”

      She pointed down the street. “How about we start there?”

      In the distance, Brohmin noted children playing in a fenced courtyard. How had he missed that before? They appeared younger than those he’d seen elsewhere in the city. There were dozens of children, enough that he suspected it some sort of school. It was good that Salindra had seen it, but he should have noticed it.

      Maybe he was losing himself.

      He forced a smile. “That’s a good place to start.”
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      The valley into which they’d descended spread out in front of Isandra. Massive boulders seemed thrown all around, scattered as if by some mighty hand. Isandra studied them, fearing another rockslide that must have tossed these from the upper mountains.

      The Antrilii remained camped and risked a single campfire, enough light that stood out against the growing night, the flames crackling gently, and with just enough warmth. The air had begun to grow chilly the farther they climbed, making her thankful for the Antrilii cloak.

      There had been no additional attacks since the last.

      That should have comforted her, but Isandra knew better. The merahl continued to pace, and roamed off for increasingly long stretches of time, returning much later each day. Many times when they returned, their fur was stained with blood, and they groomed each other, cleaning it free. She had asked Jassan about that one time, and he explained that the groeliin would detect it if they did not.

      There was still no sign of Nahrsin.

      That seemed to trouble Jassan. He had expected the greater force of the Antrilii army by now. He didn’t speak of it—at least not to Isandra—but she had overheard him speaking in hushed tones to several of the other Antrilii.

      A howl split the growing night. It came from one of the merahl and was nearby.

      One of the Antrilii whistled, and all of a sudden the fire was kicked out.

      “Come,” Jassan said to her.

      She looked up at him, fear burning in her eyes. They hadn’t been attacked at night, and the fact that they had gone as long as they had without another attack had made her complacent. She might have continued to train and practice with Jassan, but there was a distinct difference between practice and the reality of fighting.

      “Groeliin are coming?”

      Another howl split the night, this one even closer. Two others answered it. There was a mournful tone to it, but something else—almost an urgency that she could feel within her. It was… something of a summons.

      Never before when she’d heard the merahl had she thought that there was a distinct sound to their howls, but this time, and the way the creature called, she felt certain that there was something more to it.

      Isandra quickly grabbed her pack and slung it over her shoulder. She had grown accustomed to the weight, as she had grown accustomed to everything else about the journey. She checked her sword, the blade much shorter than the one Jassan carried, and made certain that it remained strapped to her waist. She tightened her cloak around her, cinching it against the cool of the night.

      Then she followed Jassan into the darkness. She was prepared for anything. Mostly, she was prepared for an attack. It was what she expected, especially with the sounds the merahl had made. Why else would they summon them? Why else would the merahl call to them with their soft, mournful cries?

      “How much farther?” Isandra asked.

      “We’re close.”

      He spoke in a hushed tone that was different from the way he normally spoke. He was on edge. It was something she was not accustomed to with him. Jassan was a confident man, who had faced many battles and risked death on a regular basis. For him to be on edge meant that she needed to be ready for anything.

      “Are we near the breeding grounds?”

      “I don’t know. It has become more difficult to tell.”

      He shrugged and motioned for her to stay close. They followed the merahl, moving at a rapid pace, and soon were climbing up the slope of a rock. She couldn’t tell if this was the same rock they had come down, or if he led them up another slope. If it was the same rock, she didn’t remember taking this way. If it was another way, she wondered how Jassan navigated so well in the darkness.

      Even her eyesight wasn’t strong enough to see clearly in this darkness.

      There came another cry from the merahl.

      Each time she heard it, tension rose within her. This time, she practically heard the summons within the howl. It was as if the merahl spoke to her, calling out to her.

      Jassan looked over, watching her for a moment. “You hear it, don’t you?”

      “What is it that I hear?”

      “You hear the merahl.”

      “I hear their call. Is that what you mean?”

      “You hear more than their call. You hear what they’re saying.”

      Another cry rang out, this one more distant. There was pain in it, and a call for help.

      “How is it that I hear it now?” She looked around, searching for the merahl that she knew had to be nearby, but saw no sign of the creature. “Is it because I’ve traveled with them as long as I have?”

      “There are Antrilii who live their entire lives around the merahl who never understand them.”

      “Then how am I starting to?”

      “Perhaps because you attempted to help them. Maybe there’s something else. It is the merahl who choose, not the other way around.”

      “How can they choose?”

      “They are descendants of a noble race. They carry much of that wisdom and much of that power. The merahl recognize something in the person they name.”

      “Name?”

      Jassan grunted. “You will have a name, Isandra. One that the merahl choose for you, and not one you have ever been called before. It will be a name that suits you, much as their names suits them.” He fell silent, climbing the rocks as he went. In the distance, one of the merahl finally came into view. “You should feel honored that you were chosen. As I said, many Antrilii never are chosen by the merahl.”

      He reached the creature and whispered something into its ears, and the merahl howled softly. Isandra listened and heard… something. She wasn’t certain what it was, only that she now understood how it was that Jassan seemed to know what the merahl said. It was because he did.

      How could the creature speak in a way that they could understand?

      She had seen that they were intelligent, but the same could be said about dogs or wolves. Yet there was a greater intelligence to the merahl. She had seen that from the very beginning.

      Jassan stood and motioned for them to follow him. “We must hurry.”

      “Why? Where are we heading?” she asked. Other Antrilii joined them, following as he led them along the mountain trail.

      “We’re needed.”

      He took a pace that was faster than what they had been climbing through the mountains. Her breathing was difficult, and her heart hammered, though whether that was fear or from the effort, she did not know.

      After what seemed like nearly an hour, with moonlight now shining from above, he halted them, looking out over a clearing, staring down at a valley that stretched far below.

      “What is it?” Isandra said as she approached.

      “I can’t tell.”

      “Groeliin?”

      Others of the Antrilii joined them, standing nearby. All carried much of the same tension that Isandra felt that seemed palpable in the air. Two merahl nearby, hackles raised, occasionally let out a soft howl that sent her forward with a hint of urgency.

      “Not groeliin.”

      It surprised her that Jassan would head off into the night with only the merahl and their calls to lead him, but it shouldn’t. The merahl were their hunting companions, and they had proven themselves time and again. For Jassan, the merahl were as much a part of what he did as the Antrilii themselves.

      “What is—”

      Another howl split the night, this time with less of the urgency, and more of a call for help.

      Jassan tipped his head to the side. A frown crossed his face, and he reached for his sword, saying nothing as he did. He stared for a moment, looking down at the valley for long moments, before letting out a shrill whistle.

      With that, the merahl bounded down the slope.

      Jassan raised his hand and made a sharp motion with his wrist.

      Isandra had never seen him make such movements before. What was it that he detected? It had to have been something the merahl had revealed, but what was it? What could he detect from the merahl that she was not able to?

      “You may wish to remain here.”

      “You want me to stay here, without the merahl and without you?”

      “I don’t know what we will encounter down there,” he said. “Usually, I have a better sense from the merahl, but this time…”

      “I’m going with you,” Isandra said.

      “Are you ready to fight if it comes to that?”

      “I’m ready to do what I need to do. I came for answers, and for understanding. I need to do this. I need to be a part of this.”

      He turned toward her and cupped her elbow in one hand. “You can still find understanding and the answers that you seek without venturing into danger like this,” he said. “It is possible that we have discovered the breeding grounds.”

      “If this is the breeding grounds, then staying here is even more dangerous than going with you.”

      He shook his head. “If this is the breeding grounds, then coming with me is much more dangerous than remaining here. If there are other groeliin such as the one you fought off, then this will be a dangerous mission. This will be a sacrifice.”

      “I’m ready to participate.”

      “If you do this, and if we face what I fear that we will, you will no longer be a Mage.”

      “What will I be?”

      “You will be Antrilii.”

      It might be the nicest compliment that she had ever received.

      She needed only a moment to nod.

      With that, they started down the rocky incline, and she made a point of keeping her feet set, not wanting to slip as they descended. One wrong move would send her toppling down the mountain slope, and dropping to the valley far below.

      She unsheathed her sword, wanting to be ready the moment it became necessary. Jassan nodded grimly to her.

      Merahl howled in the distance. It carried the same urgency, the same summons as she had heard the first time. One of the creatures sounded injured and seemed to call to her—to both of them—to come help.

      As she climbed down, she still marveled at the fact that she could even hear the merahl, and marveled at the fact that she could understand them.

      A few more steps and they reached the valley floor.

      She hesitated, surveying the ground. There were a few scrub trees, but nothing with much size. The deeper they’d traveled in the mountains, the fewer pine trees she saw. Closer to the border of the Antrilii lands there had been more life, more vibrancy, but here, this deep into the mountains, there was none of that.

      What had the merahl detected?

      There had to have been something that required the assistance of the Antrilii.

      But what was it?

      The other Antrilii with them were nearly a dozen paces away. Each of them stalked forward slowly, each holding his sword in hand, clutched lightly, but ready to strike. The tension that she felt continued to increase the farther they went.

      There came another low howl.

      This time, it was close.

      Movement. Shapes near the rocks suddenly appeared. Massive forms rose up from below them, surging into view.

      Groeliin.

      “It’s a trap,” Isandra said.

      “The groeliin don’t form traps,” Jassan said.

      A row of Antrilii fell in a spray of blood.

      Jassan roared and raced forward. Isandra reached for him but wasn’t quick enough, and she was forced to hurry after him, knowing that there was nothing she could do to slow him down, and nothing that she could do to stop him from racing into what she suspected was a trap.

      The groeliin had used the merahl to draw the Antrilii.

      The merahl howled and snarled somewhere.

      The sound of violence echoed through the valley. She heard a soft scream, and Isandra raced forward, her sword held at the ready, the beginning of a scream on her lips.

      She felt impotent, and as much as she wanted to do something, as much as she wanted to respond, she wasn’t sure if she was going to be strong enough, or fast enough.

      Flashes of dark fur appeared out of the night, and the merahl attacked. They were violent and brutal, and they moved with astonishing speed, snarling as they raced through the clearing, taking down the groeliin that swarmed in from the upper mountain reaches.

      She lost track of how many groeliin there were. Dozens upon dozens. Hundreds? Possibly thousands.

      And there had to be more than that. All around her came the sounds of fighting, and all around her, she smelled the coppery stench of blood.

      Had they finally reached the breeding grounds?

      They must have.

      But she also knew that this was a trap. She felt it deeply within her, but there seemed to be nothing that they could do. The groeliin continued to come, an ongoing swarm, more and more of the creatures dropping down from the mountains.

      Was that the reason the merahl called for help?

      A sacrifice. That was what Jassan had said.

      Would she be a part of it?

      Would her coming even matter if she died here?

      Then she was among them. Isandra fought, attacking one groeliin after another, flashing through her forms, using movements that she had barely mastered, and each one jolted her arms, and each time blood sprayed, she was aware of the destruction—and the death—that she brought.

      The more she fought, the more her mind began to clear. The fighting seemed to slow, and everything around her took on a crispness, something that allowed her increased clarity about where to attack next. It was almost as if she had the gift of prophecy, able to anticipate where the next blow needed to go.

      Three groeliin jumped in front of her. They snarled, slashing at her with long claws and clubs.

      Isandra ducked, swiping up, cutting off one of the creature’s arms before swinging back around.

      She was struck in the back and sprawled forward. Two of the groeliin approached, leaning over her with their clubs.

      Isandra tried to fight back, but lying as she was, her back bent at an awkward angle with the stone beneath her, she couldn’t move quickly enough.

      One of the clubs swung toward her, and she blocked it, barely deflecting it. It caught her shoulder, and she bit back a cry.

      The other groeliin started to attack, and she knew that she wouldn’t be fast enough to block that one, too.

      A merahl snarled, and the merahl that had taken a liking to her leapt over her, crashing into the groeliin, sending it flying away from her. It attacked with a ferocious roar, its claws scraping across each of the groeliin, blood splattering.

      Isandra didn’t have a chance to thank the merahl. Six more groeliin appeared, and one of them had the lumbering largeness of the strange groeliin that she had attacked a week before.

      Much like the last creature, this one carried a dark-bladed sword. Could it be teralin, the destructive kind much like Jassan had described? It would make sense if what he’d said was true, and it would make sense that the groeliin would use a destructive metal, much like the Antrilii used a constructive form of the metal.

      That was the creature she had to focus her attention on, but it was difficult with the other five groeliin flanking him. Were she to attempt to focus her effort on the larger groeliin, the others would use her distraction and be able to reach her. If she focused on the other groeliin, the dark blade of the large groeliin would cut her down.

      Before she was forced to decide, the merahl leapt in, all claws and fangs, forcing the groeliin to make a choice.

      They peeled off, turning toward the merahl, and she lunged forward striking at the larger groeliin. The merahl could take down five or more groeliin, but she would be the one to destroy the groeliin carrying the sword.

      The large groeliin realized that she had turned her attention to it, and attacked. She deflected his first strike. In the time since she’d last faced the groeliin, she had practiced daily with Jassan, and her skill had grown.

      The groeliin was talented, and—like the large groeliin she’d taken down in the last attack—had surprising ability with the sword, but she was a Magi and descended from ancient warriors. She shared a bloodline with the Antrilii.

      That made her a warrior.

      She fell into the movements, her mind going blank, and she blocked each attack the groeliin attempted. The creature was larger than she and had a longer reach, but she was quicker. She used that speed to her advantage, darting in, slicing at vulnerable spots before dashing back away. She cut at the groeliin’s arms, and then severed a tendon in its leg, leaving the groeliin staggering to the ground. She finished it off with one sharp stab into its chest.

      She turned, and the merahl rubbed up against her legs, showing a flash of teeth. She patted his head. “Thank you,” she said.

      The merahl howled softly.

      The message was clear. They needed to continue to attack.

      She turned, looking for the next band of groeliin that she could focus her attention on. She found it nearby, nearly a dozen strong. Once again, there was one of the large groeliin, and she allowed the merahl to attack the smaller ones as she drew the larger groeliin away, forcing it into a swordfight with her.

      Having discovered her talent, and having discovered the way that she could fight best against this creature, she dispatched it more quickly, first taking it down by severing the tendons in its legs, and then decapitating it.

      It became easier to deal the killing blow the longer she fought.

      She marched forward, the merahl with her attacking the smaller groeliin as she drew the attention of the groeliin wielding the sword. It seemed the large groeliin each led a band of smaller groeliin. Had Jassan discovered that as well? With enough merahl and enough Antrilii, they could still survive this fight.

      She came to the next band of groeliin. As before, she drew the larger one toward her, but this time, four of the other groeliin came with it.

      The merahl was drawn away by a dozen other smaller creatures.

      Isandra started back, but there was only so far she could go. The groeliin began to circle her, and she doubted that the merahl would be able to help her this time.

      She was trapped.

      Another low howl erupted from somewhere out in the night. It was followed by another. And another. She counted nearly three dozen merahl.

      That was more than what they had with them.

      There came a roar from somewhere distant, and the groeliin turned their attention toward the shout.

      It was the opening she needed. She flashed in, cutting down three of the groeliin before they could react. Then she turned toward the larger one and dropped it before it could react, too.

      More groeliin appeared. There were countless numbers of the large groeliin, and hundreds, if not thousands, of the smaller ones. There were far more than what they could oppose with their small band of Antrilii.

      She ran into Jassan. He was bloodied, and she couldn’t tell if it was his blood or groeliin blood.

      A look of relief crossed his face when he saw her. “You still live.”

      “The merahl take out the smaller ones, and I’ve been fighting the larger ones.”

      “As have I.”

      “There are too many for us.”

      Jassan nodded. “Unfortunately, I fear the same. I will fight until I no longer can.”

      “I will fight with you.”

      There was a feeling a finality, and she felt a determined sort of resignation about her fate, but she also felt as if what she did was necessary.

      He nodded to her, and together, they surged forward to what she knew would be her death.

      The groeliin swarmed.

      There came another howl from the merahl. And another. One after another they rang out.

      She understood the call but didn’t think what the merahl said was possible.

      If she understood it correctly, help was coming.
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      Isandra attacked, leaping with her sword outstretched, darting toward the nearest of the groeliin. The sound of the merahl howling continued to approach, growing louder. The cool air held the stink of violence and death, mixed with the awful stench of the groeliin. The sounds of battle echoed.

      The merahl that had grown close to her approached, and she felt the strength of the creature as it did, pushing up behind her. It growled and emitted a soft howl. The merahl passed her, jumping toward a collection of groeliin, close enough that she nearly staggered back.

      Isandra collected herself and brought her sword around, preparing for the next attack.

      The next wave came swiftly.

      Jassan fought barely a few paces away from her, a merahl at his side. He was a flurry of movement, his sword sweeping through the groeliin, relentlessly cutting them down. The merahl with him repeatedly attacked, darting forward before retreating, only to surge forward again and again.

      It was almost enough to allow Isandra the belief that they would succeed.

      Her gaze swept beyond her, and she saw the sea of groeliin attacking.

      Her heart sank. They couldn’t destroy all of them.

      They would fall.

      They may kill many of the groeliin, and they may stop a few of the larger creatures with swords, but they would eventually fall.

      The merahl nearest her growled softly.

      It was answered by others, one after another.

      She had thought that there weren’t many other merahl nearby, but had she been wrong? Were there more that had joined them?

      She still didn’t know why the merahl had called for help. There had been the mournful cry, the request for her to join them, urging her along.

      She stumbled forward, and the merahl pushed back, keeping her on her feet.

      Why did the creature try so hard? It didn’t matter. None of what they did mattered. They fought, and they opposed the groeliin, but they would lose. There was nothing they could do that would stop that now. The hopelessness that filled her was nearly overwhelming.

      The merahl brushed up against her again, and she looked at the bright energy shining in the creature’s eyes, and thought of the determination with which it had been attacking, and knew that she couldn’t stop fighting. The merahl would continue to fight, so she had to continue to fight.

      She staggered forward again.

      What else could she do? She had come north, come to the Antrilii, searching for answers, but answers had been difficult to come by. The Antrilii didn’t seem to know everything about the creatures they hunted—not that they pretended to—but something about the creatures was changing for them. She might not survive long enough to find out what it was or why it was happening, or what it was about their attack that had changed. But she hoped the Antrilii would survive, that others would learn.

      She hoped Jassan survived. He had the hunk of flesh that he’d carved from the first strange groeliin they had encountered and slain. He could use that.

      And they still hadn’t reached the breeding grounds. Perhaps this was it. Perhaps the brutality of this fight meant that they had reached the breeding grounds, but they didn’t have the numbers necessary to confront the groeliin here. Had the merahl not called, Jassan wouldn’t have brought them to fight in the middle of the night.

      Why would the merahl have summoned them? Why would they have brought them here? To face the numbers of groeliin that they did, without having enough help.

      She stumbled again.

      This time, the merahl wasn’t there.

      Something else was. She turned, thinking that it was Jassan who had grabbed her by the back of the arm, but it wasn’t.

      It was another Antrilii, this one incredibly wide, heavily muscled, his face painted streaks of red and black. This was not one of the Antrilii who had come with them.

      The groeliin squeezed past, and this Antrilii quickly attacked, slicing it down.

      “Are you with Nahrsin?” she asked.

      The Antrilii shook his head. “Not with Nahrsin. I am Nahrsin.” Merahl surrounded them, creating an opening for her to remain mostly hidden. Nahrsin studied her and then nodded once. “You worked with Roelle.”

      She shook her head. “I was not with Roelle. Jassan.”

      Nahrsin grunted. “No matter. You fight well.”

      “Is this the breeding grounds?”

      Nahrsin’s eyes narrowed. He glanced to Jassan before turning back to Isandra. “It should not be.”

      “It should not be because the place is wrong, or the timing?”

      “Yes.”

      Isandra turned away from him, surveying the field of groeliin. They were pushed back, a wave of groeliin cut down by merahl and hundreds of new Antrilii warriors.

      As the fighting died down, the groeliin retreating, Jassan joined them. The merahl—Isandra’s creature—came and sat behind her.

      “Nahrsin,” Jassan said, clasping the much larger Antrilii’s arm. “It’s about time you arrived.”

      Nahrsin grunted. “We have been preoccupied, though it appears you have as well.” He glanced from Isandra to the merahl sitting behind her. He said nothing about it, but there was a question written in his eyes that went unasked.

      The sounds of fighting shifted, the calling of the merahl changing from fearful worry to one of urgency, a cry for the hunt. Jassan whistled, and the merahl darted away. The one sitting near Isandra glanced up at her, and she nodded, thinking that it wanted to know that she was unharmed before it went off on a hunt.

      The Antrilii didn’t fail to see that. Jassan in particular laughed. “We didn’t see that with the Magi in the south,” he said to Nahrsin.

      Nahrsin studied Isandra. “No. We did not.”

      Several of the Antrilii piled groeliin bodies together, heaping up the fallen creatures before igniting them. Jassan and Nahrsin looked on, saying nothing as the bodies burned. The fires burned brightly, and the heat pressed back the chill of the night, the stink of the burning groeliin filling the air.

      No one said anything. After a while, the flames began to die back, and Nahrsin nodded and motioned for Jassan and Isandra to follow him.

      They reached a trail leading between a pile of rocks, and on the other side was where the Nahrsin’s group must’ve camped. Nahrsin made quick work of lighting a fire and motioned for them to sit. A few other Antrilii—none that Isandra knew—began joining them. One of the merahl prowled distantly, little more than a blur of dark shadows against the night.

      “The breeding is too soon,” Nahrsin said.

      “Yet it comes,” Jassan said.

      “Have the Yahinv discovered why?”

      “Yahinv would prefer that we not attack.”

      “By that, you mean they have not explored the reason for this breeding?” Nahrsin asked.

      Jassan just nodded.

      Nahrsin grunted. “There is much strangeness at work. We have followed bands of groeliin back to the mountains, and they have not attempted to veer off or attack other villages. It is as if they were summoned back.”

      “That will not be the only strangeness with these creatures,” Jassan said.

      He reached into the pocket of his cloak. Isandra saw rips in the fabric that had not been there before the attack, but she realized that he was mostly unharmed. So was she, for that matter. Considering what they had gone through, and the brutality of the attack, she was surprised that they had survived without more injury, and without anything else having happened to them. It should have been worse for them, though she suspected there were Antrilii who had not survived.

      As he peeled back the cloth in which he had rolled up the groeliin skin, he set it on the ground near Nahrsin. The large Antrilii picked up the piece and held it out to the firelight, studying it.

      “Where did you find this?”

      Jassan nodded to Isandra. “It was one that she killed. It had these markings along its flesh.”

      Nahrsin looked into Jassan’s eyes. “These aren’t brood marks.”

      “They are not brood marks. And they aren’t what Endric described, either.”

      Nahrsin traced his fingers across the raised surface of the skin. His frown deepened as he did.

      “What does this mean?” Nahrsin asked.

      “There is something else,” Jassan said.

      “Something more than markings that have never existed on the groeliin?”

      “How many of the creatures did you fight when your men joined us?” Jassan asked.

      “We fought what we could.”

      Jassan glanced over to Isandra. He looked at her, a question on his face, but it was one that Isandra didn’t have an answer to. She knew what Jassan wanted to tell Nahrsin, but she didn’t know why the groeliin would suddenly begin using the sword any more than he did.

      “These creatures,” he said, motioning to the hunk of flesh, “fight in a way that is different from any of the other groeliin we have ever faced. They carry swords, Nahrsin.”

      Nahrsin glanced from Jassan to Isandra. His face changed, the question in his eyes shifting. “Swords? The groeliin have never used anything more efficient than clubs.”

      The two men fell silent, both of them staring at the piece of groeliin skin.

      When neither offered to say anything more, Isandra spoke up. “Have the groeliin ever set a trap?”

      “This wasn’t a trap,” Jassan said.

      “I think it was. They intended to draw us here, and they knew that we would come for the merahl.”

      Nahrsin studied her, and with the intensity on his face, she could understand why he claimed leadership of the Antrilii. Jassan seemed to defer to him, though that deference was less than what she expected, and less than what it might have been had they not come hunting the groeliin breeding grounds.

      “Something bothers you, doesn’t it?” Isandra asked.

      “Much bothers me about the groeliin these days. But what you tell me adds greater concern to what we’ve already seen.” He shifted his gaze, looking back toward the rocks, and toward the clearing where the battle had taken place. “Groeliin behavior is not what it once was. And now, you’re showing me markings that look to be made by something other than one of the groeliin, and creatures that fight nothing like the groeliin have ever fought. This is troubling, mostly because we have been following something, though we haven’t known what it was.”

      Jassan leaned forward. He picked up the piece of groeliin flesh and rolled it back into the fabric, stuffing it into his pocket. “What have you seen, Nahrsin?”

      “Something is mobilizing the groeliin.”

      “The High Priest,” Isandra said. “We’ve already seen that the Deshmahne seem to have influence over them. Within the House of the Yahinv, they have—”

      Nahrsin shot her a withering look. “You have been to the House of Yahinv?”

      “They attempted to heal me. The Deshmahne in Rondalin stole my abilities.” She lifted her clothing so that her ankle brands could be seen. They appeared less angry than they once had, and in the darkness, they were little more than shadows, but Nahrsin seemed to make them out easily, and reached for the markings, holding his hand just above the surface of her skin.

      He looked up to Jassan. “You took her to Farsea?”

      “What else was I to do with her? She would have died had I not helped,” he said.

      Nahrsin removed his hand, and he sighed deeply. “And the House of Yahinv welcomed her?”

      Jassan nodded. “Rebecca herself invited Isandra in.”

      Nahrsin turned his attention to Isandra. “I don’t think the High Priest is guiding these groeliin. He might have before. There are others who think he was the reason they traveled southward as they did, and I have reason to believe them. If he’s responsible, then much of what we know about the groeliin is wrong.”

      “Not wrong. Only different from what we knew before,” Jassan said.

      “You saw what happened. You saw the way they swarmed. That is not the behavior of the groeliin that we knew. If it has changed, if the creatures respond to a new master, we need to be careful. Especially considering what happened in Thealon.”

      “We won in Thealon,” Jassan said.

      “We won, but this man—the High Priest—was not destroyed. He has been weakened and dealt a defeat, but he still lives.”

      “Could he recover quickly?”

      Nahrsin shrugged. “It is possible. He is a powerful man.”

      There was something about the way he said it that made Isandra realize that he did not believe it possible that the High Priest was responsible for these groeliin. “Why don’t you think it’s him?”

      “It’s many things, but partly because of what we have seen, and the strangeness that we have experienced. And now with what you have described, groeliin with new markings, and carrying swords… This is not the work of the groeliin.”

      “I fear that we will find the answer soon enough,” Jassan said. “As we continue to track the breeding grounds, I think we will find all the answers we need and more.”

      One of the merahl howled, and Isandra perked up, looking toward the sound. There was a call to it, a summons much like she had heard before.

      Nahrsin and Jassan also seemed to recognize it. Both men stood, and Nahrsin quickly extinguished the fire, taking a deep sighing breath. “Perhaps sooner than we would like.”
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      The Denraen barracks were much as Jakob imagined a barracks to be. They were sparse, solidly built, and decorated with weapons rather than anything more ornate. A sword hung along one wall and crossed axes created an accent. The only ornamentation came from finely wrought lanterns. That surprised him, but he suspected there was some reason behind it.

      The Denraen who escorted him through the halls of the barracks occasionally cast a glance back at him. It had taken Mage Alriyn’s insistence for the Denraen to grant Jakob access, but he probably could have forced his way in, shifting into the barracks and trying to find Endric.

      They stopped at a plain-looking door along a wall of other plain-looking doors. The Denraen soldier knocked and clasped his hands behind his back as he waited for a response. There was a gruff call from the other side of the door, and the Denraen pushed it open, stepping in.

      Jakob waited in the hall.

      It had been a long time since he had seen Endric, and Jakob had changed much during that time. He had not only grown with his sword skill, but he also had come to understand more about the Conclave, and Endric’s role in it, along with Novan’s and Brohmin’s.

      Endric might have answers, but Jakob didn’t come to him seeking the answers of one of the Conclave. He came to him simply to pay his respects. Were it not for Endric, much of what Jakob had become would not have been possible.

      The Denraen stepped back out and nodded once to Jakob. “The general has agreed to see you,” he said. Jakob noted the surprise in his voice and suppressed a smile.

      He stepped past the Denraen and into the room. His gaze swept around the room, taking in the desk and the stacks of books, as well as the general clutter about everything. A massive sword hung on the wall behind Endric, a coating of dust on the blade. The blade was enormous, and surprisingly, Jakob felt a fluttering of ahmaean from it.

      But it was Endric who drew his attention the most.

      The grizzled old general stepped forward, coming around his desk, and reached his hand out, clasping Jacob’s. He had changed little since Jakob had last seen him, with the same wiry frame, the same strength, and the plentiful scars across his body. This time, Jakob was aware that energy swirled around him. Endric had ahmaean and knew it.

      Was he one of the Magi?

      Jakob thought that unlikely, but there was plentiful power there. And it didn’t seem like what Brohmin possessed, ahmaean that was as much borrowed as it was his own. This seemed born to Endric.

      It was a surprising question, and one he hadn’t expected coming here.

      “I didn’t think it was possible that I would see you again.”

      “You knew I survived,” Jakob said, deciding that he would try to understand the ahmaean around Endric another time.

      Endric motioned to the chairs, and Jakob took one, sitting across the desk from Endric. The general sat back down behind the desk and peered over a stack of papers situated there. “I heard that you might have survived, but there was little more than rumors that made it out of the north.”

      “You knew Brohmin was going to be there?”

      Endric grunted. “Knew? Had I known the Hunter was there, I would have had less concern for you. No, I think that was all the historian’s work.”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      That surprised Jakob more than anything else. Novan and Endric both served on the Conclave with Brohmin. Had Endric not known when Jakob had gone north with Rit and his soldiers?

      “Only after you departed. That damned man can be far too calculating for his own good.” Endric sighed. “So many men were lost. Good men. But the important thing is that you were able to get the trunk to Avaneam.”

      “Did you know? Were you aware of what was in the trunk, or where it was supposed to go?”

      Endric’s face was unreadable. “I have a certain affinity for the north lands, so I do have more than a passing understanding of Avaneam.”

      “So you knew that it would take me to the Unknown Lands?”

      Endric nodded.

      “Did you know what was in the trunk?”

      “Only that it was an artifact created in a different time that granted the beings in the east a way of testing.”

      Endric had known more than what Jakob had suspected. That surprised him, but it shouldn’t have. Novan might be calculating, but Jakob had long had the suspicion that Endric was a master strategist, planning for many eventualities at the same time. It was Endric who had prompted Roelle to travel north. He must have suspected that she would meet up with the Antrilii and that together, they would have enough strength of arms to defeat the groeliin, at least slow them.

      “Get it out there, boy. I can see it on your face.”

      “See what?”

      “I can see that you have something you want to ask, but you aren’t sure how to say it. I think we got to know each other well enough in the short time we spent together for you to speak freely.”

      Jakob smiled tightly and nodded. “You are a member of the Conclave.”

      Endric held up his hand and tapped a dark band of metal that circled one of his fingers. “This is a marker of the Conclave.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      Endric grunted, laughing softly as he did. “Perhaps not. Yes. I am a member of the Conclave.”

      “Did you know that Alyta was captured?”

      Endric’s face changed then, clouding. “She sent the vision when she was captured. Many within the Conclave were aware.”

      Had Brohmin received that vision? Why had Jakob been the one to inform Brohmin that Alyta was captured? Maybe the distance—and the fact that they were in the Unknown Lands—had prevented him from receiving it. Maybe Jakob was the only one capable of receiving the message while they were there.

      “Then you must know that she has passed,” Jakob said.

      Endric closed his eyes, the scar on his face clenching as he did. “Yes, I felt that.”

      “I took her to the Great Forest for her final resting.”

      “She would have liked that.”

      “Before she died, she awoke within me an ability.”

      Endric frowned and studied him. His energy swirled, pushing out softly, not with the same strength that Jakob could summon, but certainly with more control than he had seen from many of the Magi.

      “Were you gifted as Brohmin was once gifted?” Endric asked.

      “No.”

      Endric grunted again. “I didn’t think so. Which means that you’re damahne.”

      “You don’t seem surprised.”

      Endric shrugged. “Surprised? I’m plenty surprised, but when you train long enough as Denraen, you simply learn to roll with the information you’re given. You use the term awoke something within you, which is a phrase I’ve heard the damahne use before. And there is the change in your voice.”

      This time, Jakob smiled. “What changed in my voice?”

      “You’re starting to talk like them.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Endric leaned forward. He shifted the papers on his desk, clearing a space for him to see more easily. “You probably haven’t been around too many of the damahne, but they have a particular way of talking that sounds more fluid. It’s more readily evident when they speak in their native tongue, but even when they don’t, you can hear it when you listen.”

      Jakob leaned back, his arms crossed over his chest. He had wondered if he would manifest any changes, knowing that he was different enough from the damahne he had seen in his visions, but he hadn’t expected his voice to change first. It was the thing that he would be least likely to notice. He rarely heard himself speaking, and ignored it when he did.

      “You came to Vasha for a reason.”

      “Answers. I hoped to learn something about looking forward along the fibers. I need to know what Raime may plan next.”

      “And you thought to question Haerlin.”

      Jakob was impressed by the quickness of Endric’s mind. “Haerlin is the only living prophet. I’ve tried looking back and speaking to my damahne ancestors, but they aren’t able to help, not in a way that would be useful.”

      Endric nodded, pinching his chin as he did. “I imagine walking back is different from looking forward. And once you’re back, it would be difficult to separate what you know from the possibilities they can see.”

      “How is it that you know that?” Jakob asked.

      Endric grunted. “You live long enough, and you see enough, and your mind begins to make connections. You have a quick mind, Jakob. I saw that when I first worked with you. You grasped concepts that not many were able to. In time, I suspect you’ll come up with all the answers you need.”

      In time. He wasn’t sure how much time he had, or how much time he could wait to find the answers he needed. “I need to figure out what Raime might attempt next before he hurts anyone else. I’ve managed to seal off his influence along the fibers, and I weakened him, but he’s not done fighting.”

      Endric frowned. “He shouldn’t have been able to access the fibers. He is not damahne, and hasn’t stolen any damahne ability.”

      “He has stolen enough from the daneamiin that I don’t think it matters. The daneamiin have the ability to look back along the fibers.”

      Raime had mentioned seeing something about Jakob, a reason that he had first drawn the High Priest’s attention. For him to manage that, he would have to have some ability to look forward along the fibers.

      And if he could, he might already know what Jakob intended.

      “Now I’ve learned that there are types of teralin that grant power.”

      Endric glanced over his shoulder at the sword hanging on the wall before returning his attention to Jakob. “Teralin itself does not grant power, but there is something about the metal that allows it to be stored, and augmented. The practitioner must have some capacity to access that on their own. There are some who believe that teralin underlies everything, and is that which creation is founded upon.”

      He hadn’t heard that from Alriyn as he had explained teralin, but seeing as how ahmaean seemed to be concentrated by it, it was a reasonable theory.

      Jakob unsheathed his sword and looked at the blade. The metal was blindingly bright, as well as painfully dark on the other side. “Is this teralin?”

      Endric looked at the sword. “When you first appeared with that blade, I thought I imagined it.”

      “You recognized it?”

      “I recognized stories of it, not the blade itself.”

      “Is it teralin?” The metal looked different from the other teralin that Jakob had seen, but he wondered if that was because of what the daneamiin had done, the way they must have changed the metal to store power within it.

      “I know nothing of its forging, Jakob. I suspect few other than the daneamiin would be able to tell you anything about its creation. Is it teralin? It’s possible. Teralin can be charged both positively and negatively, what some would call light and dark, which might explain the nature of your blade.”

      “You don’t think so, though do you?”

      Endric sighed and stood, unsheathing his sword from his waist. He set it on the table in front of Jakob, the hilt pointed toward him. “This is teralin.”

      Jakob took the sword and felt warmth radiating from the blade. The metal was slightly dull silver, and he pressed his ahmaean into it and felt it holding there, stored and amplified. Jakob drew it back and set the sword down on the desk once again.

      “Mine is a positively charged teralin blade. There is power to it, much like there is power to your blade, but there is something unique—and special—about your sword. I would not claim to have the same quality to mine, though there is no reason for me to do so.”

      “If it’s not teralin, what else would it be made from?”

      “Does it matter? What matters with the sword is less what the blade is constructed from, and more about the wielder himself. Having seen you, I have little doubt that you wield that sword well.”

      “It was made for someone without any abilities.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      Jakob smiled, sniffing softly. “I have had a vision of my great father, Niall. I saw when he was gifted this blade.”

      “And you assume that because Niall was gifted that blade first, he was the only person who was ever meant to wield it? A sword like that would always outlive its owner. Even when you’re gone, another will come along, and another will hold it. Who is to say that it was not forged for you, or for someone who comes after you?” Endric took his blade and sheathed it. He glanced over his shoulder at the sword hanging on the wall behind him. “Even my father’s sword outlasted him. For me, it is little more than ornamentation. For someone else, Trill will be a great weapon.”

      Jakob suspected he could find the answer to the making of his sword, and that he could walk back along the fibers, and observe the creation of it, but maybe Endric was right about that. What did it matter what the sword was made from? The blade held power in ways that teralin did not.

      “Novan thinks that the Deshmahne seek access to more teralin,” Jakob said.

      “Wars have been fought over teralin before.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      Endric shrugged. “That was centuries ago. It’s the reason the Magi claimed it as theirs, and for many years, they were the only ones allowed to handle it. The metal is dangerous, though whether that is because of the person who wields it, or the metal itself, I don’t know.”

      “Won’t Raime seek more?”

      Endric sighed. “There are several deposits in the south lands that he might already have discovered. I suspect that is why he started there first, gaining his foothold, getting access to resources.”

      “Why is that important?”

      “For reasons that are both stranger and more mundane than you would ever imagine. For reasons that I overlooked for too long.”

      “What reasons are those?”

      “You’ve seen how Raime steals power from those who possess it.”

      Jakob nodded. “I have met a Mage who lost her ability because of him.”

      “There are many Magi in Vasha who lost their abilities to the Deshmahne. But it’s not only the Magi he steals from.”

      “I’ve already told you that I’m aware of his stealing from the daneamiin.”

      “The daneamiin, and the groeliin. I didn’t realize he commanded the groeliin until it was too late. I suspected, as did many on the Conclave, but what could we do about it without risking the lives of those who already fought as much as they could? We should have recognized the connection to teralin, but we failed. I failed.”

      “What do the groeliin have to do with teralin? Other than Raime using it to force his brands, why would it matter?”

      “The groeliin feed on darkness, and dark power. That’s something that has been hidden from the Antrilii for years, something they have tried to ignore for long enough. There have been those who attempted to share with them, to warn them of this, but pride prevented them from seeing it.”

      “Seeing what?”

      Endric shook his head, a slight movement, but enough that he appeared to have a hint of agitation. “The groeliin require negatively charged teralin to breed.”

      Jakob frowned. “To breed?”

      “Normally, the breeding seasons are staggered, separated by enough time for them to find new deposits of teralin, and charge it in such a way that it will be effective. Those breeding seasons have escalated, which is why the horde made its way south in such numbers.”

      “And what does this have to do with Raime?”

      “I suspect this has everything to do with Raime. The Antrilii have never managed to completely exterminate the groeliin. They have fought, and they have hunted, but they have never completely eradicated them. Most of the Antrilii long for the day when they will finally be able to stop fighting. They look forward to a time when they can finally share the peace the Urmahne preach, but until that time, they follow a different path, one they feel was required of them by the gods long ago.”

      “How much teralin is in the north?”

      Endric smiled grimly. “Now you’re beginning to think, Jakob. There shouldn’t be as much teralin as there seems to be. Those who know such things, those who can detect the deposits, have never felt that the northern mountain range carried all that much teralin. Then again, the northern mountains are extensive, and not completely explored. That’s the reason the groeliin have managed to hide as long as they have.”

      “But you think Raime has something to do with this. Was he bringing teralin to the north, using it on the groeliin in some way?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve heard no rumors of movement of such size as would be required to transport as much metal as the groeliin would need for their breeding. But it’s possible that they have found a way to conceal it. It wouldn’t be the first time that Raime has managed to conceal things from the Conclave. He has survived for over a thousand years, drawing strength and power from others, and has become something other than a man, and something much more than a Mage. It’s possible that with all that he has gained, and as twisted as he has become, that he could conceal his movements, and could conceal the transportation of negatively charged teralin.”

      Jakob sat back in the chair, clasping his hands together. He had questions about the groeliin, and the answers that Endric knew were nothing like what he had expected. Now, more than ever, he suspected what he needed to do next.

      Somehow, he had to travel north, seek out the groeliin, and find answers. Only by doing that, could he discover where Raime was headed, and finally defeat the High Priest for good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Jakob inhaled deeply, smelling the sharp, almost bitter scent of the interior of the mineshaft. He had shifted here, bringing Anda with him, traveling so that he could discover more about the teralin before he departed the city and went north. The entire mine had a heat to it, a sense of almost unnatural warmth that radiated, filling the cavern with heat. He had never experienced anything quite like this.

      “Is there teralin in the daneamiin lands?” Jakob asked Anda.

      Her face was unreadable, and she had removed the glamour, no longer trying to conceal her features. Deep within the mountain beneath Vasha, there was no need for her to hide and no need for her to be anything other than daneamiin.

      “We have nothing quite like this.”

      “Endric thinks that teralin is a part of creation.”

      Anda touched the wall, trailing her fingers along the warm surface. The tunnels were slightly irregular, not smooth stone carved from the mountain itself like the palace overhead. These were mined by men and carried with them the appearance of that.

      “Everything is a part of creation. This metal is as much a part of creation as the forest in my lands.”

      “What about the pool?”

      Anda smiled. “You have detected something unique about the pool?”

      “I detected the power that is present there. The ahmaean seems focused there, more focused than in other parts of the forest. I thought the trees and the house of the Cala maah would be the focus of ahmaean in your lands, but that didn’t seem to be the case.”

      “Why would you expect otherwise? Water supports life, and the water feed the trees, and the grasses, and provides nourishment for the people. It should not be surprising that water is what gives the daneamiin power.”

      They stopped in a large chamber. Alcoves were carved into the stone, and though they were empty, it appeared that they had once stored many items here. Heat radiated from the walls the same as it did in other places within the mine, but there was a slightly lessened sense of it here. Jakob pushed out his ahmaean, sending it into the teralin within the walls, and detected a surge of power in response. The walls took on a faint glow, the pale yellow light that reminded him of when Novan used his staff.

      Alriyn had described the difference between the polarities of teralin but had only had positively charged teralin to demonstrate. Jakob had seen Deshmahne swords, and knew the negatively charged teralin that they used, but didn’t know whether there was anything more to it, anything that he should try to understand better.

      “I wonder why teralin collects and holds ahmaean,” Jakob said.

      “Ahmaean cannot be contained, Jakob Nialsen. It can be transferred, but while water supports life, ahmaean is what gives life, gives power. Ahmaean is the purest representation of what the Maker has given.”

      Jakob withdrew his ahmaean, pulling it back and away from the walls.

      “What did you hope to see here?” Anda asked.

      Jakob sighed. “I wanted to understand what the conflict was about. Endric shared with me that the Deshmahne had invaded Vasha before, that they were after something stored here.”

      “Raime needed access to power,” Endric said, stepping out of the shadows.

      Jakob turned to him. He hadn’t detected Endric’s presence and was impressed that the general was able to reach the chamber as easily as he was. There must be some connection from up above that made it so that Endric had an easier way to travel here.

      Endric bowed to Anda. “Your presence warms me, daneamiin.”

      “Your presence warms me as well, warrior.”

      Jakob glanced from Endric to Anda. “How did you know we were going to be here?”

      “It’s my business to know and anticipate what might happen. I suspected that you would have questions about teralin and that you would come here searching for answers.”

      “What do you mean that Raime needed access to power?”

      “Vasha has long stored items of power,” Endric began. “Ever since the city served as a home to the damahne, it stored power. When the damahne departed, the city in ruins, many of those artifacts remained here, using the power of the mountain itself to conceal them.”

      “How would the mountain conceal them?”

      “That is one of teralin’s abilities. With that metal, much can be concealed from even the damahne. I suspect the damahne used that particular feature of the metal to prevent their particular form of traveling.”

      Not only did the metal shield things, but it would prevent shifting? “Did the Magi know the items were stored here?” Jakob asked.

      “Not at first. When they discovered their existence, the Conclave made certain to provide additional protection to conceal them. Unfortunately, Raime has long sought items of power. I suspect that he somehow discovered that the artifacts were being hidden here, and that is why he pursued them.”

      “What kind of artifacts?”

      “The kind that would allow him to steal from one of the damahne. He would not be able to simply place brands, not the same way he did with the Magi or even with the daneamiin. For him to steal from one of the greater beings, he would need a stronger connection. He would need something that would provide an augmentation of the dark energy he intended to use.”

      Jakob glanced around and considered the alcoves. Had the damahne stored items made from charged teralin? Why would they have left them here? “Teralin?”

      Endric nodded slowly. “The damahne have not always lived the peaceful life they demand of others. There has been unfortunate violence throughout their history.” Endric studied Anda for a moment and smiled sadly. “I’m sorry to have to be the one to share that with you, daneamiin. The artifacts that were stored here were created with a different intent, one that allowed the damahne to force the transfer of power to another.”

      “Why would they need something like that?”

      “Need? There was never a need. There was always fear. The damahne have feared the unknown and feared anything that might unsettle what they considered a balance. They were willing to do anything to maintain that balance.”

      Would Jakob be able to confirm that by walking back along the fibers? The damahne he had visited had never had any sense of violence about them, and there had never been a sense that they would be willing to attack another of their kind, but they also had demonstrated a strong desire to maintain the way things had been. Even Shoren—considered by the damahne to be one of the greatest of them—had struggled with the idea of Jakob using a sword. To Shoren, the damahne simply did not do such things.

      “Are you aware that Raime managed to acquire an artifact that would allow him to steal from Alyta? Did that come from here?”

      “I was aware that something had been stolen from here. I tried to protect it by closing the mines and thought that I had, but I didn’t anticipate the Deshmahne influencing and infiltrating the Magi as quickly as they did. Even I can make mistakes, Jakob. The key is to learn from them, and not let them prevent you from doing what you must the next time you have to make a decision.”

      “Had we not managed to break into the Tower when we did, he would have succeeded.”

      “Had you not managed to reach Alyta, much more than her life would have been lost. Imagine how hard it would have been for you to begin to understand what you’re capable of doing. Without her awakening that part of you, what would it have taken for you to discover the connection that you have, a part of you that you were not aware of before you met her?”

      Anda took his hand and squeezed it. Her ahmaean swirled around him. “In time, you would have discovered your connection. You were well on your way to understanding that when you came to our lands. Had you not, I don’t think I would’ve been able to help you cross the Valley.”

      “You knew, even then?” Jakob asked.

      “The Cala maah suspected. You would not have had the visions you did if you had not the potential you do. I think Aruhn knew that, and that is why he asked me to escort you across the Valley.”

      Jakob smiled to himself. “And here you claim not to have any ability to peer forward along the fibers.”

      “We do not, but we recognize signs, the same as the warrior here. When all signs point in a particular direction, the answer is clear. Isn’t that so, warrior?” Anda asked Endric.

      He nodded once. “Sometimes, decisions are easy, and others are less so. I may not be able to teach you how to look forward along the fibers, and separate out what you need to know, but I can help you recognize where your efforts should focus. For the most part, it’s a matter of synthesizing the information that comes to you. And you have the advantage over me. With your damahne ability, you can travel places and discover information firsthand that I must wait for and hear through messengers.”

      “You don’t think I should go after Raime?”

      “I think you will need to go after him, and I think that you are the only one who can successfully stop him, but I also believe that Raime is a master strategist, and stopping him will not be a simple matter of looking along the fibers and seeing where he might be so that you can be there as well. Stopping him will require preventing plans that he has laid, forcing him to make a decision that he would not otherwise make.”

      “I don’t know Raime well enough to know what decisions he might not make,” Jakob said.

      “Perhaps not yet, but you have the advantage in that you can look back, and you can search for trends. And there is another thing, one that Raime has often overlooked, something that I doubt he ever fully understood.”

      “What is that?”

      “You won’t be fighting alone.” Endric smiled, gripping the hilt of his sword. “The Conclave fights with you, and after the last Deshmahne attack, he has motivated the Magi to fight. He made a mistake in mobilizing when he did, or perhaps his mistake was not acting swiftly enough. Either way, Raime has made a mistake. That is uncommon enough for him that we must take advantage now, or he will regain the necessary strength to mount another attack.”

      “I fear that he already has gained that strength,” Jakob said.

      “If he had, we would have heard word of him, wouldn’t we?” Endric asked.

      “Do we ever hear word of him?” Jakob said. “The only way that I knew he was attempting to use the fibers, to draw power from there, was because I was trying to understand my own ability. Had I not gone back, and had I not seen what he was doing, I doubt that I would have recognized the way that he drew power from those in the past.”

      “I didn’t realize that was possible.”

      “With Raime, I suspect many things are possible that we once would have said were not,” Anda said.

      “Such as changing the past?” Jakob asked.

      Anda looked at him, concern etched in her exotic eyes. He’d spent enough time with her to recognize the expression. “It is not possible to change the past.”

      “That’s been the belief… up until now,” Jakob said. “But what if Raime has discovered some way that he can? What if he has uncovered a secret, some way to influence the fibers that changes things?”

      That was one thing Jakob feared—everyone would fear—but would they even know if it happened? If the fibers were changed, how would they know?

      Jakob wasn’t certain that the fibers could be changed, and believed that the others who came before him knew and understood the fibers better than he did, but Raime changed things. He not only challenged their understanding of what was possible, but he also forced a different reaction from them.

      “So you would discourage me from going north. But what are you suggesting I do instead? How do I find Raime?”

      “First, you have to accept help. You now have the Conclave. Even in the north, there are the Antrilii. They hunt the groeliin, and have done so for centuries.”

      “If Raime is somehow bringing teralin north, and using that to facilitate breeding, how will the Antrilii be able to stop that? Is there anything they can even do?”

      “That might be where you can help,” Endric said. “But it’s not the only place you can help. He will have multiple avenues all taking him toward the destination he desires. Until you master your ability to look along the fibers—and possibly after that, since I suspect Raime has some way of concealing himself that you have yet to discover—you will need to counter him in as many places as possible.”

      “By that, you include the south, where the Deshmahne remain strong.”

      “I think we must, but even in that, you won’t be alone. The Magi have agreed to send representatives to the south, and they are working to regain their influence. The Deshmahne have proven themselves to people over the years because of their claimed connection to the gods, but having the Magi out in the world, and letting them be seen, will cause the people to question.”

      “Don’t you think that will create conflict?”

      A wide smile spread on Endric’s face. “Perhaps once it would have, but that was before we had Magi warriors willing to defend the Magi.”

      “You intend to send Roelle south.”

      “Roelle, as well as the others. Any who are willing to go with her.”

      “And not north. Not to face the groeliin.”

      “The Antrilii are responsible for facing the groeliin.”

      “They have in the past, but without the Magi, the groeliin would have overrun everything. They reached Thealon before they were stopped.”

      “I am well aware of the impact the groeliin had on these lands, much as I am well aware of the need for having the Magi assist in that confrontation.”

      “You’re the reason the Magi went and joined the Antrilii.”

      “I’m the reason that they went. I’m the reason Roelle had her interest in the sword. I’ve been trying for years to convince some of the younger Magi to take up the sword and fight as their ancestors once fought. I knew that a day would come when we would have need of their abilities once more.”

      Jakob looked around, trying to decide where he needed to focus his energies. The answer wasn’t clear to him. It seemed as if others were making plans that he was a part of, but also plans for which he didn’t need to have as much involvement.

      The Antrilii patrolled the north, and the Magi would head south.

      What did that leave for him?

      He looked at Anda and realized there was an area where there had been no influence, one that Raime had already invaded. That was where he needed to go.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      “Just a concern. I have been thinking that I needed to travel north and that I needed to find what Raime planned there, but that might not be where I need to focus my attention. I thought that he would go after the groeliin, that he would use them to regain his strength, and he still might. But if what you tell me about the breeding is true, then he can’t use the groeliin—not yet. But there’s another place that he might attempt to invade, a place he has been before.”

      “No—” Anda said.
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      Jakob wanted to return to the Unknown Lands as quickly as possible, especially as he was no longer certain that he hadn’t made a mistake. Before he left, he needed to know whether he could discover anything from Haerlin. He had come to Vasha for answers, and so far, he had only more questions.

      With Anda, Jakob reentered the palace. Novan would be here somewhere, and Jakob could either approach Novan for assistance, or he could wander on his own. He decided to take a different tactic.

      He held Anda’s hand and shifted, back into Alriyn’s quarters, hoping to find answers from the Eldest Mage.

      Alriyn was not in his room, but Roelle was, sitting on the edge of the bed, rubbing her eyes.

      When Jakob appeared, she blinked, as if disbelieving that he was there. “Jakob?” she said.

      “You’re awake.”

      Roelle glanced from Jakob to Anda. She had replaced her glamour, using it once more to conceal her daneamiin features. Roelle had seen her before but had believed her little more than a companion traveling with them.

      “I understand I have you to thank for that,” she said.

      “I did what I could.”

      “Thank you. I don’t know what has happened to you in the time since we traveled together, but… thank you.”

      It was too much to share with her now. There would come a time when he would sit with Roelle, and he would share what he had been through, but that was not this time.

      “Did you come for my uncle?” Roelle asked. There was a note of disappointment in her voice. She seemed to make a point of not looking at Anda.

      “I need to find Haerlin. I thought your uncle could help me…”

      “I imagine that this has something to do with your newfound abilities?”

      Jakob nodded.

      She stood, though was somewhat shaky as she did. “I should be able to help you find Haerlin. He’s not necessarily the most welcoming of the elders, but if you don’t let his dour mood bother you, he might actually be helpful.”

      Roelle looked around the room until her gaze settled on something on the far side of the room, a bundle propped against the wall. Jakob grabbed it for her and realized that her sword was held within. He unwrapped it and handed it to her, noting warmth coming from the blade.

      “Teralin?” he asked.

      Roelle shrugged. “A gift from Endric when we left the city. Apparently, he thinks I need a fancier blade to cut down groeliin.” She strapped the sword around her waist and took the cloak in which the sword had been wrapped, throwing it over her shoulders.

      As she did, she took on the appearance of a warrior Mage, the woman that he’d seen in the Forest, and much different from the young Magi apprentice he had first met when traveling to Vasha. They had both changed so much in that time. Roelle had a purpose; she served the Magi in the way that their Founders once had served.

      What was his purpose?

      He still didn’t know what it meant for him to be damahne, and he struggled with why he had been given the abilities and gifts that he had. There had to be a reason, much like there had to be something for him, some way for him to use them.

      “That’s better,” she said.

      “You need a sword to walk through the palace?” Jakob asked.

      Roelle smiled sheepishly. “Probably not, but I’ve worn one for so long now that it feels strange not to have it with me. Its presence gives me a certain reassurance. I suspect you understand that.”

      Jakob patted the hilt of his blade. “I understand it quite well.”

      Roelle studied him for a moment, her beautiful face unreadable. She flicked her gaze to Anda for the briefest of moments before it returned to Jakob. “If you’re ready…”

      He nodded.

      Roelle stepped past them, and he noted that she drew upon her ahmaean, likely to strengthen herself. How much had she been weakened through the attack and the subsequent poisoning? He thought that he had removed the effects of the poisoning, but he didn’t have enough control over his abilities to know whether he had been completely successful.

      When they were in the hall, Roelle moved quickly, and with confidence. She walked with a stiff back, and with the same dangerous sort of grace that Endric managed. There was something practically coiled about her, as if she was ready to strike at any moment. And maybe she was.

      He had faced the groeliin, but not nearly as many or for as long as Roelle. She had sought them out, had hunted them, tracking them for weeks, possibly months, and that would have to have changed something about her.

      They reached a stairway, and she glanced briefly to ensure that Jakob still followed. Again seeming to ignore Anda’s presence.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she made her way down the hall, stopping before a door that looked no different from any of the others. A tapestry hung on the wall next to the door, this one depicting a scene that looked something like what Jakob imagined the Magi thought the gods looked like, one where they stood on a mountaintop, overlooking a distant land.

      Could that be Vasha?

      There was nothing particularly unique about the mountain, nothing particularly telling about which damahne was depicted.

      Roelle knocked and looked over at Jakob while waiting for the door to open.

      When it did, Jakob saw Haerlin on the other side.

      The last time he’d seen the Mage had been before departing with Novan and the Denraen. Haerlin appeared frailer now, and there was uncertainty in his eyes that caused him to flicker from Roelle to Jakob and finally to Anda.

      When he realized that it was Jakob, his eyes widened.

      “You.”

      Jakob nodded. “Me.”

      “How is it that you’re here? The last that you were seen, you were heading north on Endric’s mission. How is it that you survived when so many others did not?”

      At least that answered the question to Jakob about whether Haerlin knew of his newfound connection to the damahne.

      “You know what we discovered in the north,” Roelle said.

      Haerlin glanced to her, his brow furrowed slightly and a heat to his eyes. “Yes. You’ve made it quite clear what you discovered in the north. What I want to learn is what happened to this young man when Endric sent him away.”

      Roelle laughed softly. Jakob glanced over to her, surprised at the way that she dismissed Haerlin’s concern. When she’d traveled with him before, she had been far more reserved, more hesitant to challenge Haerlin, though she had been willing to continue practicing with the sword, something Jakob knew the Magi had not approved of.

      Was Haerlin one of those who still didn’t approve?

      After everything that he’d seen, and after the Deshmahne attack that Alriyn had described, how could Haerlin not want the Magi to be more involved? Unless it was that exact reason that he didn’t. Maybe there had been too much violence for him, and too much change for Haerlin’s liking.

      Jakob’s reason for coming wouldn’t make that any easier on Haerlin.

      “Elder Haerlin,” Jakob began, “I didn’t come to talk about fighting the groeliin, though I, too, have fought them. I didn’t come to talk about how the Magi have faced and resisted the Deshmahne, though I am aware that you have. I’ve come to talk to you about something that has changed for me.” Haerlin watched him, saying nothing. “I understand that you had a vision of me. That you have some gift with prophecy.”

      Haerlin crossed his arms over his chest and drew himself up. “There has not been a Mage in Vasha with the gift of prophecy for over one hundred years.”

      “Can you tell me what it’s like when you have your visions? Is there—”

      Haerlin started to turn. “I’m not about to speak to some historian apprentice about my abilities.”

      Roelle laughed, and Haerlin paused long enough to shoot a hard glare at her.

      “If you think Jakob is only a historian apprentice, your gift of prophecy needs a little fine tuning,” Roelle said.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Attempt a vision,” Roelle suggested.

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “No? You forget I traveled with you for months. I’ve seen you when you attempt your visions. I’ve seen how you focus yourself and try to bring them to you. Look at Jakob now, and tell me what you see.”

      Haerlin sighed deeply. “Were it not that you helped protect us from an attack, I would see you sent off for additional lessons.”

      “I’m no longer an apprentice,” Roelle said.

      “You need to be promoted by the Council before you can make that claim,” Haerlin said. “And as I sit on the Council, I know that you have not been.”

      “I haven’t a care as to what the Council decides on that matter,” Roelle said. “Now, tell me what you see when you look at Jakob.”

      Haerlin paused and then motioned for the three of them to follow him into his room. It was more formally appointed than what Alriyn’s had been, with two ornately decorated chairs along one wall with a table in the middle. Two more chairs were on the opposite wall, and Haerlin nodded to Roelle and Anda, then toward those chairs.

      He waved for Jakob to take one of the ornate chairs, and he took the other, resting his hands on his lap, looking from Jakob to Roelle. “What is it that you expect me to see?” he asked Roelle.

      “Expect? I don’t know anything about how your ability works, so I don’t expect you to see anything. I thought that if you took a chance, and you looked at Jakob, you might see something about him that will surprise you.”

      Could Haerlin control his ability so well that he could peer into the future in that way? If he could, that would be beneficial for Jakob, and would allow him to gain a greater understanding, perhaps enough that he could learn to control the fibers, and peer along them. Would it be possible for him to learn from one of the Magi something that he couldn’t learn from the damahne?

      “I will try, but I make no guarantees that this will work,” Haerlin said.

      Sitting on the far side of the room, with Anda sitting next to her, Roelle nodded at Jakob.

      He turned his attention to Haerlin and focused on how the elder Mage used his ahmaean. The few Magi he’d spent time with had none of the fine control that the damahne Jakob had seen managed.

      What Haerlin did next surprised Jakob.

      He turned his ahmaean and pushed it inside himself. It was much like what Jakob did when he reached back along the fibers, but this was a folding, one that twisted together, forcing the energy that swirled around him to press inward.

      Once it did that, Jakob could see nothing more.

      He needed to know what Haerlin did.

      He surged his ahmaean, pressing it through Haerlin, joining with his and focusing, letting the Mage drag him forward as he attempted his vision.

      Jakob felt a hint of how he used his ability, the way that the ahmaean pressed forward along the fibers, forced there. There was a bluntness to it, and Jakob added to it, teasing apart the fibers as he looked along them. It was similar to how he tracked backward, trying to unwind the fibers so that he could peer along the path and see what his ancestors had experienced, and yet completely different.

      There was no need to focus only on Jakob’s fibers. Everything was an interaction, and it all twisted together, binding in such a way that it created possibilities.

      And there were dozens—hundreds—of possibilities.

      How was anyone able to learn anything from them?

      Haerlin would not. Jakob saw that clearly, just as he saw how blunt the Mage was with his efforts to look forward. But Jakob didn’t require the same bluntness, and he poured his ahmaean into Haerlin’s work, focusing it in a way that allowed it to be better controlled, and together, they untangled the fibers.

      Jakob saw flashes, enough that he recognized himself within them.

      The flashes faded, and he saw nothing more.

      It took a moment to realize why that was. Haerlin had sagged, his control fading, the force of his ahmaean drifting back and away from the fibers.

      Jakob retreated. He thought that he had some understanding of what Haerlin had done. Maybe it wasn’t enough to re-create himself, but he would take time to see if there was anything more that he could do.

      Haerlin blinked, his eyes clearing as if returning from a dream, which probably was what it was for him.

      What had Haerlin seen? He had more experience with peering along the fibers, and maybe he had seen more than what Jakob had.

      “What did you do?” Haerlin asked. His voice was shaky, and he glanced from Jakob to Roelle.

      “I assisted you.”

      “You should not be able to assist me. What is it that you did?”

      Jakob leaned forward, watching Haerlin. The Mage’s ahmaean was fainter now. Had Jakob used so much that he had weakened Haerlin? He didn’t think the ahmaean could be used up, but maybe prophecy required a different control than what the rest of the Magi possessed.

      As Jakob watched, the ahmaean slowly returned. It seeped back into him; whatever efforts Haerlin had used to force himself along the fibers gradually returned to the Mage.

      “I needed to know how you used your ability to look forward along the fibers.”

      “Fibers?”

      “That’s what they are called. The fibers of time.”

      “What do you mean by the fibers of time?” Haerlin asked.

      Jakob glanced over to Anda, thinking about the time when he had asked a similar question, and how she had demonstrated the fibers to him by weaving together strands of grass. There was nothing here that he could use to demonstrate for Haerlin, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t explain it to him. It seemed that there had been too much separation of information over the years. Had there not been, would Raime have grown as powerful as he was?

      Jakob stood and went to a table where Haerlin had some books stacked on it. Underneath the books, there were a few sheets of paper, and he one up, noting that it was mostly blank, and began tearing off thin strips.

      Haerlin watched him, saying nothing.

      When Jakob had a dozen strips torn free, he held them in his palm. “The way it has been explained to me is that the fibers of time are woven from strands of possibility. Imagine that these are the possibilities.” He held the strips out, his palms cupped so that Haerlin could see what he was planning. “Those possibilities are what you see with your prophecy. That is what you see in the future. They weave together”—Jakob began twisting the strands of paper together, forming a single stalk—“and this becomes the fibers of the past. If you have some ability, you can look back, you can see what has come before. If you have other ability, you can look forward, and see what might be.”

      “And you can look back along the fiber?” Haerlin asked.

      “All of my kind can look back along the fiber. Looking forward is more difficult.”

      “Your kind? You are the son of a priest, a young man I escorted out of Chrysia.”

      Jakob set the twisted strips of paper down on the table next to Haerlin. “Perhaps once that would have described me. Now, I am something else.”

      “What else?”

      Jakob studied Haerlin, trying to decide how much to share with him. Was the Mage ready for what Jakob knew and had experienced?

      He still didn’t know what Haerlin had seen during his vision, but nothing that the Mage said made it seem as though he had seen Jakob, or what he could do. Haerlin would have experienced the sensation of Jakob’s influence on the fibers and would have felt Jakob pushing him forward, but it was possible that he didn’t know what it was that Jakob did. It was possible that he didn’t know who was responsible.

      What was clear was that Haerlin wasn’t ready for the truth. Maybe no other Magi other than those of the Conclave—and Alriyn—were ready for it.

      “Something else.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “What now?” Roelle asked.

      Jakob stood next to Roelle in the hall near her uncle’s room, no longer drawing upon the strength of her ahmaean to keep herself standing. The longer she’d been awake, the more it became clear that she would recover. She was strong. It was time he shared with her what he knew. At least some of it.

      “The man who instigated all of this is the High Priest who leads the Deshmahne, but he is much more than just the leader of the dark priests. His name is Raime. He’s lived for hundreds of years, and he must be stopped.”

      Roelle’s mission had been to find the Antrilii. During that journey, she had come up against the Deshmahne. And she had fought groeliin. She had proven herself as a strong warrior, and he realized he could use her help.

      She glanced back at Anda, a question remaining in her eyes. Could she see through Anda’s glamour?

      “I’ve attempted to find him using the abilities I’m still slowly learning, but I have failed. Endric suggests that I trust others to help. To do what I cannot do alone.”

      “Such as?” Roelle asked.

      “Such as determining what he might be planning in the northern mountains. He uses the groeliin, and I’m concerned that he’s still using the groeliin.”

      “He uses the groeliin? The Antrilii battle they groeliin. They will oppose him in the north.” Roelle said that with a certain amount of pride.

      What did she know about the Antrilii? Jakob had visions of the Antrilii when he had looked back along the fibers, and those visions had shown him how the damahne once referred to the Antrilii as hunters, a title that Brohmin shared. That couldn’t be coincidence, but he didn’t understand everything that the Antrilii had been through, and all that they had sacrificed.

      “That is what Endric tells me.”

      Roelle smiled tightly. “You are a skilled fighter, Jakob. I saw that when you faced the groeliin in Thealon. I remember thinking how impossible it was the way that you moved. But you are one man—or whatever you are. The groeliin are spread throughout the north. If this man you speak of remains there, the Antrilii will find him.” She paused, and her jaw clenched, her hand dropping to the hilt of her sword. Was she aware of the way she did that? “I could go. I could lead the rest of the warriors—”

      Jakob shook his head “I think you’re right. We need to let the Antrilii do what they have done for centuries.”

      “I’m a soldier now, Jakob. Vasha was my home, but after what I’ve seen, and what I’ve done, I… I don’t feel the same comfort here.”

      It was similar to how Jakob felt about what had happened to him in the time since he left Chrysia, though for Jakob, that feeling had begun long ago. Chrysia had never felt quite like home to him, though he had lived there nearly all his life. Once his mother died, and then his brother fell sick, there had been a tension between him and his father, and Jakob had wanted nothing more than to escape the city and discover what more there might be for him.

      Never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined he would experience what he had. Much of what he’d seen and done was more exotic than even his childhood hero, the great Jarren Gildeun.

      “I know that you’re a soldier now, Roelle. Which is why I must ask something else of you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What must you ask?”

      “The Deshmahne remain a threat. They follow the orders of the High Priest, and we need to ensure that threat is neutralized.”

      Roelle laughed, and the sound carried down the hall before fading, practically muted by the stone itself. “You want me to lead my warriors to the south and take on the Deshmahne?”

      Jakob noted that she had said “my” warriors. Roelle had truly become something else, more like Endric than like the Magi that she came from. He nodded in answer.

      “There’s a difference between facing groeliin and slaughtering Deshmahne.”

      Jakob studied her, wishing he could tease apart the fibers and look forward to see what it was she would do—what she must do. If he could, would he see what Roelle needed to do? Would he see anything along her fibers that would help him understand whether she would be effective with what he needed from her?

      “I’m not asking you to slaughter Deshmahne.”

      “What are you asking me then?”

      “They have converted many, but not all will have been influenced by the High Priest. Most of these people were enticed by the promise that following the Deshmahne meant they would have a path to the gods. The power they promised was intoxicating. We need to find a way to reach them, to offer them an alternative. I think the Magi—and in particular Magi warriors—will be able to do that. If we can, we might remove one source of strength that Raime thinks he still has.

      Roelle considered him for a moment. “They may not all have been influenced directly by the High Priest, but they all have been influenced in some way. I attempted to convince the Deshmahne to fight with us, to help us with the groeliin invasion, but none did.”

      Jakob hadn’t realized that but wasn’t surprised that Roelle had attempted to do so. How desperate must she have been to have approached the Deshmahne? “Because Raime commanded them not to.”

      “I know that now. That doesn’t change what we experienced. They could see the groeliin, Jakob. They could have fought them.”

      “And I need you to use your connection to convince them to reconsider what Raime has promised them.”

      “I don’t think I will convince them to give up their power.”

      Jakob didn’t think that the Deshmahne would willingly abandon power, not now that they had a taste of it. He hoped that they might be able to be swayed to view their power—and the way that they had acquired it—in a different fashion. More than that, he needed to have control over the teralin supply, and somehow prevent Raime from using that to feed the groeliin.

      Maybe that was the approach to take with Roelle.

      “What’s happening in the south is connected to what happens in the north. Raime uses teralin that he acquires in the south, and transports it north, where he somehow uses it to create more groeliin. We need to disrupt that supply line so that we can stop him.”

      “Is that all it will take?” Roelle asked.

      It would take much more than that to stop Raime, but it was a step.

      “If we can delay his return to power, it will give me a chance to understand my abilities better, and hopefully, I can find a way to stop him.”

      Roelle watched him. For a moment, her ahmaean swirled, spiraling around in a tight pattern before she pushed it away from her.

      Was she even aware of how she used it?

      It was possible that she wasn’t. She seemed to have a different—but no less powerful – connection to her ahmaean than some of the other Magi. Jakob hadn’t noted that before, but maybe that was how she had developed her sword skill. Or, he wondered, maybe the change to the way she used her ahmaean was tied to the fact that she had been willing to learn to use the sword.

      “I’ll do it. Whatever is needed, Jakob, I’ll do it.”

      “How many others do you think will go with you?”

      She seemed surprised by the question. “All of them.”

      “All of them?” After everything that had happened, Jakob had expected that some of the Magi who had left, forced to fight the groeliin, would not want to head back into that kind of battle again. Were there any other choice, Jakob wasn’t sure that he would willingly go after the groeliin.

      “Everyone had the same experience as I did. Everyone recognizes the need for what we did. It was difficult at first, but each of us that went north has returned different from the Mage we had been when we first left the city.”

      Jakob glanced over at Anda. That seemed to be the general experience for everyone who had faced the groeliin. It had not only been Jakob and Roelle with her warriors who had changed, but even Anda had changed. She came with them, now willingly risking herself, facing the threat of Raime, and the threat he envisioned for the daneamiin.

      Could others of the daneamiin change? The Magi changed, and Alriyn worked with them, helping to push them, encouraging them to leave the city, to join the world, and risk themselves in ways that they had not for generations.

      Even if they would, could they do it in time?

      “It will take us time to get to the south,” Roelle said.

      Jakob glanced at Anda, who nodded. “I think that is something I can help with.”
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      Brohmin remained hidden in the darkness, watching the building across the street. He and Salindra had been in Paliis for the last several days, simply watching. They needed information before they attempted to act, and observing seemed to be the best way to achieve that.

      In the days they’d been watching from the small home directly across the street, it had become increasingly clear that the building was a school. Children came in each morning and remained all day, their teachers a combination of Deshmahne and others who didn’t wear the dark dress. Brohmin hadn’t managed to get close enough to overhear what was taught, and he didn’t dare risk sneaking any closer, so all they could do was watch from their room.

      Salindra grew increasingly impatient. She was ready to do something—anything—to intervene with the Deshmahne’s plans. There were times when Brohmin thought he was managing her as much as observing the school.

      It hadn’t been difficult to find this place. The home was angled across the street from the school, close enough that from their room upstairs, they were able to see inside through one of the school’s windows. It didn’t give them that much additional insight about what was taking place there, but it was patterns that Brohmin was watching for.

      The owner had been willing to let them rent out a room, something that apparently was quite common in Paliis given the number of people coming through the city at any given time. It probably helped that Brohmin had coin to spare, and had been willing to pay more than what most would have afforded. He had to be careful, not wanting to draw too much unnecessary attention to them.

      “We’ve been watching for three days,” Salindra said. “We haven’t seen anything useful in that time. Why are you so determined to do this?”

      Brohmin leaned on the table he had placed near the window. He sat off to the side so that he could look out, but didn’t think anyone in the street could see him. “We’ve seen quite a bit that has been useful,” Brohmin said. He didn’t look over to her, keeping his gaze fixed out the window. He was determined to see whether the Lashiin priest came.

      The man was nearby. Brohmin could sense him, and didn’t dare use too much ahmaean. In the last three days, he’d felt recurrent pressure on his ahmaean, and he knew that it came from the Deshmahne. The more often he detected it, the more certain he was of its source. There was a darkness to it, and he didn’t need to see the dark ahmaean, to know what it was.

      “Because I need to know.”

      “Why?”

      Did he tell her about his Joshua and how he’d lost him? That had been so long ago that it no longer mattered—only it still hurt. “To make amends.”

      She watched him with a strange expression in her eyes. “What have we seen that’s been useful?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

      At least she knew enough to remain quiet, though her impatience was grating on her. Partly, he suspected that was because she didn’t want to risk herself by going into the city alone. Brohmin wasn’t willing to leave his watch during daylight hours, not while the children were at school. Now that he had a plan, he wanted to act on it.

      He glanced over, tearing his gaze off the school for but a moment, before looking back. Having this mission had given him a renewed sense of purpose. Surprisingly, that had invigorated him as much as anything. “We’re watching for patterns. The same thing the Lashiin priest would be watching for.” Brohmin was determined to help him, as long as the man didn’t try anything that would harm the children.

      It was odd to think of a priest potentially harming anyone, particularly children, but this priest was not like any other he had encountered. That was both helpful and challenging.

      “What kinds of patterns will help with this? These students go home in the evenings. Didn’t you say that you had no intention of tearing children away from their families?”

      Brohmin nodded. From what he’d seen, these children appeared happy and well-adjusted. They were not mistreated, not as he would have expected by the Deshmahne. Did it matter what they were learning in the school?

      He had to think that it did, that the content of their education mattered as much as how it was delivered. The Deshmahne could lovingly deliver horrifying information to the students, but that wouldn’t make it any more right than if they were tormenting them.

      Children started to stream from the school, and as he did every day, Brohmin counted them silently, trying to keep track of each one. The students who came to the school didn’t change from day to day.

      “Is this all you’ll do?” Salindra asked.

      “Salindra—”

      Brohmin noted a flash of movement along the street.

      He stood up in a shot and stared out the window, not bothering to hide as he had been in the days before. Likely, he was framed in the window, visible to anyone on the street below, and caution forced him to take a step backward.

      Salindra joined him, leaning over as she peered out the window. As she did so many other days, she took his hand, squeezing it slightly. There had been a friendly sort of closeness between them, and even if Brohmin wanted something more, he wouldn’t do that to Salindra, not knowing as he did how much his ahmaean continued to fade, leaving him with less time than ever before remaining.

      “What did you see?” she asked.

      “I think… I think it was the priest.” He hadn’t been certain, but the flash of brown was more likely to be the Lashiin priest than anything else.

      He made a quick count of the students in the courtyard. From this vantage, he could see them easily enough. Many were young, too young to have any responsibility other than to play. Others were older and tasked with the responsibility of corralling the younger students. Most of them ran and chased each other, and generally acted like children.

      One of the children was missing.

      More than ever, he was certain that the Lashiin priest had been there. How had he moved so quickly?

      Brohmin turned away from the window and headed toward the door.

      “Now where are you going?” Salindra asked.

      He motioned toward the window. “One of the children is missing. If that was the Lashiin priest, then I intend to find him.”

      Brohmin hurried down the stairs and nodded to the homeowner briefly as he and Salindra exited out onto the street. He paused in the crowd of people, focused on his connection to the ahmaean, and sensed the priest moving away from his location.

      He needed answers. And he wasn’t entirely certain that what the priest had done was right. The children he’d been watching had been happy, not in any danger. They were well cared for, and allowed to go home each evening before returning in the morning.

      Something didn’t sit right with him.

      He focused on the ahmaean around him, making certain that there was no pressure on him, even hazarding a glance to the Deshmahne temple in the distance, but there was no sensation upon him.

      Brohmin risked using his ahmaean. Sending out a stream of his connection, he reached toward the distant priest. As he did, he could tell where the priest headed, could practically see him in his mind.

      There was something else. Darkness pressed upon Brohmin.

      Withdrawing quickly, he released his connection to the ahmaean but wondered if he had been fast enough. He opened his eyes and glanced to Salindra. “We should hurry.”

      “Because he’s running?”

      Brohmin shook his head slowly. “Because the Deshmahne may now be aware of my presence.”

      Her jaw clenched, but she said nothing.

      Brohmin squeezed through the crowd, working his way along the street. Many of the people were simply trying to make their way toward the city center where trade took place. As they went, he realized that was the same direction the priest had gone.

      It made sense. What better way to navigate the streets of Paliis than to blend into the crowd and behave much like the traders?

      The crowd grew increasingly harder to squeeze through the closer they got to the city center. In the days that they had been in Paliis, Brohmin had found his way to the trading square several times, but always late in the evening, well after the daytime crowd had gone home. There was still activity in the evening, but many of the perishable items had already been traded for the day.

      Salindra held tightly to his hand, and he was happy to hold on to it here. If he lost her, it would be easy to disappear into the crowd, much as the priest likely thought to disappear.

      Every so often, he glanced back over his shoulder at Salindra, and she nodded. She had come a long way in the time they had been together. There would have been a time when crowds would have bothered her, especially crowds of people she once would have seen as beneath her. That side of her, the Mage side that viewed those without any abilities differently from those Mageborn, had changed. She was better for it.

      As they came closer to the trading square, the crowd came to a standstill. Brohmin pushed his way forward, apologizing profusely as he squeezed into small spaces that were not meant for someone to pass, and ignored the angry looks he received.

      The streets weren’t designed for this many people. They were narrow, and though it opened up into a wider square, even that square had limitations. The population of Paliis had grown too large for what the city could accommodate.

      A steady murmuring hung over everything, the din of thousands of voices creating a chaotic sound. Over all of it, he heard the sharp cry of street hawkers, their piercing voices somehow managing to rise above the din, and shout out what they were selling, and often a price.

      Finally, they managed to slip into the square. Brohmin breathed out a sigh of relief. There was slightly more room to move here, and he focused briefly on where he detected his ahmaean, the marking that he placed on the Lashiin priest, and tracked it. Since the man was close, Brohmin didn’t need to use as much ahmaean.

      “Why would he come here?” Salindra asked.

      They neared the first row of tables. Most were constructed out of the carts the vendors used to transport to the city, though some placed long tables in front. Many hung signs over the tables, or over their carts, and crowds of people pressed up to each stand, regardless of what they sold. It was like that all along the square.

      “What better way to smuggle someone out of the city?” Brohmin replied.

      “Smuggle? I thought the priests were rescuing the children.”

      Brohmin shrugged. “Maybe they still are.” He hoped that was the case, but why bring the children to a place like this?

      First, he needed to find the priest, then he could get the answers to the questions.

      He led them along the line of vendors, coming to the next row of tables. From here, he could tell the priest was close. He didn’t see the man, and thought he would be able to recognize him, but where was he?

      The crowd wasn’t so dense that he couldn’t pick out faces. With his height, he could generally see over a crowd. Though he was not nearly as tall as Salindra, he should be able to pick out the priest dressed in his brown cloak, but he saw nothing.

      The hundreds of others all around him were dressed in varying styles, many in a thin fabric that was popular in Paliis. Colors weren’t as popular, though none were nearly as drab as what the Lashiin priest had worn. Women wore their hair in different styles, some braided, some twisted into a bun, some sent into an interesting spiral pinned up. Salindra’s long, straight hair stood out in that way. The men had longer hair, though Brohmin’s short cut didn’t necessarily stand out. He searched for another with a similar cut but saw nothing.

      “He’s near us. I can tell that much, but I can’t see him.”

      Salindra nodded. “If I try…”

      Brohmin shook his head. “They might know if you try. I think they were aware when I tried back by the school.”

      It required a subtle connection, one that with his waning strength might be beyond him. There had been a time not so long ago when he would have managed more easily and would have been able to send the barest connection from his ahmaean, toward the man. That time was long in the past. Now his connection efficient, though not soft or subtle or even particularly strong.

      The sensation of the ahmaean shifted. The priest moved.

      Brohmin nodded to the far side of the square. “I think he’s there.”

      He squeezed them between others in the square, hurrying along as they tried to avoid the crowd. The longer they were here, the more difficult it became. They neared midday when the crowds were often thickest. That couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      Then again, if the crowds were difficult for Brohmin to manage, they would have to be equally difficult for the Lashiin priest to manage.

      They neared the far side of the square. If he didn’t hurry, the priest would slip out, and disappear once more into the crowd.

      Brohmin caught sight of a flash of brown fabric, then noted the dark hair cut short on the man’s head. “I see him.”

      He surged forward, dragging Salindra with him, and they angled so that they could cut the man off before he could leave the square. If nothing else, Brohmin was determined to question him and find out what he had done with the child he’d abducted.

      “Brohmin—”

      The priest neared the edge of the square and would be able to disappear into the streets of the city.

      He took a deep breath and sent a thin streamer of ahmaean toward the man, just enough to slow him.

      It was designed to wrap around him, to hold him. For a moment, it appeared to work. The man hesitated, the bands of barely visible power wrapped around him holding him in place. The man lunged, fighting against the ahmaean Brohmin used.

      He resisted better than he should have been able to. With one final surge, he broke free.

      The Lashiin priest glanced back, and when he saw Brohmin, his eyes widened slightly.

      “He saw us,” Salindra said.

      “It’s worse than that.”

      “How?” she asked.

      “He somehow managed to break free of the ahmaean I wrapped around him.”

      It took a moment for Salindra to recognize what that meant, but as she did, her jaw clenched. “Does that mean he has—”

      Brohmin shook his head. He didn’t think it meant the priest had abilities with ahmaean. Were that the case, Brohmin should have recognized it. He didn’t think his strength with the ahmaean had faded so much that he wouldn’t have picked up on that. But he wondered if there might be another answer that was not nearly as unusual, but no less surprising.

      He turned back, looking for the priest, but didn’t see him. As he shifted his attention back to Salindra, something grabbed him by his shoulders and jerked him around.

      Brohmin couldn’t move.

      Three Deshmahne stood behind him. One used a dark ahmaean that flowed away from him and wrapped around Brohmin.

      Salindra stood a step away from him, her jaw clenched, and he could see her ahmaean streaming from her, readying to help him.

      He shook his head slightly, a warning. No.

      Something struck Brohmin on the back of the neck, and he crumpled.
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      Brohmin awoke to throbbing in his head. It was a steady throbbing that he had unfortunately felt many times before. It wasn’t the first time he’d been attacked, though he did hope that each time would be the last.

      He’d made a mistake. He had been so focused on the Lashiin priest, that he had failed to pay attention to other things happening around him. Because of that, he had failed Salindra.

      Had Salindra been captured? Hopefully, the Deshmahne had ignored her, thinking that he was the only one with any ability with the ahmaean, but she’d been using her connection at the same time that he’d been captured.

      He managed to stand, and rubbed the back of his aching neck, trying to sooth his pounding head

      He was in a small, dark room, with no windows. His hands and feet weren’t bound, which surprised him, and he still had his connection to the ahmaean. That also surprised him.

      The room had a musty odor to it, and a hint of stink hung over everything, one that reminded him of the stench from the groeliin, though this wasn’t nearly as foul, or as permeating.

      His cloak was missing, as was his sword. That last was more troublesome than anything else. He needed his sword but feared more it getting into the hands of the Deshmahne than simply losing it.

      Brohmin surveyed the room, probing for weaknesses. There were none along the walls. It was smooth stone, the kind that reminded him of the palace in Vasha, and the door was stout, with a well-secured lock.

      Where was he?

      With walls constructed like this, he could think of only a few places this could be and suspected he had been brought to the Deshmahne temple. That made the most sense following his capture. It would also be the hardest place for him to escape from.

      Somehow, he would have to find a way to get free. Doing so might require violence, but it would be difficult without his sword. He wasn’t certain whether he had enough strength left to use his ahmaean to help free him, but it might come to that.

      There was an alternative, one that required deception, but did he know enough to be effective attempting it?

      Brohmin glanced to his arms, considering. He had convinced the innkeeper, but he doubted that he would convince the Deshmahne that he was one of them, especially since they would have searched him for markings when he was unconscious.

      If he attempted that, he would expose himself, and it would force him to answer a different set of questions.

      The alternative was simply trying to understand.

      Brohmin didn’t have a chance to spend much time contemplating. The door opened and a Deshmahne wearing a dark robe entered. The man had dark tattoos twisting along his exposed forearms and reaching up to his neck, something that Brohmin had learned was a sign of even more strength. His head and face were shaven, including his eyebrows.

      He stood in the doorway, considering Brohmin for a long moment, then nodded to him. “Come with me.”

      The Deshmahne did not use any ahmaean but had a forceful way about him that compelled Brohmin to follow. The man hadn’t come with a threat, and Brohmin was curious what he might ask of him. Without knowing exactly where he was—he thought he was in the Deshmahne temple, but didn’t know with certainty—he needed to comply until he knew exactly where he was and what it would take for him to escape.

      The Deshmahne continued along the hallway, moving with a casual, and dangerous, grace. He did not bother to glance back at Brohmin.

      Curiosity forced him onward. In the years that he’d served the Conclave, he had encountered the Deshmahne numerous times—and had killed many. He harbored no illusions that they weren’t dangerous, and knew they would want nothing more than to attack, but so far, he hadn’t seen any evidence that was what they intended now.

      Brohmin glanced along the hallway. He had never been within a Deshmahne temple. Few men not Deshmahne ever managed to do so. There were rumors that the scholars at the university in Vasha had attempted to infiltrate the Deshmahne before, but that was all they were—rumors. Endric had attempted to infiltrate them with the Denraen, but that had also failed. Brohmin knew that many men had been lost in the attempt.

      The walls were all smooth stone, much like the interior of his cell had been. They were a grayish type of rock, with flecks of darkness within them, chips of what appeared to be volcanic rock. That would be unlikely here, as the only known volcano was far to the east, in lands that were outside of the Deshmahne control, or on Salvat.

      There were no decorations upon the walls, nothing like an Urmahne temple. There weren’t even any lanterns, no source of light other than the small windows high over his head. The sunlight caught off the flecks of black stone buried in the walls and seemed to reflect it, creating a hazy sort of light.

      The Deshmahne led him to a stairway and down. The stairs opened up as they descended, and at the bottom, Brohmin noted a hall much like the one above. The Deshmahne still had said nothing.

      At the end of the hall, they stopped in front of a wide set of deep black doors. Brohmin felt a faint heat coming off of them.

      Teralin.

      That much teralin would be difficult to mine, and he was surprised that it was only a faint heat coming from it. What was he going to find on the other side of the door?

      The Deshmahne pressed a hand on each door, and his ahmaean swirled toward the door for a moment before retreating. As it did, the door popped open, and he stood before it, waiting for Brohmin, and motioning him in.

      For the first time in as long as he could remember, Brohmin hesitated.

      He didn’t fear death. He had served the Conclave—and the damahne—long enough that he knew that death was inevitable for all things, even beings who lived an impossibly long time. Alyta had been hundreds of years older than he, and he had lived for nearly five hundred years before she too had succumbed to the inevitability. Even without what Raime had done, she had suspected her time was short. Most of the damahne lived less than a thousand years. A long time for a man, but little more than a blink of an eye in the span of time.

      Though he didn’t fear death, he didn’t chase it, either. There were things he felt still incomplete. In the time that he’d served the Conclave, he had taken a position of leadership. He might have joined the Conclave as the Hunter, but now he was something more.

      When he was gone, there would be so few remaining who knew what was necessary. Brohmin hoped for enough time to solidify the next generation of people to serve upon the Conclave. Salindra was a start. As was Jakob, if he could find him once more. There had to be others, but if he perished too soon, the opportunity to ensure the Conclave’s future would fail.

      Brohmin took a deep breath and stepped into the Deshmahne’s chamber.

      The room had a bitter odor to it that was a mixture of heat and a strangely familiar scent. The last time he’d known the scent he now detected, he’d been deep in the mines beneath Vasha. Why should he smell it again here? There was none of the stink that he’d noticed in the cell above, nothing that was reminiscent of the groeliin. The air itself was hot and dry.

      In the center of the room, there was a pit with stairs circling down. Light flickered from deep below, and he glanced over at the Deshmahne, a question on his lips.

      The Deshmahne moved past him and stood at the edge of the pit, staring down into the darkness. “You are familiar with the metal?”

      Brohmin approached carefully. The Deshmahne didn’t seem to pay him much heed and certainly wasn’t concerned about whether Brohmin would attempt to toss him into the darkness.

      “I’m familiar,” he said carefully.

      The Deshmahne stared into the pit, saying nothing for a moment. “You carried a sword consisting of the metal.”

      “I did. Have you destroyed it?” Finding another teralin-forged sword charged the way that it was wouldn’t be easy without returning to Vasha. And with his abilities fading, the teralin helped him.

      “Why would we destroy a sword? If you use it to serve the gods, isn’t such a thing honorable?”

      Brohmin frowned. “My sword is different from the ones the Deshmahne carry.”

      “Perhaps, though the difference is not as great as you believe.”

      “If you understand the metal well enough to know the difference, then you know that’s not accurate.”

      The Deshmahne turned to him and offered a hint of a smile. “We have been shown one way with the metal. Some suspected there was another way, but it wasn’t until you—and your sword—that we knew such a thing was actually possible.”

      “I doubt you’ll find the positive charging of the teralin will be of much use to you.”

      “Why is that?”

      Brohmin’s gaze dipped to the man markings. “It’s the nature of your power. That is what requires you use the negatively charged teralin.”

      “Why would the metal care where I gained my abilities?”

      Brohmin smiled. It was odd to have this discussion with one of the Deshmahne, especially in a way that seemed so cordial. “Tell me about your tattoos.”

      “The Mark of the Desh is not something spoken about outside of the faith.”

      “Then let me tell you what I know about your tattoos.” The Deshmahne pulled his attention away from the pit, and Brohmin took a step back, not wanting to be too close to the edge. Heat drifted up from below, and he wondered how active the teralin mine was. “I understand the Deshmahne use teralin in a ceremony that separates the sacrifice from its connection to power.”

      Brohmin was intentionally vague, but if he were to accuse the Deshmahne of sacrificing people to steal their power, he wasn’t sure how that would be received. He was their prisoner, regardless of how they might be treating him now.

      “The metal is required for the transfer to be effective,” the Deshmahne said.

      “It probably is,” Brohmin said. “But that’s the very reason that you won’t be able to use the positively charged teralin. You have already committed yourself to a particular pathway.”

      The Deshmahne turned his attention back to the pit and said nothing. After a while, he looked up and frowned at Brohmin. “And what of you? Can you use the dark metal?”

      Brohmin suppressed a shudder. There had been a time not so long ago when he had been forced to use negatively charged teralin. It had changed something about him and left him filled with a sense of darkness, but he had been returned from it. It had taken the efforts of those with other abilities, those with power to draw him back, but they had succeeded.

      Then again, the power that he used was not inherently dark. The same couldn’t be said about the power of the Deshmahne.

      “I have held one of the dark teralin swords before. It changed me. And threatened to turn me into something I was not.”

      The Deshmahne considered Brohmin for a moment. “If the dark metal changes you, what does the light metal do? Would it not change you as well?”

      “That hasn’t been my experience.”

      The Deshmahne crossed the hall, away from the pit, before returning. He held Brohmin’s sword, gripping the hilt comfortably. Brohmin had little doubt that the Deshmahne would be a skilled swordsman. Most of them were and added to their skill with their additional abilities.

      “What does this allow you to do that is different from what my dark blade would allow?” The Deshmahne unsheathed a sword from a hidden scabbard, holding one in each hand. Light and dark.

      How much should he share with the Deshmahne? Did he need to tell him how to press power through the blade? If he did that, would the Deshmahne be able to attack him? Would it enable him to manipulate the ahmaean in ways that they could not otherwise?

      “I don’t know. My experience has been that it’s different. That’s all I know.”

      He eyed the positively charged teralin sword, wondering what the Deshmahne might do with it. If they kept it from him, he would remain captive, though he didn’t have a sense that they intended to harm him in any way. He was captive, but he was also not in any apparent danger.

      “Why have you come here?” the Deshmahne asked.

      “Why are many in Paliis?”

      “Many are not questioned. You are questioned.”

      “I came to Paliis for trade.”

      The Deshmahne’s eyes narrowed slightly. “And yet you had nothing to trade. When you were captured, you had nothing on you, yet you were leaving the trading square.”

      “Nothing caught my attention.”

      “No? You found nothing out of all the booths to capture your attention? For a man with a pocket full of coins, you have an interesting trading strategy.”

      “As I said—”

      “You didn’t find anything that interested you. Not even the young of Paliis?”

      Brohmin held his breath. Did the Deshmahne know why he was here?

      “You have been observing the school. Is there a reason for this?”

      “I have been observing nothing. I came to Paliis to trade.”

      The Deshmahne chuckled. “To borrow your phrase, let me tell you what I know. Our children have been disappearing, taken by someone from the north, and taken from their families. Now a northerner has been found renting a room within sight of the school, and in the trading square at the same time a child disappeared. You would have me believe that you know nothing of this?”

      What the Deshmahne said echoed concerns Brohmin had about the Lashiin priest. Brohmin would have to choose his words carefully. “The children have been taken from their families?”

      The Deshmahne tipped his head. “This child’s father is a particularly high-ranking Desh. When word came that he was abducted, we discovered you. A northerner. And one who had been seen hurrying through the streets, coming from the school.”

      Brohmin took a steady breath. It could be that the Deshmahne was the one lying to him, but something told him he was not. That meant the priest had lied to him.

      “I didn’t abduct the child, but I might have a way of finding him.”

      The Deshmahne considered him for a moment, then handed Brohmin his sword. “Good. Then you will help us find him, or the woman with you will die.”
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      The path through the city took him to the edge of Paliis. Brohmin glanced over his shoulder, flanked by two Deshmahne. He was uncomfortable with them following him so closely, but the other Deshmahne that was heavily marked had made it clear that he would have them accompany him throughout the city. These two priests both had heavy markings, with tattoos along both arms, and the faint beginning of tattoos tracing along their necks.

      He might be able to escape them, but doing so would require a confrontation, and would risk Salindra.

      He hadn’t discovered where they held her but worried about her state of mind. She’d already been the captive of Deshmahne before and had lost nearly everything. Would the difference with the way that her ahmaean was used be enough to make it difficult for them to identify her?

      Hopefully, Salindra would know enough not to reveal herself. If she exposed herself, if she demonstrated her ability with ahmaean, he suspected the Deshmahne would once again attempt to steal it from her. She would be unlikely to survive a second branding.

      So far, the Deshmahne didn’t seem interested in trying to harm him. They needed him. They either believed that he was responsible for abducting the child, or that he knew who had, which gave him an advantage.

      Brohmin also had his sword.

      Now that he was with the Deshmahne, he didn’t restrict his access to the ahmaean. He used it, straining for the sense of the Lashiin priest, searching for where the man had gone. Surprisingly, he was still in the city.

      The Deshmahne gave no indication that they could detect his use of his ahmaean, but he suspected they did. Brohmin could detect when they used theirs, and there was always a subtle radiation of power from them, leaving them so that they pushed it away. It was that power that created the space around them.

      There was a darkness to it. It oozed from them, and left an unpleasant sensation that Brohmin was forced to push against using his own connection to the ahmaean.

      This part of the city was less crowded than in the center of the city where the trading square was found. There were still too many people, far more than in most of the northern cities, and they pressed along the streets, their dress and facial features indicating that they came from all different lands. Most ignored Brohmin, but the Deshmahne they gave a wide berth to.

      There was a part of him that marveled at that. The Deshmahne might be easily identifiable, but they moved through the city unencumbered. There were times when Brohmin would have enjoyed such freedom of movement, though most of the time he preferred to move in anonymity.

      He struggled to formulate a plan as he trailed the priest.

      He still wasn’t entirely certain the Lashiin priest was taking children from their parents. That seemed more likely to be a Deshmahne tactic, and he wouldn’t put it past the Deshmahne to attempt to use him to find the source of this network. If that were the case, he would have to discover a way to prevent the Deshmahne from reaching this network while at the same time rescuing Salindra.

      He thought that he could find her the same way that he found the Lashiin priest. He had a connection to her, and it had only grown in the days that they traveled together. He thought he could use that, and track her, but every time he attempted to do so, the trail of ahmaean led him back toward the Deshmahne temple.

      Attempting to press through there was dangerous. If the Deshmahne held her within the temple—and there was no reason to think that they didn’t—Brohmin would have to rescue this child.

      Was Salindra’s safety more important than the safety of a child?

      He knew what she would tell him. It was the same answer that he came up with, as much as he hated it.

      Someone tapped his shoulder, and he had paused. When he turned, one of the Deshmahne was watching him, his dark brown eyes nothing more than hollows in his face.

      “Where now?” the man asked. He had a hoarse voice that reminded Brohmin of all the other high-level Deshmahne he’d faced over the years.

      There was violence in these men—Brohmin could practically feel it from them—but there was also something else. It was a sense of understanding, a desire to know more. It left him with more questions than answers.

      He had come seeking to understand, and hoping to bring down the Deshmahne influence, but he couldn’t do it until he knew exactly what they might be facing. From the few Deshmahne that he’d encountered in Paliis, he didn’t have the same impression that he had when facing them in other places.

      It seemed impossible to believe that the Deshmahne had changed. They prized violence, and demonstrations of power, and their ceremonies were dark and dangerous and tormented the lives of the creatures from whom they stole their power.

      But… maybe there was more for him to understand here.

      “North, I think.” The sense of the ahmaean was still there. To the north was the beginning of the mountain range, the slopes rising out from the edge of the city, and peaking above the clouds. The homes that were built there were quite a bit different from those within the city. Most had a slightly arched roofline, and they all appeared to be built into the rock.

      The Deshmahne nudged him again, and Brohmin continued forward. He pressed out with his ahmaean, holding on to that distant connection, the awareness of the Lashiin priest. It was still there, but weak, and faded.

      If the man hadn’t left the city, how had the sensation of him faded?

      There was something about it that troubled Brohmin. The priest smuggled the children, and had used the trading square as a way to hide his activities, but how did he get them out of the city? Wasn’t that the intent of grabbing the child? Hadn’t the priest claimed that he wanted nothing more than to save them, take them north with their families?

      He had to be missing something, but what was it?

      Thunder rumbled in the distance. It was a sound he had grown accustomed to during his time in Paliis. Storm clouds always seemed to gather in the north, crashing against the mountain peaks. There hadn’t been much rain during his time in the city, but the greenery of the city spoke of a reasonable amount of moisture. The air was humid today, and bordering on hot, making his cloak far too warm for the weather.

      Brohmin let the sense of the ahmaean pull him along.

      They climbed, the slope gradually leading away from the city, and up to where the houses were less frequent. Most here had a view of the city but were far enough away that they had their own space. The homes looked down over the valley, and some were larger, more decorative, which surprised Brohmin. Some had wooden fences built around their yards, as if animals grazed within them.

      “I thought you said he was still in the city,” one of the Deshmahne said.

      Brohmin resisted the urge to look back. “He is.”

      “These homes are outside of the city.”

      Now, he did glance back. The larger of the two Deshmahne, who had a youthful face and wide set eyes that on another man might have been compassionate, watched him with suspicion. The other simply glared, the expression unchanged.

      “The homes might be outside the city, but this is where the trail goes.” He began to suspect that the Lashiin priest left the city below ground. That would explain why his connection to him had faded.

      The two Deshmahne glanced at each other but then nodded.

      As they reached the last home on the hillside, a sprawling manner with an enormous fence surrounding the yard, Brohmin paused.

      The home was larger than many others, and from here, he could make out most of the city, with the dark stone of the Deshmahne temple rising in the center of Paliis. Light glittered off the stone, catching the dark flecks within it, scattering it like a blackened haze.

      Brohmin frowned. Could that be ahmaean?

      He had never been able to see the Deshmahne ahmaean, not like Jakob claimed that he could. He had felt it many times; he felt it now, radiating off the two Deshmahne. Was that how they had recreated the same effect as the damahne had when they imbued the Tower of the Gods with power?

      If so, it spoke to a greater control over the ahmaean than he had anticipated. If they had this level of control in Paliis, what would it be like in other places?

      Somehow, he had still underestimated them.

      “Where now?” the younger of the Deshmahne asked.

      Brohmin nodded toward the house. “The trail ends here. The man that we’re following will be here.” Before going up to the home, Brohmin considered a moment. “Do you know who lives here?”

      “Most of the manor homes outside of the city belong to merchants. They prefer to have more space, considering it a luxury since space is at a premium within the city.”

      Brohmin understood that. When he’d been in the city, he’d only been able to rent a single room. The streets were so crowded that he barely had space to walk. It would be a luxury to live outside of the city and to have the expansive room that these merchants must have.

      “Do you know which merchant owns this home?” Brohmin asked.

      “We don’t keep track of the merchants.”

      Brohmin started. “Perhaps you should have.”

      He made his way to the door and knocked. It was made of a thick wood, heavily stained and lacquered, with ornate carvings along the side of the door. A small window set with colored glass was at about his eye level. The home itself was painted a faint blue, covering the stones, creating a contrast with the rest of the rock rising up toward the mountain peak. Two sculptures stood on either side of the entryway, both made of a dark stone, neither flecked as the stone within the temple had been.

      There was no answer to his knock.

      As he raised his hand to knock again, the larger Deshmahne with the youthful face stepped forward and grabbed the handle. With a surge of power, the handle snapped free from the door, and the Deshmahne stepped inside.

      Brohmin chuckled. “I suppose that is one way to get in, isn’t it?”

      The two Deshmahne moved into the home, leaving Brohmin standing on the step, waiting for a moment. He could take this opportunity and run, return to the temple, and see if there was anything he could do to free Salindra, but he was curious. Why would the Lashiin priest come here? Did he have a connection to the merchants that would allow him to use the merchants to move children out of the city?

      If the priest worked on behalf of the Urmahne, Brohmin might be sacrificing his ability to protect children by revealing that connection. If he did not, perhaps Brohmin was doing those children a favor by revealing what this man had planned.

      As he stood there, contemplating entering the home, he heard a shout.

      Brohmin quickly unsheathed his sword and leapt into the manor house.

      Inside, the light was dim, barely enough for him to see. Brohmin had experience fighting under darkened conditions, and wrapped a layer of his ahmaean around his eyes, augmenting his vision. If he had the enhanced eyesight of the Magi, this wouldn’t be necessary. Even the damahne didn’t need a trick like this. It had taken years of practice before he managed it.

      The house was stark with minimal decorations. The floor was little more than planks of wood. Nothing about it matched the impressive style that he’d seen from the exterior.

      A body lay on the floor, and Brohmin nudged it with his boot, noting that it was the older of the two Deshmahne. One arm was missing, and blood pooled around the stump.

      He slipped toward the wall, wanting to keep in the shadows, and wanting to maintain a safe distance. Where was the other Deshmahne?

      He heard the muted clang of metal on metal, the distinct sound of swords.

      Down.

      Brohmin moved carefully, sliding along the wall, keeping his back to it so that he wasn’t exposed. As he did, he caught sight of someone on the far side of the room creeping toward a hidden stairway.

      Moving as silently as possible—and his centuries of experience had allowed him to move quite silently—he reached the figure. It wasn’t the Lashiin priest, at least not the one he’d trailed from Polle Pal, and it wasn’t the Deshmahne.

      Brohmin slammed the hilt of his sword into the back of the man’s neck. He crumpled, falling in a heap.

      He rolled the man over and saw the same twisted metal ring on this man’s finger. A  mark of Lashiin, but there had to be something more to it. Brohmin slipped the ring off the man’s finger and stuffed it into his pocket. It was heavier than it looked, and was teralin made.

      The clang of metal grew more distant. Brohmin hurried down the stairs, padding silently. Three figures faced another.

      Brohmin observed for a moment, taking stock of the situation.

      The Deshmahne faced three swordsmen. While they were good, he was even better. There was a grace to his movements, and power behind each swipe of his sword. Had Brohmin needed to confront the young man, he questioned whether he would have been successful.

      Yet, one man against three was unfair odds. Brohmin imagined the Deshmahne surprised by the attack, the reason the one above had died so easily. Blood stained his dark clothes, nearly a dozen different gashes on his arms, and even his legs. It was a wonder that he still managed to stand.

      Power pressed away from him, and it was filled with the dark ahmaean. He attempted to use it to repel the attackers, but they sliced through it, ignoring the dark energy.

      Even Brohmin doubted that he would be able to so easily ignore the ahmaean. Did that imply these men were somehow powered? He didn’t think so; he didn’t detect any ahmaean from them.

      Brohmin reached for the ring in his pocket. If it was teralin, there was a possibility that they used that for access. It wouldn’t be the first time teralin would have been used in such a way. Brohmin’s own sword was designed to store ahmaean, augmenting his strength, honing it in such a way that he could accomplish more than he could otherwise. It was much like the historian’s staff allowed him to use his power, though he had innate ability.

      The Deshmahne managed to take down one of the attackers, leaving him with two, but as he did, one of the remaining men managed to get close, and sliced him deeply along the leg.

      The Deshmahne nearly collapsed, but somehow managed to stay standing.

      Should he help the Deshmahne—or the other attackers?

      He felt conflicted. He no longer knew which side he needed to help.

      The answer came to him. He could help neither, and both.

      He darted forward, drawing on power through his sword, and smacked one man with the flat of his blade, dropping him. The Deshmahne flicked his gaze to him, and Brohmin spun, catching the remaining attacker, and striking him on the temple.

      The Deshmahne attempted to slide forward, his sword flickering down, but Brohmin caught it and deflected it up.

      “No.”

      The Deshmahne wavered a moment. He was weakened and drew on the power of his ahmaean to keep him standing. How much longer would he remain upright?

      The dark blade sliced toward Brohmin, and he turned it, twisting it back down. He didn’t counterattack, merely defended, not wanting to do anything more until he had answers.

      The Deshmahne attempted to attack again, but it didn’t have nearly the same effort behind it as he had before. Brohmin stepped back and leaned on his sword as the tip of it rested on the ground.

      He watched the man a moment, taking in the numerous cuts, blood oozing from them, and the ashen color to his face. He was bleeding heavily, and it was only through force of will that he remained standing. The man would not last much longer.

      “Did they actually abduct a child of a priest?” Brohmin asked.

      The Deshmahne sagged, dropping to his knees. He met Brohmin’s eyes. “They have abducted many children.”

      There was pain in his voice, and it was a pain that Brohmin recognized, one that he had tried to forget about, but there were some things that, despite centuries of life, were difficult to forget.

      “One of them was yours, wasn’t it?” Brohmin asked.

      The Deshmahne leaned on his sword and tried to stand, but was unable to. His eyelids sagged closed before he managed to open them again. “One of them. Was mine.”

      “How long ago?”

      The Deshmahne sighed. “Jason was five. He disappeared in the first wave of attacks. School started to protect them.”

      Brohmin glanced back at the Lashiin priests. Not priests at all, but something else. He would have answers. “Did you ever learn what happened?”

      The Deshmahne fell forward, and Brohmin hurried to him, rolling him to the side. His breathing was ragged, and he wouldn’t survive for long.

      “Found. In the mine.”

      “Mine?”

      “Use children. Metal. Connection.”

      Brohmin sucked in a breath. How long had it been since wars had been fought over teralin? Centuries? Longer even? The last time was before the Magi were founded, back when the damahne still walked the earth.

      It was a sad irony that Raime’s discovery of the metal’s use would lead to pain for his priests.

      The Deshmahne took a ragged breath. And then another. He didn’t have much time remaining.

      “Whose child did they claim this time?” That mattered. The reason—and the parentage of the child—mattered somewhat.

      He sucked in a breath, and for a moment, Brohmin didn’t think he would take another. With a great heave of effort, he opened his eyes and looked over to Brohmin. “High Desh.”

      With that, he breathed his last.
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      It was an uncomfortable feeling to mourn the loss of a Deshmahne, but that was exactly what Brohmin did. He’d lived for decades feeling hatred for them, seething with anger at the destruction they leveled throughout the south, and then with the violence they inflicted upon the north. Though was natural to hate them, he had never let that hatred cloud his judgment.

      With the loss of this young priest, Brohmin found himself saddened. What the Lashiin priests had done managed to humanize the Deshmahne. It was something he once would have thought impossible, but now that he knew that they could suffer, that they could fear for the loss of their own children, he couldn’t help but feel differently.

      He left the Deshmahne, sliding the dark teralin sword underneath his body so that no one else could claim it, and made his way to the three fallen Lashiin priests. Each wore the same twisted metal ring on his middle finger, a mark of their deception. That they would use a mark of the Lashiin and twist it in such a way felt foul.

      He should have known that no priest would have done what these had. He knew better than to believe that the Urmahne priests would come to lands occupied as these were by the Deshmahne. He should have known that no priest would ever have brandished a knife as he had seen the man in the street carrying.

      Surprisingly, the man he’d met in Polle Pal was not among these men. The sense of ahmaean led him here, but it was no longer present.

      Without the Deshmahne to fear, Brohmin stretched out with his connection to the ahmaean, straining into the distance. The marker remained, and it was nearby, but below him.

      Below meant within the mines.

      He had experience within mines before, but it was a time that he preferred to forget about. The dark teralin had influenced him then, creating a haze over his mind that he still struggled to move past.

      But he no longer doubted that the Lashiin priests had abducted children. Dying men rarely lied.

      Brohmin quickly tied the two men he’d knocked out, binding both wrists and ankles, before hurrying up the stairs, and doing the same with the man he’d first encountered. He dragged that man down below and secured him to the others.

      Then he sat back and waited.

      It wasn’t long before the men came around. Brohmin had knocked them all out, striking them in such a way that they would have headaches when they awoke, but he hadn’t harmed them in any other way.

      The first man to awaken looked around, a panicked expression on his face. When he saw Brohmin sitting in the simple wooden chair he’d pulled over next to them, the panic faded, and something resembling relief swept across his face.

      “What happened? What are you doing here?”

      Brohmin sat back, staring at him with an unreadable expression on his face. He said nothing, preferring silence so that the man could implicate himself. Part of Brohmin questioned whether he could even say anything without revealing the depth of his anger.

      “Why am I bound?”

      One of the other Lashiin priests began to come around. Brohmin stood and unsheathed his sword. He fixed his gaze on the man who had awoken first and glared at him. “Where is the child?”

      “Child?” He managed to make himself sound sufficiently confused. “You’re from the north. I can hear it in your voice. You know what they do. You know how dangerous they are.”

      Brohmin had worked for years to remove the accent from his voice. Would they believe that he hadn’t come from the north, at least not the north as they knew it? His home was a place that few claimed these days, at least unless they had no other choice.

      “I’m aware that you abducted a child. Where is he?”

      The man’s gaze drifted to Brohmin’s sword, and his eyes widened slightly. “Abducted? No. Rescued. They abuse those children.”

      Brohmin held the tip of his sword out, moving it close to the man’s throat. He let the sharpened point press against his skin, drawing a small drop of blood. “I’ve seen the school. I know the children are not abused.”

      That had been one of the hardest things for him to wrap his mind around. It had been easy to believe that the Deshmahne would harm children the way that the Lashiin priest he’d encountered in Polle Pal claimed. Instead, he’d found something else, something harder to comprehend. The Deshmahne prized their children.

      That shouldn’t have surprised. The next generation of Deshmahne would come from their children, but those were not unhappy students in the courtyard he’d watched for days. There had been the sounds of laughter, the sounds of giggling children, enjoying a normal childhood.

      It was not what he had expected.

      None of it was. He hadn’t expected to come to Paliis and find what he had. There was violence in the darkness of the Deshmahne, but the people in the city were no different from people anywhere else in the world. The traders there had been no different. Life went on, despite what others might believe about the Deshmahne.

      And why shouldn’t it?

      Even the Urmahne didn’t have the right view of the gods. Why should the Deshmahne be faulted for the same misperception? They might favor violence, but they did so as their way of honoring the gods, their way of demonstrating strength to them.

      “You’re from the north.”

      “Your saying it again won’t make it any more valid. Where is the child?” Brohmin pressed with the sword, just enough to force the man to pull his neck back.

      The last Lashiin priest had awoken, and like the other two, he jerked on his bindings but found he couldn’t move. Brohmin had tied them to a post in the middle of the room. They would have no choice but to either answer or suffer.

      Something in the man’s expression changed, slipping from confusion to a mask of hatred. “You won’t find him. They won’t find him. We’ve taken him away, and will use his abilities—”

      Brohmin slammed the hilt of his sword against the man’s temple, and his head lolled to the side. He turned to the man next to him and stabbed his sword toward his neck. “Perhaps you will be more agreeable.”

      This man had a pudgy face and beady eyes that stared at the sword pointing toward his neck. He didn’t move, not jerking back as the other man had. “I don’t know where he’s gone.”

      “But you know who might,” Brohmin said.

      The man stared at him for a moment, and the muscles around his eyes tensed as he seemed to consider how to answer.

      Brohmin motioned to the remaining Lashiin priest. They might be something else, especially considering what they had done, but until he learned who they were, that was what how he’d think of them.

      “If you don’t answer, I’m sure your friend here won’t have the same objections, especially if he wants to live.”

      Brohmin pressed the sword back into the pudgy man’s neck.

      “The child. Tell me where he has been taken.”

      “You don’t understand. How else will we stop the Deshmahne?”

      “Is it your responsibility to stop them?”

      The other man answered. “It’s everyone’s responsibility to oppose them. They defile what the gods ask of us. They seek to destroy.”

      There was something about his voice that carried with it a sonorous quality, and Brohmin studied him for a moment. He had a sharp nose, and a cleft in his chin, but the look in his eyes and the passion in his voice spoke of a man who had experience with the priests. Likely that man had been a priest before.

      “If you truly believed in the Urmahne, you wouldn’t be doing this,” Brohmin said. “Taking children goes against what your gods teach.”

      “My gods?” The priest stared at him, shaking his head. “They are our gods.”

      “Only if you believe in them,” Brohmin said. He shifted his chair, putting it so that he could pay attention to both of the men who were awake. He doubted the priest would be the one to reveal where they had taken the child, and he didn’t know whether the pudgier man knew enough. “Where have you taken him?”

      “You’ve already proven yourself to be a nonbeliever. I see no markings on your arms, which tells me that you do this to gain their favor.”

      Brohmin breathed out, and solidified the ahmaean around him, creating the markings on his arms.

      The man who had once been a priest gasped.

      Brohmin released the connection, letting the illusion of the markings fade. “Why would I need to gain their favor when the gods have already favored me?”

      “You said you didn’t believe!” the priest said.

      “I don’t need to believe to know their power. If you don’t tell me where to find the child, I will share with the gods what you have done. If you think that you’ve curried their favor by your actions, you will find yourself mistaken. Besides, what will the gods think of one of their priests who has chosen to serve the Deshmahne?”

      “I have chosen to serve—”

      “Do you think the Deshmahne reveal themselves so easily? Sometimes, they prefer to hide their connection.” Brohmin used his ahmaean and shifted the markings so that they crept along the priest’s arms.

      The other man’s eyes widened. “How? Have you been hiding this from us?” he asked the man who had once been an Urmahne priest.

      “I have not! I would not!”

      Brohmin maintained the connection, though doing so weakened him. He wanted answers, and he was determined to get them now, so that he could find this child, and rescue Salindra. When that was done, he didn’t know what he would do next.

      “Where is the child?”

      “Remove them,” the former Urmahne priest said.

      “Where is the child?”

      “Remove them,” he begged.

      “Only if you show me what I ask.”

      The priest glanced at the other man before nodding. “I will show you.”

      Brohmin breathed out, trying to hide his fatigue. “Once you do, then I will remove them.”
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      Brohmin wasn’t completely surprised when the Lashiin priest led him back toward the city. It was later in the day when they reached the heart of Paliis, and the distant rumbling, the threat of storms, continued with more intensity. The clouds never quite reached the city, almost as if something about the city itself pushed them away. Instead, they remained closer to the mountains, swirling around the upper peaks, obscuring them completely.

      The air held the humidity that Brohmin had grown accustomed to within Paliis. He found his breathing more difficult than it should be and worked to steady it, slowing it so that he could react if needed. He was uncertain what he would encounter now that they were back in the city, but feared he would be forced to act quickly.

      He kept the priest in front of him. The other two remained back at the manor house, tied to the post, with a promise that Brohmin would return, and would do so with more violence if the priest attempted to escape. He had seen those men against the Deshmahne and doubted that a single priest would be able to overwhelm him.

      The markings along the priest’s arms remained, forced there by Brohmin’s connection to his ahmaean, and creating the illusion of the Deshmahne tattoos.

      “Where in the city do you intend to take me?” Brohmin asked.

      The priest slowed, and others along the street pushed past them. “You wanted to know where the child went.”

      Brohmin debated whether or not to reveal the fact that he could still detect the other Lashiin priest who was missing, but if he revealed that connection, he risked his remaining advantage. He wanted this priest to fear that Brohmin would leave him marked as Deshmahne.

      There was more he might need to know. It was possible the Lashiin priests kept some way of funneling children from Paliis. Until Brohmin knew what exactly they were doing with the children, he would keep whatever advantage he had.

      “The child was brought to the square,” Brohmin said. “I observed that much myself.”

      Let the priest think that was all Brohmin knew.

      The Lashiin priest nodded. “He was brought to the square, and then he was taken away from it.”

      “Not to the manor house?”

      The priest’s eyes narrowed. “How is it that you knew of our home?”

      “The gods have given me a way to track you. They don’t look kindly on those who would harm children.”

      “We don’t harm children. We do what is necessary to remove the threat of the Deshmahne. We must stop this generation, and the next, and the one following it. Only then can we be safe, and only then can we be certain that we have removed enough of the Deshmahne influence that they will no longer be a threat to the Urmahne.”

      The priest spoke more loudly than Brohmin would have expected, especially in a place like Paliis, surrounded as they were by those who sided with the Deshmahne. Most within the city had converted, and though Brohmin hadn’t observed their worship, he was fully aware of the influence the Deshmahne had.

      “You would rather destroy lives than show them the error of their ways?” Brohmin asked. “You would rather kill than convince them your way is right?”

      “How many more lives will be lost if we don’t do this? I hear it from your voice that you have spent time in the north. I’ve seen what happens when the Deshmahne attack. I’ve seen the way that they press their will on others.”

      “Where?” Brohmin asked, pushing the man forward.

      The man shook his head. “What does it matter?”

      Brohmin shrugged. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. Much like you think the lives of these children don’t matter.”

      The man continued along the street, veering away from the trading square. Brohmin was surprised to note that they made their way generally toward the distant Deshmahne temple.

      “Litchem,” the Lashiin priest said.

      Brohmin frowned. “That’s where you’re from?” Brohmin knew of the village. It was a small village, only a few days’ ride from Vasha, and close enough that the people of the village shouldn’t be easily converted. That close to Vasha, the home of the Magi, he was surprised to hear that the Deshmahne would have much influence.

      The priest nodded. “That’s where I served. When the Deshmahne came through, they forced conversions, taking many of the young men, branding them in such a way that they gained unnatural abilities.” His gaze drifted to Brohmin’s sword. “They used this as a way to prove to these men the power of their beliefs. Few understood the cost. All they saw was the Deshmahne priests, and the strength that they demonstrated, power that granted them abilities that only the Magi and the gods possessed.”

      Once again, the priest looked up to Brohmin, meeting his eyes.

      Brohmin grunted. “I am neither Mage nor god.”

      The priest sniffed. “Whatever you are, you are more like the Deshmahne than like the Urmahne.”

      Brohmin suppressed a grin. “And how is that?”

      They reached a branching in the road, and the priest led him away from the trading square. Now Brohmin was certain that they headed toward the temple. What would the Deshmahne do when Brohmin returned without the other two priests that had been sent with him? Would they blame him for their loss?

      He had to find the child, had to do whatever was necessary so that he could rescue Salindra.

      “You’re forcing me the same way that they forced those in my village.”

      “That’s where you’re mistaken. I’m forcing you to make amends for a mistake.”

      “There is no mistake in stopping the Deshmahne,” the priest said. At least in this, he kept his voice low. Though it was later in the day, the crowd around them was fairly thick. The people moving past forced their way, requiring that both Brohmin and the priest stand their ground as they remained in the middle of the street.

      They weren’t too far from the school and the room that Brohmin had rented. Somehow, the Deshmahne had known about the room and had known where he was staying. They had known he had sat there, watching the children. It wasn’t difficult to see things from their perspective, and believe that Brohmin had less than benevolent intentions.

      “When innocents are brought into a fight meant for adults, everyone loses,” Brohmin said.

      “Innocents? Many of them are no more innocent than you. Many have chosen to fight, and willingly side with the Deshmahne.” The priest continued for a couple of steps before glancing over his shoulder. “When the Deshmahne came to Litchem, they brought children with them. Some were no older than twelve or thirteen, yet all had markings. All had been given the same dark powers that the Deshmahne grant their priests. Does that make them innocent?”

      Brohmin couldn’t answer. How old had his son Joshua been when he’d been lost? After all this time, Brohmin still had to think about it. The memories had faded somewhat, enough that the pain was no longer present, nothing more than a hollowness within him. Even had Joshua lived, Brohmin would have outlived him, the gift from the Conclave granting him much a longer lifespan than Joshua ever could have hoped for.

      But then, he would have been able to watch as Joshua grew older, possibly married and had a family, and could have kept future generations safe. Instead, Joshua—his only son—had fallen during a war as foolish as the one that took place now.

      “They are innocents,” Brohmin said. “They may grow and become something else, but they are children. Children need care and understanding, and they need to be given an opportunity to learn why choices are made on their behalf.”

      “At what point can they no longer be salvaged?” the priest asked.

      “Anyone can be salvaged,” Brohmin said.

      “Anyone? You think the High Desh of Paliis can be salvaged?”

      It was a difficult question. Perhaps not everyone could be salvaged. Brohmin doubted that Raime after all of his years could be brought back and forced to see the error of his ways, but almost anyone else could, couldn’t they?

      But he knew that not to be the case. That was the belief of an old—and possibly dying—man. He’d seen enough in his years to know that redemption was difficult and often impossible.

      Where was the divider? At what point did the child become the man and then become the monster?

      The priest watched him, waiting for his answer, but Brohmin didn’t have one.

      Maybe there was no answer. It was possible that the Deshmahne would ask so much of their children that they would turn into the same violent and angry people as their parents. At that point, didn’t they become Deshmahne in full?

      A hint of a smile crossed the priest’s mouth, and he seemed to know the effect that he’d had on Brohmin. Brohmin hated that he did, and hated that he had no answer, that it was possible that children as young as thirteen could already have been turned so much by the Deshmahne that they were effectively lost.

      “Go on,” Brohmin said.

      He wasn’t about to get into a philosophical debate with a priest who had abandoned his Urmahne ideals. Doing so would only anger Brohmin, but as he thought about it, he had to wonder why it bothered him so much. What was it about the priest that troubled him? Shouldn’t he be challenged in such a way? Shouldn’t he be able to handle his values being questioned?

      If nothing else, five hundred years should have given him the strength of conviction and the knowledge and understanding that what he did had meaning, and that the darkness he opposed was real.

      And Brohmin knew that it was. The darkness was very much real, and for the most part, it was caused by one man, a single person who had sought violence and destruction over the years and wanted to use that for his dark purpose.

      They continued along the street until the priest led him toward the temple. And then he continued onward, passing the temple. As they did, they made their way to a different section of the city where Brohmin had never been. It was more run down, and the homes here looked as if they predated the Deshmahne influence. In the time that the Deshmahne had taken over Paliis, they had not done anything to improve the appearance of these homes, not as they had in other places throughout the city.

      The priest led him along the street and paused at what appeared to be a shop that was run down, with faded, peeling paint, and lettering on the door that Brohmin couldn’t read. It was possible that the lettering was written in the local language, but there was not enough of it present for him to attempt to interpret.

      “What’s here?” Brohmin asked.

      “Here is where you wanted to go.”

      “You brought the child to a shop?” There was nothing about this place that triggered his sense of ahmaean from the other Lashiin priest. If the child were indeed here, he would be separated from the priest, though Brohmin began to wonder whether he needed to chase down this priest when everything was over.

      “The child is here. You only have to go find him.”

      That seemed a strange choice of words. Brohmin waited for the priest to push the door open, then followed him into the shop.

      He sensed movement before he saw it.

      Brohmin reacted, rolling to the side and unsheathing his sword in a single movement.

      He pulled on his sense of ahmaean, drawing it around him, gathering it in such a way that he could gain speed and strength. If only he had Jakob’s ability where he somehow managed to slow time, though that seemed more related to his damahne ability than anything else. Brohmin’s connection to the ahmaean had always been different, strong though not nearly as powerful as what he had detected from Jakob.

      A sword flashed toward where he had been, and Brohmin crouched down, preparing for whatever might be in the shop.

      How had they known he was here?

      The priest must have somehow signaled to them.

      Brohmin should have been better prepared.

      The more he was in Paliis, the more he began to question whether he was prepared for an ongoing battle. It seemed that he was outmaneuvered much more often than he was accustomed to. He should not have been detected by the Deshmahne, and he certainly should not have been surprised by a priest.

      Three men were in the shop. One of them had the connection to ahmaean. How had he missed that in the walk to this section of the city?

      Was there more that he missed? Had he overlooked something else?

      Maybe there was more taking place than he understood.

      He was confident in his ability with the sword and confident that the priests would not be able to stop him, especially after seeing them face the Deshmahne back at the manor house.

      Brohmin took a deep breath. Either he’d been led into a trap, or the child truly was here. Either way, he needed answers.

      Brohmin surged forward, drawing on the strength of his ahmaean, pushing out with it in such a way that it solidified. He thought that he might be able to defeat all three of these swordsmen without it, but that risked something happening to him, and if that happened, something would happen to Salindra. He needed to get to the child, and then he could get to Salindra.

      The soldiers were unprepared for his speed.

      Brohmin spun, cutting the first one along his arm, before spinning again and smacking the next with the flat of his blade along his temple. That man collapsed, and Brohmin continued in his motion, finishing in a sweeping arc that was stopped by the last swordsman.

      Two men remained, along with the priest. Brohmin continued with his motion, spinning through forms, catahs that he had long ago mastered. They came to him easily, and he swept through the patterns and incapacitated the first attacker. It helped that he had cut him, slowing his movements. When Brohmin’s sword found the back of his neck, the man crumpled, falling alongside his companion.

      That left one swordsman.

      The man was good. He parried with Brohmin, darting forward with a few hurried movements, before dancing back and avoiding Brohmin’s attack.

      There was something about this pattern that was familiar. Brohmin had seen it before, but only from one other man.

      How would a Lashiin priest have learned one of Endric’s patterns?

      Brohmin forced out his connection to the ahmaean and used that to force through the connection to the remaining man. He attacked quickly, sliding into another catah, one that only a few men knew. Endric was one of them, and now Jakob.

      If he was right, and if this swordsman had trained with either Jakob—or Endric—he needed to know.

      Recognition flashed in the swordsman’s eyes, and he stepped back, bringing his sword up in front of him. “How is it that you know that form?”

      “How is it that you know it?” Brohmin asked.

      Brohmin pressed out, surging with a hint of his ahmaean, coalescing it in such a way that it would create a shimmering light.

      As he did, the final swordsman’s face became clear. He recognized the man.

      Not just a man.

      He recognized the Mage.

      The Mage gasped. “I know you.”

      Brohmin glared at the Lashiin priest. What was this? “Where is Roelle, Selton?”
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      The Unknown Lands spread out around Jakob. He stood far to the north, near the place where he once had awoken after traveling to Avaneam, a place that had allowed him to step from one side of the Valley to the other, traveling a great distance with little more than a thought. Now that he understood shifting, he suspected there was something of the damahne magic involved, though he didn’t know exactly what that was.

      Anda had come with him, willingly traveling so that they could look for answers. Jakob hoped they wouldn’t find them here. If they did, it meant that Raime had moved more rapidly than Jakob had expected.

      He had left Vasha after taking Roelle and nearly forty Magi warriors to the south. Each of the warriors had met Jakob before, and each had some experience with him so that he didn’t make them too uncomfortable with the fact that he shifted them all the way to Polle Pal.

      Somehow, they would have to conceal their presence. He would leave that to Roelle, and allow her to figure out how to work with the Deshmahne or stop them if it was necessary.

      “Why here?” Anda asked.

      “This is where I first came to your lands,” Jakob said.

      “These aren’t my lands. There aren’t daneamiin lands. We live with the land, and do not possess it.”

      “You don’t possess it, but your living with it is such that you have sway over it.”

      “With that, you’re mistaken. The land influences us, Jakob Nialsen. We do not influence the land. We are allowed to live here, and we do not abuse what we have been given.”

      “But you’ve not always lived with the land, at least not this way,” he said.

      Anda turned away from him, looking toward the east. Jakob didn’t have a sense of where the daneamiin city once had risen out of the forest, or whether there had been others. All he had was a memory of the way the city had looked, the enormity of it, and the sense of awe that he had at the way it had been constructed.

      Because of Raime, all of that was lost.

      That pained him, though he suspected that pained the daneamiin even more than it did Jakob. They had lost so much, and yet they simply moved on, establishing a new home.

      “We have not always lived the way that we do now. Our first settlement within the forest was one that was more like that of man. We built towering spires of stone, and buildings that rose out of the trees, but all of that was lost as others sought to destroy it.”

      “How many remember that time?” Jakob asked.

      “All of my people visited the house of the Cala maah.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that all of my people remember that time.”

      “What did the city look like?” Jakob asked. “I saw parts of it in my vision, but not enough to understand what happened.”

      Anda breathed out a sorrowful sigh. She reached for his hand, and he took it. Her ahmaean swirled around him, and he recognized what she wanted him to do.

      Drawing on his ahmaean, he shifted, bringing them to a place he’d only seen in his vision.

      When they appeared, they stood in a clearing within the forest. Jakob had the sense that they were far to the east of where the daneamiin now called home. Trees rose around the clearing, massive, thick-trunked trees, some with vines wrapped around them, the canopies high overhead attempting to block out the sun. Grasses and other small scrub plants overgrew a pale white stone but were not able to obscure what had once been here.

      The vision flashed back into Jakob’s mind. This had been their city. This had been a place of majesty, power.

      And Raime had destroyed it.

      He had led men across the Great Valley, forcing them to face the daneamiin who were unwilling to fight back. They had abandoned their city, and in doing so, Raime had overrun it, destroying it.

      As Jakob stood there, he could practically see that happening in his mind and realized that he was having traces of a vision, a hint of the fibers.

      Anda looked over at him. “Ahmaean flowed strongly here.”

      “It’s almost as if I can see what happened without even attempting to walk back along the fibers.”

      Anda blinked and wiped a tear from her eye. “Many of my people make a pilgrimage here. They view it as a rite of passage, taking that journey to our past, to understand what we must do in the future. Many choose to do this before spending time in the house of the Cala maah. It prepares them.”

      “Did you make this journey?” Jakob asked.

      “I have journeyed here many times.”

      “Why many times?”

      “I serve the Cala maah and my father, and to do so, I have been a guide, helping others find their way here. It gets no easier each time I visit.”

      “Why wouldn’t the daneamiin have defended themselves? The daneamiin have power with their ahmaean, they would have been able to push Raime and the soldiers back.”

      She looked at him, sadness heavy in her eyes. “Fighting would have only required more fighting. How many would have been lost had we resisted? How many would have failed to return were we to have opposed those men? We might have lost our city, but we did not lose our people or identity.”

      Jakob walked along the rocks, feeling the power that had once been here. It was a strange sensation; he could practically see what had been and could see what had happened over time. The city was no more, but in his mind, it still lived and still rose out of the trees, a place of power, and built with skill that rivaled anything else—even the Tower of the Gods.

      “Why didn’t the damahne help?”

      “What would they have been able to do? They were limited the same way that we were. The damahne have recognized that attempting to fight, and putting themselves at risk in such a way endangers their purpose.”

      He would have to travel back to understand why they felt that way, and what that meant. If the damahne were truly unwilling to fight out of fear for what might happen, he needed to understand what would happen were he to fight. Already, he had faced the groeliin, and he had faced the Deshmahne, and had no remorse for what he had done to either of them, but others who came before him might have known more.

      Jakob walked through the remnants of the city, letting the sensation of the stones surround him. He held on to his connection to the ahmaean, not certain whether he could see much more than the visions that he had already seen, or whether there was anything more for him to experience here.

      As he wandered through the city, he began to have a greater connection to visions from the past. He stopped when a particularly strong one struck him.

      In the image, he saw a tower toppling. Near the base of the tower, Raime stood, pulling with his ahmaean, drawing ahmaean away from the tower, but also from deep within the ground.

      Jakob could practically feel the earth rumbling. Why had Raime come here? Why destroy the daneamiin?

      There had to have been something that prompted him to come. He sought power, but he did so with a purpose. Was there a reason that he had chosen the daneamiin city to attack?

      Jakob moved deeper into the remains of the city. He climbed atop a pile of stone, feeling a tingle across his skin. There had been other times when he felt similar tingling, and he recognized it from the ruins he had visited when traveling with Novan and the Denraen when leaving Chrysia.

      Was there something similar about those ruins and the ruins of the daneamiin city?

      He looked over to Anda, but she was gone.

      Not gone. He had disappeared. Jakob had traveled, drawn by whatever force and power remained within the city, but couldn’t help himself.

      He stood within the city, walls towering around him, the thundering sound of violence everywhere. He knew that he should run, and knew that he was here too deeply, that he had stepped back too far, and too fully, and posed a danger to both himself and the daneamiin—or whomever he’d stepped inside.

      But maybe he needed to be here.

      For some reason, the city had wanted to draw him back and had wanted him to be here. He had felt that from the moment Anda had taken him there. He’d felt drawn to it, compelled by the power of the ahmaean still remaining here.

      Parts of the city had already collapsed. Jakob looked around, noting black smoke swirling from spires. The sound of swords clanging against other weapons rang out through the city. He heard the snap of bows as arrows were fired.

      How many daneamiin remained within the city?

      Had they not all abandoned the city?

      Unless Raime had appeared and prevented them from leaving.

      He felt the daneamiin ahmaean in one of the towers.

      Jakob focused on it and shifted.

      When he appeared within the tower, he noted the brilliant white stone, the ahmaean swirling around it, flowing from it. Two young daneamiin stood along one of the interior walls. When he appeared, they looked at him and started crying.

      “Shush. I’m here to help.”

      Another daneamiin appeared and stood in front of the two children. From the gentle slope of her eyes, a slope that was similar to the children’s, Jakob suspected that it was their mother.

      “Please. You do not have to do this,” the mother said.

      She held her hands out, the long fingers pushed ahmaean away from her, sending it at Jakob.

      When it struck him, he recognized a warmth, a sensation that was designed to placate him.

      “I’m here to help,” he said again.

      Ahmaean pressed against him once more, this time with more pressure. The daneamiin stepped back, pushing the children along with her.

      Jakob had assumed that he’d stepped back in the form of a daneamiin, but what if he hadn’t?

      He held his hands out and realized that they did not have the long fingers of the daneamiin. He wore a heavy tunic, and for the first time, he was aware of the sword at his side.

      A soldier?

      One of his ancestors had been here attacking the daneamiin?

      In many ways, that was worse than the attitude that the damahne had about the daneamiin.

      The tower rumbled. The ahmaean within the walls shimmered, and soon it would fade. When it did, Jakob had the sense that the tower itself would collapse.

      If there were daneamiin still in it, they would be crushed under the weight of the tower.

      There had to be something he could do.

      The daneamiin eyed him, and he detected her suspicion, and her fear, but also noted the protective way that her ahmaean swirled from her to her children, trying to reassure them. There was amazing affection there. The daneamiin believed that he was here to slaughter them, and she wanted only to protect her children.

      They wouldn’t fight. He knew they wouldn’t fight. Knowing that didn’t make what he did next any easier.

      Jakob rushed forward and grabbed the mother, wrapping his arms around her, and scooping up the children, too.

      He shifted.

      When he appeared, they stood outside of the city deep within the forest. Jakob released them, and the daneamiin hurried back, scurrying away from him.

      He let them leave. He turned his attention back to the city, feeling the ahmaean within it, the power within the tower that began to fade. How many more daneamiin remained within the city?

      Was there anything he could do?

      He shifted.

      As he did, he wondered: how was shifting possible when he came back in time as man rather than as damahne or even daneamiin?

      When he had met with Shoren in the form of daneamiin, he had managed to shift, but that had seemed less unlikely than him managing to do the same now. When he traveled back as someone without power over the ahmaean, it seemed more surprising to him that he would be able to use it.

      And maybe in some other place, he would not be able to.

      Here, in the heart of the daneamiin lands, he could draw upon the ahmaean of the forest, and of the city itself. Maybe he didn’t use any of his own ahmaean, but much like he had when facing the Deshmahne in the Great Forest, he was able to borrow from power around him.

      Would others be able to learn the same?

      He would have to ponder that another time.

      For now, he felt an urge to help, though he didn’t know whether doing so would change too much of the past. By rescuing the daneamiin, did he change something about the fibers? Or had he always traveled back along the fibers?

      If so, everything he did would be predetermined.

      He couldn’t think about that, either.

      Back in the tower, Jakob focused on awareness of ahmaean. When he felt it, he shifted, coming upon a pair of daneamiin. He didn’t wait, and said nothing, simply lunging toward them, and shifting them out of the tower and into the forest. He did it again and again, each time finding more daneamiin, all on upper levels of the tower. It was one structure within the city, but he would save all that he could.

      The longer he worked, the more tired he became. Jakob hadn’t experienced that with shifting before, but maybe it was because he wasn’t using his own ahmaean, that he was borrowing from what he detected around him.

      When he shifted back to the tower from the forest, he stood within the upper level, focusing on ahmaean. There was power around him that came from the walls but from nowhere else.

      That wasn’t entirely true.

      Jakob detected ahmaean, but it was beneath him, near the base of the tower.

      Even without recognizing the darkness within the ahmaean, he knew what it was that he detected.

      Raime.

      If he could stop him here, would he be able to stop him in the future? Could Jakob destroy him now, and prevent everything else that Raime attempted?

      He had to try. Wasn’t that the reason the city brought him back, forcing him along the fibers and into this vision? Why had he attempted to defeat Raime in his time rather than stepping back into the past?

      In the past, Raime would not have the same power he had in the present. In the past, Jakob knew where he could find him.

      It was something he hadn’t considered. Too many told him that the fibers couldn’t be changed, and maybe they couldn’t, but if they could, why wouldn’t Jakob attempt to correct it?

      If he did, maybe he wouldn’t be the last of the damahne. Maybe there would be others who could work with him, who could teach him.

      Maybe he wouldn’t even be damahne.

      That was a sacrifice he was willing to make. It was one he had to be willing to make.

      He unsheathed his sword, clutching it tightly. It was a plain steel blade that had little decoration to it, but it was functional. It seemed fitting that this blade would be the one that took down Raime.

      Jakob shifted.

      He appeared behind Raime.

      He turned, and Jakob recognized the man’s younger face, the dark hair on his head, noting the dark cloak, the same as the man preferred in his time.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Did Raime recognize him?

      “You should be destroying the rest of the city. Get moving.”

      “I’m not going to let you destroy the rest of these people.”

      “People?” Raime spat. Rage filled his voice. “They are little more than animals.”

      “Animals don’t build towers like these,” Jakob said. His voice was coarse, and anger filled it, though that came from him rather than his host.

      Raime considered him, and ahmaean pulsed from him, dark bands that radiated in something like a thick cloud.

      Jakob resisted the urge to retreat. Instead, he drew upon the ahmaean within the tower, and pushed back, facing Raime with it. The attack on the city had already stolen much power from it, and there was little left for him to borrow from. He drew with increasing strength, pulling from the forest, and bolstered himself.

      Raime smiled at him. “Not what you appear at all. Could it be that one of the damahne has decided to step back and actually fight?”

      Jakob didn’t answer. He pushed, sending his ahmaean against the darkness that Raime managed.

      Jakob was limited. It was this form, this person that limited him. He could fight, but there was only so much power that he could draw. It was different in his time when he had power of his own—and that which Alyta had gifted him.

      Raime sensed his hesitation and pushed harder.

      Jakob lunged toward him, swinging his sword.

      The soldier’s body didn’t react quite as quickly as Jakob would have. Was that a result of the way the ahmaean had worked?

      Raime blocked him with the sword he’d unsheathed in a single motion.

      Jakob had never known Raime to use a sword but wasn’t surprised that the man was armed. He deflected Jakob's blow, and Jakob stepped into a catah that Endric had taught him. He sliced through the movements, and Raime blocked each one easily. Jakob was forced to shift his connection to the ahmaean, drawing upon it so that he could speed his own movements, but if he was successful, and if he was able to cut down Raime, shouldn’t he?

      One of Raime’s attacks came close, and Jakob danced back, flowing with the ahmaean. He pulled more, distantly aware that he was draining the city of the power it possessed. The building nearest him trembled.

      Raime stabbed his shoulder, and Jakob nearly screamed. He filled himself with ahmaean, healing the wound, and sliced, cutting deeply into Raime’s arm.

      The pressure against him, that dark ahmaean that Raime possessed, faded. Jakob pulled on more power, drawing from the city even more deeply, and attacked again, carving into Raime’s shoulder.

      The High Priest dropped his sword.

      Jakob had him. All he had to do was swipe, cut into Raime one more time, and he thought that he could destroy the High Priest.

      He felt pain pierce his back.

      He spun and saw an archer standing across from him. Two more flanked him on either side, both arrows pointed at Jakob. He doubted they would miss.

      Could he react in time?

      He started to spin, but pain struck his side as Raime stabbed him from behind.

      Jakob scrambled, departing his host, crawling forward along the fibers, back into the present. As he did, he had a sense of the city and saw the buildings collapsing around him.

      As he left the vision, he wondered: had he changed anything about the past or had he only done what had already happened?
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      Jakob’s eyes opened slowly. The vision had been painfully real, and he could practically feel throbbing in his back and on his sides.

      Anda rushed over to him, gasping. Her ahmaean swirled away from her, encoding him. “What happened, Jakob Nialsen?”

      He looked up at her, a dreamy expression on his face. “I was pushed back into the past. I tried to stop Raime as he attacked the city.”

      She put pressure on his back, and he felt an agonizing pain as she pulled on something that he was distantly aware was an arrow from his back. She pressed on his arm next and smoothed the skin closed, as she pressed her ahmaean into him, healing him.

      He should have known better. Stepping back as fully as he had not only put the host at risk but himself as well. Injuries in that time were carried forward. It happened before when he had faced the groeliin and had a spear thrown through his arm. It would happen again if he weren't careful.

      What had he been thinking?

      “You must be careful when walking back along the fibers.”

      “I didn’t intend to walk so completely back.”

      “When you realized what had happened, you should have returned. There is no control when you’re dragged back like that.”

      Jakob had been warned multiple times about his lack of control over the fibers, but each time, he thought he had learned. Yet each time, he discovered how much he still did not know. “I thought…”

      “You thought that you could stop him, didn’t you?” Anda asked.

      Jakob nodded, feeling embarrassed about what he had done, and how he had nearly gotten himself killed. And worse, had he alerted Raime to his presence now? Would he somehow be able to track him, to chase him through time?

      “The Cala maah recognizes that it is not possible to change time.”

      “The damahne feel that way, as well, but I’m not convinced. I can walk back more fully than any others can manage.”

      “You think that you’re the first one to be able to walk back with such intensity? Others have attempted it. Those who have discover that they do not change anything in the past.”

      “Does that mean I always meant to walk back along the fibers? Was I always meant to attack Raime in the past?”

      Anda nodded. “It is possible that your actions have always been the same. That you were always meant to step back and do whatever it is that you did.”

      “If I’ve always been meant to look back…”

      That meant that he had somehow been there when the city was destroyed. It might mean that he was even responsible for part of the destruction of the city. Jakob had drawn upon the ahmaean, pulling from the tower. Could he be the reason the city had fallen?

      Wouldn’t it have fallen anyway?

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I…” His body ached, and he felt exhausted, as if he’d used more power and strength than he had ever before. “Anda, I was there. I fought Raime at the base of a tower. How much of the fall of the city was I responsible for?”

      “You wouldn’t be responsible for any of it, Jakob Nialsen. You were there as someone else, walking back along the fibers and witnessing what happened before.”

      Jakob wasn’t sure whether that was true. He was sure his host was one of Raime’s men. And surely the man would not have raised a sword against his commander. “I saved many daneamiin from the collapse of one of the towers.”

      Her eyes elongated slightly, a movement that he recognized as surprise. “There were rumors of daneamiin who managed to escape from the city.”

      “What happened to them?”

      She shook her head. “They were never seen again. Some fear Raime managed to get them, and stole power from them. We have faced him many times over the years, and are far too familiar with what he was capable of doing.”

      “No. There were children. Mothers. They had to have gotten away.”

      “I cannot claim to know exactly what happened. My fibers don’t stretch back in that direction. My ancestors managed to escape before the attack on the city. But, I have heard rumors of those who were descended from them, able to walk back, and they saw their own people lost.”

      Jakob stared up at the sky. Lying in the middle of the city as he was, feeling the ahmaean of the city pulsing around him, the sun shining down upon him, he felt uncertainty. Had he changed anything, or had he only done what would have happened anyway?

      Had he more strength, he thought that he might want to walk back along the fibers, and see what he could discover, but he didn’t have the necessary strength, and he didn’t know if he had the necessary desire to do so, either. He was weakened in a way that he had not been before, certainly not since Alyta had augmented him with the gift of her ahmaean, and everything that she possessed within.

      Anda continued to swirl her power around him. The ahmaean reached him, before returning, building with increased strength, pressing through him. Each time her power pressed through him, he felt a sense of relief wash over him.

      They were healing waves, and with each one, Jakob began to feel more like himself. The pain in his back began to ease, and the place on his shoulder where he’d been stabbed no longer throbbed. He felt weakened still, but that was more a physical tiredness, since that came with what had happened to him.

      “It is time to leave, Jakob Nialsen.”

      He stood slowly, trying to reach for the strength of his ahmaean, trying to pull upon it, and realized that he drew from the fallen remains of the city. The forest didn’t lend strength to him, not as the Great Forest or even the daneamiin city deep within the forest had managed to in the past.

      Jakob wondered if they would be able to shift. Had he drawn upon too much strength, and expended too much energy, for him to be able to safely shift them out of the fallen city, and on to… Where?

      He had come here hoping to find answers and had hoped that he could gain a better understanding of what Raime intended, but he’d learned nothing other than the fact that Raime had caused the destruction of the city—much as he already had known. Worse, Jakob may have had some role in it and some twisted connection to the past.

      Was Anda watching him strangely?

      He couldn’t tell. She didn’t seem to be, and she pressed her ahmaean through him with the same warmth that she had before, but what if what he had done could not be undone?

      He needed to look back along the fibers. He had to know.

      “I need to rest a bit.”

      Her ahmaean swirled out from her, before reaching Jakob and washing over him once more. She didn’t question him, and guided him toward the edge of the trees, away from the remains of the daneamiin city. As he walked, he had flashes of visions once again, images of the city that once had been. They streamed past him, dozens of images, from various times in the city’s history. He had memories come to him of when the city first was constructed, the stone drawn free of the ground, all the way through the time of destruction when Raime had toppled it.

      How was it that power was so strong here?

      There had to be an explanation. There had to be something about that power that he could understand, and that he could use.

      “Has the ahmaean always been so strong here?” he asked.

      Anda didn’t meet his eyes.

      “What is it?”

      “I should not have brought you to this place, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “Because you fear that I might have changed something?”

      “No. I don’t think it’s possible for you to have changed anything. That is not the way the fibers work. Once they are woven, they are unchangeable. But I fear that bringing you here has revealed something else to you.”

      “Anda, what is it? What are you trying to hide from me?”

      She smiled, and it was a sad sort of expression. “I would not hide anything from you, Jakob Nialsen, but you ask about the ahmaean.”

      “Yes. Why does that bother you?”

      “There are places where the daneamiin pour much of themselves. The city was one such place. It was a reflection of the people from that time. Many of the daneamiin at that time had been direct descendants of damahne and had spent most of their lives in cities much like the one that was built here. Those who crafted the city did so with care and attention and…”

      “They used their ahmaean, imbuing the walls of the city itself with it.”

      “The damahne pass on their power, much as Alyta passed it on to you. The daneamiin have taken a different approach. We have always emptied ourselves, giving back what we were given, so that it can be given to another.”

      “And using it on the city as was done here will do that?”

      “I do not know. What I know is that the city, much like our own, stores the ahmaean of those who came before.”

      A place that stored ahmaean would be powerful, and Jakob realized that he had detected something similar within the daneamiin forest city, hadn’t he?

      “The pool. That’s what you’re talking about, isn’t it? “

      She met his eyes and nodded slowly. “It is a place of rebirth. Those who built our home in the trees thought that it was necessary for us to rebuild. The water nourishes the trees, and nourishes the house of the Cala maah, which allows all to draw power.”

      “And that’s why the ahmaean is strongest in your home city?”

      “It is strongest there because that is where most of the daneamiin spend their lives, and when their lives are over, they give themselves over to the forest. That gift is what has allowed our people to thrive for many years.”

      “How many outside of the daneamiin know about this?”

      “You are the first.”

      Jakob had been trying to determine what Raime might do next, and had struggled to this point, but why wouldn’t he go after the power of the pool? Why wouldn’t he seek strength that he could steal from not only a single daneamiin, but countless, all that had come before them?

      “How have you hidden it from Raime?”

      “The forest prevents him from accessing our home. He is unable to reach us, much as other men are unable to reach us.”

      Would anything have changed that would allow Raime to reach that pool?

      Jakob had beaten him, and had forced him away from the fibers, but was there anything he might have learned? Would there be some way for him to have discovered how to reach the pool of power within the daneamiin lands?

      He closed his eyes, focusing on his ahmaean, trying to turn it inward, forcing it forward as he had seen Haerlin do. Could he re-create that well enough that he could understand how to separate the fibers, and reach along them to see the possible futures?

      As he did, he tried to search for the possibilities, thinking about what Haerlin had shown him. There was nothing clear, nothing that made much sense to him. Could he focus on something in particular?

      Not Raime. There would be too much to try to understand if he focused on Raime.

      What about the pool itself?

      Jakob thought about it, using that as his focus, and as he did, he saw numerous possibilities.

      Within those possibilities, there was an undercurrent of danger. There was darkness, emptiness that had not been there before.

      Jakob opened his eyes, releasing his connection to the ahmaean. That hadn’t weakened him nearly as much as he had thought it might. “We need to return.”

      “He will not be able to reach it, Jakob Nialsen. As I said, the forest protects us. He will not be able to reach us.”

      Jakob wasn’t quite as certain. Raime had proven that he was able to do things that others did not think possible. He had managed to live for as long as he had, destroying much in his search for power. Why wouldn’t he be able to reach the pool?

      And yet, Jakob was weakened, unable to make that journey back. He could not simply shift, not safely.

      A growing fear rose within him. What if Raime had planned for that?

      Raime had already proven that he could glimpse along the fibers, that he could look forward. Jakob had closed him off from stepping back, and influencing the past, but had he managed to separate him from looking into the future?

      And would it even have mattered?

      If Raime could venture along the fibers, and if he had already seen enough, he might already know what he needed to do to eliminate Jakob.

      Yet he hadn’t anticipated Jakob when they faced each other in the tower.

      That meant at the least that Raime had been unprepared.

      “I need you to guide us back to your home,” Jakob said.

      “You wanted to rest. I think that you should, especially with what you went through.”

      “I was able to look forward, barely a little, but when I did, and when I looked at the pool, I saw…”

      Anda watched him. “What is it that you saw?”

      “I saw darkness. I fear that if we don’t return, Raime will have gained access to that source of ahmaean, and if he succeeds, he will grow stronger than he has ever been before.”
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      They tracked the merahl through the cool night. Isandra had grown tired hours before and was now settling into exhaustion. Somehow, she managed to keep going, though at a certain point, she knew she would collapse. There was a limit to how far she could walk, and how much she could do, and she thought she had surpassed that point even before the battle with the groeliin.

      Neither Nahrsin nor Jassan seemed troubled by the ongoing march. They soldiered on, as did the other Antrilii, none speaking much as they made their way through the mountains. The merahl howled at times, their call an ongoing summons, and the Antrilii followed.

      She glanced over to Jassan as the sun began to creep above the mountain peak. “How do they not alert the groeliin of their presence?”

      Her words seemed slurred, as if she had too much to drink. It was interesting that fatigue would have an effect similar to an abundance of ale.

      “We think the groeliin can’t hear them,” Jassan answered.

      “How could they not hear them? I hear them fine.”

      “Because you are a Mage. There are some men who cannot hear them, either. We’ve always suspected that was the reason the groeliin do not know the merahl hunt.”

      “How much longer will we be going this morning?”

      “The merahl think they have found the breeding grounds,” Nahrsin said. “We’ll keep going until we reach it.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to be well rested when you reach it?”

      Nahrsin glanced over to her, and his face had the same intensity that it had when she saw him the night before. “The merahl do not rest, so we do not rest.”

      They fell into silence, and Isandra continued the climb, following them wordlessly.

      The mountains surrounded her, the rocky hillsides sweeping down and then back up, little more than scrub plants growing along their sides. The air held a hint of pine, and there was a growing warmth. Why would there be warmth here? The mountains had been cold, the wind biting, and had been increasingly unpleasant the longer they traveled.

      One of the merahl made a low cry that was less of a summons, and more of an alert.

      “They found it?” Isandra asked.

      “I suspect they did,” Nahrsin said.

      The climb took them higher, and she couldn’t tell which of the men led, whether it was Nahrsin nor Jassan. It seemed as if both of them did. The steady howling of the merahl continued to drag them forward. Isandra no longer questioned when they would reach them. It seemed an impossibility that they had traveled as long and as far as they had and that she could stay on her feet for as long as she had. Her body ached, and her mouth was dry, but still, she climbed, traveling with the Antrilii as they hunted.

      They reached a tall mountain peak, and they stopped.

      Below them, the mountainside descended into a narrow valley. All along the rocks, she saw merahl, simply standing, remaining motionless. With their dark fur, they blended into the stone, hunting, but they had stopped.

      “Is this it?” she asked in a whisper.

      “We’ve never found a breeding ground.”

      “What did Endric describe of the breeding grounds he saw?”

      Nahrsin glanced at Jassan. “Endric described caves and dozens upon dozens of groeliin. Much of what he described is difficult to imagine.”

      The Antrilii arranged themselves along the rock, taking a position where they could remain concealed, using the mountains to hide them.

      Isandra stayed near Jassan, looking over the rock. She was tired—so very tired.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Now, we must wait.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Isandra awoke to a shrill whistle.

      How had she fallen asleep?

      She sat up, leaning away from the rock, and rubbed her back. It ached from where she had been resting, and her sword jabbed into her side.

      Jassan crouched next to the rock, peering over the edge. He whistled again, and Isandra stayed low, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes as she crouched next to him.

      “Why did you let me sleep?”

      “Because you needed it. We will face danger in time. And you will need to be alert.”

      “I shouldn’t have slept.”

      “Many of the Antrilii took a rest,” Jassan said. “We learned long ago that we need to rest when we can. The battle will claim us soon enough.”

      Isandra looked around and saw that many Antrilii still slept. She hadn’t been the only one who had rested. Many slept sitting upright, their hands resting on their swords, prepared to attack at the first sign of fighting, ready in ways that Isandra was not.

      “What have you seen?”

      Jassan shook his head. “There has been no sign of any activity. The groeliin have not moved.”

      “Are you sure the groeliin are here?”

      “They are here. The merahl detect them. Even if they don’t do anything, the merahl detect their presence.”

      Isandra surveyed the narrow valley and watched the merahl on the rocks surrounding her. They were all alert, prepared for anything that might come. She saw no sign of the one merahl that had essentially claimed her, the creature that had protected her, and had made certain that she was safe when facing the onslaught of the groeliin. Had it abandoned her? Or did it hunt with the others?

      As she watched, she noted movement down in the valley. It was little more than shadows, and as she stared, she realized that what she saw was something other than the groeliin. “What is that?”

      Jassan shook his head. “They are the Mindless Men.”

      “What are the Mindless Men?” Isandra asked.

      Jassan motioned down to the valley. “The Mindless Men are slaves claimed by the groeliin. They serve them.”

      “Why do you call them that?”

      “Because they no longer have the capacity to think. They are not all men, but they all have been… altered… in some way that changed them, and turned them into what you see below.”

      Isandra watched. She had thought it bad enough that the Deshmahne had stolen abilities from her, and from other Magi, but this was just as bad, and possibly worse, especially since these people were left as mere shells of themselves.

      “Why do the groeliin need the Mindless Men?”

      “They need servants. There are things that the groeliin cannot do. For this, they need the assistance of the Mindless Men.”

      Watching the people below horrified her. “Are they like that because of markings similar to what was placed on me?” she asked.

      Jassan glanced over at her and nodded slowly. “There are markings. Most have believed that the markings on the Mindless Men are a way to claim them, to identify which brood they belong to. Others fear there is a different reason for the markings. When the Deshmahne declared themselves and began demonstrating their dark magics as they stole power, there were those, particularly among the Yahinv, who questioned whether the markings might have a different—and darker—purpose.”

      Isandra doubted there was anything that could be done for those people, any more than there was anything that could be done for her. They had managed to seal off the damage, but more than that? She was still injured, and still less of the Mage she once was.

      “The Mindless Men are how you know that the groeliin are here?”

      “It is how we know. That they are here makes it even more likely that we have neared the breeding grounds.”

      She sat back, ducking behind the rocks, trying to understand what she was seeing. She had come here for answers, hadn’t she? Wasn’t that the reason she had wanted to make this journey? She had wanted to understand more about the Antrilii, and about the breeding, and why the groeliin would be breeding again so soon, but there was quite a bit more about the groeliin that she still didn’t understand. She might never fully understand it.

      “Can the Mindless Men hear the merahl?” she asked.

      Jassan glanced down. “It’s possible. Each of the Mindless Men we have ever attempted to save has been mute. If they have some way of speaking and communicating with the groeliin, we have not discovered it.”

      “You don’t think that they will alert the groeliin of the presence of the merahl?”

      “That has not been our experience,” he said.

      How else could the groeliin have nearly trapped the merahl—and the Antrilii—drawing them into an attack that had nearly claimed Jassan and his men. Were it not for Nahrsin, they would have been claimed.

      There was something missing, but she wasn’t entirely certain what it was.

      The groeliin were behaving differently. There was a connection between what was happening. “You’ve never encountered groeliin fighting with swords before?”

      Jassan shook his head. “They are brutal creatures, clever, but we have not thought them to possess much intelligence.”

      “Wouldn’t at least some of them have to have some intelligence to have mastered these techniques of placing the markings? Not to mention those that can wield a sword.”

      He turned to her, his brow furrowed, making his face appear clouded. “When Endric returned with word of what he’d seen at the Chisln, we realized there was more to the groeliin than we had ever understood.”

      ”And from what we’ve faced on this journey, it seems there is even more to them than what you may have imagined.”

      He nodded. “That is possible, and if they are gaining intelligence, and becoming more tactical in what they do, we will have a harder time containing them.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the Deshmahne?” It seemed logical to consider that since the Deshmahne had learned how to steal power from the groeliin, that the groeliin could somehow gain knowledge from the Deshmahne in return. And if the High Priest of the Deshmahne had used the groeliin as his army, then what better way to improve the skill of his soldiers than by teaching them how to use weapons?

      They needed to understand whether it was the High Priest—and if it was, the timing seemed odd, especially since he had been defeated—or whether it was someone else.

      Could another of the Deshmahne lead them in the High Priest’s absence?

      One of the merahl howled softly.

      Isandra stood and shifted so that she could look down over the rock, getting a better view. The movement in the valley had changed, and now there were more of the Mindless Men moving about, but there was other movement as well. Groeliin.

      They moved as dark shapes, a fog of darkness that surrounded them making it difficult to see them clearly. The darkness of night made it even more difficult, but there was no question in her mind what she was seeing.

      Were there any of the larger groeliin?

      What she saw seemed to be the smaller creatures, and they were easier for her to see. As she watched, she became aware of something else down in the valley.

      It was flashes of movement, but these were not the Mindless Men—men and women who were naked, their bodies gleaming with the brightness of the moon—and were not the groeliin. These were easier for her to see, and she could make out what appeared to be dark cloaks.

      Her breath caught.

      Any question about the role of the Deshmahne with the groeliin disappeared.

      Isandra motioned toward them, getting Jassan’s attention. “Do you see them?”

      “I see them.”

      “The merahl will have to be careful. If they make too much noise, the Deshmahne will hear them, and will know that we are here.”

      Jassan turned and nudged one of the sleeping Antrilii. The man was awake and standing in only a few heartbeats, much more rapidly than Isandra would have managed. Jassan whispered something to him, and the man crept off. “We will make certain that does not happen.”

      “We need to find out more about what role the Deshmahne have with the groeliin,” Isandra said.

      “I agree. We have many Antrilii with us, and the merahl will hunt with us, but against men armed with the sword? That is a difficult battle for them. I intend to lead a small scouting party.”

      “You? What happens if you’re captured?”

      “Then Nahrsin leads. It has to be me, as Nahrsin is more valuable to the rest of the Antrilii warriors.”

      She looked over to where Nahrsin crouched, staring at the rock with the same intensity as Jassan. Had he slept at all? It was possible that he had been awake just as long as Jassan.

      “I will go with you to scout,” Isandra said.

      “You fight well, but this is not a battle you should attempt. There is a chance we could be captured.”

      “You said if I fought, I would be Antrilii. I have fought. I am with you.”

      She flushed as she said it, but stood before him refusing to take it back.

      Jassan watched her and breathed out slightly. “I would like to have met you under different circumstances.”

      Isandra smiled. “Under different circumstances, not only would we not have met, but you would not have cared for me.” He offered a hint of a smile. “When will we go?”

      “Soon, or we will be forced to attack.”

      She looked down at the Deshmahne, her gaze taking in the groeliin, as well as the Mindless Men, more of both appearing as she watched.

      Did that mean more Deshmahne would appear?

      They would have to move quickly. If they didn’t, it was possible that they would soon be heavily outnumbered, if they weren’t already.

      For some reason, her attention continued to be drawn to the Deshmahne. They shouldn’t be here. They shouldn’t be working with the groeliin.

      Her heart fluttered as she contemplated what she would need to do next. And she wasn’t certain whether she was strong enough. Even if she still had her Mage abilities, she wouldn’t have felt strong enough to do what needed to be done. Without them, she was nothing more than a woman with a sword against monsters and men who had more power and strength than she possessed.

      Yet she had survived.

      When she could have died, when she could have been destroyed by the groeliin, she had survived.

      Isandra took a deep breath, and when Jassan nodded to her, indicating that it was time to begin, she nodded back. She was as ready as she could be.

      They descended carefully, and she made certain to place each step in Jassan’s footprint, not daring to risk loose gravel slipping beneath her boot and revealing them before they were ready. Isandra might have other skills, but she knew she was not as skilled as Jassan at navigating the mountain passes.

      They paused periodically, hiding behind rocks, and looking around, making certain that they weren’t seen, before moving on once more.

      When they reached the edge of the valley, they positioned themselves behind large boulders as they took in the activity ahead before continuing.

      The stench from the groeliin increased the closer they got. The now familiar odor was musky and unpleasant. There was something almost oily about it, a slickness that practically burned the back of her throat. It hung in the air, almost palpable, like the fog that surrounded the groeliin.

      Nahrsin had sent two other Antrilii with them. Both their faces were painted with black and orange stripes, making them look something like the merahl. One of the merahl—the merahl that had attached to her—followed her, keeping his distance, but prowling along the rocks, moving so silently that she was only alerted to its presence because of Jassan.

      When he had noticed the merahl following them, he had motioned to her, getting her attention so that she could see the creature. He had said nothing, but there had been an intrigued look to his eyes, and Isandra couldn’t help but think that he was surprised.

      There was much movement ahead, mostly from the Deshmahne. She counted a dozen priests, all wearing similar black robes, and each armed with a sword. A sense of darkness radiated from them—so bleak that she could feel it. She’d felt something similar when she had been in Rondalin, surrounded by them. For her to detect it here suggested that these were likely powerful Deshmahne.

      The groeliin moved in and out of cave mouths they hadn’t seen from above. Based on Endric’s experience with the Chisln, Jassan had said that was what he suspected they would find, and for it to be confirmed meant that this was the breeding ground.

      As she watched, one of the Deshmahne spoke more loudly than the others. “They are near,” the Deshmahne said. “They have to be near since I’ve heard the damned creatures braying in the night.”

      “They’ve destroyed several broods.”

      “Perhaps they have, but they will find no more success. Once this breeding is successful, their struggle with groeliin will be over.”

      There was something about the lead Deshmahne’s voice that was familiar to her.

      Had she seen him in Rondalin? There had been quite a few Deshmahne in Rondalin, and she had dealt with many of them, not just the High Priest and Tresh Longtree.

      “We’ll need more for them to feed on,” one of the other Deshmahne said.

      “The others are working on that. They have summoned enough help to ensure they’re fed.”

      “We need to find more who can charge the metal.”

      “I told you, we are working on it.”

      She glanced at Jassan, who stared intently at the Deshmahne.

      Teralin? Is that what they were talking about? Could the groeliin feed on the destructive teralin? That seemed impossible, but many things that seemed impossible were happening these days.

      “The Denraen think they patrol these lands well, but I’ve been around them long enough to know their weaknesses.”

      Weaknesses? Isandra thought that a strange turn of phrase. Was this Deshmahne a former Denraen?

      Endric hadn’t thought that it would be possible and had thought that he screened his men well enough, ensuring that they were free of the Deshmahne markings, but then again, she had heard of one of the choosings where they were infiltrated.

      If the Denraen could be infiltrated, anyone could be infiltrated.

      Even the Magi?

      Isandra shook that thought away. It was impossible for the Magi to be corrupted.

      “All is going according to his plan.”

      The lead Deshmahne had moved closer to them. Isandra could make out the dark markings along his exposed arms, and up onto his neck, almost onto his face. Power radiated from him. His back was to her, and there was a certain delicacy to his stature.

      He turned, surveying the mountains.

      As he did, she gasped, unintentionally revealing their presence. There was nothing she could do to stop it.

      Jostephon Ontain, Eldest among the Council of Elders, stood before her.
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      Isandra tried hiding behind the rocks, but she knew she had made too much noise, and her shock at seeing Jostephon had revealed their presence. Jassan unsheathed his sword, moving as quietly as he could, and Isandra did the same. The other two Antrilii followed.

      Jassan leaned toward her. “We can run.”

      “That is the Eldest on the Council of Elders,” she said in a whisper.

      There was movement near the rocks, the sound of boots scraping across stone.

      Isandra had revealed them to the Deshmahne.

      She looked up toward the mountains and realized they couldn’t climb fast enough to escape the Deshmahne. If she was captured, she had no more power to give to the Deshmahne, so she would likely simply be killed.

      Jassan, on the other hand, still had much power. He might not understand how to use it in the same way as the Magi, but he, too, had the power of the gods within him.

      “We have to attack now,” she whispered.

      Jassan glanced at the other Antrilii. They nodded to him.

      With a shrill whistle, Jassan called them to battle.

      He leapt passed the rocks, and Isandra followed, moving into the open.

      Merahl howled all around them.

      It was enough to distract the three Deshmahne nearest her, and Jassan cut them down quickly. Isandra hurried forward and reached Jostephon.

      When he saw her, an amused grin crossed his face. “Isandra. I didn’t realize you joined Roelle.”

      “I didn’t join Roelle.”

      Fighting surrounded her. Groeliin hissed. Merahl howled. She knew she should turn and engage, but she couldn’t take her eyes off of Jostephon. He had betrayed the Magi. He had become what they had fought against. He had denied their gods.

      “You must be with Alriyn’s little rebellion.”

      His presence here—openly marked with tattoos—meant that…

      “He discovered what you did, didn’t he?” Isandra asked. “And he won.”

      Darkness surrounded Jostephon. “A setback. It was temporary.”

      “What are you doing with the groeliin?” she asked.

      “What we are doing is of little importance to you. Your friends will soon fall, and the remaining hunters of the groeliin will be no more.”

      “You underestimate them,” she said. “They don’t hunt alone.”

      “Yes. Their pets come with them.”

      “Pets? The merahl are much more than pets. They are companions. They are as much warriors as the Antrilii.”

      Jostephon took a step toward her, and she swung her sword, forcing him back a step, as he swung a short staff up to block.

      “Interesting. I hadn’t expected you of all people to wish to fight.”

      “I didn’t wish for it. It was forced upon me. I recognize the need for what the Antrilii do.”

      “Need? There is no need for what they do.”

      “If they weren’t here, the groeliin would have harmed many more over the centuries.”

      “You know nothing, Isandra. You may think that you have gained understanding, but you have not.”

      “And you have abandoned who you are,” she said.

      She lunged forward, sweeping her sword in a sharp arc.

      Jostephon simply watched her. He smiled slightly, and she realized she had made a mistake.

      Pain surged through her, sharp needles of it that slapped against her flesh, and then deeper, burying within her.

      She couldn’t move.

      Jostephon was a powerful Mage, and enhanced with the Deshmahne abilities, he would be even more powerful.

      He circled around her and plucked her sword from her hand. “You have been weakened, haven’t you?” He reached for her cloak, pulling it up to reveal her ankles. His dark smile widened. “Yes. You have been weakened. Who claimed you?”

      Pain made it hard for her to speak. Fire burned through her skin. It felt like thousands of knives slicing across her flesh. It was almost unbearable.

      “From the technique here, I suspect this was the High Priest himself. If so, you were given a great honor. Few are allowed to serve him so directly.”

      She struggled to even comprehend what he was saying. Could he really believe that losing her abilities was an honor?

      “There is something different about it. You found a way to seal it off. Interesting.”

      She wanted to scream, but her mouth didn’t work.

      All she could think about, all that she was aware of was pain.

      He released her cloak and moved in front of her. “It does not sound as if you’re friends are doing well.”

      She couldn’t hear the sounds of battle, but if he was this powerful, and if the other Deshmahne were even close to his strength, there would be little that the Antrilii could do to stop them. Had they come all this way, faced all that they had as they attempted to reach the Chisln, only to fall now?

      She tried reaching for her Mage abilities, but they weren’t there. There was almost nothing to them.

      She had been foolish. She shouldn’t have come down into the valley and risked a confrontation with the Deshmahne. She had no way of countering their strength. She had a sword, and little else.

      Jostephon was saying something else, flinging a taunt at her.

      What had he said?

      “The Antrilii will fall. Their pets will be slaughtered. And perhaps I might make you into my plaything,” Jostephon said, a dark smile parting his lips.

      She gritted her teeth. “The merahl. Are. Not. Pets!”

      There came a roar, and a flash of fur that jumped over her, pouncing on Jostephon. He was thrown back,  and his connection to the manehlin he used on her disappeared in a snap. The pain faded quickly, leaving only a memory. Even that was awful.

      The merahl sat on top of Jostephon. She could feel him trying to use his manehlin, and trying to push off the merahl, but the creature was immune to it.

      The merahl bared its teeth at Jostephon, lunging toward his neck.

      “No,” Isandra said. “We need him to answer questions for us.”

      Jostephon tried to push the merahl off, but it didn’t move. Isandra had no idea how heavy they were but imagined that given the sheer size of the creature, it would be difficult for him to move the merahl. The Magi were strong, but the merahl possessed something supernatural, a gift of their own from the gods.

      He shifted his attention to her, sending his manehlin at her. Pain surged through her again, a burning sort of pain that she couldn’t ignore. Isandra screamed.

      The merahl howled and beat at Jostephon with one of its massive paws. The pain eased, whatever Jostephon was trying to do thwarted by the merahl.

      Isandra took a deep breath. “If you try that again, I’ll make sure that he tears your throat out.”

      The merahl bared his teeth and leaned toward Jostephon’s neck. Isandra smiled. Let him think that the merahl was something of a pet, or that she controlled him.

      “Do you think you can hold me? Even if you succeed here, even if you somehow manage to defeat these groeliin, you won’t be able to hold on to me.”

      “The merahl can.”

      Jostephon glared at the creature. “Alriyn wasn’t able to contain me.”

      She wondered what had happened in Vasha. If Alriyn had been attacked by Jostephon, how had he stopped him? The Denraen wouldn’t have been able to overpower him. Considering the strength that Jostephon just demonstrated, powered by both Magi and Deshmahne abilities, how would Alriyn have been able to withstand that? How would any Mage be able to withstand that?

      “Alriyn didn’t have the merahl with them, did he?”

      Jostephon snarled and attempted to throw the merahl off of him. Isandra made her way to him and set her sword to his neck. “If you attempt that again, you’ll see how quickly my blade will cut.”

      He looked up at her, a grin on his face. “I doubt you would be willing to do anything to me.”

      “Go ahead and see what I’m willing to do,” she said.

      Isandra waited, but Jostephon didn’t say anything more.

      The merahl remained sitting on him. She had a faint awareness of the manehlin being pressed toward the merahl, power that she could feel but not see. It surprised her that she could even feel it. With most of her powers lost, she didn’t expect to detect anything.

      She looked down at Jostephon with renewed interest. If he could use the Deshmahne ability, was it possible that she could find some way for him to undo what had happened to her?

      It seemed too much to hope for, but she had no other choice.

      The steady howling of merahl drew her attention, and she looked over. The attack appeared to be nearing its end. Merahl prowled through the valley, and Antrilii held the Deshmahne, pinning them to the ground. Bodies were strewn everywhere, and she could only imagine the stench from the groeliin as this many of the creatures were burned.

      But it was over.

      What next?

      The breeding grounds. That was the entire purpose of this.

      She crouched next to Jostephon, forcing him to look at her. “Why did the breeding patterns change?”

      He smiled. “You don’t know enough to question me.”

      “I know enough to ask. Why did the breeding patterns change?”

      He sneered at her. “You are already too late. The breeding is complete. This was—”

      She kicked him, feeling a brief moment of satisfaction. “Why?”

      “Do you think that you can defeat the Highest? He has lived for centuries. He has survived attack after attack, growing only stronger.”

      “The High Priest? That’s what this is about? Then you haven’t heard that he already was defeated.”

      Jostephon glared at her. “Defeated? I have seen him myself. How else do you think I escaped from Alriyn?”

      “I don’t know anything about you and Alriyn. All I know is that the High Priest was stopped. And if he’s not been destroyed already, he soon will be.”

      “Stopped? This is but one breeding ground. We have others. Many others. Each one now breeding more powerful and better-trained groeliin. I have helped him see that an army of Deshmahne was shortsighted. An army of groeliin…”

      The merahl snarled.

      Isandra stood and walked away from Jostephon. She found Jassan speaking quietly to Nahrsin, and was pleased to see that he appeared mostly unharmed. He had a gash on one arm, and his cloak was tattered, but he was alive.

      “Jassan—”

      The Antrilii nodded to her. “This should not have happened here,” he said. “None of this should have been here. The groeliin do not behave like this.”

      “The Deshmahne have been breeding them,” Isandra said.

      “The breeding is not controlled like that, Isandra.”

      She glanced to where Jostephon lay, the merahl sitting on his chest. What would have happened to her had she not helped the merahl? Would it have come to her aid the same way? Or would she have fallen, destroyed when Jostephon attacked her?

      “I fear that has changed,” she said.

      “Nahrsin. Jassan. You must come.”

      One of the Antrilii had run over, and his face was pale, sweat dripping down his brow, smearing the paint across his features. Moonlight reflected off of his face, but that wasn’t what made him appear so paled.

      “What is it?” Nahrsin asked.

      “The caves. The breeding.”

      Jassan glanced over to her, and Isandra met his eyes.

      They followed the Antrilii, and he led them into a nearby cave. Lanterns had been lit, giving it a soft glow. The cave itself still stank of something that reminded her of rotting flesh, and a hint of char. It was an unpleasant mixture, and it clogged her nose.

      It was a narrow cave but widened slowly as they went deeper into the rock. It appeared to be naturally formed. As she went, she felt heat radiating from the walls and realized why that was, and why everything had seemed warmer the longer they had walked through the mountains.

      “All of this is teralin?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Jassan said.

      They reached the back of the cave, and she saw a pile of groeliin bodies pushed against one side. Then her eyes fell on two fallen Antrilii. There was even a merahl breathing shallowly, resting near the groeliin. Isandra wanted to go to the merahl, but something else drew her attention.

      There was an enormous groeliin near the back of the cave.

      As she approached, she realized that it was not only an enormous groeliin but one with countless markings upon its flesh. Each of them was similar to what she had seen upon the Deshmahne. It sat on a heaped portion of teralin, and there was a vague sense of warmth around it.

      Isandra looked over to Jassan.

      “What is that?” she asked Jassan, pointing to the large groeliin.

      “I think this is one of their breeding females.”

      Isandra approached the groeliin and realized Jassan was right. It had to be one of their breeding females. Her belly was swollen, and she writhed softly.

      Nahrsin approached and knelt next to the female. She had been injured but wasn’t dead. He pulled a knife from his waist pocket and began cutting into the groeliin’s belly. Isandra almost couldn’t watch, but forced herself to keep her attention on it, knowing that she needed to see what they were doing, and needed to be aware of what Jostephon had been planning here.

      The groeliin that Nahrsin pulled free had dark skin. The shape of the creature was more like that of the groeliin they’d faced that fought with swords. It hissed at them and attempted to pull away, turning to feed on the female groeliin.

      As Nahrsin brought his knife up, intending to stab the infant groeliin, Isandra stepped forward. “Don’t.”

      Nahrsin looked up at her. “This creature will grow and will attack us. We kill it now, or we kill it later.”

      “You can kill it now, but if you do, you lose the opportunity to understand what the Deshmahne intend for it. Study it. Or better yet, let me study it.”

      Jassan looked over at her. “What you ask is dangerous.”

      “More dangerous than attacking the breeding grounds?”

      He snorted. “I will not leave you alone with this creature.”

      “I can’t be the only one who studies it. I need the help of those who know more about the groeliin.” When Jassan arched a brow at her, she smiled tightly. “I’ll need the help of the Yahinv.”

      Nahrsin stood, leaving the infant groeliin on the ground near its mother. He chuckled. “I think I like this one.”

      The creature began suckling at her, feeding on her. Its skin flashed darker, and she realized what was happening.

      “The mother is connected to the destructive teralin. Do all the groeliin feed this way when they’re born?”

      “We think so. We don’t know with any certainty, but we believe that is how they gain their strength,” Nahrsin said.

      “What would happen if the groeliin fed on creative teralin? The positive kind?”

      Jassan and Nahrsin glanced at each other, but neither man appeared to know the answer.

      “Something more that we need to study. I think it’s time for us to return to Farsea,” Isandra said.

      Nahrsin frowned at her. “You would return to Farsea rather than to your home?”

      A strange realization came to her. She could return to Vasha. There was reason for her to do so, especially now that she had captured Jostephon, but there was even more reason for her to remain. She might have lost her abilities, but she still had her mind, and she had become something other than a Mage. It was strange that it took her so long to have done so.

      Isandra glanced to Jassan. “I think that I need to remain in the Antrilii lands. There is much I can still learn. There is much I can still do here.”

      “And what of your Mage and the other Deshmahne?” Nahrsin asked.

      Isandra allowed herself a dark smile. “The Magi could not hold him. He told me that already. I have a feeling the Antrilii will do a better job containing him, and discovering what the High Priest planned here. And if the Antrilii aren’t successful, then the merahl will no doubt have something to say about it.”

      Nahrsin laughed again. “Now I really like her.”

      The Antrilii leader grabbed the infant groeliin and carried it from the cave. The other Antrilii followed him, leaving Isandra and Jassan standing there. They were left alone for only a few moments before other Antrilii entered, coming for their fallen warriors, as well as the merahl.

      “Are you certain you wish to remain in these lands?”

      She glanced at the deformed bodies of the groeliin, and looked to the Antrilii carrying their fallen from the cave, before finally looking to Jassan. He had a hardness to him, but there was something more. He was strong, and he had treated her with kindness. He had a purpose about him, something that she had been missing, even when she had been in Vasha.

      “I think I am meant to remain in these lands,” she said. “I think I have always been meant to come to these lands.”

      Jassan smiled. “Perhaps you have, Isandra. It would be the gods’ will.”

      They made their way out of the cave and into the growing darkness.

      She had survived. This journey—all the fighting that she had seen and experienced—should have killed her, but she had survived. And she had learned that there was much more about the world than she had ever imagined. There was darkness, but there was much good, and she wanted to be a part of removing some of the darkness, and understanding more about the Antrilii, and the purpose they served.

      When they reached Jostephon, the merahl howled. Isandra heard something of eagerness in the call, and almost a welcoming sense.

      She patted him on the head. “If he attempts to escape, tear him apart.”

      The merahl howled again, and Jostephon winced.

      Jassan chuckled. “I think you will do well returning to Farsea.”

      “I don’t know that I can return to Vasha. I think I might have changed too much.”

      “Does that disappoint you?”

      She looked up at him and smiled. “Not anymore.”
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      Brohmin stood on the other side of the table, not willing to sit, not until he understood what was taking place here. The other two men that he had defeated had both been Magi, both of them with Roelle’s small band of soldiers. He hadn’t recognized them, but once he was done fighting, he was better able to see them, and their Magi features became clearer.

      Selton sat, his sword pointed toward the Lashiin priest, a dark expression on his face.

      “How is it that you came to work with the Lashiin priests?” Brohmin asked.

      “How is it that you came to fight against them?” Selton asked him.

      “I didn’t, not at first. They claimed they were rescuing children, and I thought that I would come and see if there was any way that I could help.”

      Selton glanced from the priest and then back to Brohmin. “I was told the same.”

      Brohmin grunted. “And they revealed that they were using the children?”

      “No. They told me only that they were bringing out children abused by the Deshmahne, and had transportation arranged for them so that they could reach the north.”

      Brohmin snorted. “Where is the child?” he asked, staring at the Lashiin priest.

      The priest’s demeanor had changed as soon as he realized that Brohmin and Selton knew each other. He had obviously expected that Brohmin would be defeated, that the Magi would overwhelm him. Selton was a skilled swordsman, but he was not as skilled as Roelle, and not as skilled as Brohmin. He’d had centuries of practice and experience, more than enough time to learn techniques that the Magi had long forgotten.

      “What does it matter where the child is?” the man said.

      “It matters,” Brohmin said. He stood in front of the man, his arms crossed over his chest, rage burning within him. He had released the illusion of the markings on his arms, preserving his remaining ahmaean.

      “You won’t find him. We have taken him, along with others, where they can serve the Urmahne while paying penance for their Deshmahne crimes.”

      “Crimes? They’re children. They have no crimes.”

      “Should we really have this discussion again?” the priest asked.

      Brohmin closed his eyes, focusing on what he could detect of the ahmaean, and traced it. When he had gone with the Deshmahne, he had detected it heading out of the city, and heading up toward where they had found the manor house. It was no longer there. Instead, it had retreated, heading back to the city, as if it had followed them.

      Unless there was another answer.

      Could it be that the Lashiin priest had another way into the city?

      Brohmin started pacing, trying to think through what he knew.

      The priests had an understanding of teralin, enough that they could form their rings. They could deflect ahmaean, though that might be the use of the teralin as much as anything. And the sensation of the other Lashiin priest, the one upon whom he had placed a marking of ahmaean, was faded, but below him, wasn’t it?

      Could that be the answer? Could the other Lashiin priest have taken the child below ground?

      When he’d been in the temple, he had seen the pit that led deep into the ground and had known that the Deshmahne had some way of mining the teralin. Could that be what this was all about?

      How would he get beneath the earth?

      He turned his attention to the Lashiin priest, but doubted the man would share with him how they reached the mines beneath Paliis. Even if he did, there was always the risk that he would betray Brohmin, and do so in a way that would place him in greater danger.

      Brohmin turned his attention back to Selton. “Where’s Roelle?”

      “She still hasn’t regained her strength. After Jakob had healed her, we traveled south, heading to oppose the Deshmahne at his request.”

      Brohmin blinked in surprise. “Jakob healed Roelle? Where did you find him?”

      “The Great Forest. He was at the heart of the Great Forest. He… has changed. I don’t claim to know him nearly as well as Roelle did, but he has changed and has grown more powerful. The historian was with him, and was guiding him.”

      Brohmin smiled to himself. Novan had found Jakob. If nothing else, he felt relieved by that. The historian was unmatched in his wisdom. It was something that even Brohmin in all his years could not compete with. Novan had the ability of reading and seeing something once, and remembering it, able to synthesize it so that he could use that knowledge later. He had been an enormous asset when the Conclave had finally pulled him in.

      “I have many questions we’ll need to discuss, but we need to find this child.”

      “What happens if we do not?” Selton asked.

      “Then someone I care about will be harmed by the Deshmahne. She’s already suffered because of them.”

      The priest sneered at him. “Why help the Deshmahne if you’ve already suffered because of them?”

      “How does helping a child help the Deshmahne?” Brohmin asked. “How does hurting a child hurt the Deshmahne?”

      The priest met Brohmin’s gaze with his own dark eyes. “The same way that harming my child harmed me.”

      Brohmin sighed. It all began to make sense. The priest had lost someone close to him, so he had acted in a way that would possibly get back at the Deshmahne, a way that would allow him to attempt to harm them, much as the priest felt harmed himself.

      “It won’t work,” Brohmin said.

      “What won’t work?”

      “You’ll never feel better trying to get vengeance for the loss of someone you care for,” Brohmin said.

      “What do you know? You’re willing to help the Deshmahne, which means that you have never suffered as I have suffered.”

      “I have suffered. All men suffer. That is the nature of humanity.”

      The priest glared at him, but Brohmin ignored it. “I lost my son many years ago. For a long time, I thought that I should have the same anger that you have. Others showed me differently. Because of them, I managed to find a sense of forgiveness, a balance, and that is what the gods demand.” It still hurt, but less than it once had.

      Selton watched Brohmin carefully. The priest said nothing, but Brohmin didn’t expect him to. And maybe it didn’t matter. What mattered now was the task at hand and the knowledge that he did what he knew to be right, and what he knew to be necessary.

      “What do you intend?” Selton asked.

      Brohmin turned to the young Mage, focusing on him for a moment. “I intend to find this child,” Brohmin told Selton. “Doing so might be dangerous.”

      “If it lets us oppose the Deshmahne, then you have my support,” Selton said.

      Brohmin shook his head. “Finding the child is what the Deshmahne have asked of me.”

      “The Deshmahne? I know you have experienced what they did in the north. Why would you be willing to help them?”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do. For me. You need to find the rest of these Lashiin priests. That is how you can help. They’re misguided, and that will only get others hurt.”

      “What will you do?”

      Brohmin knew that what he needed to do would take him into the heart of the Deshmahne, the place from which he had essentially escaped. But Salindra had not, not yet.

      “I intend to complete the task they’ve asked of me.”

      Brohmin turned to the door and left Selton alone. Back out in the street, he looked up, and couldn’t help but see the massive Deshmahne temple rising toward the sky. The dark stone glittered in the bright daylight. Power surged out from it, and though he couldn’t see the dark ahmaean around it, he could feel it. Others in the city were likely aware of it, much like they were aware of the power of the Tower of the Gods in Thealon.

      Surprisingly, despite the dark ahmaean that had to come from the temple, the people of the city were not negatively affected. Most seemed genuinely happy. It wasn’t what he had expected. Other places where the Deshmahne had come through, places like Rondalin, had been changed by their presence. Then again, those places had been under the influence of Raime. And Raime had been ignoring the south, thinking these lands secured, unprepared for whatever else he had planned.

      Could Raime’s absence have left a void that he could take advantage of? Did his absence make it so that the Deshmahne shifted their focus?

      Brohmin made his way along the streets, heading toward the temple. If nothing else, he would finish the task.

      When he reached the temple, he stood in front of it, marveling at the sheer enormity of the structure. He couldn’t help but feel awed by what the Deshmahne had created. Not everything they did was about destruction. Their temple was about creation. Not all of their beliefs were about destroying. Many were about demonstrating strength, showing the gods why they should be exalted.

      The doors opened, as if the Deshmahne had expected him.

      Brohmin went forward, uncertain, but prepared for what would come. He didn’t know how the Deshmahne would react about him returning without the child, and without the two priests that had been sent as his escorts. He didn’t know if he would be attacked, and if he would be forced to defend himself. He wasn’t prepared to do so and had no desire to fight his way through the temple until he reached the massive pit. He wasn’t certain that he had the strength to do that, anyway. Facing the Magi had taken much of his ahmaean.

      He kept his sword sheathed as he started inside, and was greeted by two Deshmahne, both watching him with a dark skepticism. He had not seen either when he had been here before.

      He was guided deeper into the temple and didn’t recognize where they took him. When he had awoken in his cell and been taken to the pit, he had gone through a different hallway than this, and when he’d left to find the child, they had taken him out a different door.

      He was led into a massive room that rose high overhead, with a shaft of light shining through the center. That light glittered off the stone, catching that flecks of darkness within, shimmering all the way down.

      Not shimmering. That wasn’t what he saw. What he saw was something else, something that he had never been aware of before.

      Dark ahmaean.

      He had felt dark ahmaean before, but had never seen it, had only heard it described, mostly by Jakob, and by Alyta. Seeing it himself, seeing firsthand the power of the Deshmahne, he felt awed.

      The two Deshmahne left him there, and he stood alone, faced with the power of the dark priests.

      What had changed for him that he could now see the dark ahmaean?

      Something had to have changed. He shouldn’t simply be able to see it.

      Brohmin lost track of how long he stood there, left by the Deshmahne to simply contemplate in their temple.

      He couldn’t deny the power that he saw here. There was the sense of something greater. Brohmin was not a religious person, years spent serving the damahne and understanding how they were not the gods that people believed them to be, had taken away that sense of the religion he’d been born into. Yet he recognized and understood that there was something more, and something greater in the world.

      There was a higher power that had created everything, a being the damahne called the Maker. It was possible the damahne had been as misguided as mankind had been about the purpose of the gods, but Brohmin preferred to believe they were not, and that their belief in the Maker was well-founded.

      Surprisingly, standing inside the temple, and seeing the light streaming from above, glittering along the dark stone and through walls, Brohmin could practically feel that presence.

      Didn’t the Maker create both light and dark? Could there be one without the other?

      Brohmin had seen some of the damahne religious artifacts and remembered a circle vividly that reminded him of the Lashiin priest’s ring. It was the shape of Lashiin, the shape that they had used to signify how there was no beginning and no end.

      He pulled the ring from his pocket and held it up. It glittered in much the same way, silver and dark metal, both polarities.

      A balance.

      He focused on his ahmaean and breathed in.

      As he did, some of the dark ahmaean breathed in with him.

      How was that possible?

      He had been gifted by the damahne, and his ahmaean was theirs. He should not be able to use the dark ahmaean.

      He breathed in again, drawing upon the ahmaean.

      It wasn’t that he was using dark ahmaean at all. What he was using was the ahmaean borrowed—stolen—by the Deshmahne.

      That power wasn’t inherently dark. That power was tainted by the dark teralin, but it was not completely corrupted. He could still use it, and he wondered if he could use it to grant himself additional power.

      Brohmin focused on his ahmaean and pulled, wrapping it around himself, and as he did the power from the ahmaean within the temple filled him.

      He gasped. He had strength that he hadn’t had in weeks. Ever since he’d faced Raime.

      What was more, he felt an understanding and recognized that he could detect the teralin in the walls, as well as beneath him.

      Brohmin knew how to find the tunnels.

      There was an entrance here.

      Had the Deshmahne intended for him to find that?

      It seemed impossible to believe, but what other explanation was there?
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      The door led to a flight of stairs that went down into darkness. The air was damp and had a dankness to it that was difficult for Brohmin to ignore. There were no lights in the stairwell, so he went by a sense of feel and the little light that came from above.

      Brohmin used the connection to his ahmaean and sensed a faint connection to what he had detected above him with the dark ahmaean, granting him additional strength. It troubled him that he could have such awareness of it, but didn’t think that he’d been corrupted.

      Then again, how many of the Deshmahne believed that they had been corrupted?

      He had been exposed to the effects of dark teralin before, having used the Deshmahne sword to fend off an attack. With that, he knew how difficult it could be to resist the pressure from it and to resist in a way that it gradually darkened the person who carried it.

      Teralin flowed through these walls. He was aware its presence and could feel it pressing against him with its steady warmth. There was no color to it, not until it was charged, and he did not have that ability.

      The stairs ended, and he stepped out into a long tunnel.

      In the distance, he caught sight of a hint of light, barely a flickering. Was that where he was expected to go?

      His body ached, and were it not for the need to find this child, and to somehow make the exchange for Salindra, he thought that he might simply rest. It was harder to recover from fighting these days, and his body didn’t handle the insult nearly as well as it once had.

      Noise from above caught his attention, and he realized he needed to hurry. If he remained here, the Deshmahne would come upon him, and they might grow angry when they realized he had discovered a way down into their tunnels and toward their teralin. Every so often, he heard the far off sound of tapping—the sound of mining.

      He continued onward, and when he reached the distant light, he grabbed the lantern from the wall. It was made of dark teralin and somehow glowed without burning any oil, a steady, orange light. There had been something similar in the mines beneath Vasha, though there, it had been positively charged teralin.

      The farther he went, the more he noticed the increasing pressure from the mines themselves. It was a building sensation that filled him with awareness of the teralin. He’d only been in the mines one time, and he had very nearly not survived.

      He reached another branch point, and the ground began to slope down in both directions. Brohmin considered for a moment, thinking about the direction of the pit. That had to connect to the mines, and he wondered if heading toward it or away from it was his best strategy. He didn’t have an answer, but the path here forced him to choose. One way led toward the temple, and likely back toward the pit at the heart of it. The other way led away from here, and as he thought about it, he realized that it likely headed north.

      Brohmin chose that direction.

      He wandered and began to lose track of how long he’d walked. The sounds that he’d once heard behind him were no longer, faded the farther he went. Even the steady tapping that he had heard began to fade the longer he went.

      How far would the tunnel go?

      A few other tunnels branched off, and at first, he’d considered exploring them, but he detected no sound coming from them as he passed, and he had no desire to wander endlessly, so he didn’t veer off. The main shaft of the tunnel drew him forward, and he hurried along it. If he encountered the Deshmahne here, he ran the risk that he would not be offered the opportunity to search for the child.

      Was there anything that his connection to the ahmaean would be able to show him?

      Brohmin stopped and stretched out his ahmaean, using it to focus on the teralin around him.

      He waited.

      At first, there was nothing.

      He tried listening for his connection to the ahmaean that he had tagged the Lashiin priest with, but there was no clear sense of it.

      Did the teralin somehow suppress it?

      Brohmin pushed harder, drawing not only from his ahmaean but that within the temple, pulling on it with strength that he had not possessed in quite some time. He sent this connection out, and it drifted along the tunnel, guided by the uncharged teralin.

      Then he found it.

      The connection was there, the ahmaean faded, but present.

      He had to continue along the same tunnel, but the farther he went, the more certain he became that he would reach the triggered ahmaean.

      At a branch point in the tunnel, he was forced to turn.

      Brohmin was thankful that he had this lantern, though it gave only enough light for him to see a few dozen steps in front of him before the edge of the light faded, shadows and darkness beyond. The air was drier here, the dampness fading the farther he went from the temple. That seemed surprising to him, but he was thankful for the change.

      This tunnel narrowed, and at one point, he had to squeeze along it. Were it not for his connection to the ahmaean, he might have turned back, but drawing on the power above him, and from the ahmaean that he could use there, he knew that he needed to continue in this direction.

      Then the tunnel opened again.

      Brohmin paused. Did that make it more likely or less likely that he was heading in the right direction?

      He moved carefully, silencing his steps as much as possible. Mostly, he used nothing more than his training, but at times, he had to draw upon his connection to the ahmaean.

      The farther he went, the more he began to hear that tapping noise.

      He was far away from the temple by now, and he’d surely not be able to hear the mining he knew took place there.

      Then there was his connection to the ahmaean that he had placed upon the Lashiin priest. It was close now and clearer than it had been since Brohmin first lost sight of the man.

      He took a deep breath and continued forward. He wished that he had the ability to shift locations as the damahne once did. Such an ability would be useful to him here and would allow him to move without being noticed.

      A massive cavern opened up in front of him, reaching far below and above him. It was well lit, with dozens of the same teralin lanterns spaced throughout it.

      Brohmin stared into the cavern, letting his eyes adjust.

      The sound came from here. There was mining, and it took him a while to realize that it came from several locations.

      The nearest was almost directly below him. Brohmin caught sight of a smallish-looking figure, barely large enough to be anything but a child.

      Anger seethed within him. The Lashiin priests had forced the children to mine the teralin? What reason would they have for that? They could have mined it on their own, and likely would have managed to do so more quickly, and more effectively, than relying on the children.

      He shielded his lantern, not wanting to let the light from it be too noticeable. He surveyed the cavern and realized there were a few others, their voices hushed as they huddled near one wall.

      The sense of ahmaean—the tagging that he had placed upon the Lashiin priest—came from there.

      Slaves? That was what the priests had done with these children?

      Slavery had long been outlawed in most lands. The only place that had continued to practice it was his homeland, and even that had been abandoned now that there was a new king in Gom Aaldia.

      Brohmin searched for a way down to the cavern floor. A narrow lip of stone jutted out, and he abandoned the lantern so he’d have both hands, and crept along the stone, moving carefully. He had experience climbing like this, though rarely without any sort of preparation. He hurried down, moving as quietly as he could, hoping that he made no noise, or if he did, the sound of the hammering from the children as they mined would compensate for it.

      At one point, he slipped but managed to catch himself before he slipped too far. Brohmin glanced down, but it didn’t seem his slip had made them aware of his presence.

      When he reached the cavern floor, he looked up and realized the lantern he’d left on the ledge above was not nearly as concealed as he had thought.

      Had he made a mistake leaving it there? All it would take would be someone to glance up, and they would be able to see where he’d come down. It was a dangerous gambit that placed him at risk, but if he was successful, he could rescue these children, and then he could decide what he would do with them.

      He hadn’t completely decided whether to return them to the Deshmahne. There was a reason that the Lashiin priest had chosen the children, and he was determined to discover why.

      Children worked at the stone, trying to pull the metal from the enormous cavern. He counted five children, though wondered if there might be more. What had the Deshmahne said about them? He had lost his son to the Lashiin priests, and they had left him in the mines.

      Anger continued to seethe within him, and this time, Brohmin recognized it.

      It came from the dark ahmaean, and perhaps it came because he had used the dark teralin sword, however briefly. He knew the dangers in that, and had experienced them before, but had little choice.

      Brohmin headed across the cavern, moving quietly.

      When he reached the middle, lanterns moved around him.

      Brohmin froze.

      The sense of the ahmaean tagging was close—much too close to be accident.

      He reached for his sword and prepared to unsheathe it when a dozen men rushed toward him.
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      Shifting back to the daneamiin city was difficult. Jakob attempted to use his connection, but it was Anda who guided them, and it was her connection to the ahmaean that allowed them to reach it. Normally when he shifted, there was a sense of tugging upon his ahmaean, swirling it around him so that it would radiate out in such a way that distances became negligible. There was never a sense of movement, never anything other than the shifting.

      This time when he shifted, there was pain, agony that reminded him of what he had experienced when he first was gaining his abilities. His head split, pain arcing through him, nearly overwhelming him.

      Anda gripped his hand tightly, and her ahmaean swirled around him, providing him a reassurance, but there was only so much that she could do to reassure him since she could not take away his suffering, and could not alleviate the pain in his mind.

      When he opened his eyes after the shifting, he realized they were in the forest, deeper than they had before, but not all the way back to the daneamiin city. A thick fog hung over the ground, and for a moment, he thought it might be ahmaean, but this was much denser than he’d never seen with ahmaean. There was a wispy, almost moist quality to it. The fog created a dampness to the air, and he breathed it in.

      Had he not shifted quite far enough?

      He looked to Anda, and she had an unreadable expression, though with her daneamiin features, it was often difficult for him to determine what she was thinking.

      “Is this where you intended us to appear?” Jakob asked.

      Anda glanced around her. The forest was enormous, and the trees rising around them had massive trunks, the leaves nearly as large as his hands put together, blocking out the sun. The air carried the same earthy odor to it that he detected elsewhere within the forest, and there was the fragrance of flowers scattered throughout mixed with a sweet rot from the fallen fruits.

      All of it was familiar, but there were other parts to it that were less so.

      This was a section of the forest that Jakob had never visited. He knew that the Unknown Lands were massive and that he had only experienced the barest edge of them, knowing that the daneamiin city was but a part of these lands. Despite that, he didn’t know whether there was anything else within the forest that the daneamiin intended to protect.

      “I intended for us to appear near the house of the Cala maah,” Anda said.

      “Where is this?”

      “This is what we call the Old Forest.”

      There was something about the tone with which she set it that made Jakob a little unsettled. “Why do I get the sense that the Old Forest is not particularly safe?”

      “The Old Forest was here long before the daneamiin came to these lands. When my people first left the lands of men, leaving behind the mistreatment at the hands of damahne as well as men, we came to the lands across the Valley, and we settled first in the city, building structures that reminded those first people of the homes they left behind.”

      “How is that related to the Old Forest?”

      “There were parts of these lands that even my ancestors did not want to settle. These lands were not well explored even in the times of the damahne. They were viewed as dangerous, and wild. Few had spent any real time here, and those who did had feared it, and feared what might be found deep in the heart of these lands.”

      Jakob remembered the vision he’d had when he had traveled back as Aimielen. In that vision, he had sensed the daneamiin’s fear of coming across the Valley. Fear for her grandchildren, for their safety. Had she known about the Old Forest?

      But what was there to fear here? Why would the damahne fear something over here?

      “Haven’t the daneamiin explored all of the Unknown Lands? Isn’t that how they chose where to build their city?”

      “My people keep close to the Valley,” Anda said. “You have seen how the forest, and our home, remains close to the Valley.”

      “It’s not too close,” Jakob said.

      “Not too close. The forest defends us as it nears the Valley, the separation created by the damahne forcing that.”

      “Wait. The damahne created the Great Valley?”

      “It was forced separation,” Anda said. “The Valley had been there, and when the first daneamiin came across, visiting these lands, we were safe for a time.”

      “But the first daneamiin didn’t come across the Valley.”

      “Not at first. At first, the daneamiin thought to live as men and damahne did. They built homes and established cities and thought to remain a part of the world, but it was not to be.”

      “What kind of homes? Where?”

      “The same kind that people throughout the rest of your land built and lived in. Cities. Over time, those cities fell, and the people who built them fell with them. Over time, we lost much.”

      Jakob hadn’t seen that in his visions, but there was a certain sort of sense about it. He could easily imagine how the daneamiin had cities before the damahne forcing them to abandon them, even if he had ever seen them.

      “Why are you so hesitant to come into the Old Forest?”

      Anda looked around her, her eyes flickering at the trees, toward the fog that hovered over everything, and finally flickering toward the darkened the sky. “This is a place of danger. It is a place that was here long before my people, long before even man. This is a place that even the damahne choose not to visit. There is something here that made my people uncomfortable.”

      “But there is much ahmaean here,” Jakob said. He could feel it, but could not access it, not the way he could with other places. He couldn’t even see the ahmaean. The fog itself obscured it from him.

      “Much ahmaean, but that does not keep us safe. The ahmaean is not useful if we cannot access it.”

      Jakob was weakened, and wasn’t sure that he would be able to reach the ahmaean in his current state, but wanted to try.

      He reached for the power swirling around the trees. It was there, in both the trunks and the branches, reminding him of what he saw deeper in the daneamiin lands. It surprised him that the daneamiin were so uncomfortable coming into this forest, especially as it seemed no different from any other place within the Unknown Lands.

      Jakob reached for the ahmaean, and it didn’t respond as he expected.

      How much of that was because of his fatigue? He was weakened, and strength that he normally possessed did not come to him nearly as easily as it should have.

      “We have found much the same, Jakob Nialsen. When we have tried using the ahmaean of the Old Forest, there is no response for us, either. We don’t know whether these trees have always been here, born when these lands were first created, or whether they came later, but we recognize that they are powerful. We recognize that the trees themselves prefer that the daneamiin remain separate.”

      “Then how did you bring us here?” Jakob asked.

      Anda continued to study the trees. “I did not bring us here, Jakob Nialsen. I would not have.”

      If she hadn’t, and Jakob hadn’t, another possibility was that the trees had drawn him here. Just as the city had drawn him into the vision of its destruction. But why would they?

      As he often did, he thought back to his childhood hero, thinking of what Jarren Gildeun would have done when faced with such a challenge. He likely would have willingly traveled here, and would have embraced the darkness within the forest, and would have embraced the uncertainty. It was times like this that made it clear that Jakob was not at all like his childhood hero.

      “Can you guide us from here?” Jakob asked.

      When Anda turned away from the trees, focusing her attention back on Jakob, he realized without her needing to answer that she could not.

      “It is the trees, Jakob Nialsen. There is something about the ahmaean here, something about the way that power is generated, that prevents us from being able to pierce the veil.”

      “Then we’ll have to walk.”

      Anda nodded, but she seemed uncomfortable with that. Being here, in this forest, made her more uncomfortable than Jakob had ever seen her, even more uncomfortable than she had been when dealing with Raime.

      They started through the trees, with Anda guiding them, and Jakob following along. She moved in the flickering way that all daneamiin did, gliding across the forest floor, skipping steps at a time. It was something like shifting but required much less connection to the ahmaean.

      Jakob was able to keep up with her, mostly because he had spent enough time with daneamiin when he had walked back along the fibers to know what it was that she did, and recognized how he could move similarly.

      The Old Forest was massive and much denser than even the forest that the daneamiin considered home, which itself was much more impressive than the Great Forest, that which had long been a powerful and impressive forest in the known lands.

      Anda remain silent, and there was an edge of tension, an undercurrent that flowed into her ahmaean, though she attempted to control it. Jakob pushed out with his ahmaean, seeking to soothe her, to calm the slight fluttering of the energy that swirled around her but wasn’t sure whether anything he did helped.

      At one point, Anda glanced over and smiled at him. “Do not worry, Jakob Nialsen. We will get free of this forest.”

      “I’m not worried about getting free of the forest. I’m worried more about you, and what you’re experiencing by being here.” Jakob didn’t fear the forest the same way that Anda did. He recognized that there was power here, and recognized that it was something old—even more ancient than other places that he’d visited—but didn’t pick up on any sort of malevolence.

      “You do not need to worry about me, Jakob Nialsen. I will be well.”

      She continued to lead them, heading in what he sensed was a northerly direction, though it wasn’t clear. Sensations around him were muted, and the forest itself had a different energy to it that seemed to contain him.

      “How do you know which direction to travel?”

      “I travel toward my people, and my city.”

      “But how do you know?” Jakob asked.

      She looked at him, her expression pained. “I do not.”

      He squeezed her hand and stopped walking. Taking a deep breath, Jakob pressed his connection, his ahmaean, out from him once again, and sent it into the trees, hoping to detect something. Anything.

      He needed to do more than simply detect something about the trees, he needed to get a sense of direction, and he wasn’t certain whether the trees would allow that.

      The forest felt alive in a way that even the daneamiin forest did not.

      Jakob wasn’t sure why he felt that way, but it was something he did feel with certainty. It came not only from the trees and the massive branches sprawling overhead but from everything around him.

      As he breathed in, he was aware of how the steady haze, the thick fog that he’d seen when they first appeared in the Old Forest, was much more than a simple fog. It hung over everything, and he realized that was what fueled the forest, what gave it strength.

      It was ahmaean.

      All of it was ahmaean, but unlike any other ahmaean Jakob had ever seen or experienced. With that understanding, could he reach the ahmaean? Was he meant to?

      Often he acted impulsively, not thinking through what he had seen, or learned. He still didn’t know whether there were consequences to what he had done when facing Raime in the old daneamiin city. Had he changed something? Anda seemed convinced that it was not possible, and Aruhn made the same sort of claim, but it was difficult for him to believe that his actions had no consequences. Stepping back along the fibers had to have changed something, even if it was unintentional.

      But none of that helped him understand how he and Anda had come to be in the Old Forest. If he hadn’t shifted here, and if Anda hadn’t shifted him here, something had brought him.

      If so, maybe he was meant to use this power.

      The ahmaean here was ancient and powerful. It had to be for it to thicken in the way that it did.

      Jakob looked around him and breathed in once more. As he did, ahmaean swirled into his lungs, filling him.

      There was a strangeness about it, but there was also something else. Something familiar.

      Use it.

      The voice came from deep in his mind, and he recognized the source.

      Nemerahl?

      Use it.

      Could he have reconnected to the nemerahl? The creature had followed him, had been with him for much longer than Jakob realized. It had been trailing him when they were leaving Chrysia and had helped him when the Deshmahne had attacked, and then had followed him into the Unknown Lands, watching him through the forest before coming back across the Valley to track him once more.

      After what the daneamiin had said, and what he had seen in his vision, he had assumed that the nemerahl sought him to bond. What if that wasn’t the case at all? What if the nemerahl had already been bonded?

      You were Alyta’s bonded, weren’t you?

      I was. Now I am alone.

      But you’ve been following me since long before Alyta’s capture.

      I’ve been following you because you showed potential. She saw it, and she asked that I observe.

      Did you bring me to the Old Forest?

      I helped guide you here. You continue to ignore the signs.

      I’m trying to understand what it means to be damahne.

      I see that. You continue to try and fail.

      The comment felt like a slap, and Jakob wanted to recoil, but the nemerahl wasn’t wrong. He did continue to try, and he did continue to fail. As much as he wanted to succeed, and as much as he wanted to do what was needed to serve as damahne, the fact of the matter was that he still didn’t know what that meant. He didn’t know what that entailed.

      I asked for you to guide me.

      Guide you? I am not your bonded.

      He was not, but could there be another?

      Is that why you brought me here? Jakob asked.

      It is time for you to stop fumbling along the way. I can show you some things, but I am not damahne, and I am not your bonded. Much of what you need to learn you will have to discover on your own.

      Why bring me here then?

      If I had not, I have seen that you would slip into danger.

      You can see along the fibers?

      As could you if you were not so foolish.

      I tried. I went to one of the Magi —

      The Magi do not have the same ability with looking forward along the fibers as the damahne or the nemerahl.

      How can I look forward?

      Use it.

      There was urgency in what he suggested, and Jakob realized that he was still holding the ahmaean that he had breathed in, and that came from the forest itself.

      It filled him, granting him a connection to power that he hadn’t been aware of before. With the ahmaean floating throughout him, he could practically see the fibers. They blazed within his mind, and whether it was from the head-splitting pain that had occurred when he’d been dragged here, or whether it was simply because of the ahmaean he could draw upon in these lands, he didn’t know.

      Jakob turned the ahmaean inward and reached forward.

      Fibers radiated out from him, hundreds of possibilities.

      For the first time, he understood what he needed to do.

      He searched the possibilities.

      There wasn’t anything clear in doing this, it was merely searching for commonalities, for trends that occurred along various strands that reached out from him. Each one represented a different choice, and from each strand, others branched, spreading out something like trees.

      Jakob frowned. Was that what the nemerahl had wanted him to see? Did the creature want him to see that the fibers of time branched off much like the massive trees rising from the ground? There was a single trunk, and then branches that fed off, with more branches off of each one. Each trunk was enormous, and they fed into the ground, where the roots entwined together, creating something like the fibers of time.

      What was there for him to see? What was there for the nemerahl to show him?

      Flashes of images came to him, some of them clear. He saw Raime in many of them and realized that he was right in fearing for the daneamiin safety. Raime had discovered the connection to the land, and if Jakob wasn’t careful, he would use it and would use the power the daneamiin had left within the pool to make his own strength much greater.

      In some of the visions, Jakob managed to stop him. In others, he failed.

      In all, he tried.

      That was what he had to do next.

      But there was another vision, flashes of something else that surprised him.

      Brohmin.

      Was there anything he could do to help his friend?

      Those images were closer, nearer along the branch, which made him wonder whether there was an even greater need to help Brohmin than to face Raime.

      Couldn’t he do both?

      Jakob pulled on more ahmaean, borrowing from the forest, and he shifted.
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      Brohmin wasn’t prepared to fight a dozen men. He could face several, and had fought upwards of five or six at one time, and had risked himself with nearly as many Deshmahne, but those had been when he had more control over his ahmaean.

      “I’m only here for the children,” Brohmin said.

      A face shrouded in shadows appeared, and his eye caught the soft glint of the lantern off the man’s teralin ring, marking him as one of the Lashiin priests. From his connection to the ahmaean, Brohmin realized this was the same man he had rescued.

      “I already told you that I’m bringing the children to safety.”

      Brohmin looked around before his gaze settled back on the Lashiin priest. “It seems to me that you’re using the children, not bringing them to safety. I should have left you to die in the street.”

      The man laughed, and it was a dark sound that bounced off the walls of the cavern. Brohmin was suddenly aware that the children had stopped hammering.

      “You think to rescue them from me?” the Lashiin priest asked. “We have brought them away from the horrors that they were experiencing. This is their penance, their way of earning their redemption.”

      “I saw what you did. I was there when you stole that child away from the school. That’s not a rescue. That’s an abduction. Most of these children aren’t old enough to have the need to earn redemption.”

      The man chuckled. “How little you know. These children have all begun the transition and descent into the darkness of the Deshmahne. To return from the darkness, they need to climb into the light. All we are asking is for them to demonstrate a willingness, and an ability, to do so.”

      Brohmin used his connection to the ahmaean, probing each of these Lashiin priests for a connection. If they possessed their own ability with ahmaean, it would make them more formidable. He doubted that he would escape from twelve, but if he could coordinate the attack in such a way, disable several of them before they were prepared for him, he might succeed.

      He still didn’t like his odds of success.

      Somewhere, distantly, he heard a whimper.

      The child’s cry pulled on him, tugging at his heart. The sound was so much like Joshua.

      Why was it that he could have gone years—decades—without thinking so much about Joshua, only now to have thoughts of his lost son consume him?

      Was it simply that he was nearing the end of his life, or was there another reason?

      “If you’re only trying to offer them a chance for redemption, the children needn’t suffer like that.”

      “Suffer? What makes you believe that they suffer? They have a place to stay, and they’re watched over, and we make sure to provide enough food and water.”

      The dark anger within Brohmin continued to rise, and he no longer fought it. He might need that darkness to defeat these Lashiin priests. Drawing on the power of the dark ahmaean would surely taint him—but it was possible that it was necessary.

      “You’re treating them like animals,” Brohmin said.

      The Lashiin priest stood in front of him, his arms crossed over his chest, his gaze flickering around at the others near him. “What else would the Deshmahne be but animals?”

      He took a step toward Brohmin, and Brohmin made a point of keeping his hand near the hilt of his sword. He would have to unsheathe quickly and react in a way that he’d not needed to since facing the groeliin.

      Had he lost some of his edge? Had his injury—and defeat at Raime’s hand—changed him so much? He had not thought so, but the longer he went, the more he realized that something about him had changed.

      “These are children. They are not animals. And you work against the ideals of the Urmahne with what you do.”

      “What do you know about the Urmahne ideals? You have come to these lands, demonstrating power, but flashing darkness on your arms. What do you even know?”

      “I have faced more than you can ever imagine for longer than you can ever imagine,” Brohmin said.

      The Lashiin priest breathed out. “Enough!”

      That was all that Brohmin needed.

      He ducked his head, unsheathing in a fluid motion. Anger at what he suspected these men had done to the children boiled within him, and he pulled on that, letting it fill him. He had known this type of anger only a few times before.

      The first had been when he’d lost his son. He had required the help of the damahne, and those who served the Conclave, to help him through it. The other time had been when he had used the dark teralin swords, facing the Deshmahne with their own weapons. It was when he was still learning about the Deshmahne, still discovering the depth of the darkness within them, and trying to understand what exactly they might intend.

      And now again, he was filled with anger, but this seemed different. This was a righteous anger, and he wasn’t completely tainted by the teralin because he could still reach his ahmaean, and knew that it was not darkened, not as it would be were he to have succumbed to the negatively charged teralin.

      Brohmin swung his sword, but the Lashiin priest countered, blocking him.

      Three others closed in, and he detected the rest and was not surprised to learn that they each carried a teralin sword. The blades were uncharged, neutral.

      His was not.

      Brohmin pressed his ahmaean through it, using it as a focus of power, and radiated that energy away from him.

      It created a slowing, enough that he had an advantage, and cut down two of the Lashiin priests.

      Two more took their place, and the primary priest, the man who had started it all for him, who had guided him here to Paliis and the Deshmahne temple, closed in from behind him.

      Brohmin twisted, deflecting his blow, managing to turn his sword down.

      The man was skilled.

      Brohmin wouldn’t have expected that, not after seeing him fighting with his knives on the street, but with the sword, he was fluid and flowed through various catahs. They were movements that he recognized, though none were particularly advanced, nothing like Selton had demonstrated when he had faced him in the city above.

      Were he not facing as many men as he was, Brohmin wouldn’t have struggled nearly as much, but he was forced to react to three, and then four, and then five swords, each one skilled enough to nearly cut him.

      And then, he was cut.

      He didn’t see whose sword caught his arm, only that one of the blades managed to strike him.

      Brohmin attempted to twist backward, but two men were there, forcing him back into the middle. They were coordinated, their attacks designed to force him one way, and then spinning and dancing, in a way the Deshmahne rarely had managed.

      They didn’t need to be incredibly skilled swordsmen to defeat him, not when they had numbers, not when they acted in concert like this.

      Brohmin wrapped the ahmaean around him, drawing strength from it.

      He didn’t know whether this was his own ahmaean, or whether he pulled upon the dark ahmaean from the temple, perhaps even from the walls around him. Power filled him, and strength came with it.

      A steely resolve filled him.

      He might not survive, but he would see as many of these men defeated as possible. He would see the children saved. That was what he had agreed to do. It was the only way he would get Salindra to safety.

      Brohmin danced in a quick arc, swinging his sword around, and managed to strike one man on the thigh, and the next on his arm, in one strike. He continued the motion, falling into long-remembered catahs, bringing his sword around in controlled motions.

      Something struck him from behind, and Brohmin resisted the urge to lunge forward, away from it. He remained fixed in his catah, continuing the sweeping movement.

      Another attack caught him on his flank, and Brohmin pulled on his ahmaean, solidifying it around him.

      Using ahmaean in this way would stanch any bleeding, but it also depleted his overall strength.

      He was caught again, this time in his shoulder.

      He had faced the groeliin, and had survived the surge of the massive horde making their way south, only to fall at the hands of barely adequate swordsmen?

      It seemed a bitter irony to him.

      His sword arm no longer moved as it should, and he shifted to the other and found that it was equally weakened.

      His vision was blurred. Had he been struck on the head? Was it blood or sweat that dripped into his eyes?

      The connection to the ahmaean faded even more, and he reached for it, trying to draw what he could, not caring whether it was his or whether it was the dark ahmaean he had noticed up in the temple.

      He had a momentary surge of power, enough that he sent it through himself, trying to seal off his injuries, needing long enough to fend off these Lashiin priests. There had to be a limit to how many there were. There had to be some way that he could defeat them.

      But there was not. There were too many.

      Something struck his foot, and he stumbled, falling to the ground.

      He swung his sword around, blocking a killing blow, but knew that he couldn’t block many more. Now that he was on the ground, he would not last long.

      Then movement stopped.

      “Brohmin.”

      He heard his name but didn’t recognize the voice. It was deep, almost musical, though there was a sense of familiarity to it.

      He tried to look around but saw nothing. He shifted his sword, swinging, but it struck only air.

      The battle had stopped. There was no sound around him.

      Had he defeated all the Lashiin priests?

      He didn’t think so. There had been too many, and even when he’d fallen, he had still been under attack. There was no way that he had managed to fend them off, stop them.

      “Brohmin,” the voice said again.

      He wiped his arm across his face, clearing his vision. He glanced at his sleeve and saw that it was wet, but not darkened. Was it only sweat? Had he not been injured any more than that?

      It seemed impossible to believe that he hadn’t been cut across the scalp, that he wasn’t bleeding, but his pains were elsewhere in his body, not along his head.

      Hands lifted him almost gently and moved him. He looked up and saw a face that seemed impossible to believe was real.

      “Jakob?”

      “Relax for now, Brohmin. I’ll do what I can to heal you, but I’m limited in what I know.”

      “How is it that you’re here? How is it that you were able to reach me? You were in the Great Forest the last anyone saw you.”

      “It appears that my kind has the ability to travel great distances.”

      “I know that. But how are you here?”

      Jakob laughed. The musical nature to his voice was more evident when he did. Had he always had that quality to his voice, or had that changed as he had come into his damahne powers? Brohmin didn’t think that he had the typical damahne voice, but maybe he had overlooked it—particularly as he had not expected it from him.

      “I am here because I saw that I needed to be. I wasn’t certain, but as the time came closer, it became increasingly clear.”

      “You... you can walk the fibers.”

      That was almost the hardest of all to believe. Even among the damahne that he’d known, there hadn’t been many who could walk the fibers with much control. Jakob’s visions should have provided the clue that he would have that ability, but Brohmin hadn’t seen the visions in the way that he should have.

      “I can walk the fibers,” Jakob agreed. “That might be the only part of my abilities I have any real control over, but it seems that it served you this time.”

      Brohmin felt pain racing through him, and didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to stay awake. If Jakob was here, he could hope that he would survive, that he would recover, but that required Jakob knowing enough about his abilities to help him. Did he know enough?

      Waves of cold washed through him, and as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t keep his eyes open.
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      Returning to the forest was easier, and didn’t come with the same splitting sensation within Jakob’s head. Something had changed within him when the nemerahl dragged him from the fallen city and to the Old Forest, though Jakob wasn’t certain what it was. He had a greater awareness that filled him, giving him a sense of the differences in the ahmaean.

      He could use those differences, and detect them so that he could shift toward the Old Forest with little more than a thought.

      When he appeared, Anda remained standing, waiting for him. The nemerahl crouched near her, his dark first streaked with black and brown, golden eyes blazing through the fog. The creature was massive, and the bright intelligence that Jakob had seen from it the very first time he’d encountered the nemerahl remained there.

      You return, the nemerahl said within his mind.

      I return. A friend needed me.

      Jakob was still surprised that he had anticipated the need, that he had seen that possibility along the fibers. Had he not gone when he had, Brohmin would have fallen and would have died.

      He had seen glimpses along the fibers that told him how Brohmin still was needed, and how he could still serve. He had been the Hunter, but perhaps that wasn’t his role now. Perhaps Brohmin had another role to play.

      Thank you for helping me understand the fibers.

      I did nothing other than open your mind. Most of the damahne are not nearly so stubborn, but I suspect your stubbornness comes from the fact that you were not always damahne.

      How is that possible? How can I be born to man, and yet be damahne?

      Look upon the fibers, and you might find your answers.

      You were never meant to be my bonded nemerahl, where you?

      I was not. I am not.

      How many nemerahl remain?

      He had a sense from speaking with the daneamiin that there were not many of the great creatures left. That possibly this was the last, much as Alyta had once been the last of the damahne. Could it be that they were so connected?

      There are few, but I am not the last.

      When I walked back along the fibers, one of the damahne I spoke to claimed that I should have bonded by now.

      You will bond when it is time, but not before then. You should not chase the bond. You should chase understanding, and pursue your place in the world.

      The words hit close to home for Jakob. Even before discovering his connection to the ahmaean, and discovering that he was something other than he had believed, Jakob had wondered what he was meant to do. When he had been in Chrysia, he had wondered what the gods had in mind for him, and had no answers at that time.

      He still had no answers.

      There had to be a purpose for him. The fibers would not have gifted him with his abilities were there not. It was up to him to discover what it was.

      But first, he had to confront Raime.

      “It is time for us to go,” he said to Anda.

      “Where do we go?”

      “We go where I am meant to go.”

      “You have seen this?”

      He glanced to the nemerahl. The creature watched him with those bright golden eyes, eyes that were so knowing. What did the nemerahl see when it looked along the fibers? Did the great cat see what Jakob was destined to do, the way that he was meant to confront Raime?

      Yes, the nemerahl said.

      Jakob should not have been surprised that the nemerahl had some way of reaching within his mind and knowing his thoughts. They spoke that way, so it should not have been surprising for him to be so easily understood even without speaking.

      “I have seen this,” he said to Anda. “The nemerahl brought me here to teach me something.”

      “And have you learned it?”

      “I’ve learned that I will have to continue to look and continue to try to understand what I must do. I have learned that there remains much unfinished for me.” He closed his eyes and saw the branching away from him. It was not him walking along the fibers, or glimpsing forward, it was a memory. That memory made clear what he needed to do. It was how he needed to serve.

      He held his hand out and reached for Anda.

      When she took it, he breathed in, pulling from the ahmaean of the Old Forest, and storing it within him. This power would be key to him succeeding, and though he wasn’t sure whether he would stop Raime, it was what he needed to do.

      “Do we succeed?” Anda asked.

      “Some of the time.”

      The nemerahl loped off, leaving them standing within the forest.

      Jakob pulled on the ahmaean again, drawing it into himself, and prepared.

      “How is it that you can draw upon the ahmaean of the forest?” Anda asked.

      “The fog. That’s the ahmaean of the forest. When I realized that, I realized it was not meant to be separated from me. Possibly not from either of us. The ahmaean is different, but I think we were still meant to access it.”

      As he watched, she swirled her power away from her, but the forest didn’t react, not as it would within the daneamiin forest.

      “Maybe it was what the nemerahl had done,” he said.

      They shifted.

      They appeared within the heart of the daneamiin forest. When they did, Jakob immediately felt the sense of ahmaean around him that came from the trees as well as the house of the Cala maah, power that was different from what it had been in the Old Forest.

      Daneamiin moved along the treetops, as well as throughout the trees themselves, and down into the Cala maah.

      He could practically feel them as they flickered from place to place, their staccato-type movements gliding along.

      “We need the daneamiin to prepare,” Jakob said.

      Anda looked at him. “Prepare for what?”

      “Prepare for Raime.”

      “Raime can’t reach us here. He can’t reach the forest, and he can’t harm us. That is the advantage of our home. We are protected here.”

      “Perhaps you were once protected, but Raime gained understanding when he harmed Aruhn. I think he will attack again, and he intends to steal from you once again.”

      “Raime has not stolen from us before,” Anda said. “He has stolen from individual daneamiin, but he has never managed to claim much more than that.”

      Jakob thought back to what he had seen from the attack on the city, the way that Raime had threatened the tower. He had attempted to steal from the daneamiin then, but he had failed. Jakob had intervened. The attack had been less about destroying the daneamiin — as Jakob once had believed — and more about stealing their residual power, stealing from their past, and the ahmaean that they poured into their creations.

      Had he not seen it, had he not walked back into the past as deeply as he had, Jakob doubted that he would have understood. And had he not seen the way power existed in this city, he doubted he would have discovered the next target.

      And he now had the ability to look forward along the fibers. That gave him a different perspective that told him how Raime would attempt to attack the next time.

      But he still didn’t know if he would succeed. Would he be able to stop him? If only he knew for sure. But even now, with his ability to walk forward, he could only see possibilities.

      It didn’t matter. Knowing the outcome would not change what he needed to do. It would not change the fact that he needed to oppose Raime and do all he could to prevent him from harming any of the daneamiin ever again.

      “He intends to come here,” Jakob said. “Did you not have a warning when he attacked the city last time?”

      “There was a warning from the damahne, but our people did not heed it. They did not believe that he could reach the city.”

      “How is it different now?”

      Anda looked at Jakob, and her ahmaean swirled out from her, sweeping through him. “You believe this, don’t you? You believe he can invade our home.”

      “I have seen this,” Jakob said, with sad conviction.

      He sensed a debate within her and wondered whether it came from questions about his ability, or from questions about her belief in the daneamiin, and the protections that they and the forest had placed around the city.

      Jakob pulled on the ahmaean that he still held within him, ahmaean that had come from the Old Forest, and focused on it, pushing forward along the fibers.

      Once again, he saw the branching. It was fainter here, as if the location made a difference, and he wondered whether it did. This time, the branching possibilities that showed the likelihood of Raime’s attack were much closer than been before.

      There was an urgency now, much like there had been an urgency when he had gone to help Brohmin. If they did not act soon, Raime would overwhelm them, and they would lose the city, and possibly the daneamiin within.

      Jakob released his connection to the fibers, holding the ahmaean that he borrowed from the Old Forest, and looked around him. Was there a sign of anything that Raime had done? Was there proof that he intended to attack?

      There had to be something, some evidence that Raime intended to move soon, something that the daneamiin would believe other than simply Jakob’s visions.

      “Can you ask the forest?” he asked Anda.

      It seemed a strange question, but given the connection between the daneamiin and the forest, it seemed the only question that he could ask.

      Anda tipped her head, blinking in the exotic way that she did, and left him as she hurried off and into the house of the Cala maah.

      Jakob waited, standing alone, before deciding to follow.

      The house of the Cala maah was a powerful building. With the ahmaean that filled it, there was power that rivaled the Tower of the Gods in Thealon. Jakob followed the sloping path down, taking this way rather than the one that led him up and toward the viewpoint where he had stood with Aruhn, contemplating what he could do for the daneamiin.

      The heavy sense of earth surrounded him, and darkness began to fill the space, darkness so pure that even his newly enhanced eyesight did not overcome it.

      He found a dozen daneamiin waiting for him, each of them kneeling on the dirt floor within the house of the Cala maah. Aruhn stood next to them, his hands clasped in front of him, speaking softly to Anda.

      When Jakob entered, his gaze drifted past Anda and to him. “Is it as she says?” Aruhn asked.

      “Speak to the forest,” Jakob said. “I have seen glimpses of an attack. I don’t know much more than that, other than in nearly every possibility along my fibers there is an attack that takes place here.”

      Aruhn pressed his lips together. Did he blame Jakob for those attacks?

      Would the attack take place even were Jakob not here?

      He had to believe that they would. Jakob was here to support the daneamiin, and to defend them since they wouldn’t defend themselves. Raime would attack regardless of whether Jakob was here or not.

      The daneamiin stood and formed a ring, leaving Jakob off to the side. Their ahmaean swirled, and they moved in a flickering dance that was hard to follow even with his enhanced eyesight, and even with his connection to the ahmaean.

      Power built, and rather than surging toward the center of the circle as it had when Jakob had been here before, it pressed downward, into the earth and then spread out, radiating around in a surge that practically glowed.

      Jakob could feel the power but doubted that he would have managed to feel it was he not as connected to his ahmaean.

      The daneamiin continued their flickering dance as that energy washed outward, radiating in a massive ring, and then they stopped.

      Jakob stood quietly, waiting, but wondered how long it would be before the daneamiin said anything. Moments stretched longer, into minutes, and then Aruhn opened his eyes and looked to Jakob.

      “The barrier has been breached.”

      “What barrier?” Jakob asked.

      “The founders of the city created a barrier of power that keeps out those not escorted by the daneamiin, or welcomed by them.”

      Jakob thought of the greetings he’d received when he had first come to the daneamiin lands and thought of the greetings that Novan had been given, and even Scottan when Jakob had brought him here. Somehow, that welcome must have allowed them access and had granted them the freedom to be within the daneamiin lands.

      “Do you recognize how the barrier was breached?” Jakob asked.

      Aruhn breathed out. “There are few things that unsettle the power of ahmaean.”

      Jakob didn’t need him to explain. He had witnessed it himself firsthand. “Teralin,” he said.

      “That ancient metal can be used in ways that suppress ahmaean. The damahne knew it, and they feared it. That was the reason they sequestered it.”

      “But the teralin can also be used to store ahmaean, and concentrate it.”

      “Only when charged in a particular fashion. Uncharged—what those within Vasha have long called neutral—teralin has the ability to neutralize the connection to ahmaean. It’s not until it is charged one way or another that the teralin allows for storage and augmentation of ahmaean.”

      Jakob would have to find the teralin and would have to discover what had happened, and the way that Raime had used the teralin to get through the barrier.

      Could he find him?

      There had to be some way for him to reach Raime and had to be some way for him to understand just what it was that Raime had done that allowed him to reach lands that the daneamiin thought were impenetrable.

      Jakob focused on the ahmaean that he detected pressed out from the daneamiin. Could he latch onto that, and discover the edge of the barrier?

      Maybe that wasn’t possible. The daneamiin connection to ahmaean was different from Jakob’s. He didn’t fully understand it, but there was little question in his mind that what Anda could do with her ahmaean was different from what he could do. She could not shift, but she had a way of soothing emotions and could use that to calm him.

      He didn’t need to re-create the daneamiin ahmaean; all he needed to do was find the edge of power and see if he could discover where the barrier had been breached—and how it had been breached.

      “I don’t detect anything,” Jakob said.

      Aruhn clasped his hands in front of him. “You would not. The damahne would not be able to detect the presence of the daneamiin barrier.”

      “Why is that?”

      Aruhn didn’t answer, but Jakob suspected that he knew even without him answering. The daneamiin had an unusual relationship with the damahne. They were descended from them, but some feared the damahne.

      There was more to it that he didn’t fully understand, something that had to be the result of what had taken place in the past. What was it? What would have happened between the damahne and the daneamiin that would create such difficulty between the two people?

      “I can guide you, Jakob Nialsen.”

      Aruhn turned to Anda. “What you suggest reveals the nature of our defenses,” Aruhn said.

      “Jakob Nialsen would not use our defenses against us,” Anda said.

      “Others have made similar claims,” Aruhn said.

      “He will not. He seeks to protect, not destroy. Think of what he risked to save you,” she said.

      He needed to convince the daneamiin to prepare to depart. If Raime attacked, he didn’t think there was anything he could do that would protect them. If Raime had already gotten past their defenses and managed to get past him, they needed to be ready for something else.

      He was unsuccessful in over half of the possibilities he saw along his fibers. He had to prepare for the possibility that he might fail.

      “Aruhn, you will have to take the daneamiin away from the city.”

      “We will not abandon our home, and we will not abandon what we have stored here.”

      “Then you must take it with you.”

      Aruhn’s eyes widened in the same sort of expression of shock that Anda had shown at times with him. “Such a thing is not possible.”

      “If it’s not possible, then there is a real risk that Raime will succeed. There is a real risk that everything you have built, and everything that you care for, will be destroyed. I will do what I can to stop him, but I can’t promise that I can protect you from Raime. He is powerful, and has proven that over and again.”

      “This is our home. We will not abandon it.”

      “Your ancestors once said the same thing. But they failed.”

      It was hurtful and had there been any other way to get his point across, he would have chosen it, but he feared that the daneamiin would not leave the city and that they would remain here, defiant, much as they had been in his vision.

      He may not have changed anything about the past when he rescued the daneamiin, and he may have been responsible for giving Raime access to those daneamiin—something that disgusted him—but he could make a difference now.

      Jakob looked around at the other daneamiin of the Cala maah. They watched him with unreadable expressions, but he could tell from the way their ahmaean pulsed from that shifting of power that they considered what he said.

      That had to be enough. He didn’t know what they could do, or whether there was any way for them to move the power that was stored here, but they would have to try. For them to have any hope, to have any chance at a future, they would have to try.

      If he were successful in finding Raime before he struck, it wouldn’t be necessary, but then again, he had no idea where he was, and if he was too late, could Raime cause too much destruction to their city for them to remain. It was possible that he could succeed and fail.

      He reached for Anda. “If you’re ready, it’s time for us to confront Raime.”
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      They shifted, appearing along the edge of the forest. The trees were thinner here, and the fragrance to the forest was different than it was deeper within the trees and carried none of the sweet aromas of the fruits, none of the flowering scents, leaving only an earthy odor to it. The trees were younger, their trunks not quite as wide at the base, the leaves barely larger than his palm, not even enough to fully block the sun.

      “Is this it?” Jakob asked.

      “This is the edge of the lands we protect. If we find him, it will be here.”

      Jakob looked around, searching for signs of Raime. He found nothing that told him the High Priest had been here.

      Jakob didn’t fear facing Raime, though he knew he should. He had faced him several times in his visions and had faced him along the fibers of time, succeeding in preventing him from reaching the fibers, and from harming others. By stopping Raime there, Jakob had saved his brother. He knew that the man was not unstoppable.

      Yet for him to attack the daneamiin meant that he was not as weakened as Jakob had believed.

      Had he waited too long? Had his delay allowed Raime to regain strength?

      Raime had proven himself resourceful, and he had a thousand years of experience accessing different types of power and could use that experience to quickly restore himself.

      As they shifted, Anda maintained a tight hold on Jakob’s hand, almost as if she feared to let go.

      He looked over to her, sending his connection to the ahmaean at her, and letting it swirl around her, hoping to bring her comfort and reassurance, as she had done for him many times. He didn’t know if his connection to the ahmaean as he used it would offer the same, but he hoped so.

      The ahmaean around here was less than what was found deeper in the daneamiin lands. There was still power, and still that vague translucent energy that swirled around everywhere, but it did not have nearly the same strength as was seen deeper in the forest, or even around the house of the Cala maah. Jakob hadn’t realized that the connection to the ahmaean waned so much away from the center of the daneamiin lands.

      But the connection to the ahmaean was different even in the Great Forest. It was powerful, but the nature of the energy was not the same as what was found within the daneamiin lands.

      That was important somehow, though why was it?

      There had to be something about the differences in the ahmaean that mattered.

      There had to be some reason that Raime continued to go after daneamiin and Magi power, and had required some sort of teralin artifact to attempt to steal from the damahne.

      “Do you detect anything?” she asked.

      Jakob felt nothing but the power of the ahmaean around him.

      As he focused on it, there was a strange surge.

      It was something of a pulsing, but that didn’t make sense.

      “Did you detect that?” he asked Anda.

      “I didn’t detect anything,” she said.

      It came again, this time more clearly.

      Jakob took her hand and shifted, moving toward the slight pulsing.

      It took them farther along the edge of the newer forest. They didn’t leave the forest itself, but traveled to the east, away from the Valley, and not much farther from the daneamiin city.

      “This remains the boundary,” Anda said.

      There had been a definite pulsing here, a shifting within the ahmaean, but why would he detect it here?

      Jakob walked rather than shifting. He moved carefully, studying the translucent haze of energy around everything. Faint streaks of color were worked within it, not nearly as much as what he saw in the daneamiin city, and not as much as what he picked up on within the Great Forest.

      As he walked, he saw a strange discoloration.

      Jakob paused and studied it. The discoloration was little more than a trace, barely anything, but it was there. He leaned forward to study why the ahmaean was different.

      Teralin.

      It was as Aruhn suspected. There was a slender rod of metal shoved into the ground. When Jakob reached for it, darkness separated from one of the nearby trees.

      Anda gasped, and Jakob spun, unsheathing in a fluid movement.

      A massive groeliin stood before him. Markings similar to the Deshmahne tattoos ran along its arms and chest, and dark ahmaean swirled around it.

      How had he missed this creature?

      He had faced a similar creature once before and had survived, but it had been a difficult battle. Then again, that had been before he had come into his abilities in full.

      The creature hissed and swung a slender blade at him.

      Dark teralin. The last groeliin had been unarmed.

      Jakob drew upon his ahmaean, as well as that which filled the forest, and pushed out. He could slow the groeliin and had used that same type of power to slow Raime when he had fought him, but his attempt to do so with this groeliin failed.

      His use of ahmaean slid past the creature, and there was nothing that changed.

      He tried again, this time focusing his ahmaean on pushing through the groeliin, much as he had when he had faced Raime. His energy seeped into the creature, and then back out.

      The markings on the creature’s flesh somehow prevented Jakob from using his power upon him.

      That left few options. None of them good.

      Jakob darted forward, slipping through catahs, slashing at the groeliin. The creature reacted, blocking him with as much skill as any trained swordsman Jakob had never faced.

      But it was larger and stronger. It seemingly pulled upon nearly as much power as Jakob possessed, and through the markings on its flesh, it was able to resist everything that he knew.

      Jakob focused on himself rather than trying to send ahmaean through the groeliin. Focused this way, he pushed on that power, using it in the way that he once had to slow himself and to slow time. His sword Neamiin blazed with energy, and Jakob pushed through it.

      Time slowed.

      The effect was slight, just enough for him to react more quickly.

      Could he use other parts of his abilities as he fought the creature?

      He shifted, appearing behind the groeliin, and slashed, cutting deeply along its back. The groeliin spun, its dark blade nearly connecting with Jakob, but he managed to deflect it and shifted again, this time appearing to the creature’s left. He cut again, slicing through tissue and nearly severing the groeliin’s arm.

      Shifting again, Jakob appeared behind the creature, and slashed at his legs, dropping it to one knee.

      Jakob spun in a fast movement and decapitated the groeliin.

      He released his connection to the ahmaean with a sigh and looked over to Anda. She watched him, a mixture of horror and determination on her face.

      “I don’t know how many of these I will be able to defeat,” Jakob said. Already, he felt tired, wiped from his use of ahmaean, and the effort that had been required to fend off this creature. If there were others, even one or two more might be more than he could withstand.

      The teralin rod piercing the ground came out slowly. Much like the groeliin’s sword, it was made of a dark metal, and markings along its surface reminded him of what the groeliin had upon its flesh.

      He turned to Anda, the teralin rod in hand. It was an uncomfortable sensation that Jakob noted had an unpleasant, sickly texture to it.

      Anda eyed the rod suspiciously. “You shouldn’t be holding that, Jakob Nialsen. That is a dangerous item, and I worry that you holding it will lessen your ability somehow.”

      “How could it lessen my ability?”

      We don’t understand the way that metal works. We have tried, and have known that teralin—particularly in certain configurations—can be dangerous to us. Beyond that, we don’t understand or know.”

      Jakob studied the teralin rod. It had been buried in the ground, and somehow this had been the reason that the ahmaean had shimmered, creating a distinct difference to the energy that existed.

      He glanced over to the fallen groeliin. The creature had been here but hadn’t attacked until Jakob had approached the teralin rod. There seemed to be something about that, some reason that the groeliin had been here to defend it. If there were others, Jakob had to find each of the rods, and would likely have to confront more of the groeliin as he did.

      He focused his attention on the ahmaean. Even without the rod in the ground, there was a flickering to the power. Whatever Raime had done here, his intent to attack, had twisted things and impacted the security of the barrier the daneamiin had created.

      There was another flickering nearby.

      Should he just leave the teralin rod behind? Should he leave the sword from the fallen groeliin?

      If he took either with him, would it make a difference?

      “Is there any way to destroy these?” he asked Anda.

      “There is a way to change the polarity of the metal, but the daneamiin cannot do it.”

      “Can I do it?”

      “I do not know if the damahne have the ability to change the polarity of the metal. If they had, I suspect they would have done so over the years, but they have not.”

      And it was something Jakob didn’t want to attempt without knowing exactly what was involved. When this was over, he could walk back along the fibers and ask Shoren if there was something he could do to prevent the teralin from being used against the daneamiin and against him, but he didn’t risk taking that time now.

      He slid both the sword and the teralin rod underneath the fallen groeliin’s body. He would return, and he would get answers about what else needed to be done to change the polarity, but now wasn’t the time.

      He reached for Anda’s hand and shifted.

      They appeared in another part of the forest, but much like where they had just been. A small flowering shrub grew nearby, and Jakob was drawn to the disrupted energy near it.

      This time before he approached, he looked around, searching for evidence of another groeliin. If there had been one the last time, he had little doubt he would see another. He approached the fragrant bush with his sword unsheathed and saw a subtle rippling of darkness about ten paces behind it.

      Jakob shifted.

      He appeared behind the groeliin and stabbed, not giving the creature a chance to attack.

      It still managed to react, swinging with a violent roar, flailing at him with long, sharp claws, but this one did not have a sword as the other had. Markings along its flesh were much like the last groeliin, and the dark ahmaean swirling around it was also similar. These were powerful creatures. What would happen were they unleashed upon the world?

      When the creature fell, Jakob returned to the flowering shrub where he had detected the teralin rod and removed it as he had the other. This one had a different shape. The last was circular, and this was triangular. On each side there were markings, and each of those markings reminded him of the groeliin—as well as the Deshmahne.

      There had to be a connection.

      “How many of these do you think you can find in remove?” Anda asked.

      “These are what Raime is using to disrupt the barrier. I don’t know how many we’ll have to find, but if we don’t find them all, I fear he will be successful in his attack.”

      Anda closed her eyes, and she did something with her ahmaean that he had never observed her do before. She sent it down and into the ground, pushing it toward the center of the forest, back toward the daneamiin city.

      She stood motionless for a while, holding on to the connection of her ahmaean as it radiated away from her, and then she released it, letting that power return. As she did, her eyes had a haunted expression.

      “They already have attacked,” she said.

      “You should go. You should return to your city and help your people.”

      “I help my people more being here with you,” she said.

      Jakob wasn’t sure that was true. Would she help him here, or would it only put her in more danger? With the groeliin attacking, it was possible that she would be exposed, but maybe he needed to try a different tactic.

      Raime had already placed the rods and had already moved past the barrier the daneamiin placed, and likely had already begun his attack on the daneamiin city. If so, then Jakob needed to abandon his attack on the groeliin and find Raime, and force him away. Once he did that, then he could return and remove the threat of the remaining groeliin as well as the teralin rods.

      Jakob took her hand, and they shifted.

      They emerged on the outskirts of the city. A horde of groeliin swarmed the area, attacking the trees. The daneamiin didn’t move, staying above the fray by remaining within the trees.

      “You have to get them to leave the city,” Jakob said.

      “They will be safe within the trees,” Anda said.

      Jakob motioned to a particularly large groeliin standing at the base of one of the trees. Dark ahmaean radiated from him, and the creature crashed against the tree, the trunk trembling from the force of its assault.

      “They won’t be safe. Not for long. Take them from the city.”

      “Where? Where would be safer than here?”

      “Take them from the forest. Find a new place if needed. I have to find Raime, and I’ll do what I can to push him away. If I’m successful, you can return. If not…”

      “If not, then you’ll die,” Anda said. “I’m not ready to lose you, Jakob Nialsen.”

      “I’m not ready to be lost. The fibers still have much planned for me.”

      Anda watched him for a long moment before taking his hand and sweeping her ahmaean over him. A sense of peace settled over him, but he knew that it would be short-lived. He would have to attack. He would have to be the soldier.

      She flickered away, disappearing up and into one of the trees.

      Jakob unsheathed, Neamiin glowing brightly, and he pushed ahmaean through it as he prepared for his attack.
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      He reached the base of the tree and attacked the massive groeliin first. The creature seemed to anticipate him, and spun, swinging an enormous club at Jakob, nearly connecting with his head. Jakob ducked, rolling off to the side, and swept around with his sword, pushing ahmaean out, using it as a weapon as he slowed the groeliin.

      The creature hissed.

      Jakob lunged, launching himself from a crouched position, and cut the groeliin across its leg, toppling it.

      The dark ahmaean radiating from it flickered and faded. He pressed outward again, sending ahmaean into the creature. He sliced quickly with the sword, beheading the creature.

      There were nearly a hundred groeliin within the daneamiin city. Even using his connection to the ahmaean, he didn’t know whether he would be quick enough, or powerful enough to stop them. He needed others who could fight.

      Could he act fast enough to do that?

      As he looked around, preparing to shift where he could reach Roelle and the others, he felt the pressure of dark ahmaean pushing upon him.

      Jakob spun, and a dozen groeliin approached.

      These were no different from the creatures he had faced in Thealon. A shimmery, black fog swirled around them. They had grotesque features, their hairless heads and sharp jaws most prominent, and most of them carried clubs, though a few did carry swords.

      Those were the groeliin he had to be concerned about.

      He pulled upon his connection to the ahmaean, and his mind shifted as he did.

      Jakob darted forward, slashing with Neamiin. He cut down the nearest two groeliin but was then surrounded.

      Again, he pulled on the ahmaean to slow time and allow him to react. He moved through the group of groeliin with violence, cutting them down. They fell quickly, and soon Jakob stood alone, none of the groeliin remaining.

      Others remained in the daneamiin city. He detected their connection and very nearly shifted to attack the next grouping before questioning whether that was the right plan.

      Raime was here. He had to be.

      If he was here, Jakob couldn’t allow himself to be distracted by confronting groeliin after groeliin, and he didn’t think he could risk shifting away to get others to help him.

      Was there another way?

      The daneamiin used the forest and had made it their home, and Jakob had seen how they lived within the trees. Was there a way to convince the trees to help?

      The Old Forest had attempted to push him away, and he had seen how powerful it was as it did, using a different connection from what the daneamiin possessed.

      If there was a way, he suspected it was something the daneamiin would have to convince the forest to do. Considering their reluctance to fight, and reluctance to do anything that might lead to violence, he doubted they would be willing to assist, but if they didn’t, their home would fall.

      Jakob searched for Anda. He recognized her by her ahmaean and recognized the way that it radiated from her, connecting to the other daneamiin.

      Jakob shifted and found her standing atop the house of the Cala maah. He shouldn’t have been surprised that she was there. Aruhn was with her, along with many of the other daneamiin who were part of the Cala maah.

      He sensed that Anda was upset, and Aruhn stood in front of her.

      “Can the forest help?” Jakob asked.

      “The forest will not attack,” Aruhn said.

      “Not attack, but can it help restrain the groeliin, and keep them from attacking me?” He looked at the daneamiin, and when he saw that no answer was forthcoming, he sighed with frustration. “You will lose your home if you do nothing.”

      “We will lose ourselves if we do something.”

      “Ask the forest to help. You live with the forest, and it lives with you. You have to be able to use that connection.”

      “If we refuse to leave the forest, asking for help is another option,” Anda said to Aruhn.

      Aruhn turned away from Anda and looked at Jakob. “We will consider.”

      Jakob wasn’t going to be able to force them to make a decision, and couldn’t wait any longer to go after Raime. He was somewhere within the city, but where?

      He closed his eyes, focused his attention and ahmaean within himself, and pressed forward. The effect was weak, much weaker than what he had experience when he had been in the Old Forest, but he was able to look forward along the fibers. From here, he caught glimpses of dozens of strands leading away from him.

      On each of them, he faced Raime.

      That much would happen.

      In how many of those possible scenarios did he succeed?

      Before seeing the answer, he wondered if that would impact decisions that he made. Would knowing the possibilities change the way he approached the future?

      More questions for later. He would need to walk back along the fibers and would need to visit with Shoren to know whether other damahne had faced a similar problem.

      Anda took his hand, and once more she washed her ahmaean over him, giving him a calming sensation.

      “I have to stop him,” Jakob said.

      “You do,” she said.

      “Convince your people to resist. I know they don’t want to, and I know it goes against what they have done for years, but I fear that if they don’t, all of the daneamiin will suffer even more.”

      Anda looked around at the rest of the daneamiin standing atop the house of the Cala maah. “I will do what I can, Jakob Nialsen.”

      That was enough. It would have to be enough.

      Standing atop the house of the Cala maah, Jakob pushed out through his ahmaean, connecting to that of the forest. Power surged within him. He felt a disturbance and found where Raime attacked.

      It should not have been a surprise.

      “He’s at the pool,” Jakob said.

      Anda’s eyes widened. “If he takes all the power there, he will take all of what is daneamiin.”

      Jakob looked around. “I’ll find a way to prevent him from reaching the power the daneamiin have stored there. If he succeeds in accessing that, I don’t know what else he might do.”

      “It is one thing to destroy our city. I suspect the others will see that it is quite another to take from our ancestors,” Anda said. She released his hand and hurried to her father and the other daneamiin.

      Jakob shifted, appearing on the edge of the pool.

      Raime stood in the middle, dark ahmaean swirling out from him, connecting to the power stored within the pool. When Jakob appeared, he looked over, an angry smile upon his face. He was older than he had been in the vision and dressed in dark robes.

      “You can’t stop this. There is no damahne here to transfer this power to you.”

      He was right. When Jakob had faced Raime before, when he had tried to prevent him from stealing Alyta’s power, she had been able to transfer it to him. That was not possible here. There was no one to gift him that ability and awaken something within him.

      The longer he stood here, the stronger Raime became.

      Jakob stepped into the pool.

      Water swirled around him, tingling along his skin. He pushed out with his ahmaean, and then drew it back to him, hoping to hold power within him.

      It came, but the power returned to him slowly.

      This was not his source of ahmaean. He couldn’t use it, not the same way the daneamiin could.

      Why could Raime?

      The answer was as disturbing as everything else that Raime did. The man had stolen from other daneamiin, and as such had much of their power—and could use that power. That would be the only way he could draw upon the energy stored within the pool.

      Raime watched him. “You can’t stop this. I have seen that I succeed.”

      “I excluded you from the fibers.”

      “You might have excluded me, but you haven’t excluded all who serve me.”

      He hadn’t considered that possibility. Were there Deshmahne that had the ability to look forward? Were there Deshmahne who possessed the ability of prophecy?

      If there were, it was possible that Raime did know what was going to happen. Maybe Jakob should have taken the time to look along the fibers and determine whether there was anything that he could do, whether there was anything that he did manage to do.

      He couldn’t pull on this power, and couldn’t hold it away from Raime, but was there something else he could do?

      His sword.

      Unsheathing Neamiin, Jakob trailed it through the water, before slamming it down deep into the muddy bottom.

      He held the hilt and drew the ahmaean around him into it.

      As he did, the sword grew warm as ahmaean surged into the blade.

      Jakob might not be daneamiin, but the sword was gifted to him and had been created through the sacrifice of several daneamiin. It was a powerful blade that had no rival.

      Raime realized what Jakob was doing almost too late.

      He surged across the pool toward Jakob, removing a pair of daggers from beneath his robes. Raime shifted his focus and now sent his dark ahmaean toward Jakob.

      Jakob attempted to push the other man back, but Raime had grown strong. Whether it was from his time spent in the pool, or whether it was power that he stole from the groeliin in the north, Jakob couldn’t overpower him as he had before.

      Raime sneered at him. “You are not the only one who has grown more powerful. I made a mistake before of not anticipating another damahne, but that is not a mistake I will make again. And you made a mistake of entering this pool.”

      Jakob was aware of movement around him. He hazarded a glance up and realized that groeliin now stood along the edge of the pool. As one, they forced teralin rods into the earth.

      Jakob felt a tearing deep within his mind, the kind of tearing that he’d known before. This time, it didn’t seem to come from any attempt to shift, this came from a separation.

      They were trying to tear his ahmaean from him.

      Jakob resisted the only way he knew how. He forced his energy deep within his sword, which required that he push out from the pool, releasing the ahmaean he had been drawing in.

      “I have made no mistake. You have,” Raime sneered.

      Jakob had not anticipated that Raime would be able to steal his ahmaean. He’d had hidden the ancient artifact that Raime had attempted to use on Alyta, now stored away in the depths of the Great Forest so that he’d never be able to use it against anyone else.

      But Raime must’ve had it long enough to have uncovered something about it, unlocking some secret to it.

      Raime approached, pulling on the ahmaean as he did. With each step, he became more powerful.

      “As you will soon see, I will withdraw the power from this pool, and then I will take every last bit of energy from you, energy you have stolen from me. There is no one else to help you. In these lands, there is no one willing to fight.”

      Jakob attempted to shift. It was better to run, to escape Raime’s plan and possibly attack from shore, but he was unable to shift.

      The teralin—and the groeliin—held him in place.

      His heart hammered wildly in his chest. Would he lose everything that he’d only just gained?

      He had never wanted power and hadn’t wanted to be able to do all the things that he could, but they had been given to him.

      And now they would be lost.

      The tearing split his mind. Jakob screamed.

      In a panic, he tried shifting again, but again he failed.

      He thought about trying to pull himself into the fibers themselves, but any attempt to move his ahmaean failed. The groeliin pulled away from him, and it leached out. He could see it as it swirled away from him, and was acutely aware of how quickly his power was fading.

      It had taken much longer to steal from Alyta. Why was it so easy to steal from him?

      He had to fight.

      Doing so required that he know why he fought. Was it only because that was what was expected of him? Was it only because he had been given his abilities, and was told how to use them? Or was there something more?

      Jakob wanted to help. He had wanted to serve Endric first and had willingly headed north to Avaneam. He had wanted to save Alyta. He willingly had risked himself in the Tower, wanting to save her, but wasn’t that so that he could have answers about what he was?

      What had he done since then?

      He had secured the fibers, but even that was selfish. He had done that to help his brother, wanting to find healing for him. He had rescued Aruhn, but was that selfish, as well?

      Was that what he had become? Did he use his power for his own purposes?

      Perhaps the nemerahl was right. He hadn’t deserved what he had been given.

      But neither did Raime.

      If nothing else, Raime needed to be defeated. He needed to be stopped so that no others could be hurt. Jakob had seen that time and again in his visions, through what he had glimpsed along the fibers.

      If Raime succeeded now in stealing Jacob’s ahmaean, how many others would be harmed?

      The number would be enormous. Raime would be unstoppable. Even the Conclave would no longer be able to oppose him.

      Jakob fought, resisting the agony within his mind, trying to pull back on his ahmaean, but it did not work, not as he needed it to.

      Soon, he would have no more ahmaean remaining. Soon, he would be nothing more than a man.

      But he was more than a man.

      He might have been born to a man and woman, but he was something else. Those abilities had manifested long before Alyta had ever given hers to him. It was those abilities that made him into the swordsman that he was.

      And that was what he would use.

      Jakob pulled his sword free from the muddy bottom of the pool. He lunged at Raime.

      The High Priest wasn’t prepared for that.

      He caught Jakob’s sword between his daggers, and Jakob flicked, moving through a catah that he’d seen from either Brohmin or Endric, slashing down. He managed to slice Raime along his arm, and the High Priest dropped one of his daggers.

      He attempted to push his dark ahmaean at Jakob, but the sword managed to absorb it, and Jakob cut through it as if it were a physical thing.

      The water slowed his movements, but they slowed Raime’s, as well.

      Jakob still had enough speed, and enough strength, to attack. He pushed forward, kicking underwater as he brought his sword around. Raime had to duck, distracting him enough that he lost his connection to the ahmaean, and Jakob cut through that band of power that he’d been drawing upon.

      If he could fight well enough, and strongly enough, he might be able to stop the groeliin from stealing his ahmaean.

      But first, he had to stop Raime.

      He kicked again, and Raime staggered.

      The High Priest swung with his remaining dagger, and he caught Jakob in the shoulder.

      Jakob switched hands, refusing to allow that to slow him. He held his sword with one good hand and attacked with all the fury that he could. He screamed, a roar that echoed through the forest.

      Something changed.

      The agony splitting his mind calmed.

      The power drifting away from him returned, and he pulled upon his ahmaean, filling himself with it.

      He looked around the pool and saw daneamiin—dozens of them—standing with their hands linked, and their ahmaean intertwined. Vines had risen out of the ground, and roped around the groeliin, pulling them down. The teralin rods that had been set into the ground were pulled free and lay harmlessly.

      The daneamiin had intervened.

      Raime roared.

      Jakob turned his attention back to him and sent a surge of ahmaean away from him, pushing Raime back. Raime drew upon the ahmaean within the pool, but it failed him. The daneamiin did something, their steady movements, and the power they controlled, forced the ahmaean from the pool into the ground, deeper and deeper until it faded.

      And then Jakob stood in front of Raime, water not slowing him, his abilities returned in full.

      “You underestimated them,” Jakob said. “You might have changed, but so have they. And so have the Magi. You will find that your attacks are no longer as effective as they once were.”

      Raime glared at him. “Do you really think your threats mean anything to me?”

      “You have lost.”

      Jakob lunged toward Raime, striking at him with his blade.

      For a moment, Jakob thought he would connect, and that he would destroy Raime, but then—in a swirl of dark ahmaean—he disappeared.

      Jakob looked up, and the daneamiin all watched him. Aruhn wore sadness in his eyes, but there was resignation there and a determination.

      Anda stepped away from the other daneamiin. Jakob had wondered whether the ahmaean would return when Raime was gone, but it did not. She reached and took his hand.

      “I’m sorry that your people had to do that,” Jakob said.

      “We will be defenseless now.”

      Jakob closed his eyes and felt a distant pulling. That was the answer. It would have to be. When he opened his eyes again, he looked at the daneamiin. Would they agree?

      “Not defenseless. There is a place you can go.”
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      Jakob stood in the heart of the Old Forest, feeling the power of ahmaean. A soft mist hung over the ground, but it was fainter than it had been before. The daneamiin flickered around the Old Forest, the trees allowing their presence, though there was none of the warmth and acceptance that had been present in the daneamiin city.

      Anda stood next to him, clutching his hand, her ahmaean swirling around his. “I fear for my people,” she said.

      “Your people will thrive. In time, they will be stronger than they were before.”

      “We lost much with what was done. Much of our past is no longer.”

      “Your past lives on. Your people pressed their ahmaean into the pool, merging with it. That will live on with the trees in the forest. There will always be a daneamiin city.”

      “It is different.”

      Jakob nodded. He had removed the remaining groeliin that attacked the barrier, but little of that barrier remained. The pool had been at the heart of it, creating enough ahmaean to force out any attackers. Raime had managed to overwhelm it and discovered a way that he could bypass the protections the daneamiin placed. Would he be able to do the same here?

      Jakob doubted that he would. This forest was more ancient than the other, and this forest was different in many ways from what the daneamiin had built. There was an old power here, possibly the oldest.

      “This is necessary. At least for now. Hopefully, when we manage to defeat Raime, you will be able to return.”

      “It is not the same,” she said.

      Jakob sighed. It was not the same. He was as aware of that as she was. This forest tolerated them, and it would likely even protect them, but it did not warmly welcome them as their home had.

      But it was a sense he understood. The home he once had was no longer. The world was changing, and they had to change with it. The daneamiin were part of that world, though they had hidden for generations. Perhaps it was time for them to return, and be a greater part once again. The Magi accepted that change, though they did so reluctantly.

      “What now?” she asked him.

      “Whatever Raime is planning requires the groeliin. His attack on the fibers required their assistance. His attack on the daneamiin required them. I don’t know what he plans, but I do know that I need to understand it, and stop it if I can.”

      “You can’t take on the groeliin by yourself.”

      Jakob didn’t think that he could, but perhaps he didn’t have to. Already, there were Antrilii fighting the groeliin. The Magi could help, though they might serve better in the south with the Deshmahne. And there was Brohmin, though the old man had changed, and had grown weaker over time. Change was inevitable for all of them, and he was not surprised that Brohmin had changed as well.

      “I will do what I must to end this. Peace must be established. That much I have seen when I look forward along the fibers.”

      That was the other reason for his coming back to the Old Forest. What more could he learn by looking forward and seeing the possibilities that existed? Would he be able to counter what Raime might attempt next?

      And he needed to walk back along the fibers to speak with Shoren about whether knowing the possibilities impacted how he behaved, and whether that would cause him to take a different approach than what was needed.

      “My people need me here,” Anda said.

      “I understand. And I don’t think that you should come north with me to the groeliin.”

      “I don’t want to be apart from you, Jakob Nialsen. Your presence is important to me.”

      Jakob smiled. “Your presence is important to me, too, but I’m only a quick shift away.”

      “I fear the groeliin will have some way of preventing that,” she said.

      Jakob didn’t want to admit it to her, but he feared the same. If Raime had demonstrated a way to hold him and to steal his ahmaean, he would have to be careful.

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “Does that mean you’re leaving now?”

      Jakob didn’t think he was strong enough to leave just yet. He still needed to recover from the attack, and still needed to rest. More than that, he needed information.

      Before any of that, there was another place needed to visit. It had been too long.

      “I need to check on Scottan. I don’t know what he’s been doing since I returned him to Chrysia. There was something that I thought I saw along the fibers…” Jakob hadn’t known what it meant, but it was important, somehow. Scottan was there, surprisingly blazing brightly.

      What did that mean?

      She turned toward him and took his other hand, pressing her palms against his. Her ahmaean swirled through him, a warmth that filled him. She pressed her lips against his briefly and then stepped back.

      As she left him, Jakob smiled. She returned to the forest, disappearing quickly into the ahmaean fog, moving with the flickering grace of the daneamiin. He watched her for a moment, before turning away.

      How long were you going to watch me?

      The nemerahl stepped out of the darkness. It was the same massive creature that he had spoken to before. Alyta’s bonded circled around him before taking a seat on its haunches. You continue to surprise me.

      It’s not my intent to surprise.

      Have you discovered what it means to be damahne?

      I’ve discovered that I’ve been acting selfishly. Is that what you mean?

      Sometimes, selfish actions are done for the right reason. Do you think that you have not acted for the right reason?

      I’ve tried to help those I care about. And now I’m trying to do what I can to stop Raime from gaining more power and destroying others. If I don’t stop him, there won’t be anyone else who can.

      Do you believe that you alone must stop him?

      Jakob turned his attention to the trees and the daneamiin there. Not any longer. They opposed the groeliin. They resisted. They fought off violence in their own peaceful way. I think there is hope for them.

      I see that, too. That is why the forest allows their presence.

      And the Magi have begun the work of countering the Deshmahne. They don’t attack, not with any sort of brutality. They simply try to understand. I think that is enough for now.

      It might be, the nemerahl agreed.

      I will go north because I need to understand what Raime does, and how he uses the groeliin.

      Such a journey will be dangerous to make alone.

      Jakob looked at the massive creature, meeting its golden eyes. You could come with me.

      The nemerahl sniffed, and the fur along its sides bristled. You would take a nemerahl hunting in such a way?

      I would not take anything. You would have to choose to go.

      The nemerahl stood, and Jakob half expected to see it bound away, leaving him standing alone in the clearing, but instead, it brushed up against his side. The nemerahl’s fur was coarse, and when it brushed up against him, he felt the power radiating from within it.

      Well? The nemerahl asked.

      I’m going to check on my brother first, Jakob said.

      I see that. I will accompany you.

      Jakob allowed himself a smile. Does this mean we’re bonded?

      This means that I will accompany you. Do not presume anything more than that.

      You’ll need to remain concealed when we reach Chrysia. I’m not sure how they would respond to seeing a nemerahl among them. Can you hide in the city?

      Did you see me in the city?

      You were there?

      The nemerahl laughed, a sound that came only within Jakob’s mind. Come, the nemerahl said again.

      Do I have to shift you with me?

      I have no need for that.

      With that, Jakob cast another glance back at the forest and shifted to Chrysia.
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      When Brohmin awakened, he rested on a plush bed. A thick, velvet blanket covered him, and though his body ached, pain working through him, it was nothing quite as bad as he deserved.

      Jakob must’ve been able to heal him.

      He tried to sit up but found it difficult to do.

      “You shouldn’t move, not yet.”

      He looked over and saw Salindra sitting on a chair near the end of his bed, watching him. She looked no worse for whatever she’d been through. Her hair was bound behind her head in a length of red silk, and she’d acquired a brightly colored robe, holding it wrapped around her as she leaned forward on the chair.

      “How?”

      Salindra glanced over her shoulder, and he followed the direction of her gaze, noting a door. He was in a small room, with only a bed and a basin near the wall.

      When she turned her attention back to him, she shook her head. “You must have done whatever they asked of you. They won’t let me leave, not yet.”

      Brohmin resisted the urge to try to sit up again. Seeing her again, after hearing what they threatened to do to her, filled him with relief. “Were you harmed?”

      “I’m not without abilities, Brohmin.”

      “I know that, but you were captured by the Deshmahne, and they aren’t without abilities, either.”

      She pulled her chair closer to his and reached out to take his hand. Brohmin enjoyed the warmth of her touch, and kept his head back, breathing slowly.

      “Jakob came for me.”

      Salindra nodded slowly but wasn’t nearly as surprised as Brohmin would have expected. “I suspected something must’ve happened.”

      “How did you know?”

      “When you were brought back here. You clearly had been through something, but you’d been healed. I didn’t think the Deshmahne would have brought you to the Magi, and it’s unlikely they would come to the south, anyway.”

      “Except they did. When I was tracking the Lashiin priests, I came across Selton. The Magi warriors are here.”

      Salindra held his hand, not moving. “Why would they have come here?” she asked slowly.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t stay with them long enough to discover what brought them to Paliis.” Now that he thought of it, he should have taken that time, except he had been determined to find the child and free Salindra.

      “Are they still in the city?”

      “I think so.”

      “And Jakob?” Salindra asked.

      He smiled to himself. “Jakob would have no need to remain in the city. He has the damahne ability to travel wherever he chooses.”

      “I’m not familiar with this ability,” Salindra said.

      Brohmin shook his head. “I wish… I wish Jakob would have remained so that I could ask questions of him. There is so much that he has to learn about his abilities.”

      “If he healed you, then it seems he’s already learned quite a bit about them.”

      “He has,” Brohmin said. Walking the fibers was a difficult step toward becoming damahne. Alyta had made certain that Brohmin understood that. Yet, if Jakob could walk the fibers, he would be able to step back and could gain understanding that he otherwise couldn’t have without anyone to teach him.

      It was a relief that Jakob would have discovered those things. Having him learn about his damahne abilities, and having him discover that connection was important.

      “What did they ask of you?” Salindra asked.

      “They wanted me to rescue the child. They blamed me, and I’m not sure if they believe that we had nothing to do with their abduction.”

      “What of the Lashiin priests?”

      Brohmin took a deep breath. “The Lashiin priests betrayed what they believed in. They intended to use the children, force them to mine teralin—”

      Why?

      Brohmin still wasn’t sure why the children had to mine the teralin rather than the priests themselves. There had to have been a reason. And it wasn’t the one the Lashiin priest gave about redemption.

      He thought he might know one possible reason, at least one that made sense. They intended to force the children to charge of the teralin. There were few with such an ability, and they must have suspected the Deshmahne children capable of doing so.

      He breathed out. Perhaps the Deshmahne had not been as altruistic as they made it seem, either. If they wanted the children to negatively charge the teralin, that would explain why they wanted them returned.

      “Where are we?” Brohmin asked. “Are we still in the temple?”

      Salindra grinned. “The temple? Why would we be there?”

      “Because that’s where they took me when we were captured.”

      Salindra glanced back to the door. “We’re not in the temple. We’re someplace in the middle of the city. I can hear the trading square in the distance, though we don’t have a window here.”

      “They’ve held you trapped near the square?”

      “Trapped isn’t quite how I would describe it. They’ve been accommodating, and so far, haven’t made any attempt to harm me. The gods know they even left your sword with you, so they can’t be all that concerned about what might happen.”

      Brohmin managed to stand despite Salindra’s protestations. His body ached, screaming with each movement, but he ignored it. Clothes were folded along the wall, and he grabbed them, dressing as quickly as he could, finally belting his sword around his waist.

      He started toward the door, and Salindra jumped to her feet. “Brohmin, what do you think you’re doing? You’re barely recovered.”

      “I need to know,” he said.

      He pulled open the door and saw a narrow wooden hall in front of him. He made his way along the hall, and then down the stairs at the end, before reaching a small room. Windows lined one wall, and there was a door leading outside. No one was in the room.

      They were unguarded.

      Salindra’s breath caught. “Where are they?”

      “I fulfilled my end of the bargain,” Brohmin said.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I… I worried about you.”

      She smiled, taking his hand. “And I worry about you. Why else do you think I watched over you in the forest?”

      “I’m not used to it. I’ve lived a long time. It’s been a long time.”

      She sighed, looking around the empty room. “Sometimes, I forget who you are.”

      “Sometimes?”

      “Most of the time, you’re this mysterious man who brought me out of the tavern in the north. Were it not for you, I might have been stuck there. The gods know that if it were not for you, I would never have regained my abilities. It’s easy to remember only what we’ve gone through together, not what you’ve gone through and who you were before I met you.”

      Brohmin nodded, turning away. That was what he’d feared. She viewed him differently than the way he knew she should.

      Salindra pulled on his hands, turning him toward her. “Then, I remember everything that I’ve learned about you. A man who is nothing like the stories the Magi tell. It intrigues me. We might come from different places, and we might have different understandings of the world, but I know who you are. You’re the reason I’ve come south.”

      Brohmin swallowed. “What happens if…” He couldn’t say it. He couldn’t tell her that he felt the growing achiness through his body and the increasing fear that perhaps he was losing his connection to the ahmaean. When that happened, he doubted that his time remaining would be long.

      “What happens if anything?” Salindra asked him. “I’ve lived my life cautiously. If nothing else, this—this whole ordeal—has made me realize that perhaps caution is as dangerous as impulsiveness. I would rather know.”

      She stepped forward and leaned in, waiting.

      Brohmin hesitated only a moment before leaning toward her and wrapping his arms around her, enveloping her mouth with his, kissing her deeply.

      Ahmaean swirled from him to her and her to him, creating a connection unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.

      For a moment, Brohmin was at peace. He had no idea what the fibers would hold for him, but he would enjoy what he had now.
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* * *

      The Lost Prophecy continues with book 6: The Last Conclave
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      The final battle builds. The groeliin continue to attack. And Raime seems even more unstoppable than he ever has before.

      Back in the Antrilii lands, Isandra searches for answers from Jostephon. The arrival of the summoned Magi means that much will change for her, and she soon learns her purpose in the north is not yet completed. She might be the key to understanding the groeliin and how to finally stop them.

      Roelle struggles with the ongoing effects of her poisoning and learning how the Magi warriors can work with the Deshmahne.  A discovery tied to the Lashiin priests leads to a deeper mystery that she must solve while learning whether she can still lead.

      Jakob searches for Raime, knowing that he won’t abandon his plans. His quest leads him back along the fibers and to a deeper understanding of who he’s meant to be. The key to finding—and stopping—Raime is tied to the groeliin, but just as Jakob thinks he knows what he must do, he finds he’s completely unprepared.
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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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