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      Endric leaned toward the crackling flame, inhaling the smoke from the campfire. There was something relaxing about sitting in front of a flame like this, a simple familiarity that brought him back to a time before his life became as complicated as it currently was. The fire pushed back some of the chill from the night, though the day had been warm, and he didn’t entirely need the heat. He stared at the flames, watching them dance in the growing darkness, ignoring Senda sitting across from him.

      “Do you intend to speak with me at all?” she said, breaking the silence between them. Her voice was a whisper and meant for his ears alone.

      He knew how difficult it was for her to express her frustration—and her emotion—with him. “What’s there for me to say? You think I abandoned you.”

      “Me? If it were only about me, I wouldn’t be nearly so disappointed. I’ve seen how you treated other women, Endric. I would be a fool if I thought there wasn’t a possibility of the same thing happening to me.”

      “I would never do that to you.”

      “No? So you’ve abandoned the Denraen, then?”

      Endric pulled his gaze away from the flames and looked over at Senda. She had a lean face and shadows flickered across it, giving her a dangerous expression that she did not need. Senda was dangerous enough on her own. “I didn’t abandon you, and I didn’t abandon the Denraen. I was abducted.”

      Her gaze flickered past him for a moment. It was only a moment, but it was enough for him to hope that she might finally believe him. Even after he told her what had happened, the way that Urik had managed to best him and abduct him from the city, she still didn’t want to believe.

      Endric hated that he had lied to her.

      Then again, had he not, he would have had to explain why he had willingly gone to Thealon with Urik. Endric wasn’t entirely certain himself, other than he had needed to know what had happened to Tresten. Had he not—had he simply remained behind—there wouldn’t have been anything he could have done to help the Mage. The merahl would have remained twisted, and perhaps hunted.

      No. Endric had done what was necessary, which didn’t make it easy. Worse, Senda had been with him through much of what he had experienced, but even she didn’t fully understand all that he had seen. How could she, as she wasn’t Antrilii and wasn’t gifted with teralin?

      “Dendril tells me it isn’t your intent to return to Vasha.”

      The change of topic was jarring, which only served to confirm how angry with him she was.

      “No. Not yet, at least. I’ll return to Vasha, but there’s something I must do first.”

      “Dendril only tells me part of this need.”

      Now he had the reason for her frustration. Senda served as his father’s Raen, a position that had once been Listain's before his death. He understood why she felt she should know why his father allowed him to make this next journey, with Tresten's body. “I’m sorry. If Dendril won’t share, then neither can I.”

      She sighed, staring at him for a moment over the crackling flames before finally leaning back. “You haven’t even asked about Pendin yet.”

      Endric licked his lips. “I left Pendin with his mother.”

      “As I’m sure you understand, that angered him.”

      “What choice did I have? If I did nothing, Pendin was going to drink himself into oblivion. I couldn’t let that happen to a good soldier like him. I couldn’t let a friend destroy himself.”

      Senda sniffed. “That’s a sentiment I know only too well.”

      “And I’ve changed. You’ve seen that I’ve changed. You were there—”

      Senda shook her head. “I haven’t been there. I was with you in Thealon, but I haven’t been a part of anything else, Endric. I don’t understand what is taking place, or any of what you’ve experienced.”

      Endric glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the Denraen camped nearby. Most of them sat talking quietly, though a few had separated from the rest to practice sword work. In that, it was much like any other patrol party. His father sat next to Novan, having a heated discussion with the historian. Endric noted the hint of a smirk on Novan’s face and suspected his father was having the worst of it.

      “I’ve shared with you what I can, but there is much that I don’t know, and much that I’m not able to share.”

      “That clearly affects the Denraen.”

      Endric turned his full attention back to her. “Everything affects the Denraen. It’s our purpose to help maintain peace.”

      “And yet, if it affects the Denraen, having their leadership remain in the dark about what is taking place seems to be a mistake.”

      “I can see if my father—”

      “I’ve not asked your father. I’ve asked you.”

      Endric shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m allowed to share. What you’re asking is beyond what I think I can tell you,” he said.

      Sadness clouded her face. “So that’s how it will be?”

      “Senda—”

      She stood and spun, leaving him sitting at the fire by himself. Endric turned his attention back to the crackling flame, hating that he didn’t feel as if he could share with the one person who truly had been there for him. When he’d made mistakes through his angry phase, it had been Senda—and Pendin—who had been there for him. Had they not, Endric would have never become the soldier—and the man—that he was.

      He owed her this.

      Endric had started toward Senda when Urik appeared out of the shadows. He had a plain-looking face, and age had weathered the corners of his eyes, leaving deep creases. “You need to be careful how much you share with her.”

      Endric glared at him. “I don’t need to be taking advice from you,” he said. He let out a heaving sigh and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Urik. That’s uncalled for.”

      Urik forced a smile. “I understand the pressures you’re under. Keeping secrets is never easy, especially from those you care about.”

      Endric grunted. “The kind of secrets you were keeping are quite a bit different than this.”

      “Yet they were secrets. And as much as it might be difficult for you to believe, I care deeply about those I worked with in the Denraen.”

      Endric sniffed. “I don’t find that difficult to believe at all. On the contrary, I think had you not cared for us, you might have done even more damage.”

      That had been difficult to come to grips with, but had Urik wanted to harm the Denraen more than he had, he certainly could have. Urik knew enough secrets that he could have shared with the Deshmahne—or the Ravers. Those secrets would have been very damaging to the Denraen. Despite the fact that Urik was under the influence of negatively charged teralin, he must have fought it, opposing the effects of the metal.

      “You’re going to have to find a way to share what you can with her, especially if you intend any sort of relationship with her.”

      Endric watched Senda take a place near the rest of the Denraen. She sat off to the side, away from them, and notably away from Dendril as he sat with Novan. Had she attempted to take a place near him and been dismissed? Endric could imagine how much that would hurt Senda and her pride.

      “I don’t know how much of a relationship we can have. Has anyone in the Denraen successfully maintained a relationship with others?”

      Urik chuckled. “I’ll admit, that one would be uncommon. If any could accomplish it, it would be you and Senda.”

      “Maybe she once would have wanted it, but I’ve begun to think that is not what she’s interested in.”

      “And what are you interested in?”

      Endric glanced over at the man. This was a person he had spent months searching for. He had spent months wanting nothing more than to find him and kill him, and now they were having a conversation about Endric's desires for a life and future with Senda? It seemed surreal, yet after the time they had spent traveling together, Endric had a renewed appreciation for Urik and all that he had experienced. Urik had suffered and had experienced as much—or more—loss as Endric had.

      “I want to have a chance to be with her,” Endric said. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted with her.”

      “Then you can’t let her stubbornness push you away.”

      “It’s not stubbornness. It’s a recognition that there are challenges between us that might not be fixable.”

      Urik laughed. There was an easygoing nature to it, but still a hint of darkness within him. With everything Urik had been through, and with the way he had been tainted by the negatively charged teralin, it was unsurprising that he should still have an edge. “Neither of you is dead, so whatever you fear remains fixable.”

      Endric looked in Senda's direction, staring at her, before shaking his head and making his way to her. He took a seat across from her, crossing his legs and resting his elbows upon them.

      “You should leave me alone,” Senda said.

      “Is that a command or only a request?”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Which will make you more likely to obey?”

      “Senda, I—”

      She looked up at him and shook her head. “No. You don’t.”

      “You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

      “I know you well enough to know that you would think to argue with me, and that you would think to try and convince me that you were making a choice for the right reasons. Even before you decided to stop being such an ass, you always thought to rationalize your decisions.”

      “I’m not going to try to rationalize anything. I only wanted to tell you why I can’t return to Vasha.”

      She looked up, waiting expectantly. Senda had been the Keeper of Secrets and a spymaster before she was promoted. It had to be hard for her not to know the answers to her questions.

      Endric held her gaze for a moment, letting it linger, before glancing over at his father. “You’ve heard of the Conclave.” When he turned back, he found her nodding.

      “You haven’t been nearly as secretive about it as you think.”

      Endric shrugged. “I haven’t intended to be secretive. I haven’t known anything more about the Conclave than what you probably know. What I do know tells me that they are keepers of knowledge, and it’s that knowledge Urik sought.”

      “And now Urik is allowed to join them. You don’t think that’s unwise, especially after everything he has done to the Denraen?”

      “I’m not sure what to make of it. If it were up to me, I probably wouldn’t have allowed Urik to live nearly as long as he has. First my father brought him in, and now Tresten did before his death. For whatever reason, they both believed Urik could be redeemed.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “I don’t know whether he should be redeemed. With everything that he did, everyone that he hurt, there has to be a part of him that remains tainted.” Endric could see it at times. Urik could hide it and managed to create enough of an air of scholarship that made others think he might be saved, but Endric still didn’t know. How could he have done what he had and be redeemed?

      Then again, Endric had made his share of mistakes and had been allowed to be redeemed. Should he not have been offered that opportunity?

      “It’s not my choice. The Conclave—at least, Tresten—has agreed that he can be redeemed. If they feel that he can, then who am I to decide otherwise?”

      “Who are you? Endric, I’m not used to you speaking of yourself in such terms. Who are you but the man who lost his brother because of Urik’s plans. Who are you but the man who nearly lost his first command because of Urik’s plans. Who are you but the person who nearly lost his father because of Urik’s plans?”

      Endric sat silently. Everything she told him echoed thoughts he had worked through. How could he not have? On the journey to Thealon and then along the shore, Endric had struggled with what Tresten had asked of him, but hadn’t he learned from Urik?

      “There’s more to the world than I know,” he said slowly. “Urik has experience that I do not. I don’t necessarily have to agree with him, but I think he deserves a chance for redemption. This time, it won’t be only the Denraen and the historian guild after him if he violates trust. This time, it will be the Conclave.”

      “And what makes you think the Conclave can do anything that the Denraen or the guild could not?”

      “That’s a good question,” Novan said.

      Endric spun to note the tall historian standing behind him, leaning slightly on his staff. “Historian. How long have you been listening?”

      Novan grinned. Endric wasn’t certain if it was his imagination, but it seemed as if the staff glowed softly in the faint moonlight. Maybe it was nothing more than a reflection off the metal he knew to be within it. “Long enough. Senda asks the right questions, though. They’re the same questions I imagine you’ve gone through over the last month.”

      “The last month?” Endric said. “My questions have been plaguing me longer than that.”

      “Have they? It seems to me that before you traveled with Tresten, you wanted nothing more than revenge. I’ll admit that I shared in that sentiment, and it’s possible Tresten did as well—until he realized that there were other ways that Urik could be useful.”

      “Why can he be useful, historian?” Senda asked. “Endric might be blinded by his affection for the Mage, but I am not.”

      “I would never have expected you to be blinded by affection for the Magi,” Novan said. “On the contrary, I imagine that you feel quite strongly about the Magi, though I wonder if perhaps that hasn’t turned into anger.”

      “Anger?” Senda said. “There is no anger. There is only disappointment.”

      “Is your disappointment because the Magi were unable to grant you the same abilities they possess, or does it stem from the fact that they took you in when your parents passed and gave you a place, even if it were one that you had never anticipated before? Or does your disappointment stem from another place, deeper and one that is less fixable?” Novan leaned forward, peering at her with a bright-eyed intensity. When he looked at her in that way, Endric could practically imagine him analyzing and cataloguing everything about her. Novan had a keen sense of observation and saw things in ways that others could not.

      “If you are saying this to question whether Endric knows of my connection to the Magi, don’t bother.”

      The corner of Novan’s mouth tugged slightly in a smile. “I see. It’s good that you have shared with him, much as it’s going to be necessary for him to share with you. I think you’re both going to be necessary for what needs to happen next.”

      Endric frowned. “And what does need to happen next?”

      “You already knew that you were taking Tresten to Salvat, so that he could be returned to the Conclave.”

      Senda jerked her head over to look at Endric. “That’s where you are going? You’re carrying the Mage’s body to Salvat? You know the tradition with the Magi. It’s certainly not to take their body to an island south of here.”

      “Tresten is… unique. Which means his needs are unique. We wouldn’t ask this of anyone, which is why Endric needs to go.”

      “Needs to go? What he needs is to return to the Denraen, and what he needs is to resume his service. He has been gone long enough. He’s practically no longer one of the Denraen.”

      Novan leaned forward and tapped his staff slightly on the ground. It rang out with a sharp crack, and this time when it flashed with a surge of light, Endric was certain he didn’t imagine it.

      “No. He is no longer simply one of the Denraen. Now he has become something else. Something much more. And what he has become is critically important. As is his task.”

      “And what is this task? What makes it so important?”

      “The Conclave needs Endric to return Tresten’s body to Salvat because it is possible that Tresten still lives.”
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      The sea splashed around the narrow-hulled ship, sending saltwater spray over the deck and leaving it slick. Endric stood at the railing, gripping it tightly, afraid to let go. He’d already slipped once and nearly gone overboard. He could swim, but he didn’t want to risk the danger of the sea.

      Urik stood more comfortably near the bow. He barely rested one of his hands on the railing, seemingly unmindful of the constant swells that threatened to lift and carry him overboard. A perpetual smile remained on his face and he stared out at the open waves as if to find some secret there.

      “I wish he didn’t seem as if he were having so much fun,” Senda said.

      Endric turned his attention toward her and found her leaning over the railing, heaving violently. He was surprised that she struggled so much with the chop. He’d thought Senda had more experience with sailing than this, but she had been the most affected by seasickness.

      “At least one of us should be.”

      “I’d rather it were you than him.”

      A massive swell slammed into the ship, sending Senda sliding back a few steps. She gripped the rail with a white-knuckled hold and breathed slowly, as if trying to prevent herself from vomiting. Likely that was exactly what she had to do.

      “Captain said you could go below deck.”

      Senda arched a brow at him. “And do what? It’s worse when I can’t see what’s coming. At least this way I can brace myself and I’m able to try and limit how much it’s getting to me.”

      Endric forced a sympathetic smile. She might think she was doing better above deck, but he’d heard the other sailors chuckling to themselves about the weak-legged woman and her inability to handle the sea. More than once, he had been forced to intercede before one of them thought to say something unfortunate to Senda. Unfortunate for them, probably. Senda might not be feeling well, but there was nothing weak about her, and he had little doubt that even in her current state, she would have no trouble taking care of these men.

      “It should only be a few more days,” Endric said.

      They’d been sailing for three already, having departed the Port of Gomald, keeping Tresten’s body wrapped in heavy cloths, concealing the fact that they carried a Mage with them. In that time, Endric still hadn’t worked out how exactly Tresten could still be alive. Novan seemed to think that it was possible through some Mage power that he possessed, though Endric had a hard time seeing it. He’d seen no evidence of life. There was no breathing and every time he had checked for a heartbeat, he’d found none.

      “How are we supposed to find where we need to go?” Senda asked, wiping a hand across her mouth. Endric pretended not to notice. If he said anything, it would only upset her even more, and he was smart enough to know that he shouldn’t do that to her.

      “We’ve been given directions,” Endric said, touching his pocket where they resided. Novan had given them to him, instructing him to keep them safe, but even with them, he wasn’t entirely certain where they were meant to go. Somewhere on Salvat, but the island was enormous. There were several cities, but it was otherwise sparsely populated. The massive Oluantiin Mountain rose at the center, a barren and desolate volcano that had not exploded in recent memory, but the steam rising from the center of it made it seem as if it might erupt again at any time.

      “I still question why you feel the need to do this.”

      Endric sighed. He wasn’t certain that he knew why he felt such a strong need, other than the fact that if Tresten lived, he owed it to the Mage to help him. Tresten had been a valuable advisor to him over the years, but that was not the reason that Endric really wanted to help him.

      Living in Vasha had given him a unique experience. He had seen Magi die before, so was not completely distressed by that—not as others might be—but if Tresten still lived, there was a different power than even he had seen. Given all that Tresten had done for him over the years, wasn’t it worth it to learn?

      “And I’ve told you that you didn’t have to come.”

      “Dendril allowed this of me.”

      If his father allowed it, it meant there was something more to Senda’s journey. There always was. “Do you know why?”

      Senda stared at him. “Does it matter?”

      “With my father?” He grunted. “Yes. It matters.” Maybe it didn’t need to matter. Maybe all that mattered was that his father intended for him to reach Salvat to work on behalf of the Conclave, though Endric wasn’t certain that was it.

      “What did you think that I would do?”

      “I thought that you would continue to lead the Denraen.”

      Her brow furrowed. “I do continue to lead. For me to be an effective leader, I need to understand everything that I can about the world.”

      “And yet you objected when I felt the same way.”

      “It wasn’t that I objected, it was that you did it for personal gain.”

      “And you aren’t?” he asked, arching a brow.

      She shook her head. “This is not for me. This is about doing what I can for the Denraen, being better equipped to serve our needs.”

      Endric studied her for a moment. Then he smiled. “I suppose that makes sense. Eventually you will be asked to lead, and—”

      She laughed, cutting off as another wave struck the ship, sending her sliding once more. Endric grabbed her wrist and dragged her back to the railing so that she could hold tightly to it. She nodded, the only thanks he would receive.

      “Is that what you believe? Do you think that somehow I will replace your father as general of the Denraen?”

      He shrugged. It didn’t bother him that she would. It was better that it were Senda than many others who could have assumed command of the Denraen. “I assumed that since you serve as Raen, you would take that title,” he said.

      She sniffed, bracing herself as another wave struck the ship. This one didn’t affect her quite as much, and she managed to hold on to the railing and prevent herself from sliding too far back. “Then you assumed wrong. Besides, do you think that I would even be able to defeat Dendril for command?”

      “It doesn’t only have to be the challenge,” he said.

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t have to be, but traditionally the challenge is the way the command has been transferred. Do you think that your father would not have transferred command to you had you won your challenge?”

      The more that he understood about his father, the more he wondered whether his father would have even accepted the challenge if he feared Endric might have beaten him. Dendril probably had planned for all eventualities, and likely had known that there was no chance for Endric to beat him. Considering the easy way that Dendril had of fighting, there would not have been.

      Now might be a different matter.

      Endric had learned significantly more in the time since he’d challenged his father. Could he possibly defeat him now were he to challenge him again? Endric didn’t know, and more importantly, didn’t want to know. He wasn’t prepared to lead the Denraen. Now that he understood more about the world, he wasn’t certain when—or if—he would be.

      It’s what made Senda a more likely successor than Endric.

      With her connection to Listain’s spies, she would have heard things that Endric had barely begun to understand. He might have experience with the Antrilii and with the groeliin, but that was nothing like Senda’s experience with the political machinations found in other places. He knew nothing about the politics of the southern continent and barely understood the politics in the north.

      “I think Dendril knew I had no chance of ever defeating him. That’s the only reason he accepted my challenge.”

      “And why do you think that I would have a chance of beating him? You’ve faced me in sparring sessions, and you’ve beaten me.”

      “Just because I’m the most fit to fight doesn’t mean I’m the most fit to lead.”

      Senda stared at him, seeming to see something about him for the first time. He wondered what it was that she saw when she looked at him. They had known each other a long time, and he didn’t think that he could surprise her anymore. He certainly didn’t want to surprise her.

      “Dendril will be replaced eventually,” Senda said.

      “I know that.”

      “Do you? I think you believe it because we’ve talked about it, and because you know how old your father is, but do you really believe that Dendril will one day be replaced?”

      “What are you getting at, Senda?”

      She shook her head. “I think your father senses that he nears a time of transition. And when he’s gone, he expects another to take his place.”

      “I thought you didn’t think that person would be me.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t think that person would be you, it’s that you’ve been away from Vasha long enough that you lost your understanding of the soldiers. I don’t know how you can lead, not without returning and gaining the men’s trust. Why do you think that I wanted you to return so badly?”

      “That’s the only reason?”

      She breathed out heavily. “You know that’s not the only reason. I have to think about more than myself. As Raen, it’s my responsibility to think about the men I lead, even if that means helping to find my superior’s successor.”

      Endric considered her for a moment, understanding coming to him. All of this talk about his father’s plans left him with the realization that even more had been planned than he knew. “My father asked you to come, didn’t he?”

      He wasn’t certain whether she would answer. Dendril often had plans upon plans. There had been many examples of this over the years, and the most recent was that Endric wasn’t entirely certain whether or not Dendril had known what Urik intended when he had coordinated the Raver attack. Had he intended for Urik to challenge him? Endric hadn’t thought so at the time, but maybe he had. Could Dendril have intended for Endric to challenge Urik so that Urik could be captured?

      The idea seemed implausible, but not entirely impossible. Urik posed a threat, and would Dendril have risked himself when he thought he might have another soldier capable of handling that threat? He’d already seen how Urik had manipulated the attack leading to Listain’s death, so it wasn’t a far stretch to believe that he would have figured out some way to coax Endric into attacking, especially with Tresten’s involvement.

      Senda stared at him, unblinking. Her lack of answer was answer enough.

      Endric had thought their argument had been only about how much he could reveal of the Conclave, but perhaps that was the beginning of their argument. He didn’t care for the idea that he was being manipulated. It was one thing for his father—and even for Tresten—to manipulate him. It was quite another for Senda to be involved in it.

      “Perhaps when we reach the shores of Salvat, you should return to Vasha,” Endric said.

      “Endric, you don’t understand.”

      “Don’t I? I’ve proven willing to serve the Conclave and haven’t questioned that, recognizing that there is much for me to learn, but I’m not willing to have my hand forced. If I am to serve the Conclave as it seems Tresten intended, I need to do so willingly.” He stared at Senda, noting the set to her jaw and the intensity in the way that she watched him. He saw the similarity to Listain in a way that he never had before. “I would appreciate it if you did not try to force me in this way.”

      “I’m not the one trying to force you in this way.”

      “My father, then? He serves the Conclave, so he recognizes what must be done.”

      “Your father served the Conclave. Perhaps he still does, but he also recognizes the needs of the Denraen. You are needed there, Endric.”

      He had thought he understood the disagreement between Novan and Dendril the night before they had parted ways. They had been arguing, though had been doing so quietly. Now he suspected they had been fighting over Endric’s role with the Conclave.

      “This is what Tresten wanted for me.”

      “It might be, but what is it that you want?”

      It was a question that he came back to frequently. What did he want?

      For a time, he wanted only to be a soldier, then he recognized there was more for him and that he needed to do more—he needed to be more. When he had gone to the Antrilii and learned about his ancestry, he thought he knew what else he needed to do, but even in that, he was unsatisfied. Understanding the Conclave had given him a greater sense of purpose, but even that was incomplete. Yet he didn’t doubt what needed to happen, especially if Tresten still lived.

      “I will return to the Denraen, but I will do it on my terms,” Endric said.

      “And what are those terms?”

      He sighed, shaking his head, barely noticing the way the wave crashed on the ship this time. Senda gripped the railing tightly, clenching her jaw as she strained to ignore it. “I don’t know yet,” he said and turned away from her, looking out to the sea and searching for sign of landfall—and sign of answers that he still did not have.
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      It had been little over an hour since they first saw evidence of land, and the captain had skillfully guided them through dangerous rocks that jutted out of the sea, managing to navigate around hazards that Endric barely saw before they appeared.

      Rain cascaded down upon them, coming down in sheets, but Endric remained on the bow, unwilling to move. He stared at the shore in the distance, wondering if he would find the answers he sought when they reached Salvat.

      Senda had been quiet for the remaining journey. He could tell that she wanted to say something but was resisting that urge. It was probably for the best, as Endric wasn’t certain what he might say if she did attempt to speak to him. Would he snap at her?

      “It’s been years since I’ve visited Salvat,” Urik said, taking a place near Endric along the railing. He had shown no additional sign of discomfort during their journey, practically pleased with the rollicking way the ship moved beneath them. Unlike Endric, Urik had even managed to eat. At least Endric had managed to keep water down. That was more than Senda could claim. She needed to get off the ship or he feared that she would become severely dehydrated. It was a wonder she hadn’t gotten more so already.

      “How long ago was it that you came to Salvat?”

      Urik glanced over at Endric. He displayed the same note of sadness that Endric often saw when he asked about the man’s past. Urik had suffered—that much was painfully clear—and Endric suspected he had only brushed up against the barest edge of just how much he had been through.

      “After I lost my family, I… searched.”

      “Searched? What did you search for?”

      “Answers. Faith. Anything that I could cling to.”

      “For what reason?”

      An annoyed smile crossed his face. “To determine whether I should keep living, Endric.”

      Endric couldn’t imagine reaching a point where he had to decide whether he wanted to keep living or not, but what Urik had seen must have been tragic enough for him to have to make that decision. What an awful choice, and it was one that Endric was thankful he had never confronted.

      “Why Salvat?” he asked.

      “Salvat has many Teachers here. I thought that perhaps I could learn and that there might be something they could teach me, perhaps a way to understand why I had been forced to go through all that I had.”

      “What did you find?”

      “I found the Teachers, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “And did they help you?”

      “Not as much as I hoped they would. With some of the Teachers, their knowledge is limited. They are descended from the Magi, so they have a different understanding of the world than many, but not all take the time and effort to learn how they can support the world.”

      “There had to have been some who were helpful to you.”

      “There were some,” he agreed and fell silent, watching the shore as it came closer. They tacked carefully, making their way around massive fingers of rock, never getting so close that Endric felt they were in danger, but much closer than he was comfortable with.

      “Hundreds of ships have sank trying to reach the shores,” Urik said.

      “And still the captain is willing to guide us in,” Endric answered.

      “You pay a man enough and he’s willing to risk his own safety. How else do you think I was able to acquire the Ravers?”

      “I thought you offered them the promise of power.”

      Urik shrugged. “Some power, but most didn’t know anything about the Deshmahne other than the fact that they believed the dark priests existed. When I brought them teralin, some of them began to feel its effects, but not all.”

      That surprised Endric. He had thought that everyone was susceptible to teralin. He hadn’t realized that it wouldn’t influence everyone in the same way. “Was that how you decided who would be given the swords?”

      “The swords? Most of those went to men with the most skill—or at least, the most potential. Not all were able to use the power of teralin in the same way. For that matter, I didn’t know that I would be able to reach teralin in that way. It was as much a surprise to me as it was to each of them.”

      “Can you utilize positively charged teralin?” Endric asked. They were not the questions he had thought he would be asking Urik, but the other man spoke almost dispassionately about what he had done. There might be remorse, but if there was, it was distant and not something that he felt clearly.

      “Positively charged teralin doesn’t have the same benefit to me. At least, it didn’t. Perhaps now it might.”

      “Have you tried?”

      Urik shook his head. “When I was back in Vasha, surrounded by teralin, I felt conflicted. There was a part of me that wanted nothing more than to reclaim teralin, change the polarity so that it would be negatively charged, and I could use it to free myself, but there was another part that remembered my time with the Denraen. Your father had always been good to me. That matters more than you realize.”

      “You weren’t treated well before?”

      Urik shrugged. “It’s not so much that I was treated poorly, but I wasn’t welcomed. I wasn’t given a sense of purpose. Your father gave that to me. It made what I had to do that much harder.”

      For the first time, Endric heard a sense of anguish within Urik’s words. Could he really have struggled the way he described?

      He glanced toward the shore. They were much closer. A rocky shoreline loomed before them and Endric could see the harsh, bleak shores of Salvat. Why had the captain brought them here, rather than to one of the larger city ports? This wasn’t the easiest way to reach the island. It might be the most direct, crossing the sea from Gomald, making their way toward the island, but he risked crashing and sinking.

      “My father has a way of making everyone feel…”

      Endric shook his head. His father had a way of making most men feel important, but not all. Endric had gone years not thinking himself important to his father. Even now, he wasn’t entirely sure that his father viewed him as a necessary piece of the Denraen. Perhaps he saw him as a part of the Conclave, and because of that, he wanted him as part of the Denraen, but if so, that was not clear.

      “You don’t give your father enough credit. Few sons do. I think you should be thankful he remains invested in you.”

      Endric pulled his gaze away from the shoreline and frowned at Urik. “What happened with your family? What did you go through?”

      Urik looked away, putting his back to the shores of Salvat and staring out toward the sea. Did he think that he would find answers there that he couldn’t find along the shores? “I experienced what no father should ever have to experience. I experienced loss and had my family torn from me before they ever had a chance to live and become the people the gods meant for them to be.”

      “I know that you lost your family, and I know that must be incredibly painful to talk about, but sometimes talking about it makes it easier.”

      “Is it easier for you to talk about losing Andril?”

      The dark edge returned to Urik’s voice with the question, and Endric tried to ignore the fact that Urik was responsible for the loss of his brother, but it was not an easy task. “He would not want me to focus on his loss, but on who he had been. He would have wanted me to have moved on, not wanted me to dwell on what had been.”

      “Because he had a chance to live, and he had a chance to make choices for himself. My family was not given that same opportunity. I think that makes it harder.”

      “What would your children have wanted for you?” Endric asked. “Would they have wanted you to do everything that you have done?”

      “My children were too young to make those choices. As I said, they were never given that opportunity. They were never allowed the chance to grow, to decide for themselves whether they wanted to be craftsmen like their father, or perhaps historians, or even soldiers. Instead, their lives were taken from them—and from me—before they had an opportunity to grow and choose for themselves.”

      Urik sighed, and Endric realized that it was sadness that created the darkness within Urik and not the residual effect of teralin. How could there not be sadness with everything that Urik had been through? How could he not have an edge after having lost all that he had? Wouldn’t Endric have a similar one?

      He knew that he would. Just as he knew that he had to move past it, knowing that his brother would not have wanted him to hold onto that anger. His brother would’ve wanted him to have found peace, in whatever way that he could.

      “How do you deal with it? How is it that you live knowing what happened to them?”

      Urik shook his head, staring at the sea. “I live as I have every day since they were lost.” He turned his head, his eyes haunted. “I take it a day at a time. It’s the only way that I can. Every day, I struggle with their absence. I feel it constantly. You think it is hard that you lost your brother. Let me tell you that it is a hundred times—maybe a thousand times—worse losing a child. Were it possible, I would sacrifice myself a thousand times over to have saved them.” His voice had faded toward the end, barely more than a whisper.

      Endric swallowed. Urik had been through too much. There was pain, and there was pain. When he had been captured, Endric had known the first kind of pain. Even his time with the Antrilii, searching for the groeliin brood, had only really taught him about the first kind of pain. Could he even know the sort that Urik had experienced?

      They fell into an uneasy silence, which Endric chose not to disrupt. If he did, what would he say? What was there for him to share with Urik? He had blamed the man for many awful things, but had never stopped to consider what awful things Urik had experienced.

      Was that a lesson that Tresten still attempted to teach? Endric had little doubt that the Mage—or whatever he was, considering he might not be dead—had intended lessons for him, much like his father often had. Most were lessons that Endric did not know—could not know—until much later. Those were the most important lessons, he suspected.

      The land gradually became closer and activity on the ship increased as the crew readied for their landing, but they never touched ground. Instead, they tacked around, turning to position the bow of the ship back toward the sea.

      “What are we doing?” Endric asked, making his way toward the captain.

      The captain was a large man with thick arms and deep red tattoos all along them that reminded him somewhat of the Deshmahne. There was nothing else about the captain that could be considered like the Deshmahne, though. He had an easy smile and a thick accent that reminded Endric of men from the far northern coast, and he commanded his men with ease.

      “Can’t reach the shore in a ship like this,” the captain said.

      “How do we intend to reach the shore?”

      The captain nodded to the crew working the stern. A small rowing vessel was being lowered, and the men were working quickly. Endric realize they intended to leave them here.

      “You’re not staying?”

      The captain shook his head. “We’re staying, but we can’t stay, if you catch my drift.”

      “Why not?”

      “We stay in these waters too long, we tend to drift. Anchors don’t seem to hold quite as well as they should, and more than one ship has crashed into rocks they didn’t see, or that didn’t seem to be there before.”

      Endric started to smile. “You think the rocks here are somehow alive?”

      The captain shrugged. “Not alive, but each time we come through here, it’s different. The rocks have shifted, the land has moved, not too many sailors are willing to make this journey. You’re lucky you’re paying what you are, otherwise…”

      “I’ll make sure you’re paid for your time,” Endric said.

      The captain shot him a hard look. It reminded him of Dendril and his occasional glares. This was a man used to getting what he wanted from people. “Dendril already made certain that we were paid.”

      “Were you paid to wait?” Urik asked.

      Endric saw concern etched in Urik’s eyes. He didn’t know the man well—not yet, and perhaps not ever—but he had grown to know him enough during their time in Vasha to recognize that expression. What would make Urik worry?

      “Aye. Dendril paid enough to ensure that I would wait. Were it any other man, I might not, but I don’t have any intention of getting on the wrong side of the Denraen general.”

      The captain left them and hurried to the stern of the ship, directing the crew loading items into the dinghy. Endric glanced at Urik. “If he doesn’t wait, how hard you think it would be for us to arrange alternative transportation?”

      “From here? Pretty hard. We’re in the center of Salvat.”

      “There have to be other ships that come through here.”

      Urik tipped his head in a nod. “There would be. The problem is few of those ships would ever stop here. There’s no port. Most would sail on for Elaniin or back north toward Chrysia. There is no way for them to stop here.”

      “Which is why you asked whether my father paid them to wait.”

      “I’ve dealt with sailors before. When I was arranging transport after…” He shook his head. “Anyway, when I was working with various captains, I learned that they would often quote you a price, but it was usually one way. If you wanted to return, that was extra.”

      “Dendril paid them twice what they should have been paid,” Senda said.

      Endric turned. She was studying the rocks.

      “If you really intend to bring Tresten here, you should gather him from below.”

      Endric looked at her, wishing that she wouldn’t be so angry with them, but her features didn’t soften.

      “I’ll help,” Urik said.

      They made their way below deck, where there was much less commotion. Urik’s body had been kept covered in the quarters Endric and Urik had shared, and they gathered the nearly deceased Magi’s body and carried him back above deck, holding him carefully as they reached the dinghy.

      “Seems a lot of effort for a burial,” the captain said. “This man must’ve been pretty well regarded for the Denraen general to have gone through all of this for him.”

      Endric glanced over at the captain and nodded. “He was.”

      They gently lowered Tresten into the boat, and he and Urik crawled in. Senda approached more cautiously, and when she reached the dinghy, she glanced at the ship once, a debate waging in her eyes, before stepping in with them. The captain and his crew quickly lowered them into the water.

      “We’ll keep an eye out for you. Light a fire and let it smoke for an hour before you intend to row yourself back out.”

      “You’ll see the smoke from here?” Endric asked. The shore was still quite a ways away and the sea was choppy, but there was a haze to the air and he worried the captain wouldn’t be able to see through it.

      The captain pulled a slender looking glass from a pocket and held it to his eyes for a moment before passing it to Endric. Endric peered through it. The shore suddenly leapt closer.

      When Endric handed it back, the captain chuckled. “I’ll keep an eye out for you. Just try not to take too long. I don’t mind sailing beyond the rocks, but if I wait too long, storms are bound to come. Make sure that you row yourself across before the storms come. Waters are treacherous even when calm, so you can imagine what they must be like when it storms.”

      Endric studied the captain for a moment, seeing the seriousness in his gaze, before nodding.

      They splashed into the water. He and Urik both grabbed oars and started paddling, cutting through the rolling waves. The sea was close and splashed over the railings of the boat, soaking him immediately.

      They put their backs into rowing, and as they did, the shore loomed ever closer. They bounced off an unseen rock and Endric winced. If they damaged the dinghy, they would have no way of rowing back to the captain and the ship. They would be stranded on Salvat. Perhaps not stranded—he could imagine a way of crossing to one of the port cities—but they would spend significant time making the passing.

      Then they reached the shore.

      As they pulled the boat onto the land, Endric noted something strange, and he glanced at Urik, wondering if the other man noticed it as well. The rock was warm—warmer than it should be, even for the temperate climate found within Salvat.

      “Is this—” he started.

      “Teralin,” Urik said, staring at the ground with an intensity that Endric hadn’t seen from him in a while. “The entire island is made of teralin.”
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      Endric took a deep breath, inhaling the air along the shore. If this was teralin, it should have a distinct odor to it. He had wandered the mines in Vasha often enough that he had more than a passing familiarity with the stench from the metal. Then there was the time spent in the Antrilii lands. When he had been there, hunting groeliin, he had grown even more familiar with the smell of teralin.

      There was a hint of that scent here, but nothing more than that. It was only a hint.

      He arched a brow at Urik. “Are you sure? This doesn’t smell quite like teralin.”

      “Smell?” Senda asked. “What sort of smell does teralin have?”

      “There’s a hot bitterness to it,” Endric said, easily thinking back to when he had first wandered the mines beneath Vasha. That had been a time when he had thought he might not ever make it back out. They had wandered for what seemed an eternity, and when they finally had managed to reach the end of the mineshaft, he had thought the heat would overwhelm him.

      “Bitterness? I would describe it as something almost sour, and slick, as if oily,” Urik said.

      Senda glanced from Urik to Endric. “You can smell it too?” she asked Urik.

      Endric would never have described it as oily, but that was what he felt negatively charged teralin was like. There was an oiliness to it, almost a slipperiness to the metal itself. He’d never been able to smell it, but was it possible that the difference between himself and Urik and the way they could change the polarity of the metal came down to how they perceived it? Or was it only that the way they perceived it somehow influenced their ability with it?

      “I can smell it. Sometimes I dream of it and think back to when I first became aware of the properties of it, back when I started to understand the power that could be accessed from it.” Urik squeezed his eyes shut and breathed out a heavy sigh. “In Vasha, it was… difficult… to ignore it. It is less difficult away from it, but…”

      “Will you be okay here?” Endric asked. He didn’t need the temptation from teralin to somehow change Urik and put them at odds with each other once more. He had dealt with Urik too many times to want to go through that again.

      “I think so.”

      “You have to fight it,” Endric said.

      “I tried to fight it in Vasha. When I returned, and when I was treated, I managed to ignore the effect of teralin for weeks, almost months. Eventually, it wore on me.”

      “If you’ve withstood it before, then you should be able to do so again,” Senda said.

      “It’s different here,” Urik said.

      Endric realized that it was different. He wasn’t able to see quite why, only that he had a strange sense of the metal that felt… more.

      “Will you let us know if it becomes too much?” Endric asked.

      Urik glanced at the motionless and wrapped form of Tresten. They had lain the Mage on the shore and Urik looked at him, as if thinking of the promise Tresten had made.

      “I will warn you,” he said.

      Endric nodded.

      “Endric?” Senda said.

      She made her way along the shore, guiding Endric away from Tresten and Urik. When they were a sufficient distance, she glanced at him before looking over her shoulder, back at Urik. “I don’t care for this,” she said.

      “You don’t care for what?”

      “Him. We have no reason to trust him, and if teralin is what had tainted him before, what makes you think that it won’t affect him the same way now?”

      “I think it’s possible it will,” Endric said.

      “Then why should we trust him?”

      “Because he warned us.”

      Senda frowned. “I think you’re taking too much of a risk. If he turns on us again…”

      “If he turns on us, then we deal with him. There are two of us, and I’ve already defeated him once and managed to overcome him a second time. I think that if anything, we have to be more concerned about him escaping.”

      “You’re awfully glib about that.”

      “Where would he go?” Endric asked, looking around. The rocks were barren and there was no sign of life anywhere around them. There was no greenery, no grasses even growing on the rock. It appeared almost as if the mountain turned itself inside out, leaving the teralin exposed, vomited forth.

      Was that what had happened? Did the volcano erupt with teralin?

      “What’s your plan for him when this is all over?” Senda asked.

      “I thought you had the ear of my father. Doesn’t he have some plan for Urik?”

      “He did, but then…”

      Endric sighed. But then Tresten had died. That had been his father’s plan. “We need to see what we can do for Tresten—if anything—and then we can figure out what we need to do about Urik.”

      “You should know that I’m prepared to kill him if it’s needed,” she said.

      Endric smiled. “I would expect nothing less from you, Senda.”

      They headed back to Urik, and Endric helped lift Tresten’s body. They started across the rocky shore line of Salvat. They made steady time, hurrying away from the coast and inland as Novan had instructed. After they had been walking for nearly an hour, Senda motioned for them to stop. It hadn’t taken her long to assert control, taking command quite naturally. Endric had been pleased to note that she had taken command. She was Raen and did outrank him, but she had always been deferential with him in the past. That wouldn’t serve her as a commander, and he had known the year he had spent away with the Antrilii had given her a chance to serve as commander, but it was one thing to know it and quite another to see it himself.

      “How much farther do you think we need to go?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. The historian wasn’t completely clear on where we needed to take Tresten.”

      “And you’re certain the Conclave is here?” Senda asked, frowning as she surveyed the landscape.

      “Even more than ever,” Urik said. When Endric studied him, Urik shrugged. “With this much teralin, it could only be the Conclave. There is incredible power to the metal, so I’m not surprised that they would chose a place like this to consider their home.”

      “If Novan was so willing to share with you the location, why wasn’t he willing to accompany us?” Senda asked.

      “I’ve learned not to question the historian,” Endric said.

      Senda glanced over at Urik. “You know him. You’ve spent time with him. Would there be a reason he wouldn’t have come with us?”

      Urik shook his head. “I know of Novan, but I never had the honor to claim that I knew him, not as so many others did. Even when I served the guild, I never was able to claim personal knowledge of him.”

      “The historian wouldn’t lead us astray, Senda. We have to trust that he would have told us correctly.”

      Senda frowned, saving the deepest part of her disdain for Endric.

      They continued inland, following a series of rock formations that Novan had directed them to take, though there wasn’t a clear path or other landmarks to follow. The farther inland they went, the bleaker everything looked. At least along the shore, there was a hope of the sea and the life Endric knew was there, but now that the ocean was no longer visible, there wasn’t even that. He agreed with Senda. It was an odd location for the Conclave to locate themselves. What was there here for them, other than solitude?

      Unless solitude was what they wanted.

      Hours passed, and they still had not seen any sign of buildings. Novan had claimed there would be a series of buildings that would be set into the landscape that would signal where they needed to go, but they’d seen no sign of that. There was nothing.

      As the day stretched on, Endric realized they had a different concern. It wasn’t so much that he was straining against the weight of carrying Tresten—though he was—but he began to worry that they wouldn’t find any source of water. They hadn’t brought any supplies with them off the dinghy. The captain had sent them with food and a cask of water, but none of them had thought to bring it when they started inland.

      Near dark, Senda called for them to halt.

      They set Tresten down. Urik remained near him while Endric and Senda huddled off to the side. She eyed Urik carefully. There was no wood for a fire, nothing other than the rock and the warmth it radiated. Without it, Endric suspected a chill wind would have settled over them.

      “What do you intend to do if this takes more than another day?” Senda asked. “You heard what the captain said.”

      Endric nodded. “There hasn’t been any sign of storms.”

      “Yet.”

      He sighed. “Not yet. You could have remained by the dinghy. You didn’t need to do this.”

      “Didn’t I? If I hadn’t come with you, who would ensure that you returned to the Denraen? Who would ensure that nothing would happen to you?”

      “Nothing will happen to me,” Endric said.

      “You remain far too trusting of Urik.”

      “And I said the same to my father before Urik abducted me.”

      “And your father recognized that you were right. Why are you the one now arguing on behalf of Urik?”

      “Because I’ve spent time with him. I have seen the change within him, much like you once saw the change within me.”

      Senda stared at him for a moment before leaning back, resting her head on the rock. She stared up at the sky, remaining silent. Endric decided that it was best not to argue with her anymore. No good would come of it.

      The distance between them surprised him. He had felt closer to her when he had been in the Antrilii lands. At least then, he had the memory of the woman he loved but had left behind. Had they both changed so much?

      He made his way to Urik. “I don’t know how much time we should allow ourselves to take,” Endric said. “If we’re here too long, we won’t be able to make it back to the ship.”

      “I understand your concern, but the Conclave…”

      “If we can’t find the Conclave, we’ll have to return another time.”

      “And what would happen to Tresten?” Urik asked.

      Endric shrugged. “I don’t know what would happen to Tresten. It’s possible that he’s truly dead, despite what Novan might think. I don’t know what the Conclave would be able to do to help restore the dying Mage anyway that they wouldn’t be able to do in Vasha.”

      “It’s this place,” Urik said.

      “Why this place? Why do you believe that there’s anything about the land that would help him?”

      “You can feel the teralin as well as I can, Endric. That’s what it is. With as much teralin as there is around us, there could be nothing but power here. If there’s any way to restore Tresten, it would be here. Even Vasha wouldn’t be able to help him nearly as much as this place.”

      “At least in Vasha, there would be other Magi to help. When we’re here, there’s no one.”

      “There’s you.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “Only that you’re Antrilii. I’ve seen that the Antrilii have… abilities… that are otherwise unexplainable. If anyone would be able to help Tresten outside of Vasha, it would be you.”

      Endric stared at Urik. He didn’t fully understand the nature of his Antrilii connection, or what it meant, but he didn’t want Urik thinking that he had something rivaling Magi abilities. That wasn’t quite what the Antrilii possessed. They were able to see the groeliin, and they were able to use that power to help them be stronger—and faster. His Antrilii lineage was nothing more than that.

      “As I said, I think we can only give it another day or so.”

      Urik watched him, and then shrugged. “If that’s what you think, I will go along with it.”

      Endric waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t. He moved away from Senda, and away from Urik and Tresten. He took a seat and then lay down, looking up at the sky. Stars flickered overhead, and the moon was a thick crescent, sending silvery light across the bleak stone, making it almost seem to glow.

      “What was that about?” Senda asked.

      Endric hadn’t noticed her approach. She moved silently—possibly more silently than she had before. It had been a long time since he had sparred with her, and he imagined that her skill had increased since then.

      “What was what?”

      “That.” She motioned to Urik. “Your conversation. What does he mean that the Antrilii have abilities?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Is that how it’s going to remain between us?”

      Endric breathed out heavily. “How do you want it to be, Senda?”

      “I’d like for you to talk to me. Is that so much to ask?”

      “I’ve tried talking to you. I’ve tried telling you about my experiences with the Antrilii, but there are certain things that I’m not at liberty to share.”

      “You think they are things the Raen of the Denraen shouldn’t know? Or is it that you think they are things someone you supposedly cared about shouldn’t know?”

      The hurt in her voice let Endric know which of those was worse for her.

      “There are secrets the Antrilii have kept for centuries that aren’t mine to share.”

      “What happens if the secrets of the Antrilii come into conflict with the needs of the Denraen?” she asked. “What happens if what you refuse to share becomes critical for others?”

      “I’ll do what is necessary. For now, it’s not. My father knows the same.”

      Her nose wrinkled as she frowned, and Endric recognized how that troubled her. For Senda, it was probably as much about the fact that she didn’t know, and the simple fact that there were secrets kept from her, as anything he might have said.

      “I miss the Endric I knew before,” Senda said softly.

      “And I miss you.”

      He stared at her in the moonlight, longing to reach over and take her hand, but he didn’t dare do it. The look in her eye told him that she would not appreciate that contact. He no longer knew if she ever would again. Maybe their time had passed, an opportunity missed by everything that pulled upon them. It saddened Endric if so.

      He laid back once more and looked up at the sky, wishing that the gods would grant him a measure of peace, but he wondered if they ever would.
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      Daylight came with a haze hanging over the sky, thick bands of clouds hovering in the air, and the distant rumble of thunder. Endric awoke slowly, feeling refreshed and more alert than he had in quite some time. He sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes, and found Senda still sleeping.

      When he stood, he realized that Urik was gone.

      Not only Urik, but Tresten.

      He swore under his breath and shook Senda awake. She sat up with a start and blinked, sucking in a sharp breath. “How long was I asleep?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s hard to tell what time it is because of the clouds.”

      Thunder punctuated his words and Senda glanced up, her brow furrowing. “Rain.”

      Endric nodded. “I think it’s coming.”

      “Where’s Urik?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, but wherever he is, he’s taken Tresten with him.”

      She jerked her head to look at him. “Tresten? Why would he have wandered off with a dead Mage?”

      Endric resisted the urge to argue and tell her that Tresten might not be dead. “The only thing I can think of is that he believes that having Tresten with him will grant him access to the Conclave. He wants that more than he wants anything else.”

      “And you didn’t think that we should keep watch?”

      “I didn’t intend to fall asleep when I did.” He remembered staring at the sky, but then there was nothing else. He didn’t recall falling asleep, and from the look on Senda’s face, he suspected she didn’t either.

      “Do you think he slipped something to us?” she asked.

      “How? We haven’t eaten or drank anything since leaving the ship.”

      “With him, I don’t know how. You said that he has incredible knowledge.”

      “He was with the guild, so he has the same knowledge the historians have, at least as far as that goes. I don’t know that would give him some way of poisoning us without us knowing.” Besides, Endric didn’t feel poisoned. He felt well rested, and he felt better than he had in many days.

      “Where would he have gone?”

      Endric stared around him. There was nothing but the desolate landscape, that of the dark rock stretching in all directions. How had Urik managed to get away from them—unless he had been traveling since they fell asleep.

      There was another possibility, but that would mean that Tresten had somehow recovered. Endric didn’t think that likely—not without Tresten saying something to him.

      “There’s nothing here,” he said.

      “What do you want to do?”

      Endric breathed out heavily. What did he want to do? He had come to bring Tresten back to the Conclave, thinking that if nothing else, he had to pay his respects in that way, but if Tresten had disappeared, there wasn’t any way for him to do so.

      They could wander, searching the landscape for signs of Urik and Tresten, but how long were they willing to do so? He felt well, and the night of sleep had restored him, but he doubted that would last for too long. Eventually, thirst and hunger would overwhelm him. And that was not even accounting for the possibility of rain.

      He looked at the sky, noting the clouds, and grunted. “I don’t know how long we have before the storms come.”

      “From the sound of the thunder, I would guess we don’t have more than a few hours.”

      “You can predict the weather now?” Endric asked.

      “Listain had some ways of tracking the weather. Especially in Vasha, where it was often unpredictable.”

      If anyone would have a way of anticipating the weather, it would be Listain, and he likely would have taught Senda about it.

      “If we have a few hours, then I’d like to take part of that and see if we can pick up their trail.”

      “Their? Tresten wasn’t in any shape to walk, and that’s assuming he somehow managed to come around,” she said, the tone of her voice making clear how unlikely she thought that to be.

      “Fine. Urik’s trail.”

      “You seem determined to avoid putting this on Urik when he’s the only one who could have taken Tresten from here. Why don’t you want to blame him for this?”

      “I…” He squeezed his eyes shut, thinking back to all the times that Urik had hurt him and those he cared about. Could he really have thought that person was gone? With everything Urik had done, how had he allowed himself to think that Urik had changed?

      But it seemed as if Urik had. Tresten had believed it, and Endric had every reason to think that Tresten of all people would have known whether Urik was deserving of his trust. It had been Tresten who had brought them together, as if forcing Endric and Urik to work cooperatively.

      “I don’t completely discount the fact that Urik is responsible for all that he has done, but I’ve tried to see the other side of it. If nothing else, I think that’s the lesson my father wanted me to have.”

      She studied him for a moment before nodding. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Endric looked around the place they’d rested, but they hadn’t set up any formal sort of camp as the Denraen normally did. There was nothing for him to clean up. How had he managed to sleep so soundly on the hard rock?

      They started off, heading away from the coast, continuing inland. Endric watched the sky as they went, worried about the rumbling of the incoming storms. The longer they walked, the more the thunder echoed, making him all too aware of what was coming. The captain had warned them to be back at the ship before rain hit, and Endric was not interested in testing whether they could survive crossing the sea once storms came through. He didn’t like their chances, especially considering what he’d seen of the sea when it had been relatively calm.

      It was difficult finding any sign of someone passing along the rock. Urik left no trail, as there could be no prints left in the stone. They wandered blindly, and Endric wasn’t even certain whether they headed in the same direction that Urik had chosen. With the protruding rock, Urik could have hidden anywhere, leaving them following the wrong way.

      “I think we need to turn back,” Senda said.

      Thunder boomed overhead and Endric sighed. She was right, and it frustrated him that they had seen nothing that would indicate Tresten or Urik had passed this way. “Fine.”

      He turned, trying to determine which way they’d come, but without the sun to orient himself, it was not easy to do. “Do you remember which way we came?”

      “Are you kidding with me?”

      “When we first came ashore, we had the sun to follow and guide us. Now there is nothing but the gray skies.”

      “And the movement of the clouds, Endric.”

      He stared up at the sky and noted that the clouds were moving in a particular direction. “Which way do we follow them?”

      “Assuming the wind doesn’t shift, we follow them back toward the sea. The storm was moving out of the east.”

      “Across Salvat. That’s right.”

      They started in the direction of the cloud movement, but as they went, Endric saw nothing that appeared familiar. No rock formations reminded him of what they had passed through before. There was simply nothing but new rock. Could they have chosen the wrong direction? Had he thought about it, he would have left something of a trail, but even that might have been difficult to follow, and he wouldn’t have had any way to leave such a marker.

      The storm rumbled closer. As it did, the wind picked up, whipping through him. It sliced with what felt like sharp, painful needles. “We need to reach the boat quickly,” Senda said.

      “We only walked for a few hours,” Endric said.

      “Then we need to march more quickly,” she said. “If we get stuck in this, there is no way the captain would remain in the storm for us. There’s no way he would be able to.”

      They started marching, practically running across the rock. Had he not rested as well as he had the night before, he doubted he would have been able to keep a quick pace. Senda kept up with him, stretching her legs with each stride but still needing to keep almost double his pace.

      When the rain came, it came in sheets. It drenched him immediately, and he had to slow so that he didn’t slip over slick rock.

      Senda looked over at him. “Even if we managed to reach the boat, we aren’t going to be able to go very far in this.”

      “We need to try,” Endric said.

      “Endric. We need shelter. If the storm gets any worse…”

      She didn’t need to finish. Thunder punctuated her words and lightning began streaking, brightening the sky.

      Endric swore under his breath, hating that they were running away, hating more that he had lost Tresten and the opportunity to return him to the Conclave and whatever help he might have gotten for him.

      “What do you suggest?” he asked.

      “We need to find some cover.”

      “There is no cover here. It’s nothing but these rocks.”

      “Maybe there’s some way that we could squeeze between the rocks,” she said.

      They started looking for places where the rocks came together, anything that might provide some shelter. The deluge of rain made it difficult to see anything, so they had to move more slowly, feeling their way along. It was Senda who found a place that might work.

      It was little more than a narrow arch of rock, but it was enough for both of them to crawl underneath, keeping themselves partly dry. They were entirely soaked, but pressing together beneath the rock allowed the warmth of their bodies to mingle, giving them a little more comfort.

      He twisted, trying to make room for Senda, but they were forced together. After the time they’d spent with emotional distance between them, it was an awkward closeness.

      “Maybe the storm won’t last very long,” Endric said, even as the sheeting rain dumping over the rock in front of them made him know that was unlikely.
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      The rain lasted for hours, long enough for Endric to lose track of time. When it finally passed, fading into little more than a drizzle, the sky was dark and the moon shone overhead. It was a night much like the one before, only this time he was soaking wet and miserable.

      He crawled out of the narrow cave and stood looking out toward the fading remnants of the storm. The air carried the heady scent of the rain, mixed with a bitterness, that of teralin. He breathed it in, instinctively reaching for his sword and feeling the power of the teralin flowing through it.

      “The ship is probably gone, isn’t it?” Senda asked.

      Endric sighed. “Probably.”

      “How are we supposed to return to Vasha?”

      He glanced over at her. She squeezed water from her hair. They would have to do the same with their clothes or they would never dry completely. There had been a time when he looked forward to seeing Senda without her clothes, when she felt the same about him, but for her, that time seemed to have passed long ago.

      “You’ll get there. It will take longer, but you’ll get there.” He was less concerned about the return to Vasha than she was. If anything, his time away from the city had taught him that there was value in being away.

      “Just me?” Senda asked.

      Endric shook his head. “You know that I’ll go too. It’s just…”

      “You aren’t committed to the Denraen, are you?”

      How could he answer? He knew what he needed to say, and he knew what Senda wanted him to say, but the truth was not either of those answers. “I’m committed to what the Denraen stand for, and I’m committed to the peace that I know is necessary, but I think the Denraen—at least as my father have them comprised—is somewhat shortsighted.”

      “Now you think you know better than Dendril again?”

      “Not better than Dendril, but I’ve seen things, Senda. It’s hard to view the world as I once did.”

      “So view it with your new insight as you serve the Denraen.”

      Endric studied her a moment, then began peeling his clothing off. She frowned, and a part of him waited for her to attack him for being so brazen, but she quickly realized what he was doing. As he wrung the water out of his clothing, he contemplated how he could serve the Denraen. That had always been his intent after returning from the Antrilii, and yet, when he had returned, everything had been different. Then again, he had been different.

      Maybe that was why he understood what Urik had gone through. He had experienced so much change and had found a way to continue finding a place for himself. Endric didn’t agree with how he’d gone about it, but he couldn’t deny the fact that Urik had managed to transition from father to historian to soldier to traitor so easily. Such skill with transitions was something Endric had yet to master.

      “You said my father intended for me to return to Vasha so that I could take over his place,” Endric said, pulling his pants back on. They were still uncomfortably damp, but better than they were. He preferred to leave them to dry, but the continued thunder that rumbled made him question whether that was even a possibility.

      “Your father is preparing for a time when he can no longer lead the Denraen,” Senda said. “He intends for you to take over for him. That’s always been his intent.”

      “Not always.”

      “Fine. Ever since Andril’s death, it’s been his intent. Is that what you need for me to say?”

      “I don’t need for you to say anything. I don’t know that I can be the Denraen general.”

      “I don’t know that you can’t be the Denraen general.”

      Endric sighed, waiting for Senda to get dressed again. He’d averted his gaze as she had worked the water out of her clothing. “We should see if we can’t find the boat.”

      “I doubt the captain waited,” she said.

      “There are supplies in the dinghy. If nothing else, we can at least find food. We can even use the dinghy to make our way along the shoreline.” It might be faster than trying to travel across land, and at least by taking the dinghy, they could use the current and might reach one of the coastal cities faster.

      “What if Urik returned to the dinghy?” Senda asked.

      Endric hadn’t considered that. Leave it to Senda to recognize a flaw in his plan. It was possible—might be probable—that Urik had taken the dinghy. He could’ve rode back to the ship before the storm came in, claiming that Endric told them to go on without him.

      “If the dinghy is gone, then we go by land.”

      They made their way into the fading night, daylight gradually creeping up. As it did, Endric felt reassured that they seemed to be heading in the right direction. He hadn’t been sure, not until they saw the sun rising.

      It was near midday when they reached the shore. “Which way do you think we need to go?” Senda asked.

      Endric looked along the shoreline, no longer as confident as he had been. “There was a cove. If we can find that, then we can figure out which way we need to go.”

      “That’s assuming that the boat is still where we left it. Even if Urik didn’t take it, it’s possible that the storm washed it out to sea.”

      Endric gritted his teeth. It would have been easier if there was something for him to fight. That was always the easiest answer. Having patience and finding a way to think through their strategy was much more difficult. “We’ll take it one step at a time,” he said.

      “We should make a marker. That way, if something happens, we’ll know where we’ve already been.”

      “Too bad we didn’t think of that before.”

      “I wouldn’t have imagined the island to be this bleak. I thought there would have been something for us to follow, but there’s been no sign of anything other than rock.”

      “You didn’t know what Salvat looks like?”

      Endric found that difficult to believe considering her studies with Listain and the travels she’d made prior to coming to Vasha. Could Senda be manipulating him, even now?

      He studied her. It was not something he ever would have considered before, but Senda was no longer only his friend. She was something more, and she had served Listain—and now his father—long enough that he thought it was possible for her to be manipulating him. To what end? She had proven her distrust of Urik. Why would she bother to try and hide anything else from him? Why would she willingly strand herself on Salvat?

      Endric thought back to his travels with Tresten and Urik, and one of the lessons that Urik had taught him about planning and strategy. If nothing else, Urik had been a source of insight. He was a master strategist, possibly rivaling even Listain, and Endric had known that he needed to listen when Urik spoke.

      What would Urik have said?

      “I knew that sections of Salvat were like this, but I hadn’t realized that so much of the island was this… desolate. Do you think this is what the Unknown Lands are like?”

      Endric smiled. “You want to compare Salvat to the Unknown Lands?”

      She shrugged. “No one really knows what the Unknown Lands are like. I like to think that they are a place lush with life all around, and that there are people there who struggle to reach us as much as we have struggled to reach them.”

      Endric chuckled. The Unknown Lands were impossible to reach, and unknown for that very reason. The Great Valley separated most of the land from the Unknown Lands, and the mountains in the north made it impossible to pass in that direction. Men had tried sailing along the south, but had been unsuccessful. As far as Endric knew, none had ever reached the Unknown Lands. That didn’t mean that no one had. Maybe Tresten would have known. If any could have reached the Unknown Lands, he would have expected it to be the Conclave.

      “Maybe there’s nothing there. Maybe it’s as bleak and unlivable as this place.”

      “If it’s like this, you would think that we’d have seen some sign of a volcano. At least here, the smoke rising from Oluantiin Mountain makes it clear that the volcano remains active.”

      “Unless the wind blows the smoke away from our side.”

      “That’s possible,” Senda said.

      They made their way along the coast and had walked for nearly an hour when he saw what looked to be a cove much like what he remembered seeing as they’d rowed into shore. He pointed, and Senda nodded.

      “If the gods are kind and just, the dinghy will still be here,” she said.

      “What makes you think the gods are kind and just?”

      “You don’t think they are?”

      “I think they’ve Ascended. Since then, they haven’t had much contact with the world, which tells me that they aren’t interested in what we might do. The gods don’t have any influence over us.”

      “The gods have every influence over us,” Senda said. “Everything we do, the reason that we serve, is because of the gods.”

      Endric forced a smile. He gone through his own struggles with the purpose of the Denraen and how to rationalize their need for fighting with the demands from the gods that they maintain peace. Meeting with the Antrilii had helped and had showed him that there were others who had found some measure of balance, a way that they could still serve the gods while dealing with the necessities of the violence of their world.

      “Is that the way you view the Denraen?”

      “You don’t?”

      “I think the gods required us to find a measure of peace, but I don’t think that they watch over us to ensure that we do. How could they? How could they allow such violence to take place in their name?”

      “The Deshmahne don’t serve on their behalf.”

      Endric tipped his head, studying Senda. “Are you so sure? The Deshmahne believe they serve the gods no differently than we believe that we serve the gods. What if they have the right of it?”

      “You have to have faith that your convictions are correct.”

      “And if I don’t?” Endric asked.

      “Is that why you don't want to return to the Denraen?”

      “I’ve never said that I don’t want to return to the Denraen,” Endric said. “I’ve only said that I want to continue to do what I need to help understand what the Conclave would ask of me.”

      “Then why do you view the needs of the Conclave as greater than the needs of the Denraen—or of the Urmahne?”

      “Because I’ve seen what the Conclave serves. It’s something like the Denraen, but it seems that they serve even more of a sense of peace. They are scholars, but there is more to it than that.”

      “I don’t understand you anymore. There was a time when all you wanted to do was to fight, and now it seems as if you’re trying to turn into a scholar.”

      “And if I am?”

      “That would be fine. I just want you to know who you are and what you intend to do.”

      Endric shook his head. “That’s just it. I think that I know what I intend to do and who I am, but I don’t think that pleases you.”

      They reached a point along the shore that Endric recognized as the spot they had used for their arrival. Some of the rocks jutting out of the water were the same though, as the captain had suggested, some of the rocks were new. He stared out toward the sea, looking for signs of the ship, praying that they might find signs of the bright white sails, but there was nothing.

      “The boat is gone,” Senda said.

      “And the ship, too.”

      “Which means that we are going across land.”

      Endric sighed and started to turn when he saw something bobbing on the sea. At first, he thought it was a bird. There were plenty of massive gulls that swept in from the sea, diving toward the water and soaring back into the sky with a fish clutched in their talons. Some floated on the surface of the water, bobbing in place. What he saw was much too large to be one of the birds.

      He pointed. “What do you think that is?”

      Senda frowned, cupping her hand over her eyes to stare out at the water. “I can’t tell.”

      He started pulling off his clothes, and she arched a brow at him. “I’m not going to get them soaked again, not after they finally dried.”

      “I didn’t think you cared for swimming.”

      “One of us has to go. It might as well be me, especially as you outrank me and generally the lower-ranking officer has to take on the jobs no one else wants.”

      She started to smile. “At least now you’re starting to talk sense.”

      When Endric had stripped, he waded out into the water. It was cold—much colder than it had been only a few days before. Had the rain caused the temperature to drop that much? The rocks were sharp beneath his feet, and quickly dropped off. He swam toward what he saw out on the water until it became clear that it was their dinghy.

      Seeing that, he swam with more urgency, each stroke bringing him closer. And then he reached it.

      If the gods were kind, they would’ve left the supplies within the boat. He was pleased to find the bundle of bread and meat where they’d left it. Water filled the bottom of the boat, but not so much that all of their supplies were soaked.

      Where were the oars?

      Endric grabbed the bow and started swimming it toward the shore. He ignored the sense of something swimming beneath him, an unpleasant sensation that made him think that there was some massive sea creature attempting to grab him. They’d seen no sharks, but he’d heard stories of them grabbing people off the coast and dragging them out to sea. There were other creatures—much worse—that he didn’t want to think about.

      When he reached the shore, he found Senda standing with a single oar, waving it at him.

      “That would have been helpful out there.”

      “You seemed to swim it in just fine,” she said.

      “I would’ve preferred not to have had to. The gods only know what’s in that water.”

      Endric quickly dried off with his shirt and began dressing. He noted the way Senda watched, not bothering to avert her gaze. There had been a time when he wouldn’t have flushed as he did now, and a time when he would have hoped that something more might have come of it, but he didn’t think Senda was in that place. For that matter, Endric wasn’t really in that place.

      “Now what?” Senda asked. “We have only one oar. Do you intend to row us along the shore by yourself?”

      “Either that or we walk.”

      “If there is much current…”

      “That was my thought as well. If the current can carry us, we won’t have to expend quite as much energy, and we might make better time.” There was another advantage, but it seemed too much to hope that they might come across the captain again. He’d likely abandoned them, turning away at sign of the storm when they hadn’t returned. They would be left behind, struggling to find a way off the island, at least from here.
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      Endric had been rowing for what seemed an eternity. His arms ached but he didn’t stop, as Senda slept next to him in the boat. And he wasn’t going to wake her to row just because he was tired. It would be his penance for bringing them here, the price he was willing to pay for wanting to come to Salvat.

      The sky remained clear and there was no sign of storms, nothing but hazy clouds that drifted overhead. There wasn’t even the threat of thunder as there had been during their first day on the island. The current carried them steadily toward the south and west. It helped, and Endric knew they made better time because of it than they would have had they attempted to travel overland, but there were other things to be concerned about. Traveling by land allowed them to rest and not fear what might attack. Traveling on the ocean left him wondering when—and if—some strange sea monster might come leaping out of the water at them. Senda didn’t seem to think that was anything to be concerned about, but Endric was not convinced.

      Every so often, he would drift off, no longer fighting sleep as it tried to claim him, allowing himself a few moments of quiet. He would drift off and then jerk awake once more, fearful that he might have missed something. Every time he came around, his heart hammered, and he remained alert for an hour, sometimes two, before starting to drift off once more.

      When he did drift off, he dreamed.

      They were vivid dreams and seemed to carry with them memories he didn’t have. Most seemed far too real. In one of them, he had a conversation with Tresten, and Endric awoke thinking that the Mage was sitting right there with him, only to find that he was still in the dinghy and Senda still slept.

      Other times, his mind seemed to play tricks on him, making him think that he saw ships in the distance. The first time that happened, Endric rowed toward one, thinking that if there were ships, he could try to find one that could sail them back to Gomald. As he went deeper into the sea, he found no sign of any passing ship and he hurriedly rowed them back toward the shore, fearful of letting it get too far out of view.

      The hull scraped across unseen rock, and each time it did, Endric jerked awake even more, no differently than he did when coming around after one of his vivid dreams or when realizing he was sleeping. He went from relaxed to terrified in moments, and was exhausted from it.

      His other fear was losing the oar. If they lost it, there would be no way to row back to shore. He didn’t think his sword, nor Senda’s staff, would be of much use, so he gripped it tightly until his hands began to ache.

      Sometime late in the evening, Senda came around and rubbed her eyes as she sat up. “Why did you let me sleep?”

      “You might as well sleep for now. You’ll have to take over in a little while so that I can sleep.”

      He no longer rowed with any vigor, letting the current carry them. Every so often, he had to dip his oar into the water so that he could redirect the little boat, keeping them moving toward the shore. At least the current carried them along the shoreline. The waves were nothing like they had been, no longer crashing along the shore so that he was careful to stay in the deeper water. Likely if they came too close, the water would tumble them into the rock, crushing both he and Senda as well as the dinghy.

      “How long have I been sleeping?”

      Endric glanced at the sky. “Most of the day.”

      “How?”

      He shrugged. “Must be the rocking of the waves.”

      She reached for the oar and he handed it over gladly, flexing his fingers to try to work blood back into them. They were stiff and sore and felt as if they were cramped in the position they’d been in the entire day.

      Senda began paddling with the same sort of force that Endric had used when he had first started, and Endric smiled. Let her tire herself out as he had. At least she’d had the opportunity to sleep, so he hoped she wouldn’t drift off nearly as often as he had, leaving her jerking awake.

      “You should sleep,” Senda said.

      “I’d like to just relax,” he said. “I’ve drifted a little throughout the day.”

      “The rocking of the waves?” she asked with a smile.

      Endric shrugged. “At least these waves are soothing, nothing like when we were on the captain’s ship.”

      In the darkness, her face paled. “That was… unexpected. I don’t know that I’ve ever experienced anything quite like that.”

      “I won’t tell.”

      “If you do, I’ll tell about all the times you were too drunk to serve on patrol and still did.”

      Endric smiled. “I’m not sure that’s all that much of a secret.”

      Senda shrugged, rowing again. “Probably not.”

      Endric leaned back and looked out at the sea. In the darkness, the moon and stars glittered off the water, casting streaks of color, barely enough to see by. The shore was a smear of darkness and he feared they would lose control of the dinghy and go crashing into it.

      “How far do you think we need to go?” he asked Senda after a while.

      “If we were somewhere in the middle of Salvat, reaching one of the ports will take a while. It’s probably better we go by sea than over land, but I wonder how long we would’ve traveled before finding a village.”

      Possibly days. Maybe longer. Endric had no idea about the scope of Salvat other than the island was enormous. He hadn’t expected the volcano to be quite like what he’d found here and certainly hadn’t expected to find it so barren.

      They fell into a comfortable silence—the most comfortable in a long time. Senda continued working the oar and Endric tried resting, but he’d had enough brief rest in the time he was rowing that he wasn’t as tired as he thought he should be.

      Instead, he was troubled. Where had Urik gone? Where had he taken Tresten? What did he think to do with a dead Mage? Even if Tresten wasn’t dead—and Endric still wasn’t certain how that was possible—he didn’t know what Urik would be able to do with him.

      Lights began to come into focus in the distance, and Endric pointed.

      “Where do you think that is?” he asked.

      “Maybe Elaniin?” Senda said, twisting so she could look. They drifted, the current stronger now, pulling them away from the shore but not so far that they couldn’t see it in the distance. Every so often, waves would crest near them and Endric would sit up, feeling a surge of alertness. He didn’t care for the idea of capsizing out on the sea and trying to right their small boat, and he really didn’t like the idea of trying to outswim some sea creature. He knew they were probably his imagination, but that didn’t change anything.

      “Elaniin should be large enough to get us transportation back to Gomald.” And from there, they could travel anywhere. If he went back to Gomald, Senda would ensure that he went back to Vasha, too. He wasn’t opposed to returning to Vasha, but going back made it feel as if he were serving something less than if he tried to help the Conclave. At least with the Conclave, there was a greater sense of the world and of how he could serve. Even Urik had felt it. The Conclave had been the reason he had been willing to change.

      The longer they went, the more he drifted, until a massive wave struck the dinghy.

      Endric sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He had thought that he wasn’t tired, but perhaps he was sleepier than he had realized. Senda smiled at him. “It’s okay for you to sleep. You stayed awake for me.”

      “I already told you that I slept some of the time.”

      She laughed lightly. “But not enough. Don’t push this, Endric.”

      “Is that an order?”

      “Do you want it to be?” There was a playfulness to the question that had not been there in quite some time. Endric smiled, thankful that if nothing else, there was a chance that he and Senda might reconnect. When they had first set off, he had not believed that there would be any chance of that.

      “I want—”

      Another wave struck the boat and Endric was soaked.

      No. Not soaked. He was in the water.

      He swept his arms, trying to keep afloat, but something seemed to be pulling him down.

      Endric kicked, keeping his mind calm, but submersion in the water left him panicked in a way that facing even the groeliin had not. Despite his struggles, he continued to go under.

      He kicked again, trying to reach the surface. Water filled his mouth and nose, and he tasted the salt of the sea.

      Was that something around his ankles?

      It was only his imagination. He knew it was nothing more than that but couldn’t shake the panic that had set in.

      Down he went, deeper and deeper into the darkness of the sea. It seemed almost as if the sea itself tried to suck him deeper in, and as he fought, trying to stay afloat, trying to get back above water, he went deeper and deeper.

      He started to lose consciousness.

      His mind rebelled.

      He couldn’t allow himself to pass out. If he did, he couldn’t fight, and there would be no recovery.

      Endric struggled, kicking again. It was useless. Each kick did nothing. He beat at the water with his arms, but they brought him no closer to the surface.

      Involuntarily, he tried to take a breath.

      Water filled his lungs.

      He continued to sink, trying to maintain alertness, but the longer he drifted and the farther he went beneath the surface, the less it was possible. His mind started to cloud and though he kicked, each came with less strength than the one before. A distant part of his mind warned him that he needed to fight and he needed to struggle and if he did not, he would die, but he couldn’t respond to that part of his mind. His body seemed to ignore him, and his muscles cramped.

      And then he felt something grabbing his arm.

      Endric used the last bit of energy that he possessed to try and struggle against whatever it was, but he didn’t have enough remaining strength.

      He was moved. Did he go up, toward the surface, or was he still dragged down, below the waves?

      He could no longer tell the difference.

      His mind was nothing more than a cloud. Thoughts became foggy and slow.

      And then he crested the surface of the water.

      Endric sucked in a deep breath, straining for air.

      He felt something on him and didn’t have the strength to resist.

      “Come on,” he heard.

      Senda. Somehow, she had managed to save him. That didn’t surprise him. If anyone would be strong enough to swim deep below the surface to rescue him, it would be her. She was the strongest person he had ever known. Why had he never told her that before? Why did he let the strangeness grow between them? He wanted nothing more than to hold her once more in his arms and to share the closeness they once had known, not this strange distance that had cropped up since her promotion and his return to Vasha. He tried to speak, but his mouth didn’t form the words.

      He was thrown toward the dinghy.

      Endric rested inside it, trying to get his breath. Each breath he took was painful, and it felt as if his lungs burned with the effort. He gasped for air, struggling to fill his lungs, and waited for Senda to return.

      A moment passed, and then another, and still there was no sign of her.

      Endric forced his eyes open and looked around. Where was she? Could she have gotten back into the dinghy and he just didn’t notice? As weakened as he was, that was possible.

      “Senda?” he croaked.

      There was no response.

      Endric looked into the boat and saw no sign of her there. He turned away from the dinghy and toward the sea. Fading sunlight sparkled off the water, casting a shimmering reflection along the waves.

      Where was she?

      He got to his knees, peering into the water, looking for signs of her. She had to be there somewhere.

      “Senda!”

      The only change to the water that he noted was a slight turbulence several boat lengths from him. There, the water had a slight churn to it, leaving a hint of white froth along the surface.

      Had she saved him only to drown?

      Endric stood, balancing inside the dinghy, trying to keep from tipping. He stripped off his sopping clothes and jumped back into the water. Out here, the water was chilly, not nearly as warm as it had been near the shore, and he was tired from his near drowning. He couldn’t let those thoughts dissuade him. Senda needed him to push through that. She needed him to find her.

      He dove beneath the surface of the water, trying to see through the darkness. He wasn’t as strong a swimmer as many. Endric could swim, but had never mastered it as others had, and he certainly was not as strong a swimmer as Senda happened to be.

      Then he found her.

      She was drifting away from him and moving quickly.

      Not drifting—pulled.

      Was that what had happened to him? Was that why he had seemed as if he couldn’t get his head back above water?

      Endric had feared sea creatures, but had feared them in a sort of distant way. He hadn’t believed that there were real sea monsters, but if something was dragging Senda away, and if the same thing had attempted to drag him, what choice did he have but to believe that there was something to fear here?

      Endric kicked, swimming as quickly as he could, trying not to think about the fact that the dinghy could drift beyond his reach by the time he managed to get to Senda—if he did manage to get to her. He wouldn’t lose her, not like this.

      She had saved him. He owed it to her to do the same.

      Whatever was pulling her away slowed.

      Endric kicked, using every ounce of strength that he could manage, and grasped for her foot.

      He brushed her foot, but it wasn’t enough.

      He kicked again, driving himself forward, and managed to get his hand around her ankle.

      The water was dark, and he could see almost nothing. The only thing he could see was directly in front of him, and he was thankful that he had a hand on Senda’s foot because if he didn’t, he doubted that he would be able to help her.

      He pulled himself along, reaching for her face, and felt something slimy wrapped around her neck. Was it some sort of squid?

      Endric pinched the tentacle holding her and the creature withdrew.

      He flipped Senda toward the surface and kicked. Something struck his foot. He tried not to think about it as he swam toward the surface, racing toward safety and for air.

      When he crested the surface, the dinghy was much farther away than he thought he could reach. Endric tried to ignore the pain and weakness, forcing himself to swim toward it. For Senda’s sake, he needed to.

      With each stroke, he felt his arms growing even more tired.

      He had to make it.

      Fear that the sea monster followed him made him swim even faster. As likely as not, it was probably only a squid, but what if it was something far stranger? Could he risk the chance that it wasn’t a sea monster?

      He kicked, nearing the dinghy, trying to ignore the overwhelming panic that threatened him. It served no purpose. He knew that, much as he knew that whatever was out there had likely been scared away.

      And then he reached the dinghy.

      He tossed Senda into the boat and crawled in after her. Thankfully the oar was still there. He hadn’t even considered the possibility that it might not be, or that it might have drifted away from the boat when he was swimming after Senda. Thankfully, it had not.

      Endric sank into the boat, leaning against the railing and breathing heavily. They had survived.

      His gaze drifted toward shore and he saw how far they had gone. He would have to row them in, but first he needed to rest.
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      The city was like nothing he’d ever seen. Endric considered himself well-traveled, but the massive fingers stretching into the sea, docks that reached much farther than he’d ever seen before, beckoned them in. Endric pulled on the oar, each stroke bringing them closer to shore. His back was hot and sweat dripped off his brow, pooling in the bottom of the boat. Senda remained motionless.

      He cursed himself. He’d feared some strange sea creature, and then one had attacked as if he had summoned it, called it by the gods. From what Endric could tell, Senda had no injuries, but he’d seen men die without any visible wounds. Enough trauma—a significantly strong blow to the head, for example—could kill a man just as easily as having his guts spilled.

      “Hold on, Senda,” he said. He’d taken to talking to her, not certain whether it would make a difference but feeling it couldn’t hurt. It might be only his imagination, but Endric believed that she was more at ease when he spoke to her and her breathing seemed more regular. He needed to find a healer quickly, though how was he to do that in a strange city, and with the sense of urgency he felt?

      The sun appeared to be reaching its peak and there was no breeze here, nothing that offered any hint of cooler air; only the occasional spray of water off his oar provided any sense of relief. Endric’s mouth was dry and his body throbbed from the effort of rowing for so long. All he wanted was to find a healer. Reach the shore. Get help for Senda. As he watched her, he didn’t know whether it would even make a difference. She hadn’t responded to him since the attack.

      The docks stretching out from the shore gradually came closer. How had he managed to get so far away from shore? He had been following the current, trying to keep the shoreline in view, and had been following along it, but gradually, it seemed to have gotten farther away.

      No. It was the attack. He had been forced to row away from the shore to save Senda. It had been worth it, but it had nearly taken them too far away from Salvat.

      As they neared the island, a few larger ships became visible. Endric scanned them, searching for signs of the captain who had brought them to Salvat, but that ship was nowhere to be seen. Endric would find him, and he would take back the funds his father had given for the transportation. The man had barely waited with the storms.

      “Were nearly there,” he said. “Just a little longer, Senda. If you can hold out, I think—”

      Her breathing stopped.

      Endric threw the oar into the boat and leaned into Senda. He pressed his mouth on hers, blowing air into it, breathing for her.

      Why had it come to this for him to be close to her again? Why had it required her nearly dying for him to place his mouth on hers?

      He continued breathing, pushing air into her chest, praying with each breath that she would take her own, until finally she managed to take a small gasp of air.

      She didn’t awaken, not really, but did manage to take that single breath.

      Endric waited, counting the moments until she took another. And then there was another. They were shallow breaths, but she breathed on her own.

      He let out a shaky sigh. At least she still lived.

      He didn’t know what he would do if she didn’t. How would he ever manage to move past it? And what would his father see if Endric returned to Vasha without the second in command of the Denraen?

      Endric rowed more frantically. Each stroke pulled on his muscles but he ignored the pain. For Senda, he needed to ignore any pain. She deserved everything he could give her. She deserved all the strength that he could muster.

      As they neared the dock, her breathing stopped again.

      Once more, Endric threw the oar into the boat, unmindful of the fact that they drifted toward another ship. He quickly breathed for Senda once more. After five breaths, she took a shallow breath again. He waited, but another didn’t come. Endric gave her another five breaths, and she started to breathe on her own.

      His heart hammered. He was tired, feeling as if he had run a race. For Senda, he couldn’t abandon this race. He couldn’t give in to the fatigue that threatened him. She deserved that much from him.

      The small dinghy smacked into a larger ship.

      Endric swore to himself and grabbed the oar, quickly pushing off the other ship until he could navigate toward the dock. Sailors on the ship looked down at him, but Endric ignored them. When he reached the dock, he threw a line around a post, lashing the dinghy to it. He scooped Senda in his arms and jumped out.

      The dock was enormous. It would take him the same amount of time to reach the shore as it took for him to travel between terraces in Vasha.

      Senda stopped breathing again.

      He set her down and quickly gave her a few breaths.

      When she finally started breathing once more, he scooped her up and ran. He looked for anyone who might seem to know how to help him. Everyone on the dock appeared to be sailors, men who would be unlikely to provide the help she needed. He needed a local, someone who could guide him toward a healer.

      What he needed was a Magi, but there would be no Magi in Salvat.

      At the end of the dock, he saw street hawker selling breads. Endric skittered to a stop in front of him, panting, holding Senda curled up to him. “A healer. Where could I find a healer?”

      The street hawker gave Endric a puzzled expression. “What did you do to her?”

      “She fell into the sea. She nearly drowned.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned toward Senda as if listening to her breathing. He sniffed, and his eyes widened. “Not drowned. Cothuln.”

      Endric frowned. He didn’t have time to try to find out what that was or what the man meant. “I need a healer. Can you help me?”

      “Aria can help,” the man said.

      “Where do I find her?”

      “Three streets over, there will be a net across her storefront. Tell her that you need healing for cothuln.”

      Endric nodded and started off. As he ran, he tried not to think about the fact that the man might only be crazy. There might not be anything for him, and there might not even be a healer where the man claimed. He had little choice but to at least try.

      He made it only one street before Senda stopped breathing once more.

      Endric set her down and breathed for her, waiting for her to begin breathing again. It never came.

      He lifted her up and started off, pausing every so often to breathe into her mouth, praying as he went that it would work and that he could somehow bring her back. With each breath, he questioned whether it was even possible. Was she too far gone? There might come a time when whatever injuries she had sustained would be too much for her. Already it seemed as if his breathing for her no longer mattered.

      Endric refused to give up. Senda would not have given up on him. She always wanted more from him, sometimes more than he was even willing to ask of himself. How could he not try for her?

      When he passed the third street, he froze, frantically searching for the sign of the netting the strange street hawker had claimed would be found here. There was nothing.

      Endric made a quick circle, pausing as he did so that he could breathe for Senda.

      Then he saw it. The netting was nothing like what he had expected. This was a fine weave, nothing like the thick rope nets fishermen out of Gomald and some of the northern ports used. What would a net like this even be used for?

      Endric banged into the door and threw it open, stepping inside. Smells assaulted him. There was the stink of fish and an earthy sort of odor, but there was a scent of decay that lingered over everything as well.

      A wide woman appeared out of the back of the store. She had a long, hooked nose and deep-set eyes, practically hidden by the thick hair hanging in front of her face. “What can I help you find? Perhaps a love potion? Perhaps a concoction that will bring you great luck on the sea? Or perhaps some way of speaking to the gods?”

      This was the person the street hawker had sent him to? This was the person who was to help him find healing for Senda? She was nothing more than a charlatan.

      “I need a healer.” Endric breathed for Senda, looking up at the woman. Her face hadn’t changed, and she watched him with a strange sort of interest. “My friend, she nearly drowned.”

      “Ah. The sea nearly claimed another. And now you deal with the sea’s revenge.”

      Endric shook his head. What had the man said? “Cothuln.”

      The woman cocked her head to the side. “What is that?”

      “Cothuln. A man near the docks said that…”

      What did it matter? He didn’t know whether or not to even believe the man, and he didn’t know whether it made a difference. At this point, Senda was likely far too gone for him to save, and whether there was some strange sea creature that had attacked her or not, what could this crazy woman do to help?

      The woman tottered toward him, somehow navigating her considerable bulk around the rows of shelves in the back of her store. She leaned over Senda, inhaling deeply. Much like the strange street hawker, her eyes widened slightly. “Bring her to the back.”

      “You can help her?” Endric asked.

      “Bring her to the back,” the woman said again.

      Endric followed the woman as she led him to the back of her shop. They passed through a bead curtain to a side that was even more sparsely decorated. Jars of creatures rested on the floor. Several were living. One, a massive eel, swirled in the water as they passed. Another jar held dozens of fish, swimming in a spiraling pattern that went still the moment Endric came close.

      Other jars had stranger items. One appeared to be the head of a shark. One was a bright red, and practically glowed. Still another jar seemed to contain nothing more than dirt.

      There was nothing here that would help Senda. He had seen places like this during his travels, and in none of them had he ever found anyone with real skill. All used strange concoctions to work whatever healing they claimed would be effective, but Endric had never seen any that actually worked.

      What he wouldn’t give to have Senda back in Vasha.

      For that matter, what he wouldn’t give to have Tresten.

      “Set her here,” the woman said, motioning to a place on the floor. It was little more than a bed of straw. Endric hesitated but the woman grabbed his arms and dragged him down with more strength than he would have guessed she possessed. She pulled Senda from him and laid her down on the floor. The woman began smelling her, placing her nose up to Senda’s neck and then to her forehead, and then on to each arm before finally moving to her hands and then her feet. When she was done, she turned and glanced at the jars.

      “Continue breathing for her,” the woman said.

      Endric shook himself. He had forgotten to continue his breaths. How long had it been since he had taken a breath for her? Did her heart even still beat? He didn’t know enough about healing to know how to assess that, but he’d heard healers often enough to know that if the heart stopped, even breathing for someone wouldn’t make a difference.

      The woman went to the jar with the live eel swirling around. She pried the top off the jar and scooped a cup full of water into a chipped porcelain cup. She returned to Endric and nodded at Senda. “Tip her head back.”

      Endric took another breath for Senda and did as she instructed.

      The woman brought the cup to Senda’s mouth and poured the liquid into her throat.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      “Cothuln. You are lucky you encountered Jonash. Few would have recognized a cothuln attack.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      The woman looked up at him, meeting his gaze. “Few have. Few managed to survive.”

      The woman continued sniffing Senda. She paused at Senda’s arm and hurried to another jar, one that Endric didn’t see, and when she returned, she nodded to him. Endric tipped Senda’s head back once more. The woman poured liquid into Senda’s mouth. Too late, Endric realize that it was a bright red liquid.

      “What was that?”

      “We call it the blood of the gods.”

      Endric sucked in a breath. “What is it?”

      “It is a combination of much power. If we are to revive your loved one, it will take divine intervention.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Then you aren’t listening. Now. Pay attention!”

      Endric twisted and looked back at the jar. It was a deep maroon, almost a blood red, and as he studied it, he couldn’t help but think that it glowed faintly. There was something unsettling about it, though, and Endric couldn’t quite place what it was. And now Senda had just drank it.

      “Breathe for her.”

      Endric glanced over at the woman. She ignored him and scurried off to another jar.

      What choice did he have? He leaned forward, breathing for Senda again. His lips tingled when they touched hers, and he wondered what exactly was in the blood of the gods. What had she given to Senda?

      When the woman returned, nodding to him once more, Endric complied, tipping toward Senda’s head to give her a breath.

      “Not you, idiot. Again.” She poured another liquid into Senda’s mouth and ran her fingers along Senda’s throat. This one had a sour odor to it that reminded him of cheap ale, the kind that Senda had often admonished him for drinking before he had been promoted.

      How long would he put up with this? There had to come a time when he would realize that nothing could be done for her.

      “Breathe!”

      Endric leaned in and placed his mouth on Senda’s. The woman slapped him.

      Endric jerked back.

      “Not you.”

      Endric looked down at Senda. “She hasn’t taken a breath on her own in… A while.”

      “Yes, but that was before.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before this.”

      The woman placed her finger on Senda’s forehead and leaned in. “Breathe.” It was a whisper, but there seemed to be a force of energy that came with it. Was it imagined?

      If it wasn’t imagined, maybe this woman could help Senda, regardless of the concoctions she thought to use. She was odd, but so were the women in the house of the Yahinv, and they had possessed power. Endric didn’t question whether they were capable of using that power to help, either.

      Endric watched and, with a sudden gasp, Senda began breathing on her own.

      He leaned back, waiting. “You did it.”

      This woman had actually healed Senda. He started to smile, thinking of all the things he wanted to tell Senda, the things that should have been said before she had gone after him. They were things that he had left unsaid for far too long.

      ““I’ve done nothing other than get her breathing again,” the woman said. “She will require more than I can provide. This one very nearly didn’t survive.”

      “What does she need?”

      “Divine intervention.”

      “How will I find that?”

      The woman frowned at him. “How? You follow what you feel, you fool.”
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      Endric clutched Senda to his chest. She breathed, but that was all she had done. Each breath seemed to struggle, as if at any moment she would stop again. He felt on edge, focusing on her, afraid that she would stop breathing again but so far, she had not. If she did, what would he be able to do?

      He patted his pocket, checking for the vials the strange woman had given him. Each one was numbered, a sequence that he was instructed to follow if she stopped breathing again. Somehow, he was to find divine intervention, healing that no longer existed.

      For Senda, he had to find it, but Endric wasn’t sure where to begin.

      He glanced toward the docks. Now that he was here, he could hire transport across the sea, and in a matter of… days? weeks?... he could return to Vasha, and from there, perhaps he could request healing from the Magi. There were few Magi that he knew, and given Senda’s connection to the Magi, he wondered if perhaps they would help, or would they send him on his way?

      What other options were there? He didn’t have enough of the elixirs to get Senda back to Vasha. That much he knew all too well. And if he somehow didn’t find divine intervention, there would be no saving her. That was an answer Endric couldn’t stomach.

      There was another possibility, but it seemed even more unlikely than reaching Vasha. It was one that had a greater chance of success. If he could somehow find what happened to Urik, and see if Tresten had been resurrected…

      Endric shook the thought away. Even if he could find Urik, the idea that Tresten could have somehow been resurrected seemed more than improbable. It was impossible.

      As impossible as finding divine intervention that would save Senda.

      Endric turned away from the docks.

      He couldn’t take the dinghy. They had followed the current here, so there wouldn’t be any way to take it back to the cove where they’d been let off. That meant somehow traveling across the land.

      There was another option, but he didn’t know whether it would even help.

      His gaze drifted to a large building on the edge of the city. The canicharl was home to the College of Teachers. Senda was descended from them, so he had to hope that they might offer some assistance. They had to, didn’t they?

      If nothing else, maybe they could watch over her until he figured out how to get her the help he needed. Perhaps they could administer the necessary elixirs, though would he even trust strangers to do that?

      He couldn’t carry her indefinitely. He would need help.

      Endric trudged through the city, making his way toward the canicharl.

      Elaniin was enormous, and everything he saw made it clear that it had started off as a fishing village and had grown from there. There were countless fish mongers and other similar vendors. He saw dozens of shops to help with the fishermen, including several that were weavers, something Endric quickly realized meant that they made the nets used by the fishermen. Other shops had similar purposes. The farther he went from shore, the more the nature of the city changed, taking on more of a scholarly type of appearance. He passed a few booksellers, something that surprised him at first, but the longer that he walked, the closer that he came to the canicharl, the more that he found. Merchants moved through here, and Endric realized that many were book traders, making him realize that the canicharl and the college traded in these books.

      By the time he reached the canicharl, his arms burned with the effort of carrying Senda. Endric hadn’t worked out how he would convince the canicharl to help him, but somehow, he would have to find a way. They were Teachers. Maybe they would be interested in studying what happened to her and evaluating what strange elixirs the woman had used on her.

      An elderly man answered his knock at the door.

      “Visitors aren’t allowed until the morning,” the elderly man said. He had a warbly voice and he eyed Endric with an edge of suspicion.

      “Please. I need the assistance of the college,” he said.

      “As I said, visitors are not allowed until morning.”

      “She is the daughter of Teachers.”

      The man’s gaze shifted from Endric’s face to Senda, curled up in his arms. “Many can claim connection to the Teachers.”

      Endric searched his brain for what Senda had told him about herself. What was it that she’d said about her parents? They had died along the coast and a scrap of fabric had been found there, but there had been something else, hadn’t there?

      Maybe he needed to try a different approach.

      “Her uncle was Listain.”

      The man frowned, glancing from Endric to Senda. “Was?”

      “Listain died. She is his niece. She is—”

      “Bring Senda in.”

      It was Endric’s turn to frown. He wasn’t surprised that they would recognize Listain’s name. As second in command of the Denraen, he had a reputation, and Endric didn’t think it terribly surprising to know that Listain was related to the Magi and that he could have been one of the Great Teachers. What surprised him was the fact that the man recognized Senda only by that connection.

      Once inside the canicharl, Endric looked around. Walls of stone rose on either side of him and massive lanterns glowed, casting the hallway in bright light. Windows were set high overhead, but at this time of day, very little light came in.

      “This way,” the man said, guiding Endric along the hall.

      Endric followed the man, unable to help himself as he paused at the periodically hung tapestries. They were exquisitely made, and one of them possessed a map of the known world, nations outlined in bold colors, cities labeled as well. Most of the cities still existed, though there were a few that had disappeared since that tapestry had been made.

      “Come along,” the man said.

      Endric shook himself, pulling his attention back to the task at hand. He needed to get Senda the help she needed, and if that was here with the Teachers, then that was what he needed.

      “What happened to her?” the elderly man asked.

      Endric took a moment to study him. He had deep wrinkles along the corners of his eyes and his brow was heavily furrowed. His hair was cut close but completely silver, and he had steely gray eyes to match. Whereas Endric had thought him fatherly at first, the more he studied him, the more it seemed as if the man had more of a stern countenance.

      “She was drowning—”

      The man glanced over, and the deep frown on his face cut Endric off as much as the strange healer’s slap had. “This was not a drowning. She smells of the sea, but the irregularity of her breathing combined with the urgency of your request tells me this was no simple drowning. What happened?”

      “I don’t know. I was dragged into the sea. Senda went after me. I got into the boat, and she… She barely made it. She’s been like this ever since.”

      The man studied her. Endric kept waiting for him to sniff her, the same way that the others had sniffed her. He was thankful when he did not. “You brought her to Aria.”

      Endric nodded. “Do you know her?”

      The man’s face soured. “Unfortunately, I know her. It is a shame you brought Senda there first.”

      “I didn’t have a choice. She wasn’t breathing—”

      “You breathed for her?”

      Endric nodded. “Part of my training included some basic resuscitation.”

      The man regarded Endric with renewed curiosity. “You are Denraen. I didn’t see it at first. You don’t carry yourself like the Denraen I know.”

      “How do I carry myself?”

      The man didn’t answer. “What did Aria do for her?” the man asked.

      “There was water from a jar with an eel in it. There was something she called the blood of the gods. And there was—”

      The man shook his head. “That is enough.”

      “I came here to see if you could help.”

      “It is too late for our help. You brought her to Aria.”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Aria works in different realms than we do. What she does interferes.”

      Endric frowned. That seemed an odd comment from a Teacher. They were scholars and supposedly studied strange realms.

      The man guided them into a small room. There were rows of beds here, and men and women wearing white clothing moved between the beds, administering to people lying on beds. This was some sort of healing ward, but it was nothing like Endric had ever seen before.

      Had he made a mistake? Could he have gotten Senda here in time to provide any sort of help for her? Or wouldn’t it have mattered? She was far along when he had reached Aria, possibly too far along for it to have mattered whether he had stopped at Aria’s healing shop or continued to make his way here. Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered either way.

      The man stopped in front of an empty cot and motioned for Endric to set Senda down. When he did, he breathed out a sigh of relief. He’d been carrying her for a long time, and his arms burned from the effort.

      “There’s nothing you can offer?”

      “We can offer her comfort.”

      “Aria seemed to think that something called a cothuln attacked.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. I am not surprised she would believe that.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “As I said, we work in different realms. Aria’s belief does not require empiric observation.”

      Endric looked around at the Teachers administering to others in the ward. If nothing else, he felt reassured that Senda would receive the help she needed here, but they likely wouldn’t use the remaining elixir to keep her breathing. Did that matter?

      Regardless of this man’s feelings about Aria, the woman had helped Senda and without her, she wouldn’t have been breathing. At least she breathed on her own, even if she made no other purposeful movements.

      “Keep her comfortable, please.”

      The man looked up at Endric. “You don’t intend to stay with her for her remaining days?”

      “I intend to see her healed.”

      “I’m sorry, but there is unlikely to be any healing from this. We have seen it before. Those afflicted do not recover. We can keep her comfortable, but that is it.”

      There came a distant sound of thunder and the elderly man paused and looked up. When it was gone, he turned his attention back to Senda.

      Endric sighed. “Then keep her comfortable. I will be gone a short while and will return.”

      The man studied him a moment before nodding and disappearing to speak to one of the other Teachers making their way through the room. Endric reached into his pocket and quickly pulled out the elixirs. If they weren’t going to administer them to Senda, the least that he could do would be to give her a dose of them now and hope that he had enough time before the effect wore off. Hopefully in that time, he would find her the help she needed. Even if it wasn’t Urik and Tresten, maybe there was some other that he could reach. Or maybe the healers here would find some way of helping.

      He leaned toward her, brushing her lips with his. “Stay with me,” Endric said. “I will find you help.”

      He worked quickly and poured the elixirs into her throat in the sequence that Aria had suggested. When he was done, he stuffed the bottles back into his pocket and hurried from the room, praying that it wasn’t the last time that he would see Senda.
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      The landscape of Salvat was a strange thing. In this part of the island, it was lush, with vibrant shrubs growing around the outskirts of the city, leaving a fragrance in the air. It was nothing like where he had been left off by the captain, the bleak teralin everywhere. It almost seemed a completely different island.

      Endric spurred his horse forward. It had been far more expensive than it should have been, though on an island, maybe such cost for mounts was typical. Endric didn’t know and was thankful that the coin purse he kept stashed inside a boot compartment had not gotten dislodged during his attempt to reach shore.

      He wasn’t even certain where he traveled. It seemed as if he needed to hurry, especially without knowing how much—if any—Senda would recover, but how was he supposed to go about finding where he needed to go?

      He had to find Urik. Once he did, then he could see what had happened to Tresten, and if anything had happened, then he could use that, and perhaps Tresten might be able to help him with Senda. That is, if he still lived.

      Could he have made this journey to Salvat only to lose both Senda and Tresten? What sort of price was that?

      Endric tried not to let those thoughts linger. All they did was remind him of his failings.

      He tried not to think about how he had already failed Senda. He tried not to think of her lying in the canicharl, the healers there trying to provide some measure of comfort but unable to offer her the relief that she deserved. Maybe the elderly healer had been right. Maybe it would have been kinder for him to have let her go.

      Endric tapped the flank of the dappled stallion. The horse was sleek and fast, so if nothing else, the price justified.

      At the edge of the city, he turned, pausing to look back. The canicharl rose in the distance, an impressive structure even from here. He could make out the sea and heard waves crashing distantly. They mixed with the cawing of gulls. Were he not in a hurry, there would be a peaceful sense to it all. Instead, he felt nothing but urgency.

      Endric turned, tapping the horse’s flank again, and they streaked off, racing toward the distance. Surprisingly, a road led away from the city. Given the nature of the landscape that he knew to be found on the inner section of the island, he was surprised by that. He followed that road, letting it take him from the city, moving quickly and trying to ignore the ever-present sense of nagging doubt.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Endric reached a village near evening. There was nothing particularly unique about the village. It was a cluster of homes, a few buildings that were larger—one with the scent of roasted meats, making him think it was a tavern. His stomach lurched, and he debated whether to stop or to continue on for the night, before reason got the best of him. Why shouldn’t he stop? He didn’t know how long he would need to travel in order to find another place to stay, and he wasn’t supplied well enough to remain out in the elements all night long. He’d already learned that the nighttime temperature in Salvat could drop precipitously.

      Endric tied up his horse in the stable behind the tavern and made his way around to the entrance. Inside, there were a few people—probably all locals by the look of them—and a single barmaid making her way between tables.

      Endric took a seat, choosing a spot near the door but wanting some measure of solitude. At least near the door, he could get away quickly if needed. He didn’t expect trouble here, but it was a difficult habit to break.

      He looked around. It always surprised him that regardless of where he went, taverns appeared similar. This place could be found in any of the northern cities. Perhaps not with the same quantity of fish served—that seemed particular to Salvat—but the rest of the tavern, including the overall feel of it, could have been found anywhere else.

      The waitress made her way over to him and flashed a wide smile. “A traveler. We don’t get many travelers through here these days.”

      “No? Not even merchants?”

      The woman looked around. She shoved a few loose strands of brown hair behind her ear. “We don’t have many merchants who come through here, either. The trade just isn’t that good and it’s easier to reach the other side of the island by sea.” The woman studied him a moment. “And you don’t have the look of a merchant about you.”

      Endric shook his head. “I’m not a merchant,” he agreed.

      “Then what are you?”

      He smiled. “You always question travelers like this?”

      She shrugged. “Only those I don’t know.”

      “How many travelers do you get through here that you do know?”

      “Most of them. Most people who come in here either are from Joyner or are related to someone from here. Either way, I know most of them.”

      Endric couldn’t help but smile. There was something of a simplicity to life here, and he found it strangely appealing. He’d never known such simplicity. All he had ever known was Vasha and life in the Denraen, including patrols and everything that went with that.

      “I’m Endric,” he said.

      The woman cast a quick glance around the tavern before pulling out a stool and taking a seat across from him. She was pretty, something he once would have noticed much sooner, with a round face and full lips that matched her figure. It had been a long time since he had appraised women in such a way. Why had he suddenly regressed? Senda wasn’t gone, and even if she were, he had a different interest in women than he once had. He was drawn to a different kind of woman.

      “I’m Natalie,” she said. She stuck her hand out, waiting for him to shake it. Endric did so, grinning. It was a strangely formal gesture. “Why have you come to Joyner, Endric?”

      “Apparently not the same reason others have come.”

      Natalie shook her head. “We’ve already established that.”

      “I’m searching for someone.”

      Natalie looked around the tavern before turning her attention back to Endric. “And you think to find them here? If you don’t know whether someone is in Joyner or not, you don’t have to look all that hard.”

      “They’re not here.” He hesitated. Could Urik have come here? It seemed unlikely, but maybe he had. And if he had, and if the village was as small as what Natalie said, it seemed as if it would be pretty easy to know for certain. “Have you had other travelers through here?”

      “Besides you? Not any who don’t belong.”

      “And I don’t belong?”

      “If you’re going to keep questioning everything I’ve said, it’s going to take a long time for us to have a conversation.”

      “You’re a strange sort of waitress at a tavern.”

      “And you’re a strange sort of patron.” She grinned, and as she did, she went from merely pretty to quite lovely. Maybe it was the attitude she gave him that added to it. There was a strength to her, despite the fact that she was in a remote village. It was a reminder that though these people might live a simpler life, there might not be anything simple about them. Some might have chosen to come here, escaping the trappings of the larger city. The landscape around Joyner was lovely, and he could understand the appeal.

      “There is a man I’m searching for—a friend of mine—who might have come this way.”

      “If anyone came this way, there would’ve been talk of it. That doesn’t mean that your friend didn’t come this way, only that I don’t think they came through Joyner.”

      “It would have been a stroke of luck if he had,” Endric said. It was the kind of luck he didn’t seem to be having these days. His luck was more the bad kind.

      “More like a divine intervention,” she said.

      Endric frowned. The choice of words seemed too coincidental to be merely that. “And where would someone go if they were seeking divine intervention?” he asked.

      Natalie grinned and shrugged. “You’ve come to Joyner and you don’t even know?”

      He shook his head. “Help me understand,” he said.

      She grabbed him by the arm and nodded. “Come with me.”

      Endric followed, noting a few of the men in the tavern grinning at Natalie. Endric wondered what she intended with him. Maybe it was nothing, or maybe she had some answers that would help him understand what she meant about divine intervention. Endric had assumed it meant that he needed to seek the gods, but what if there were something else to it? What if there were some local Salvat custom that might offer him a way to help Senda?

      She walked him through the town. Joyner was not large, and it didn’t take long for them to reach the other side of it, where she twisted him, turning him around so that they looked out to the East. In the distance, he noted the steadily rising slope of Oluantiin Mountain. From here, it didn’t look like much, certainly not like any sort of intimidating mountain, and it didn’t look nearly as massive as surveyors claimed. He suspected that came from the gentleness of the slope, especially as he knew that to reach the top would take him weeks.

      Natalie pointed. “Divine intervention.”

      Endric grinned, unable to help himself. “You think the gods live there?”

      She stared at the distant mountain. From here, Endric could make out the plume of smoke rising from the peak. Night had started to fall, bringing a hint of darkness. With it, he saw a faint glowing on the horizon, but it was in the wrong direction for the sun to be setting. Could that be from the mountain?

      “Why wouldn’t they? I know you northerners think the gods live in the Tower, but if I were a god, I’d choose someplace more remote, someplace that connected me to the land.”

      “Like Oluantiin Mountain.”

      Natalie nodded. Her eyes took on a distant expression as she stared. Endric realized that she was enraptured, caught up by what she saw.

      “When you’re raised on Salvat, so close to the home of the gods, you can feel them. Some days, you can even hear them.”

      “Hear them?” Endric asked.

      Natalie nodded. “It is a rumbling that echoes through you. When it comes, they send smoke and fire into the sky, announcing their presence. There can be no question of the gods’ strength then. And lately, we have felt the rumbling more often.”

      “Why?”

      Natalie stared at the mountain. “Who is to know? Perhaps the gods want us to feel their strength again. Long ago, when Oluantiin was active, before Elaniin could even exist, none doubted the strength of the gods.”

      Was that what Aria had meant by divine intervention? Did she somehow think that he needed to reach the peak of the mountain and draw fire from it? Did she think that with the increased activity that he could find the gods?

      Even if he could, Endric wasn’t certain what that would accomplish.

      “How did you know that I was from the north?”

      She glanced over at him. “How did I what?”

      “Know that I came from the north. How did you know?”

      “It’s in the way that you speak. You have a northerner’s inflection, and you have the same northerner sort of doubt when it comes to Oluantiin Mountain. On Salvat, there are none who question how that connects us to the gods.”

      Endric sighed. With everything that he had seen over the last year or more, he certainly shouldn’t question. How were the beliefs of Salvat any different than those of the Antrilii? How were his beliefs any more right than those of the people of Salvat?

      “Thank you for showing me this, Natalie.”

      She turned her attention back to the mountain and nodded. “If your friend is here, that is where he would have gone.”

      Endric studied the mountain. Could that be where Urik would have gone? Endric thought Urik would have chased the chance to find out more about the Conclave, but maybe that was not what he had done. Maybe Urik had decided that the best way to save Tresten would be taking him to the mountain, finding a way for divine intervention. Why would he have gone without them, though? Had he not, would they have suffered the same loss that they had? Would they have been forced to row toward Elaniin?

      They would not have.

      It left Endric wondering why. What would have inspired Urik to have gone off on his own?

      Unless the teralin had begun influencing him again. He had said he struggled ignoring its call, and in this place, that call was even louder. Endric felt it and wondered if perhaps even Natalie felt it.

      “Would you like food, Endric?”

      He nodded. “I would like that.”

      She flashed a smile. “And what of dessert?”

      Endric sighed. What of dessert? Even if Senda recovered, would she want him back? She had essentially told him that she didn’t. But Endric wasn’t ready to give up on the hope of himself and Senda. Not until he knew whether anything could be done for her, and maybe not even then.

      “I think that it will have to be only dinner.” Natalie smiled, but she wasn’t able to hide the disappointment in her eyes. For his part, Endric didn’t think that he managed to hide the disappointment he felt.
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      The slope of Oluantiin Mountain rose in front of him. Endric had been riding the better part of a week, and his back ached. He had long since passed beyond the borders of the lush landscape, and had once again crossed over into the bleak, rocky area where they had lost Urik and Tresten. It felt as if he were going backward rather than moving forward.

      Every so often, thunder rumbled in the distance. It forced Endric to look up, worried that rain would come, but it never did.

      Even the horse seemed discouraged. Endric had a pack full of hay given to him by Natalie, with a warning that there would be few places for the horse to feed. She had given him a map of places he could try, watering holes where some life loomed amidst the rock. So far, her map had been accurate. If it had not been—or if he had not met her—he doubted that he would have found them on his own.

      He made his way around the base of the mountain. It didn’t make sense to attempt to climb it. If Urik were there, he expected to see some sign of his passing, and even then, it would have to be on the far side of the mountain, not on the western slopes.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, reminding Endric of the massive thunderstorm he and Senda had survived. If another rain like that came, he didn’t think he would be able to find shelter easily, and certainly none for the horse.

      He paused at another watering hole. This one was smaller than some of the others, and though there were a few shrubs here, there weren’t many. The horse ate, no longer as choosy as he had been.

      Endric took a drink from the small pool, trying to ignore the bitterness in the water as well as the heat. There was something of a foul odor to the water, and Endric suspected that came from teralin. What harm was he doing to himself drinking teralin-infused water? As he looked at the plants, he decided that it probably wasn’t anything significant. If it were, plants like this wouldn’t be able to survive.

      Endric took a seat and leaned back against the rock. Thunder rumbled again, and he was reminded of Natalie’s comment about the gods, and how sometimes she could hear them. Did the people of Salvat believe the thunder around the mountain to be the gods? Maybe it wasn’t thunder it all. Maybe it really was the gods, and Endric was the one who was misled. If the gods had truly Ascended as the Urmahne taught, then why wouldn’t they be able to dance in the heavens, creating the rumbling thunder that he heard?

      He drifted. As he did, strange visions came to him. He saw himself standing on top of the mountain, looking down gently rolling slopes, seeing everything of Salvat spreading around him. From his vantage, he could make out the ocean as well as the cities situated on the island. Smoke rose behind him and he turned and noted the faint glowing deep within the rock and felt a pulling sensation upon him. Was that the teralin within the mountain?

      He tried to move but found that he could not. He flailed, feeling like he had when the sea had tried to swallow him. As he had then, he kicked and went flying, clearing the rock and falling from the slopes of the mountain to come tumbling far below.

      He landed in a pool of water. Not the one where he sat now—and he was quite aware that he was dreaming and that this was nothing more than a vision—and this pool was larger than the others he had found. Stunted trees grew up around it and their branches were a deep silvery gray that was almost black. Even the leaves had taken on a grayish tone so that they would blend into the rock. Was it the effect of teralin? Did that leach into the water more than he had realized? If so, then it had changed something about the life around it.

      Endric swam to the shore. The water felt slightly denser than sea water, and he struggled against it. Some went into his mouth and he coughed, reminded of how he had nearly drowned only to have Senda pull him free. When he reached the rock, he scrambled up onto it and rested his head back.

      There was a sense of moving again. Endric sat up and noticed a vast emptiness around him. He remained on Salvat, with the rock all around him, though with less places to hide than there were in other settings. In the distance, he noted a finger of rock rising into the sky. Near it, he noted a few boulders which formed something that reminded him of the village of Joyner. Endric was drawn toward it and, with a few steps, he was carried to that place.

      He stopped near the tall finger of rock, looking around. Why would he have been drawn here? Was there something that he was meant to see? Endric felt the pull of teralin, but that was it. There was nothing else here.

      He turned, noted the distant sense of Oluantiin Mountain. From here, it barely rose over the horizon. How far away from this point was the mountain? Was this someplace he was meant to find?

      Endric looked around, feeling as if he were meant to understand, only he didn’t.

      He took a seat on the rock and closed his eyes.

      When he opened them, he remained in the same place. For some reason, this was where his vision wanted him to be.

      He opened his eyes again. As he did, he snapped free of the vision and sat up.

      The horse remained where he’d left him, chewing on one of the small shrubs. The sun had drifted in the sky and Endric felt tired, as if he had been walking, traveling for real rather than only in his vision.

      It was a vision, wasn’t it? Maybe it was nothing more than a dream, but he had been aware of the fact that he had been dreaming. That was unusual.

      He looked up at the peak of the mountain. It had been a vision, nothing but a dream, hadn’t it? Only, it had felt real. It seemed as if he could actually reach it, though that seemed impossible.

      Natalie would have told him that he had been given some blessing of the gods, and with what he had experienced, how could he think otherwise?

      He turned his attention away from the mountain peak. That wasn’t where he needed to go. He didn’t know why he was certain of that, but he felt compelled.

      Endric climbed onto the saddle and started away from the mountain.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was nearly dark when he saw a strange outline in the distance. There was something familiar about it and as he neared, he realized what it was. It was the stunted trees that he had seen in his vision. They looked exactly as they had in his vision, and he approached slowly, trying to ignore the shock he felt.

      In the fading daylight, he saw the silvery gray outline of the trunks. The grayish leaves seemed to reflect the remnants of the sunlight, making them glow softly.

      If the vision had been accurate, he would find a massive pool of water here. Considering these trees, Endric wasn’t certain he wanted to drink from it. Would he end up discolored the same way? Was it even safe for the horse?

      It had been nearly two days since he had last stopped at a pool, and both he and the horse were tired and thirsty. The horse was slower than he had been, and his head sagged. Endric didn’t want to ride the stallion into death, but there hadn’t been any place for them to stop before now.

      The horse whinnied and swished his tail.

      Endric patted his side. “I don’t know that the water here is safe,” he said.

      The horse whinnied again. He picked up the pace and squeezed between a pair of trees. The pool was before him.

      The horse didn’t hesitate and reached for the water, drinking quickly.

      Endric climbed from the saddle, taking a more cautious approach. He was thirsty, but did he risk this water? He had food. Natalie had ensured that he had some with him, and had sold him plenty of jerky to keep him supplied for the entirety of his journey—at least as far as she suspected he would travel.

      If he didn’t drink now, where would he drink next? For that matter, even if he did drink now, where would he drink next?

      He stuck his nose down to the water and breathed in. It didn’t smell too much like teralin, and when he dipped his hand in, he didn’t find it to be too hot, either.

      He cupped a handful of water to his mouth and dipped his tongue into it. It was bitter, but not unpleasantly so, and even less than the last place they had stopped.

      Endric leaned over the edge of the pool and stuck his face into the water, taking long drinks.

      He tried to ignore the strange bitterness in the water, telling himself that the water was fine, and he didn’t need to worry about somehow poisoning himself. He told himself that as he lapped at the water, letting it run down his chin and fill his mouth with the strange warmth. The horse seemed unmindful of the fact that it was drinking potentially poisoned water. Either that, or the water really was safe for both Endric and the horse to drink. He wasn’t sure which it was.

      When he sat up, he was lightheaded. He tried to convince himself that the lightheadedness was not a sign of some poisoning, but that was no longer effective on him. For all he knew, he had been poisoned.

      If he were, it seemed a cruel irony that it would be teralin to have poisoned him. With everything he had been through dealing with teralin, it seemed as if he should not continue to suffer from it.

      Day passed into night, and Endric rested. He focused on the surroundings, wondering whether he would detect anything unusual here. He was far enough removed from the mountain, and had now reached a point where there was really nothing else around him, so Endric doubted that he would.

      When he rested, he feared dreaming again.

      He wasn’t convinced that he hadn’t had a vision from one of the gods. He had never been terribly devout, but he couldn’t deny the imagery that had come to him, or the fact that it had felt all too real. How else could he explain the fact that everything he had seen in the visions had come to pass?

      There wasn’t an explanation for that.

      When morning came, Endric risked another drink, more easily ignoring the teralin infusion in the water. The horse drank again, pausing while grazing along some of the shrubs to take a long drink at the pool. Endric patted the horse and led the creature away from the pool.

      Where was he to go now?

      The answer hadn’t come in any vision, and he didn’t see any sign of where he should travel next. Whatever he was to do, he would have to come up with it on his own.

      Was he making a mistake coming here? He had wanted to find something for Senda, had he not?

      He glanced back to the teralin-infused pool. Hadn’t Aria and the Teachers suggested that she needed divine intervention?

      What was teralin but something given to man by the gods?

      If the water contained the teralin, and it was safe enough to drink, maybe this was what he needed to find for Senda.

      And even if it was not, it was time for him to return.

      There was nothing out here for him other than the mountain, and Endric knew that he couldn’t climb to the peak. And the vision had instructed him to come here.

      That had to mean something, didn’t it?

      Endric paused at the pool and pulled out a few of the vials that he’d emptied and dosed Senda with, filling them with the water. If nothing else, he could see how this might pass as some sort of divine intervention. The water carried with it a sense of teralin, and he had seen how teralin had been used time and again. There was power to the metal, and it was a power that he thought he would need to utilize on Senda’s behalf.

      Now all that remained was returning to Elaniin.

      Maybe that was his purpose in coming here. Maybe had to prove that he was devout enough to save her. Or maybe none of that mattered and she was beyond saving.

      Endric looked around, wishing he understood what he was to do, before climbing back into the saddle. Using the mountain to guide him, he turned back.
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      After a brief stop in Joyner, wishing that he could stay and fighting the urge to visit with Natalie, Endric returned to the canicharl. Arriving in the daylight provided a much better view, and he was able to see the building much better. It was unassuming, nothing like the University in Vasha, and thankfully not at all like the palace or even the Tower. It was simply a large structure that loomed over the city.

      When Endric arrived at the door, he knocked.

      He waited with trepidation. Would they welcome him in? When they did, would they allow him to visit with Senda and attempt to use the teralin-infused water to heal her—if he could? Endric had kept the vials close, unwilling to take them out of his pocket, fearful that if they could somehow help her, he needed to be prepared.

      A young woman answered the door. She looked at him, a question plain on her face. “How may the Teachers be of service?”

      Endric was surprised to be greeted by a girl like this, and even more surprised that she portrayed herself as one of the Teachers. She seemed incredibly young for that. “I brought a friend here a while ago.”

      “Did she come to study?” the girl asked.

      Endric shook his head. “Not to study. She was sick, and I was told there might be little that could be done for her, but I had to try.”

      The girl’s eyes widened. “You brought her here?”

      Endric met her gaze. She had knowing eyes—almost too knowing. “Should I not have brought her here?”

      “We don’t see many like her. She has been quite the topic for study,” she said.

      Endric could imagine Senda’s reaction to knowing that she was the topic for study. More likely than not, it would annoy her greatly, but none of it mattered if she didn’t survive.

      “Can I see her?”

      The girl nodded and stepped to the side, allowing Endric in. If she hadn’t, would he have been willing to force his way into the canicharl? He didn’t like the idea of forcing himself in against a girl this age, but he also didn’t like the idea of being prevented from reaching Senda.

      Lanterns glowed along the hall she guided him through. She took him in a different direction than the way he had come before.

      “Isn’t she that way?” Endric asked, pointing down a distant hallway.

      “She had been, but she was moved when her condition changed.”

      “How did it change?” Endric asked.

      “She was very sick when you brought her here. And from what I understand, you brought her to Aria first.”

      Endric nodded. Had he made a mistake in taking Senda to Aria? He didn’t think so, especially as she likely wouldn’t have survived had he not, but it was possible his mistake had been something else. He had administered the remaining vials to Senda before leaving. Had that done something to her? Had he somehow poisoned her?

      If she were sicker, it could very well be his fault.

      He tried to ignore the hammering in his heart at the idea that he was responsible for poisoning Senda, but he couldn’t. If it was his fault, he prayed that the teralin-infused water would help her. There was no reason other than the strange dream he’d had to think that it would work, though.

      She stopped at a door and clasped her hands in front of her. “You may go in, but you should know that she is comfortable.”

      Endric could only nod.

      He opened the door and stepped inside. Immediately, the stench of rot threatened to overwhelm him, and he understood why she must have been brought away from the others. It was a horrible odor, and it nauseated him, but he forced himself to suppress the bile rising in his throat. A candle rested on a table, and it glowed with a faint light. It was barely enough for him to see clearly.

      Endric paused, letting his eyes adjust. There was a single cot in the room. Endric approached slowly and looked at Senda as his eyes adjusted. She was sick, her skin a pale white and moist, her hair slicked with sweat, and a bloat about her.

      “Gods, Senda. I’m so sorry.”

      He took her hand and her flesh squished beneath his. What was happening to her? Was this the result of Aria’s medicine, or was this because of the creature that had attacked her, pulling her under? He had thought her drowned and nothing more, but maybe that wasn’t the case.

      He unstoppered the vials and rested them on the cot. As he started tipping the first one to her mouth, he hesitated.

      Teralin was found in multiple forms. When it was unmined, it was neutral, but the teralin he was most familiar with came in the positive polarity. Would it matter which polarity Senda consumed? Did it matter which polarity he consumed?

      He had to think that the positive polarity would be what he wanted to administer, didn’t it? If she took in one of the others, would it help her recover or would it only make her sicker?

      Endric studied the vials. The water was translucent, though in the faint candlelight, there were flecks within it that seemed to take on a light.

      He had to charge the teralin within the water.

      It had been a while since he had attempted to do so, but the memory of it remained fresh. He focused on the water and then focused deeper, on the teralin he knew to be within those vials. He had tasted it. He had felt it within himself.

      Endric pushed.

      There was no other way to describe what he did, but the water rippled briefly and then began to glow faintly, the fleck no longer simply reflecting the light but seeming to radiate it. The water had been warm—a result of the teralin—and it cooled slightly. The effect was faint, barely noticeable, but he’d been holding these vials for the entire journey back and he was aware of the moment that it happened.

      He heard the door handle begin to turn.

      If he waited, he doubted that the Teachers would allow him to administer this water. Likely they would think he was administering some toxin, the same as he would have acquired from Aria.

      Endric hurriedly poured the first of the vials into Senda’s mouth. It pooled in the back of her throat and he closed her mouth, ignoring the uncomfortably squishy way that her flesh felt until she swallowed involuntarily.

      The door opened.

      Endric poured another vial into her mouth, still holding her mouth closed. She swallowed again.

      “What are you doing with her?”

      Endric recognized the elderly Teacher’s voice. The man still had that edge of irritation, and Endric ignored him, grabbing the last of the vials and pouring that into Senda’s mouth, holding it closed.

      Only now did he turned back to the man. The Teacher was dressed in a gray jacket and pants, and he considered Endric with eyes brimming with anger.

      “What have you done to her?” The Teacher asked.

      “You said she needed divine intervention,” Endric said.

      “In that, she needed the gods to smile upon her as she Ascends to join them,” he said.

      “I’m not ready for her to Ascend.”

      “Is it really your choice? Do any of us get to choose the time or manner of our departure? Or do you think that the gods have something planned for us?”

      Endric heard Senda breathing, but that was it. Would it matter that he had given her those three small vials of teralin-infused water, or did she need more than that?

      “I think the gods still have something planned for her,” Endric said.

      “Now you speak on behalf of the gods, Endric, son of Dendril?”

      Endric stiffened. The Teacher knew who he was. “Do I know you?”

      “You don’t know me. I have heard all about you, though.”

      “How?”

      The man looked over Endric’s shoulder to Senda, studying her for a moment until seemingly satisfied that Endric hadn’t actually poisoned her. He turned and motioned for Endric to follow.

      “I’m not leaving her here.”

      “You left her here for over a week, Endric. Do you really think another hour is going to create a problem?”

      Endric actually didn’t know the answer. If the teralin-infused water were to help Senda, he might need to hurriedly take her and ride with her back across Salvat and search for the strange pool once more.

      But the Teacher seemed as if he wanted to show something to Endric, and his curiosity won out. He touched Senda’s hand again, and for a moment thought that maybe she squeezed back before deciding that it must be only his imagination. She was far too sick to respond.

      He pulled the door closed as he left and took a deep breath of air that did not stink as Senda’s room did.

      “It is an awful aroma, isn’t it?” the Teacher asked.

      “What is it?” Endric asked him.

      “We think that she has begun to deteriorate. It is as if her body decomposes. Something keeps her alive. Otherwise she might already be dead.”

      “Something being Aria’s concoction?”

      “Something being an unknown. Aria does nothing more than prey on superstition. If her healing actually worked, others would use it.”

      “What if others don’t know of it?”

      “It is best that they don’t,” the Teacher said.

      “What is it that you fear from Aria?”

      “I fear nothing. It’s the influence she has that worries me.”

      “Because you don’t share the same influence? Do you think that she might use her influence to overwhelm that of the Teachers?”

      The man paused. He looked over at Endric, eyeing him from head to toe. “Do you fear the Denraen influence being superseded by another?”

      Endric shook his head. “The Denraen are superior fighters to almost any other army.”

      “Are you certain of that?”

      Endric shrugged. “As certain as I can be. Most places send their men to train with us, but spending a year or two with us is not the same as constantly training.” There had been plenty of men who had come to Vasha seeking to learn how to fight like a Denraen soldier. It was one thing to want to possess the Denraen skill. It was quite another to take the time and effort to actually train so that they could acquire it. The Denraen trained for years and had some of the best fighters in the world, partly because they plucked other skilled fighters from each nation, joining a unified force that could help maintain peace, working on behalf of all nations, and of none.

      “It is the same with Aria.”

      “She trained with you?”

      “She has some of the knowledge that Teachers possess, but she has not taken the time to understand what it might mean. She seeks arcane knowledge and tries to apply other things that she has learned—or even heard about. It doesn’t matter whether or not it has been studied or whether it’s been proven.”

      “It seems to me that you don’t like that she takes her remedies with a bit of faith.”

      “Did your faith save your friend?” the Teacher asked.

      “I didn’t have any faith,” Endric said.

      The man cocked his head, frowning as he studied Endric. “The second-in-command of the Denraen has no faith in the gods?”

      “I’m not the second-in-command of the Denraen.”

      “With Senda as she is, I suspect that you are.”

      Endric hadn’t considered that, but was it true? He held the rank of en’raen, which meant that he was only one rank behind Senda, but there were others who matched his rank, though they might have served even less time than he did. And Endric had seen more of the world and had experienced things that they could not claim. That alone might make him better equipped to serve in that capacity.

      Yet Endric no longer knew whether his father wanted him to serve in that way, and he was no longer certain that he wanted to serve in that way.

      “Perhaps I am.”

      “The Denraen do not require their soldiers to be devout?” the Teacher asked.

      “Have you ever spent any time in Vasha?”

      The Teacher shook his head.

      “Devotion to the gods is a part of serving the Denraen, but it is not the core of it.”

      “What is the core of the Denraen?”

      “The core of the Denraen is working for peace and doing everything that we can to maintain it.”

      The Teacher watched him for a moment and then nodded. “You are not what I expected when I discovered who you were.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Endric, son of Dendril, has a certain reputation.”

      Endric grunted. “I’ve been trying to erase that reputation.”

      “Indeed. Perhaps in time you will be known as something else. You should choose how you want to the world to see you and portray yourself as such.”

      Endric smiled. It was strange getting advice from the Teacher, but he recognized sound advice when he heard it. “I will do my best,” he said.

      The man nodded and motioned for Endric to follow again.

      They reached a staircase which the Teacher began to descend. Endric’s Denraen training set in, and he felt himself on edge. Was it safe to follow this man here? Should he willingly allow himself to follow him into an unknown space, or should he return, grab Senda, and leave? Endric never would have considered the Teachers dangerous before, but he didn’t really know much about the canicharl, and he felt uneasy about what he had seen so far.

      The Teacher turned back to him, grinning slightly. “You don’t have to fear me, Endric, son of Dendril. If anything, I should fear you.”

      They made their way along the hall, and at the end of it, reached the door. This was more ornately decorated than many of the other doors that he’d seen, and the man knocked briefly.

      It took a moment, but the door opened.

      “What do you need, Gareth?”

      Endric gasped. He recognized the voice, but why would Pendin be here in Salvat?
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      Endric sat near a glowing hearth, looking at his friend. Pendin had not changed much since he’d last seen him, though he might be even more solid than before. He was dressed in a gray jacket and pants, matching that of the Teachers, and there was a serenity about him that hadn’t been there the last time Endric had seen him. Then again, the last time Endric had seen his friend, he had gone behind his back, trying to find him help.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Pendin looked over at him and he took a deep breath. “You left too quickly before. When I heard that you brought Senda here…”

      “Why did you come to Salvat?”

      Pendin turned and stared at the fire. His eyes took on a distant expression and Endric recognized the focus on his friend’s face. Pendin had been with him for years. He was his oldest friend, and they had fought alongside each other through battles that should have killed them both. And then, when Endric had traveled to the Antrilii lands, Pendin had fallen into drink, and he had changed.

      “My mother thought it would be a good place for me to escape for a while.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      Pendin shrugged. He was a large man, the son of miners, and his build was fitting for him. Pendin often used his strength to his advantage, but there was something strange about seeing him dressed in the garb of the Teachers, something that seemed to lessen him somewhat.

      “A few months. I stayed with my mother for a while, but I think she grew tired of me.” Pendin flushed. “She sent me here, with instructions for Gareth, asking him to watch over me.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened, Pendin.”

      Pendin looked over at him and shook his head. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I made the mistake. I’m the one who couldn’t get past what you had done. I’m the one who…” Pendin shook his head. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. Maybe it never did.”

      “It matters. Our friendship matters.”

      Pendin sighed. “I know that it does. I think I lost sight of that, but I’ve always known that our friendship mattered to you. I’m just sorry that I was so godsforsaken stubborn that I didn’t see you wanting to help your friend.”

      They fell into a silence. Endric had missed his closest friend and had missed not only his company but also his counsel. Almost as much as Senda, Pendin had provided him with a sense of calm, and he had always been there when Endric was about to make some foolish mistake—something that once had happened far too often.

      “Did you help watch over Senda while I was gone?”

      “I did. There is nothing that can be done for her, Endric. I know that’s hard to hear, but whatever she was exposed to is unlike anything they’ve ever seen before. I even sent word to my mother, but…”

      “I understand. That’s why I took the journey that I did.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “In search of divine intervention,” Endric said.

      Pendin grinned slowly, meeting Endric’s eyes. “You were never very devout before. I have a hard time thinking that you did anything that involved the gods.”

      Endric shrugged. “Perhaps not the gods, but I went in search of something. The people of Salvat worship Oluantiin Mountain as if it were the home of the gods. I thought that if I could reach it…”

      “You didn’t climb the mountain, did you?” Pendin asked.

      Endric arched a brow at him. “Would it have been a problem if I did?”

      “The mountain is sacred to the people of Salvat, Endric. They would have considered it an insult if you would have attempted to climb it.”

      Endric grunted. “It’s a good thing that I didn’t try. I got close, and there was a woman I met in the tavern—”

      Pendin chuckled. “Of course, there was.”

      Endric shook his head. “She told me about the mountain, and the connection to the gods, and I thought that I might head that way and that I might find answers, but the mountain wasn’t the key to understanding.”

      “Something else was?”

      Endric shrugged. “I had a vision.”

      Pendin grinned at him. “You had a vision?”

      “I don’t know what else to call it. I could call it a dream, but it was nothing like any dream I ever had. Vision seems the most fitting, especially as everything that I saw in that dream seemed to come true.”

      “And what did you see?”

      “I saw the mountain. In the vision, I stood on top of it, surrounded by smoke and fire, looking down into the mouth of the volcano. Then I moved, and I stood on the barren rock of Salvat before moving again and stopping near a pool, this one surrounded by life in the middle of desolation.”

      “You said you didn’t climb the mountain.”

      Endric shook his head. “I didn’t.”

      “How do you know that the vision was accurate?”

      “That part might not be,” Endric admitted, “but I found the pool. I think I was meant to find the pool. I think I was guided there, so that I could bring back water from it for Senda.”

      “You realize how that sounds, Endric.”

      “I do. I don’t have any other way of explaining what I saw, or what happened to me. Maybe it was nothing more than my dehydrated mind trying to convince me of something, but I don’t think that it was. I think that I actually had a vision, and the gods were trying to tell me something.”

      Pendin laughed. “The next thing that will happen is you will run off and join the priesthood. I can only imagine a warrior priest, roaming the land, speaking of the gods.”

      Endric smiled. He knew how foolish he sounded, but at least he was sharing what happened with someone he cared about, and with someone he trusted. If nothing else, Endric didn’t worry that Pendin would betray him and try to use his far-fetched ideas against him, not that there would be much of a way to use them against him.

      “And so you brought this—water, was it?—back to the canicharl, to try and resuscitate Senda?”

      “I did.”

      “Did you give it to her?”

      Endric nodded. “I gave it to her, but I don’t think that anything happened.”

      Pendin shook his head. “I know you wanted to do anything that you could to help her. The gods know that I understand. I care about Senda, as well. Even when I started letting myself go, she was always there for me. She refused to allow me to fall too deeply before you returned. Without her, and then you, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      “You would have washed out of the Denraen,” Endric said.

      “I think I already have.”

      “Not if your commanding officer brings you back.”

      “I didn’t think you commanded anything these days.”

      “Maybe I don’t, but I came south on a mission my father approved of, and after saving him again, I think he would owe me this one.”

      “You saved your father again? What is Dendril doing, allowing himself to be placed into such difficult situations?”

      Endric laughed. “It wasn’t just Dendril, it was Senda also. Don’t tell her I said that.”

      “If she awakens, I won’t.”

      Endric sighed. If she awoke. The idea that Senda might not was painful, but there was a very real possibility that she might not. And if she didn’t, what would he do? Would he return to the Denraen and resume his command as his father—and Senda—wanted of him? Or would he continue searching for the Conclave, trying to find what Urik had done with Tresten?

      “I should go see her again,” Endric said.

      “I don’t know how much longer she has,” Pendin said. “I get the sense from the Teachers that they are surprised she lives.”

      Endric decided not to tell him about his interaction with Aria, or about the elixir that he had administered to Senda. What was the point of it?

      “I’ll join you,” Pendin said.

      Endric nodded and they stood, making their way out of the room and down the hall, weaving their way through the canicharl. Pendin guided him, knowing the directions, and they found the room once more.

      Endric pulled it open, bracing himself for the stench.

      “It’s awful, isn’t it?” Pendin asked.

      “I’ve never smelled anything quite like it before,” Endric said. And he had smelled dead groeliin, a stench that was unlike anything else. They were equally awful, but for different reasons.

      He pulled the door open and stepped inside. The candle had burned even lower, and it took a moment for Endric’s eyes to adjust. He was thankful as he often was for his eyesight. He saw well in the dark, almost as well as any Mage, and considering the Antrilii connection to the Magi, that no longer surprised him as it once did.

      Senda lay on the cot, breathing steadily.

      Something had changed.

      Endric hurried over to her and took her hand. Some of the squishiness to her skin was no longer present, and he allowed himself to feel a moment of excitement. He squeezed her hand, praying that she would squeeze back, but she didn’t. At least she breathed. He was thankful that she had been breathing when he returned to the canicharl. There had been a real possibility that she might have stopped even that. Maybe his dosing her with Aria’s concoction had bought him a few days, enough time to return from searching for the teralin-infused water and the possibility of a way to help her.

      “What is it?” Pendin asked.

      “She’s different.”

      “This is the illness. It’s been like this, getting worse since she came here. When she first appeared, she was normal, but her skin became bloated quickly.”

      Endric nodded. “She was submerged underwater for… a long time. When I managed to pull her free—”

      “You pulled her free? You don’t like swimming.”

      “I might not like swimming, but doesn’t mean I can’t swim. And when someone I care about is drowning, I’m willing to attempt whatever I can to reach them.”

      “Do you know what took her?”

      “There was somebody on the shore who called it a cothuln.”

      Pendin started laughing.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      Pendin shook his head. “Only that it’s nothing more than a rumor. There are many people who believe in cothuln, especially on Salvat, but they aren’t real.”

      “Whatever it was had a tentacle wrapped around her neck,” Endric said.

      “Or it was a sea snake,” Pendin said.

      Endric shrugged. It could have been a sea snake, and that might be better than thinking it was some sort of strange sea monster that had poisoned her. It didn’t explain why she was still so sick, and it didn’t explain what had happened to her in the moments afterward, but maybe there wouldn’t be an explanation for that.

      “Whatever it was, I think she’s getting a little better,” Endric said.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Feel her skin.”

      Pendin squeezed her hand. “It feels the same, Endric. I think you’re allowing your hope for her recovery to influence the way you perceive this. It might be better for you to acknowledge that she isn’t going to survive this. If the Teachers can’t help her, there’s nothing that can.”

      Endric stared at Senda, watching her breathe. There was no doubt in his mind that the squishiness in her hand was less than it had been. And if that had lessened, wasn’t there some way for him to get her more help?

      He couldn’t do it alone.

      He looked at Pendin. “I’m going to need your help.”

      “With what?”

      “With finding help for Senda. I think I can do more for her. It might even be possible to save her.”

      “How? What do you think you can do that would save her now? I can smell the rot and the way that she’s already decomposing, Endric.”

      Endric stared at Senda, convinced there was something that could be done. “Divine intervention,” he said.

      “Divine intervention? Didn’t you already give her the gods’ water?”

      “Not like that,” Endric started. He looked around the room, trying to think about how he might help her. Would he be able to get her out of the canicharl? Even if he could, would it make a difference? Risking Senda simply to satisfy his desire to try to help her didn’t feel like something that he should be doing. What if he failed? What if she got worse along the way? Worse, what if she died along the way?

      Pendin studied him. There was a darker edge to his eyes than had been there before, but he still had the warmth and the concern that shone through that had made them such quick friends. “Whatever it takes,” Pendin said. “For Senda, I’ll do whatever it takes.”
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      Endric carried Senda through the canicharl. She felt strange in his arms. Senda had always been muscular, much stronger than she appeared, and because of that, she weighed much more than her size would seem that she should. He had felt her weight upon him often enough to remember that, even though it had been a long time—far too long—since they shared moments like that.

      His eyes darted along the hallway, glancing from the tapestries to the lanterns, searching for signs of the Teachers. What would the Teachers say if they knew that he was attempting to carry her free from the canicharl? Would they be stopped? Pendin certainly seem to think that that would, and he seemed to believe that the Teachers would have some way of forcing Endric to comply with their desire to keep Senda here.

      “Which way?” he asked Pendin.

      Pendin moved alongside him, dressed in robes that seemed far too small for his enormous frame. The time spent with the Teachers had not diminished him. He remained incredibly muscular—far more than most within the Denraen, as if his miner heritage refused to be denied.

      “You know the way out of the canicharl,” Pendin said.

      “That’s not where we need to go. Not yet.”

      “Why not yet?”

      “Because if we take her without any way of sustaining her, she is likely to die along the way.”

      Pendin’s eyes widened. “You intend to go to the head healer.”

      “I don’t intend to go to him. I intend to steal from him.”

      “Endric!”

      Endric shrugged. “Should I not? If we leave without some way of helping her, she’s going to die on the journey. I’m all for the idea that divine intervention might save her,” he started, though even that wasn’t true. He wasn’t convinced that it was divine intervention that would be Senda’s salvation so much as it was the possibility that teralin-infused water might be able to help. “But that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t prepare for the possibility that she will need something more than that,” he said.

      Pendin sighed. “For what you intend, we need to find the back stair. I think if we do that, then it’s going to be easier for us to move without them noticing us.”

      “And where would that be?”

      “You would have come down it to reach me.”

      Pendin slipped in front of Endric, and his gaze lingered on Senda for a long moment before he shook his head and tore his eyes away. He hurried forward to the end of the hall and peeked around the corner before darting forward. When Endric didn’t follow fast enough, Pendin glanced back at him and waved to him, urging him onward.

      Endric shifted Senda in his arms, trying to get a better grip. She was still heavy, but the bloating made it difficult to keep her tightly secured. Already his mind began working through the likely challenges that they would face because of that. How would he secure her to the horse? How would he keep her from not slipping? How would he keep her alive for the several days’ ride to the teralin-infused pool?

      None of that mattered until they managed to get free from here. Only then would it matter. Only then could he begin to think about how he might help her.

      “Where now?” Endric asked, slipping past Pendin and looking along the hall. This hallway was narrower, and the lanterns were more staggered than they had been along the other hallway. It seemed as if it were less traveled than the other, and the air had a dank, almost heavy quality to it. Endric tried not to think about what that might mean, just as he tried not to think about the stench coming off Senda.

      “We need to take the stairs up this hall,” Pendin said, motioning toward the stairs.

      Endric saw nothing but a darkened archway. When he poked his head up, he was greeted with nothing but blackness. “This is where you would have us take her? It looks like it goes nowhere.”

      “It only looks that way because no one ever takes it.”

      “How is it that you know this way?”

      “Because I have spent too much time wandering, looking for ways around here. I haven’t found anything other than passageways that meander through the canicharl. As interesting as they are—and some of them are quite interesting,” he said, glancing at Endric with a knowing look, “that knowledge has been mostly useless to me.”

      “Maybe not so useless.”

      “I don’t know. Even if there is anything useful about what I learned, I’m not so sure that it will do much for us.”

      Pendin started up the stairs, leaving Endric to follow. He looked down at Senda. There was a sheen of moisture along her face, and he didn’t know whether it was sweat or whether the swelling was pushing out of her skin, leaving her looking perpetually damp. Her hair was greasy and in need of washing. Despite that, all he wanted was for her to open her eyes, and he would hold her close. Even if she didn’t open her eyes, he thought that he might hold her close.

      At the top of the stair, he found Pendin standing, blocking his way.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      Pendin rounded on him, a finger brought up to his mouth, silencing him. “Quiet.”

      He motioned along the hallway, and Endric saw a gray-robed figure heading away from them. There was a slight stoop to the spine, suggesting that it might be the older Teacher that Endric had met before, though it could have been any one of the Teachers who occupied the canicharl. He knew so little about them.

      When the Teacher had disappeared from view, Pendin breathed out.

      “We don’t need to be that concerned about them,” Endric said.

      “Don’t we? The Teachers might have more to say than you realize if they discover that you’re attempting to break out one of their patients.”

      “But I’m the one who brought her here in the first place.”

      Pendin shrugged. “That doesn’t matter. Not to them. What matters is that you would go against their judgment. Remember, these are people who are descended from the same people as the Magi. For many of them, it’s a direct line of descendants. That makes them feel somewhat superior.”

      “Sort of like the Magi.”

      “Something like that,” Pendin said.

      “But Senda is descended from Teachers, too.”

      “Which is why they would be even more inclined to be upset at any attempt to take her without their blessing.”

      “They wouldn’t have any way of stopping us.”

      “Wouldn’t they?” Pendin looked at him, arching a brow. “You don’t have a lot of experience with Teachers, but there are dozens of them here. Would you intend to fight your way out?”

      “No, but—”

      Pendin shook his head. “Then you would have to talk your way out. I think you have some experience with how unlikely it is that you would be able to do that.”

      Endric snorted. Unlikely was not strong enough. His experience with Teachers had shown him that it would be almost impossible to talk his way out of doing something they disagreed with.

      “So we just have to sneak our way out?”

      “If we can. That’s what I’m trying to help you with.”

      “And when they report you to your mother?”

      Pendin shrugged. “I’ve been here long enough that I don’t even know if they remain in contact with her. It’s possible that they do, but I just don’t know. Either way, I think it’s time that I end my residency in the canicharl.”

      “Are you ready to return to the Denraen?” Endric asked.

      “Are you?”

      Endric sighed. Was he? He had been away for long enough that he no longer felt as if he truly belonged to the Denraen. When he had returned from his time with the Antrilii, he had tried to re-assimilate, but that had been difficult enough that he hadn’t felt as if he were a part of them, not as he had been. Attempting to lead had only brought him difficulty. And then he had disappeared, thinking that he knew enough to run off on his own, needing to find answers to what had happened to Tresten. That had been important, but the Denraen didn’t necessarily know that. How could they?

      “Eventually.”

      “Why eventually?”

      “There are things that need to be done before I can return. As much as I might want to return”—and Endric had become increasingly uncertain that he did—”I don’t know that I can.”

      “The Denraen will always welcome you back. You’re the son of Dendril. You’re the heir to the general.”

      “I’m holding the heir to the general.”

      Pendin glanced down at her. His gaze lingered on her face. “Senda would never have wanted that. She saw herself as holding the position for a while, but I don’t think that she ever wanted to lead the Denraen.”

      “She wouldn’t have accepted the title of Raen if she weren’t willing to serve.”

      “Perhaps if it were necessary, but for her to lead would require that she challenge and defeat your father. I don’t think Senda ever thought that she would be able to do that.”

      Endric shifted her in his arms. Where his forearms had pressed against hers, there were depressions in the skin, markers of the swelling that remained. “Come on. We need to get out of here before the Teachers find us.”

      Pendin looked at Endric for a few moments before he nodded. He hurried along the hall, leading them in the same direction as the Teacher. That surprised Endric.

      “You’re sure it’s this way?”

      “I’m sure. If we go the other way, it’s not going to bring us to the head healer and anything that you might want to keep her alive on our journey.”

      Endric gritted his teeth. This way made it more likely that they would encounter other Teachers, but it also made it more likely that Senda would survive the journey. It was something he was willing to risk.

      But did he need to risk Senda?

      “Do you think you can tell me what I might need to bring with us?” Endric asked Pendin, who glanced down at Senda.

      “I don’t have any idea what they have been using on her,” he said. “The head healer has been involved in the attempts to help her, but all of the Teachers have taken turns trying to study and see if there’s some way that they can bring her back.”

      “Then you carry Senda out of the stable, prepare two horses, and get her secured to one of them.”

      “I know the way out of here,” Pendin said.

      “Then you can provide me directions. We don’t need to risk her if there’s a way that we can get her out.”

      “And I don’t know the way to this divine intervention if you’re captured.”

      Endric breathed out a frustrated sigh. It seemed that regardless of what he might intend, he would be stuck. “Then I guess we’re all going together, or were not going anywhere.”

      Pendin nodded and led them down the hall. He turned another side hall and hurried along it. When they reached another intersection, Pendin paused, looking both directions along the hallway before leading them onward again. They continued that way, weaving along the hallways, occasionally taking a stair, until Pendin stopped in front of a door.

      “This one?” Endric asked.

      “This would be the head healer. I don’t know if it’s his quarters, but if anyone would know some way of keeping her alive as we make our way to this place, it would be him.”

      Endric leaned his head against the door, listening for a moment. He heard nothing that would tell him that anyone was inside. He grabbed the handle, twisting it and throwing the door open.

      “I don’t need any service right now,” a deep voice said from the back of the room.

      “I’m not here for any service,” Endric said.

      He hurried forward into the room. When Pendin entered, Endric kicked the door closed and motioned for Pendin to stand in front of it.

      The healer jerked to his feet. He had a round belly, requiring an enormous robe draped around him. “What is this?” he snapped. His eyes went to Senda and widened. “What are you doing with her?”

      “I intend to find her help.”

      “I’m helping her.”

      “If you were helping her, she would be doing more than breathing,” Endric said. “What I need to know is what you’ve been doing to keep her alive.”

      The head healer looked from Endric and finally seem to notice Pendin standing there. “You. You’re helping him with this? When your mother—”

      “My mother won’t get here before I get Senda to some help.”

      “All I need to know is what you’ve been giving to her.”

      The head healer glared at Endric. “Why? From what I understand you’re the person who brought her to Aria, as if she would have some way of healing her.”

      “I brought her where I needed to keep her alive. Much like what I plan to do now. Now. What have you been giving to her?”

      The head healer looked around the room before looking past Endric and staring at the door.

      Endric was tempted to set Senda down and lunge toward the other man, but decided against it. Instead, he stalked toward him and brought Senda close, forcing the healer to smell the decomposition of her body. Endric had tried getting accustomed to it, but the stench was almost unbearable.

      The head healer jerked his face away, as if unwilling to stand the stench. “Let me ask you one more time,” Endric said. “What have you been giving her?”

      “Nothing.”

      Endric glared at him. “Nothing? You’ve done something that has kept her alive. The other Teachers all seem to agree that you must have given her something. Otherwise she would have died long before I could have returned.”

      The head healer looked past Endric again, his gaze going to the door. Was there some sort of signal that he’d overlooked? Was the healer somehow summoning someone else? He couldn’t take too much time, not if he wanted to get Senda out of the canicharl.

      “Nothing would be effective with the type of injury that she sustained. We simply maintained her injuries as well as we could. She is a daughter of Teachers. We were helping her pass with peace.”

      “She is more than simply the daughter of Teachers. And you did nothing for her. Everything that was done to help her had been done by Aria.”

      The head healer sneered at Endric, but he ignored him, turning away so that they could leave. When they reached the door, Endric pulled it open slightly and heard the sound of footsteps.

      “If you weren’t able to do anything for her, why do you care what I attempt?”

      The head healer didn’t answer, though Endric didn’t expect him to, not really. He motioned to Pendin and the two of them hurried out of the room and down the hall. The sound of footsteps chased after them, and they hurried along, trying to outrun the Teachers.

      It wasn’t until they were back outside, under the overcast sky, that Endric began to relax. He looked over at Pendin and saw a distraught expression on his friend’s face. “What is it?”

      “I didn’t realize that they weren’t able to do anything for her.”

      “We will get her the help that she needs,” Endric said.

      “And what if you can’t? What if there isn’t anything that you can do that will help her? What if your divine intervention can’t do anything?”

      Endric hoped that wasn’t the case, but what if it was? What if there wasn’t anything that would save her? Was he prepared to lose her?

      “We won’t know until we get her to the pool.”

      “And if the pool is unable to do anything to help her?”

      Endric looked down at Senda, noting the shallow way that she breathed, the steady and occasionally irregular pattern. Would she make it?

      Even if she didn’t, it was better to be doing something than to leave her in the canicharl with the Teachers doing nothing. Had he known that they weren’t going to do anything for her, then he would never have brought her here.

      “Then at least we will have tried. It’s more than they were willing to do.”
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      Endric stared at the mountain in the distance. The gradual way the peak rose belied its enormity. There was something about the scale of the mountain that was difficult to fathom unless he was right up near it. When he had been here before, he had struggled to understand just how massive the mountain was. Now that he had been here, he had a greater appreciation of it. He could understand why the people of Salvat viewed it as a place of the gods, even if he didn’t concur.

      “You came all this way yourself?” Pendin asked.

      Endric glanced over at his friend. Pendin seemed to dwarf the smallish mare that he rode. He smiled, knowing that it might irritate his friend but unable to do anything else. How else could he react other than grinning?

      “I came all this way looking for some way to help Senda.” Endric looked down at Senda, who he had secured to the saddle. He had been very careful about tying the ropes around her, wanting to hold onto her carefully so that she didn’t slip. It was a precarious position and if the horse bolted, she might slide off to the side. With her swelling, Endric expected to have significant trauma were she to crash to the ground.

      “Even after how she treated you?” Pendin asked.

      Endric smiled. “I know why she behaved the way she did,” he said. “She was angry. In her mind, I wasn’t serving the Denraen, not the way that she would have. That upset her.”

      “I’m not sure that it upset her so much as it disappointed her,” Pendin said.

      Endric looked down at Senda again. She was still bloated, and he had been hoping that over time, that bloat would begin to fade, but it had not. If anything, it had lingered longer than he had expected. He didn’t think it was any worse—whatever concoction Aria had administered seemed to have delayed its progression—but there was a part of him that had hoped she would begin to recover, only she never had. She still breathed. If nothing else, there was that relief. He was thankful for every breath that she took, and thankful that she still lived. He tried not to think about how much longer that might be, focusing only on where they needed to travel, the next push with the horse, and whatever it would take to reach the teralin-infused water.

      “I know,” Endric said softly. Disappointing Senda was possibly the worst thing he could have done. He didn’t want to disappoint her and would do anything if he could fix it, wanting only to have her understand that he had only done what was necessary so that he could better serve the Denraen. Would she ever understand that?

      They rode for a while in silence, and Endric focused on the steady clapping of the horse’s hooves over the stone. Everything around him was barren. It made it difficult to determine his path, but thankfully he had the ever-sloping mountain in the distance to help guide him.

      Every so often, the sun peaked out of the gray sky, finding a hole in the smoke that created a heavy haze over everything. Thunder rumbled, almost a promise of rain, though Endric knew better. There would be no rain, not here. Whatever would come was less about water than about the threat of fire and ash.

      Pendin gripped the reins of his horse tightly, squeezing with every rumble that erupted. He sat with a stiff posture, his back almost uncomfortably tense, as if he could stop the potential threat from the mountain and its eruption.

      “You need to relax. It’s not going to erupt anytime soon,” Endric said after watching Pendin for a while.

      “How do you know?” Pendin stared into the distance, and Endric followed the direction of his gaze, noting the intensity of his stare as he studied the mountain.

      “I don’t know, but I’ve heard that the mountain has rumbled for many years without erupting,” Endric said. “It either will or it won’t. Anything we do won’t impact that, so you might as well grow accustomed to the fact that there is not a whole lot you can do to prevent what might happen.”

      Pendin stared for a moment before starting to smile slowly. “I’m starting to think that maybe you did have some encounter with the gods.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The way you’re talking. What you’re essentially saying is that I need to have faith that the mountain won’t erupt.”

      Endric shot him a dark glare. “I’m pretty sure that’s not what I was saying.”

      “Are you sure? You sound an awful lot like some of the priests I’ve been around. It seems to me that maybe you do have a little more faith these days. Maybe the time on Salvat has been good for you.”

      “The time away from me hasn’t been good for you,” Endric said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t challenge me quite so much.” Pendin’s expression clouded, and Endric quickly realized the error of his words. “I didn’t mean—”

      “I know what you didn’t mean,” Pendin said. “And you’re right. Time away from you wasn’t good for me. Having that time was difficult on me. I thought that you had abandoned me.”

      “Abandoned? I made certain to get you help. If anything, I had refused to abandon you.”

      “It took me a while to come to understand that. For so long, I thought that you bringing me to my mother was your way of getting rid of me. You wouldn’t even tell me what you experienced with the Antrilii, so how else could I have felt?”

      Endric sighed. There wasn’t anything that he could share about his experience with the Antrilii. That was a secret with them, and though they had welcomed him, and though he had come to terms with what it meant for him to have a connection to the Antrilii, he was not one of them. Not really.

      “There were some things I just couldn’t tell you about,” Endric said. “Unfortunately, that probably won’t be the last time that happens.”

      Pendin smiled at him. “I understand that, now. My mother made it quite clear that I was being a little unreasonable with my expectations. She helped me see that there are certain things that you had to do in order for you to become the leader that you’re meant to be.”

      Endric looked down at Senda. It was strange having her with him, and having it so that he could see her, but she didn’t—and couldn’t—respond to him. It was torture to not have that connection to her.

      “I wish your mother would have spoken to Senda.”

      “I’m pretty sure that she did.”

      Endric looked over, arching a brow. “She did?”

      Pendin nodded. “Senda is the reason that I came to Salvat. She spoke to my mother, suggesting that I might be better off getting away from the city and have a chance to experience a different part of the world.”

      “And did it help?”

      “I don’t know. I spent quite a bit of time trying to figure out why I was in Salvat. After a while, when I finally stopped fighting where I was, I started to listen.” He ducked his head, bringing a hand to his mouth to cover it. “It’s an interesting feeling when you go from being in control to having none. To having everything scheduled on your behalf and essentially being told that you will do as someone else instructs.”

      “We both had that in the Denraen.”

      “We did, but this was… different. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      Endric thought about his time with the Antrilii. Hadn’t he felt something similar? It wasn’t so much that they were helpless as it was a different sensation. “Powerless,” Endric whispered.

      Pendin frowned. “Yes. I suppose that would be how I would describe it. I felt powerless. Even when we are training with the Denraen, there’s the understanding that you are a soldier, that you are fighting on behalf of those who cannot fight for themselves. You have a certain sense of power that I didn’t have.”

      “It’s a feeling that I understand,” Endric said.

      “You?” Pendin started laughing, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Endric, but I have a hard time envisioning you as powerless in anything. You’ve proven that you are far more than a simple soldier.”

      Endric smoothed back her hair. “I’m powerless now.”

      Pendin sighed. “I suppose we both are.”

      They continued riding but the mountain grew no closer. If anything, it seemed to be still far in the distance. Somehow, Endric needed to find the same teralin-infused pool, somehow find a way to use that water, perhaps charge it and change the polarity, so that he could help Senda. He wasn’t entirely certain how, not yet.

      Late in the day, there came an explosion followed by a heavy rumbling. It reminded Endric of thunder or the sound of horses storming across the battlefield, a sound that he had only known a few times, but enough that he looked over, afraid that perhaps that might be what he might see. Endric turned his attention to the mountain, focusing on the peak. Would they see flames signifying an eruption? Could it be that their presence had somehow upset the gods?

      He saw nothing.

      “Are you still convinced that it isn’t going to erupt?” Pendin asked.

      “I’m not convinced of anything. Not anymore.”

      “And if we’re trapped here?”

      “If we’re trapped, there’s not a whole lot that we can do but continue on.”

      “We could reach Elaniin.”

      “Maybe, but then Senda wouldn’t.”

      Pendin studied his face for a moment before nodding. “I’ll stay with you. If there’s anything that we can do that will help Senda, I’m here with you.”

      Endric swallowed. He hadn’t realized how much he missed having Pendin with him. He hadn’t realized how much his friend’s absence had bothered him, but having him back, having him by his side and willing to stay with him, to work together to help Senda, meant so much.

      “Where do you think Urik went?” Pendin asked.

      “I don’t know. When he took Mage Tresten away, I don’t know where he would’ve brought him. I don’t know what he would’ve wanted him for.”

      “And you’re sure that Tresten wasn’t dead?”

      Endric sighed. “I’m not sure of anything. Novan seemed to think that we could still help him, though I’m not sure how that’s possible. He seemed dead to me.”

      “And if anyone would know what a dead person would look like, it certainly would be Endric.”

      Endric glared at him and Pendin began to chuckle.

      “I have no idea how he still could live,” Endric said, clearing his throat. “He had to make the journey across the sea, and then however long it would take for Urik to find him help, and then… I don’t know.”

      “At least that’s an honest answer,” Pendin said.

      “You didn’t think I’d give you an honest answer?”

      Pendin shrugged. “I didn’t know. I don’t know exactly what you’ve gone through over the last few months. From what you’ve told me, you have been away long enough that things have changed, and you’re not even sure what those changes mean.”

      Endric still wasn’t certain what to make of the fact that he had worked with Urik. He was a man who Endric had spent much time thinking about capturing—and killing. For them to have worked together, to have been willing to try to understand Urik’s perspective and try to understand what had motivated him hadn’t been easy on Endric, but then again, he recognized the need. Urik had knowledge that Endric did not. Urik had experience that Endric did not.

      If only he could find him, maybe Urik might have an answer about what might’ve happened to Senda and whatever there might be to help her. For now, Endric was tied to searching for divine intervention, and he was left wondering whether there was anything that he could do that would matter.

      As much as he wanted to help her, watching her during the ride, noticing how little she moved, only her chest rising and falling with each breath, left him wondering whether anything could be done. It seemed an impossibility to help her, and maybe that was the point.

      Maybe it was an impossibility. It would require his faith, however weak that might be. It would require his willingness to believe that there was something he could do, though he still wasn’t certain that there was. And it would require luck, and—if he were honest with himself—perhaps divine intervention, as he had suggested to Pendin.

      Thunder rumbled again, this time louder, carrying with it a steady shaking of the earth. The horses jerked, attempting to buck, but Endric pulled on the reins, studying his mount before it could dislodge Senda from the saddle.

      He glanced over to Pendin, who gripped his reins just as tightly as he had been, squeezing them so that the horse didn’t throw him. Endric flashed a smile that Pendin didn’t return.

      “You can relax,” Endric said. “From what I understand from the waitress I met in Joyner, the mountain has rumbled like this for a long time but hasn’t erupted.”

      “Yet. It hasn’t erupted yet. What happens if—”

      A massive explosion thundered in the distance. Endric looked over. Flames poured from the peak of the mountain. Smoke and haze swirled around it, quickly obfuscating it, hiding whatever evidence of the explosion there might be.

      “Yet,” Endric agreed.

      “What do we do now?” Pendin asked.

      “Now we hurry.”

      There came another explosion, this one more tightly controlled, but the ground rumbled more than it had before. Both of them glanced over at the mountaintop, but the haze obscured their ability to see anything. Pendin stared, his jaw clenched, his hands white-knuckled, and even his breathing seemed tense: short and shallow.

      “Pendin, you need to relax.”

      “I don’t think that I can,” he said.

      “If you can’t, it’s going to make for a long day.”

      “It’s already been a long day.”

      “You don’t need to suffer like this.”

      Pendin looked over at Endric before his gaze drifted down to Senda, who remained strapped over the saddle. “I’m not suffering. She is.”

      There was something in the way that he said it that struck a chord within Endric. There was sadness mixed with anguish. He understood the feeling, as it was the same emotion that he had felt when he tried to help Senda and had failed, but for Pendin to have that same anguish, Endric wasn’t entirely certain why unless…

      “You care for her.”

      “She’s my friend, Endric.”

      Endric stared at Pendin, studying the tightness to his jaw and the stiffness to his spine. Pendin wasn’t afraid of anything other than his family. He wouldn’t be afraid of the mountain erupting. What he was afraid of was something happening to Senda, someone who he clearly cared about more than he let on.

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      Suddenly, Pendin’s agitation around Endric and Senda once he had returned from the Antrilii lands began to make sense. He had thought that Pendin had been slipping into drink during his absence, and had only later come to realize that he had been doing so far longer than Endric had realized. Had it begun when Endric and Senda had started having a relationship? Could it have been that long ago?

      “Endric—”

      Endric slowed his horse. “I can see it on your face. Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      Pendin stared straight ahead, his jaw clenched. “Would it have mattered? She chose you.”

      “You never showed any interest in her.”

      Pendin snorted. “How could I? She always had eyes for you. Ever since we met, she had that affection for you. And I can’t even blame her. I understand your appeal. Hell, I’m drawn to you. That’s what you do. You draw others to you, despite some of the things that you’ve done over the years.”

      “That’s why you came to Salvat. You wanted to get away from her.”

      “No. I came to Salvat because she suggested it to my mother.”

      “So you came. For no other reason than because Senda wanted that of you.”

      “She was my commanding officer.”

      “So was I, but that didn’t mean that you followed without question.”

      Pendin grunted. “No. I suppose not.” He looked over at Senda for a long moment before pulling his gaze up to Endric. “What now?”

      “Now we do what we can to help her.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      “How could I be mad? I understand your feelings all too well.”

      “But she’s your—”

      Endric started laughing. “If Senda wakes up, don’t ever let her hear you calling her my anything. You’ll be likely to end up with a staff to the side of your head if you do.”

      Pendin smiled and nodded slowly. “I will help you with her,” he said. “Whatever it takes, we’ll get her the help that she needs. If it’s this divine intervention, then I will help you see that the gods smile at her. If it’s something else, I’ll be there with you.”

      “I know that you will,” Endric said.

      Thunder rumbled, and the ground began shaking again. He couldn’t see whether the mountain in the distance erupted or if a fire spewed from the top, but the increase in tremors had his heart speeding and he flashed a smile at Pendin. “I think we need to hurry or else neither of us will get to reveal our feelings to Senda.”

      Pendin’s face paled. “I have no intention of sharing my feelings.”

      “You don’t think that she already knows?”

      “Gods, I hope not.”

      Knowing Senda, Endric thought it likely that she did already know, and it was equally likely that she had chosen not to say anything out of a desire not to upset their friend. Because of that, Endric wouldn’t push.

      When another tremor came, this one with more force, Endric patted his horse, signaling his mount to speed along. With each passing moment, he became less and less certain that they would reach the teralin-infused pool before something happened. And if they didn’t—if the mountain exploded—where could they go?

      They had to have faith that it wouldn’t, and they had to have faith that they wouldn’t explode, though faith was not something Endric had in abundance.
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      Night settled around him, and Endric rested with Senda lying nearby. He had grown accustomed to the stench of her body, the rotting stink that apparently meant that her insides were decaying, but he still noticed it, despite the fact that he might be used to it. An occasional glimmer of moonlight popped out from behind the haze and the clouds, giving a slight sheen to her face. Otherwise, it was almost perfectly dark.

      But not silent.

      There came the occasional rumble, the steady tremoring of the ground that created a loud and distinct thunder, but there was never any rain, not the way there had been when he and Senda had first arrived on Salvat. He heard the occasional cawing of birds, a sound that jarred him from his light slumber, mostly because it seemed so out of place for this barren expanse of land. Occasionally, he noted the sound of scraping across rock, and though he saw nothing in the night, he continued to look up, afraid that they might be attacked at any point.

      He passed the night in that way, barely sleeping, able to catch only moments of rest before he jerked back awake. When morning came, it was a relief more than anything. He sat up, looking at the growing daylight. The sky seemed clearer than it had been, though clouds still smeared across it. There wasn’t quite as much of a haze to the sky as there had been, and he wondered if perhaps they might catch the sun, though if they did, would it make a difference? Endric didn’t need the sunlight to guide his way and only needed to have the horse continue to lead them.

      When Pendin awoke, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and spent a moment staring at Senda. His nose wrinkled as he took a deep breath. “How much longer do you think we’ll have to ride today?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible that we can reach the pool today.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      Endric turned his attention to Senda. Her breathing had become more irregular over the last day or so, enough so that he wasn’t certain how much longer she might have. How long could she last in this shape?

      “Let’s try to have faith that we will.”

      “There you go again. Talking about faith. You’re nothing like the Endric I remember.”

      “I’m the same Endric. It’s just that I have come to understand that there are a great many things I can’t explain.”

      After attending to the horses, they strapped Senda to Endric’s saddle, managing to secure her once more. The bands cut into her arms, leaving indentations in her flesh. Her skin seemed to be weeping more than it had been before, and he tried not to think about what that meant, though he knew that her time was limited. Even if she managed to breathe regularly once more, it was possible that there might not be anything they could do to save her.

      They started across the land, riding quickly. Endric lost track of time; with the clouds and the haze, he found it difficult to keep a steady sense of how long they had been traveling. It could have been hours, but without having some way of watching the sun change positions in the sky, he had no idea how long they actually had been moving.

      For his part, Pendin seemed content to remain silent. It was more than simply an interest in solitude, it was that he focused his gaze in front of them, being intentional about not looking over at Endric or Senda. It made gauging his mood more difficult. Was he angry? Even if he were, there wasn’t much that Endric could do that would help ease his mind. What Pendin needed—what they both needed—was to finish this task.

      And when it was done, what then?

      Then he would be back to pursuing Urik and discovering what had happened with Tresten. Endric couldn’t return to the Denraen until he knew what had happened to the Mage. He didn’t feel comfortable returning until he had those answers, but more than that, he didn’t want to leave Urik wandering. The man had a penance to pay for everything that he had done, and Endric wasn’t interested in leaving him.

      Throughout the day, there came the steady rumbling of thunder. It had not changed in intensity, but the consistency to it was enough that it troubled Endric. At what point would there be something more? At what point would the volcano erupt? They had already seen fire and ash spewing from the top, but there had been nothing more. If it came, would they be in danger? He didn’t see how it was possible that they wouldn’t be.

      “How much farther do you think we will need to go?” Pendin asked.

      “I don’t know,” Endric said.

      “You said that the last time I asked.”

      “And the answer hasn’t changed,” Endric said.

      Pendin considered him for a long moment, his gaze fixed on his friend. “We are running out of time. Pretty soon, she won’t be breathing anymore.”

      Endric sighed. He had been watching Senda and thinking much the same. He tried to ignore that, not wanting to acknowledge the fact that even with everything they might do, she might not survive.

      “It shouldn’t be far from here.”

      “Is that what your vision showed you?”

      Endric swallowed. He didn’t know that either he or the horses would be able to handle going on for much longer. At a certain point, the horses would likely collapse, and he and Pendin only had so much water with them.

      “Everything the vision showed me was true.”

      “Other than it showing you the way to save Senda.”

      “Other than that,” he said.

      “What if the vision was meant for you and not meant as some way for you to help her?” Pendin looked over. “I believe that you had a vision. I don’t know what it would have meant, but I believe you when you speak of your vision. Yet it’s possible that your vision was more about enlightening you than about helping Senda in any way.”

      “Why show me if there wasn’t any way to help Senda?”

      “Maybe because you came here for another reason,” Pendin said.

      “I came here to help return Tresten to others who might be able to help him.”

      “A dead Mage. To others who might help?”

      “I know it doesn’t make a lot of sense,” Endric said. “But I trust Novan. And if he’s convinced that this was the right thing to do to help Tresten, then who am I to argue with him?”

      “Who are you? You’re Dendril’s son. You have experience more than most. If anyone has a right to argue with him, why wouldn’t it be you?”

      Endric smiled. There was so much that Pendin didn’t know. That he couldn’t know. Not without revealing more of the Conclave than Endric was willing—and able—to do. “Dendril wanted me to take this journey. That much I am certain of.”

      “Why would your father want you to come here?”

      “Because he wanted me to gain experience. He wanted me to gain a certain level of knowledge. And there might have been other reasons that I haven’t begun to understand.”

      Pendin started to say something, but Endric ignored him as he caught sight of shapes in the distance.

      He squinted, trying to peer farther away, thinking that he could gain some insight, and saw the trees that he had seen when he had been this way before.

      Relief washed through him. Could it be that he was finally reaching the place where he wanted to bring Senda? Could it be that he finally had found the pool of teralin-infused water?

      He urged the horse forward and they started off at a rapid gallop. Senda started to sway in the saddle, and he grabbed onto the straps holding her, trying not to think about how much they might be hurting her.

      “Not much farther,” he said to Senda.

      Pendin caught up to him, riding alongside him. “Is that it?” He nodded toward the trees in the distance.

      “That’s where I was before,” Endric said.

      “It seems so… small.”

      “Only because we’re still quite a ways away,” Endric said.

      They continued to ride, and the trees began to become clearer. The air took on a better scent to it that managed to even overpower the stench coming off Senda. Pendin’s nose wrinkled and he glanced over. “That smells like—”

      “Teralin. It’s teralin. It’s all around us. There is some in the rock, and the water that I found is infused with it.”

      “Are you sure that teralin will help her?”

      “I’m not sure of anything,” Endric said. “Only that whatever the Teachers in the canicharl have been trying hasn’t worked.”

      “You heard the head healer.”

      “Yes. I heard the head healer. So if they weren’t even doing anything for Senda, it’s better that we at least try. I don’t know if there is anything that will make a difference for her, but I’m willing to see if there’s anything we can do.”

      They reached the outer edge of the pool. Life sprang up here in ways that it didn’t in other parts of this barren rock. There were clumps of grasses that gradually changed over to scrub brush, and then to stunted and twisted trees. Endric followed these all the way to the edge of the water. It was much like what he remembered, with the bitter odor coming off the water and the strange shimmery quality to it.

      When he dismounted, the horse hurried to the water’s edge and began drinking.

      Pendin reached for the horse’s rein’s, trying to pull the creature back, but Endric waved him off.

      “Let her drink.”

      “Is it safe?”

      “It was the last time we were here.”

      Pendin reluctantly released the reins and the horse started forward again, dipping her head down into the water and taking gulps of water. Pendin’s horse did the same.

      Pendin watched for a moment before turning his attention back to Endric. “What now?”

      Endric carried Senda to the water’s edge and held her there for a while. Would it work? Would anything that he might do here even make a difference?

      He had to push past the doubt. That was the influence of whatever negatively charged teralin was around him—and there had to be some negatively charged teralin, even if he couldn’t determine where it was.

      “Now I think it’s time to see if this will make a difference.”

      He crawled into the water, carrying Senda with them. At first, he held her above the top of the water, but then he gradually began to lower her into it. It might only be his imagination, but he thought that her breathing quickened, but then it returned to the steady, shallow breaths that she had been taking.

      When she was nearly submerged, Pendin grabbed his shoulder.

      Endric looked back at him.

      “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      “I want to find some way of helping Senda. That’s all I want.”

      “But this way? If this doesn’t work…”

      “If this doesn’t work, it’s on me. I am the reason that we came to Salvat. I’m the reason that she was attacked. I’m the reason that she ended up treated by Aria, and I’m the reason that she ended up at the canicharl. I want to be the reason that we find some way of helping her.”

      Pendin let out a deep breath and nodded, releasing his grip on Endric’s shoulder.

      Endric submerged Senda.

      He wasn’t sure what else he needed to do, but there was something that felt right. He pushed on the sense of teralin within the water.

      It was the same thing that he did when he changed the polarity, shifting it from neutral to positive. He had no ability to change it to negative, and wasn’t sure if that would harm her if he did, but it seemed that the only way that he could help her would be by using the positive polarity.

      There was resistance.

      It seemed as if the water—or more specifically, the metal in the water—pushed against him.

      He focused, but focus wasn’t what he needed. What he needed was strength. In order to overcome the resistance, he didn’t need to keep a tight focus, he needed to have a diffuse sort of strength that would allow him to power through it and somehow change the charge of the teralin.

      “Endric?” Pendin asked.

      He ignored Pendin and instead continue to focus on the teralin.

      It seemed impossible to change the polarity of this much, especially with as diffuse as the teralin seemed within the water. Was there a different way that he could manage it? Did he have to change all of it at once, or could he start out smaller and spread that influence? Wasn’t that the same way that he had changed the polarity when working with the merahl in the Antrilii lands?

      Rather than trying to push with great strength on all of the water—and all of the teralin in the water—Endric focused only on what was near him and what was near Senda. With her submerged, she wouldn’t have long. He would either have to succeed or he would lose her.

      As he pushed, the water around her began to take on a faint glow. It was subtle, and at first, he thought it nothing more than his imagination, but the longer that he saw it, the more convinced he was that it was real.

      Was it the teralin?

      Endric continued to push, sending more and more strength through the water surrounding Senda. As he did, he had an idea. Rather than focusing on the water around her, he started to push on the water within her.

      This proved an easier task. The water started to shimmer again, and the resistance that he’d detected faded. With another shove, he forced the teralin to change to the positive polarity.

      Using this, he was able to push on the water around her. More of it began to glow, taking on the faint sheen, enough that he thought that he might succeed.

      Then it failed.

      “Endric?”

      Pendin reached for him, grabbing his shoulder, and pulled. He was stronger than Endric—strong enough that he pulled Endric and Senda out of the water, away from the pool, dragging them free.

      “I needed a little more time!”

      Pendin reached for Senda, pulling her from Endric’s arms. “You don’t get any more time. That was all she had.”

      “It was working, Pendin. Didn’t you see the way the water was glowing? That’s the sign that what I was doing was working. The polarity of the teralin in it was changing.”

      “How much longer were you willing to push it?” He rolled Senda over and let water drain from her mouth. When he set her on the ground, she was still breathing.

      “I’m willing to push it as long as I needed so that I could help her.”

      “Were you helping her, or were you helping yourself?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “That means that I don’t know how much of what you’ve been doing is because you want to see Senda well and how much of it is because you don’t like the idea of failing.”

      Endric looked down at Senda. She was covered in water, and he could feel the positive polarity to it. There was a strange pressure on his senses from the teralin, and it was not unpleasant. He had felt it many times before, but this was a little different. Endric wasn’t certain why that would be and why it would feel different now, only that it did.

      “I’m doing whatever I can to help her,” he said. “I know you don’t agree with my technique, but that doesn’t mean that it’s wrong, only that it’s not what you would have done. The Teachers weren’t doing anything for her. You saw that! She deserved a chance to get better, even if it was little more than a prayer of a chance.”

      “You never answered my question.”

      “Because it doesn’t deserve an answer. It’s not about me losing or winning. It’s about whatever I can do to help Senda. And I have no idea if there’s anything that can be done, only that I had to try.”

      Pendin stared at him for a long moment before turning his attention back to Senda. As he took her in, the anger in his eyes melted and he looked up at Endric once more, the anguish that he’d seen before once more visible on his face. “What now? Since there was nothing that could be done for her, what now?”

      Endric sighed. He had put so much hope into the possibility that he could help her, so much hope in the chance that bringing her to this pool and the water here would make a difference, that he hadn’t fully planned for the possibility that it wouldn’t.

      And now? What would he do?

      They could return to the city, but there wasn’t anything there for him. The Teachers might be angry if he appeared. In many cities throughout Thealon and Gom Aaldia, the Teachers had significant influence. He suspected it was much the same on Salvat. Perhaps more, especially considering what he had learned about Salvat.

      There was only one answer for him. He looked down at Senda. If he succeeded, if he found Tresten, maybe he could somehow help her.

      If he still lived.

      “Now I have to resume my previous assignment,” he said.

      “You think you can find Tresten after everything that’s happened?”

      “I need to find Tresten, and I need to discover what Urik intended for him. And I need to understand why my father allowed Senda to come with me.”

      There was something to that last bit, though what?

      “How do you intend to find him? How do you intend to find anything out here?”

      “I don’t know. There is supposed to be a group of people who have some influence and some knowledge. That’s what Urik was after.”

      “And if you don’t find him?”

      “If I don’t find him, then I suppose we need to return to Vasha and to the Denraen.”

      And if that happened, Endric would be returning a failure twice over. Not only would he have failed to find help for Tresten as well as losing Urik, he would have now lost Senda. It was unlikely that he would be welcomed back with quite the same homecoming as he might have had he not failed so spectacularly.

      Maybe this was a lesson his father had hoped he would learn. Endric had begun to understand that his father had plans for him that he often didn’t reveal, plans that were more complex than Endric had ever given him credit for.

      “Where do you propose we start?” Pendin asked.

      Thunder rumbled behind them, a constant presence ever since they had appeared on Salvat.

      Endric frowned to himself. Could it be more than a coincidence?

      He turned toward the mountain in the distance. “There,” he said, pointing. “We go there.”

      Pendin looked to the mountain in the distance and his eyes widened slightly, but he clenched his jaw, took a deep breath, and then nodded.
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      They had ridden for the better part of a day when Senda moaned.

      Endric stopped, adjusting the straps holding her in place. It might have been his imagination, but it seemed as if the swelling in her arms and legs was less than it had been before. Her skin still had a weepiness to it, and her hair was less greasy, though that might only have been because of her time in the water rather than any change to her health. Her breathing remained unchanged. The only change had been the moan.

      “What was that?” Pendin asked.

      He had grown more distant and, if anything, perhaps a little more irritable, especially as they made their way toward the sloping peak of the mountain. Was it the proximity to the mountain that bothered him or the potential loss of Senda?

      “That was her,” he said.

      “Her? She hasn’t said anything since you brought her to the canicharl.”

      Endric checked to see if there was any change, any potential connection to the teralin, but couldn’t feel anything. It was possible that his connection to teralin was impacted more than anything else, and that he couldn’t detect it only because he wasn’t strong enough.

      “She moaned.”

      “Then we should turn around. We should head back to the city and the Teachers and—”

      Endric shook his head. “No. We need to continue on as we have been. Now that we’re here, we’re far enough along that we need to see if there’s any way for us to get answers as to what happened with Urik.”

      Pendin studied him for a long moment. “You’re the commanding officer.”

      “It’s not about that,” Endric said.

      “Isn’t it? Isn’t that why you refused to turn back?”

      “What more do you think the Teachers in the canicharl can do? What can they do that we haven’t been able to do? They had their chance, and there was nothing that they were able to do. To the point where they tried nothing.”

      “Only because she was so far along.”

      “Still. They should have done something other than simply study her and watch her insides decay. They should have done something for her.”

      Pendin said nothing and they fell silent as they continued along the road. After a while, they started heading up a steeper section of slope. The horses struggled a bit, and the farther they went without water, the more they would struggle. Would they come across a source of water anywhere nearby? If they didn’t, would the horses be able to continue? He and Pendin had filled water skins, but those were only enough to keep the two of them hydrated. It would do nothing for the horses. For them, Endric counted on the likelihood that they would come across some sort of water, especially with as much rain as they had seen when they first appeared on the island.

      As they went, the horse slipped and Endric fell forward, crashing into Senda.

      She moaned again.

      It was the second time she had made a noise, something other than the silent and steady breathing. That had to mean something, didn’t it?

      Pendin looked over. He watched Endric for a moment before clenching his jaw and nodding once more.

      “Senda?” Endric said. He didn’t think that she would respond, but he wanted to try, hoping that perhaps she might answer. He rested his palm on her cheek for no other reason than wanting her to know that he was there. That she wasn’t alone.

      She made no other sound.

      Endric took a controlled breath and guided the horse back onto the path they had been following. It meandered along the base of the mountain, gradually heading up, so that before too much longer, they would be clinging to the volcano itself.

      “If this erupts…” Pendin started.

      Endric could only nod. “I know.”

      “We’ll be lost. All of us.” His gaze darted to Senda strapped to the saddle.

      “I know,” Endric said again.

      “Fine. I just want to make sure that you are aware of what you are trying to put us through.”

      “Would you rather I leave her here as we search?”

      Pendin frowned. “It doesn’t require both of us, Endric. If you’re going after Urik and Tresten, after whatever secret that you refuse to share with me, you don’t need me. And if there is nothing more that can be done for Senda, then let her come with me. Let her at least have the chance for safety.”

      “What will you do with her?” Endric asked.

      “I will return her to the canicharl.”

      “They won’t to do anything for her.”

      “And how is what you did any different than that?”

      It wasn’t. And he knew that it wasn’t. Pendin was right, which meant that he needed to allow Pendin to return with Senda to the city and the canicharl, but doing so meant that anything he might be able to find and learn would be lost.

      Pendin was right. It didn’t require all of them to head up the mountainside in search of Urik. It could be only Endric. Besides, there was an added benefit that Endric hadn’t considered before. If there was anything to the Conclave here, and Urik had found some way to it, wouldn’t that be a reason to keep Pendin from it? Endric wasn’t a part of the Conclave. He might work on behalf of them, trying to help Tresten at Novan’s urging, but it wasn’t his place to be the one to share details of the Conclave.

      “Make sure that she’s safe. Make sure that she has every opportunity to recover.”

      “Endric—”

      “You heard it the same as I did. She’s not gone—not completely. If there’s anything that can be done for her, I want you to promise me that you will see that it is. If you care about her the way that you claim, you will do this for her.”

      “I do care about her,” Pendin said “but I also understand that there might not be anything that can be done for her. I understand that regardless of what we might want, there are limits to what can be done.”

      “I refuse to acknowledge those limits.” If he had accepted limitations, he would already have been dead. He would have died when he was exiled by his father. He would have died when he was trying to find Urik. He would have died when sent out of the Antrilii lands with nothing. Instead, he had survived. He had discovered that he was stronger than he had ever known—perhaps far stronger. And he knew that Senda deserved the same chance to prove her strength.

      “Fine. I will do whatever I can to ensure that Senda is given the possibility of recovery. You and I both know that there might not be anything that can be done for her.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “Help me get her strapped to my saddle,” Pendin said.

      Endric shook his head. “Take this horse. She’s well secured in it.”

      Pendin arched a brow. “And this mare was small for me. I might crush the other one.”

      “I doubt it. She’s carried both of us for days. And she carried me before that. She’s strong, and that’s what Senda needs right now.”

      Endric climbed from the saddle and patted the horse on the side. This was the same horse that had traveled with him ever since reaching Salvat. He looked in her eyes and leaned close to her ear and whispered, “Guide them safely, girl. I think that you’re the only one who can do this.”

      The horse whinnied, almost as if she understood what Endric was saying. He patted her on the side again and reached for Pendin’s reins as he climbed from the saddle.

      “Be careful, Endric.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” Pendin asked.

      Endric shrugged. “If something happens to me, then…” He shook his head. It made no difference what could be if something happened to Endric, not unless Senda recovered.

      “Care to provide any direction for me?”

      Endric pointed. “There’s something of a path that you can follow. I think the horse knows it as well as I did. Just keep pointing her north and west, and you will eventually come across what you need.”

      Pendin studied Endric for a long moment before turning the horse and starting away from them. Endric watched until they had become too distant to follow, and then he patted Pendin’s horse, climbing into the saddle and guiding her up the slope.

      Endric urged the horse more quickly than he had gone before, wanting speed more than anything else. He wasn’t sure if it was safe to guide the horse quite as quickly as he was, but it didn’t completely matter. The horse seemed to sense Endric’s urgency and moved quickly along the slope.

      They took a road that was narrow, little more than a ledge, winding around the side of the mountain. It switched back at times, moving higher and higher. As they went, they were accompanied by a steady rumbling. This close to the mountain, Endric could feel the tremors. The horse paused each time one came, only to resume again when it had passed. The horse was more fearless than Endric, seemingly unafraid by the steady rumbling. That reassured Endric more than anything else would.

      A few hours after Pendin had left him, there was a massive explosion.

      The horse had made it to a wider section on the path, and debris began raining down from above. Had they been on a narrower section of the path, Endric worried that the path itself might have collapsed, sending them sliding down to the base of the mountain.

      A dark cloud of ash poured into the sky and flames streaked into the air, a glowing orange that reflected off the haze. This close to it, Endric could feel the heat rising from the eruption, close enough that he could practically smell the sulfur in the air. His lungs burned with it and he waited, fearful that lava would come spewing down the side of the volcano, but it did not.

      Endric patted the side of the mare, and they continued up the side of the rock. This close, he couldn’t even look up and see the peak, unlike when he was farther back. From a distance, the slope seemed gradual, but now that he was upon the mountain, it was far steeper than he had expected. The horse labored on, making better time than Endric would have alone. He kept waiting for a stream, anything that they might find that the horse could water at, but there was nothing.

      After a while, he paused and poured some of his water into his hands, cupping it in front of the horse and letting her drink. She did so greedily and looked up at him as if demanding more. Endric took a brief swig and obliged, pouring more water into his palms, letting her have the majority of it. How could he deny her, especially as she was doing far more work than he?

      Their pause was brief, and then they continued up. The horse began to slow and, despite Endric’s urgings, there wasn’t any more speed that she could manage. He climbed out of the saddle and began leading her, wanting to maintain a steady speed. Going this way, at least she had a break from carrying him, though he doubted it would matter all that much to her.

      There was no sign of anything else.

      He had been convinced that the increase in rumbling had been tied to Tresten and whatever was needed to save him, but what if that wasn’t it at all? What if there was nothing that they could do and no way of finding where Urik might have gone or where he had brought Tresten?

      When night fell, Endric felt as if he were no closer to the summit. How much longer did he dare continue like this? How much longer did he dare putting the horse through this journey? There would come a time when neither he nor the horse could continue on, both of them suffering from dehydration.

      He stopped at a wider ledge of rock and sat. He held onto the reins, not wanting the horse to bolt with an explosion. So far, she hadn’t been spooked by any of the tremors that had continued to come, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t be.

      He rested for a while, not daring to sleep too long. The uncomfortable position that he found himself in prevented him from sleeping too soundly. Thankfully, he didn’t need a lot of sleep. His time traveling had trained him to get by with as little as possible, and he managed to wake feeling somewhat better. Not refreshed. That would be unlikely without having a chance to sleep in the comfort of a bed, but he certainly felt better than he had.

      He stared out at the sky. With the occasional explosion, he was able to see into the night, light reflecting off the haze in the clouds.

      There were no sounds around him other than his breathing and that of the horse occasionally stepping when she was unsettled by the rumbling. It was eerie, a sort of solitude that he hadn’t had even while chasing the groeliin in the Antrilii lands. This was terrifying in a way that had not been, and he was armed here.

      He drifted off and on, eventually falling into a deeper slumber than he had intended to.

      He dreamed but lost track of what he dreamed about. He had snippets of visions of the mountain and an eruption and Senda and even his brother. It was strange that his brother would plague him so long after his death. Would there ever come a time when the loss of his brother didn’t hurt quite so much? More than his father, Andril had been responsible for his training, seeing to his first foray into learning the sword, mastering that skill. Without him, he felt as if he had lost more than a brother. Maybe that was why he had those dreams.

      Finally, Endric jolted awake. There was a dream of someone calling his name, and of a hand on his shoulder. When he stirred, he looked over to see if the horse was still there, and saw a man standing across from him.

      His eyes widened.

      Not just any man. Urik.
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      Endric jumped to his feet and resisted the urge to reach for his sword. Light had begun to color the horizon, giving enough illumination to the growing day. He glared at Urik, surprised to see that the man was dressed differently than when they had last been together. Whereas before he had been dressed in Denraen colors, a remnant of his time in Vasha as a prisoner, now he was dressed in a finer cut: brown pants and a deep gray jacket that had seemingly been made to fit him. A short sword hung at his waist.

      “Urik. What are you doing here? What did you do with Tresten? Why did you abandon us?”

      Urik cocked his head to the side. “That’s a lot of questions.”

      “Is it too many for you to answer?”

      “For now.”

      “What are you doing here?” Endric asked. “The last time we saw you—”

      “Was along the shore. I was there. I remember.”

      “It wasn’t along the shore. We were inland.”

      Urik glanced out over the Salvat landscape. “In these lands, there is the shore, the cities, and the mountain. I left you on the shore.”

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t have a whole lot of choice.”

      “You didn’t have choice? You disappeared while we were sleeping.”

      “I didn’t disappear. I was abducted.”

      Endric blinked. His mind lurched forward but he was tired, still exhausted from everything that he had been through over the last few days. He was possibly a little hungry, and it was possible that he was delirious from lack of enough water. He had heard of men losing their wits when they weren’t able to get enough to drink.

      “What do you mean that you were abducted?”

      “I think that part was plenty clear.”

      “And Tresten?”

      “Tresten was taken with me.”

      “Why?”

      Urik looked over his shoulder and then shook his head as he turned back to Endric. “I can only surmise that they were from the Conclave, but they have not been forthcoming about their intentions.”

      “They?”

      “There are three of them. They are down at the base of the mountain, and they sent me here.”

      “Why? What have they done with Tresten?”

      “As I said, I don’t know what they did with Tresten, but I suspect that they are part of the Conclave.”

      “What did they want you to do? Why did they send you up here?”

      “I am supposed to gather something.”

      “And what are you supposed to gather?” Endric was having a hard time believing that Urik had been abducted, but that was a better explanation then him having abandoned them. He had thought that Urik had changed, so that when he abandoned them, Endric had been troubled by it.

      “According to the people who claimed me, I am supposed to gather a part of the gods.”

      “And how do they anticipate that you will be able to gather a part of the gods?”

      “My time with the historian guild taught me that the people of Salvat view the mountain itself as an extension of the gods. It’s much different than what is believed in Thealon, though they worship the same gods. I suspect that what I’ve been asked to do is gather a part of the mountain, though I’m not quite clear on what part I have been asked to claim.”

      “Have they said anything about what they know of the tremors?”

      “They haven’t said anything about that. I suspect that the mountain prepares to erupt, though you’re bright enough to have made that connection.”

      “I’ve been told that the mountain hasn’t erupted in several hundred years.”

      “That doesn’t mean that it can’t. Volcanoes are unpredictable. We know so little about them, other than they are stirred by something deep within the earth.”

      “This one seems to be stirred by something else.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Urik asked.

      “It’s just that since I’ve been here, it’s been acting increasingly agitated. The mountain continues to rumble, and I’ve seen ash and fire spewed into the sky. If you ask me, it looks as if it’s ready to erupt.”

      Urik frowned. “Then why would they have sent me up here if they suspected it would erupt?” He asked the question mostly to himself, pressing his lips together in a frown. He began pacing in a small and controlled circle. There wasn’t much room for him to pace any differently.

      “What else have you been doing?” Endric asked.

      “I’ve been trying to understand what they want of me.”

      “What did they do with Tresten?”

      “I haven’t seen what they did with him. After they abducted me, he disappeared. As I said, I suspect they are from the Conclave.”

      And if they were from the Conclave, then they would be inclined to help Tresten rather than intending him any harm. But, it still seemed strange to Endric that they would not have shared with Urik what they were after.

      Urik looked over at Endric, his frown deepening. “Where is Senda?”

      Endric shook his head slightly. “She was injured. When we lost you and Tresten, we lost the ship, too. It forced us to try to reach Elaniin. We took the dinghy, thinking that it might be faster, but—”

      “The dinghy? You would have been a day, maybe a day and a half at most to walk from there. Why would you have risked the coast?”

      “We didn’t know where we were and didn’t know how far we had to travel,” Endric said.

      Could they have only been a day and a half walk away? If that were the case, then they had made an enormous mistake. Senda had been injured for nothing.

      “The dinghy was attacked by some sea creature.”

      Urik arched a brow. “That’s quite nonspecific.”

      Endric shrugged. “That’s all I can tell you. I never got a good glimpse of what it was, but when I rescued her from the water, she had nearly drowned.”

      Urik took a deep breath and then sighed. “I am sorry, Endric. I know how much she meant to you.”

      “She’s not gone. I brought her to the canicharl, and the Teachers will help her. If anyone can, they will.”

      Urik smiled tightly. “Yes. That was probably the best decision short of finding the Conclave.”

      “I didn’t have any way of finding the Conclave.”

      “Why have you come here?” he asked.

      “I came looking for you. And Tresten. I came looking for answers, to see where you might’ve gone and why you had disappeared.”

      “And now that you found me, you should turn back,” Urik said. “There is no reason for you to risk yourself here.”

      “Why not? You are.”

      “I am because there is no other choice for me.”

      “There is always another choice,” Endric said.

      “In this case, I’m afraid there might not be,” Urik said. “Normally, I would agree with you that there would be another choice. But in order for me to get the information I want—and need—I think that I need to comply with these individuals.”

      “Let me help you,” Endric said.

      “You don’t want to do that. You and I have never seen eye to eye, so I understand if you leave now that you found me. Know that Tresten is where he needs to be. Especially if the Conclave is able to help him.”

      “And what if they aren’t?”

      “Perhaps they will not be able to help,” Urik said. “And if they aren’t, then I have a different purpose in being here. I need to know all that I can about the Conclave. I need to do this so that I can join them, so that I can get the information that I have longed for.”

      Endric let out a deep sigh. Who was he to refuse Urik this quest? Tresten had felt that Urik was deserving, at least deserving enough to want Endric and Urik to work together.

      “I promised my father—and Novan—that I would work with you and that together, we would find the answers for Tresten. I can’t really help them without staying with you.”

      Urik regarded Endric for a moment. “No. I suppose that you cannot. I won’t have you delaying me.”

      “You think to dictate to me how this will go?”

      “I think that in this search, you will need to defer to me.”

      Endric didn’t want to argue the point, and he simply wanted to accompany Urik, mostly to see if the Conclave had any understanding of what had been taking place here. Maybe they could explain the increase in tremors. And maybe—if they were able to help Tresten—there might be something that could be done to help Senda. That was his motivation more than anything else.

      “I will follow your lead, but only so long as you don’t put either of us in any danger.”

      Urik arched a brow at him. “And why would I put either of us into danger?”

      “I don’t know why you do the things that you do, Urik. All I know is that I don’t have any intention of having you lead me into danger.”

      “Oh, there will be danger.”

      “Is that your intention, then? Do you intend to find some way of injuring me to abandon me?”

      “I’m not that person,” Urik said. “I know it’s difficult for you to believe, but that’s not who I am.”

      “It difficult for me to believe because of everything you’ve put me through.”

      “In the name of trying to understand the Conclave.”

      Endric stared at him, trying to come up with some answer, but there wasn’t any. There wasn’t anything to say, and there was no reason to argue. All he needed was to go along with Urik and see what he might know.

      “Where are we going?” Endric asked, grabbing the reins of the horse.

      Urik shook his head. “Not with her.”

      “We’re walking?”

      “Where we’re going, I think we have to.”

      Endric patted the side of the horse and removed the reins, tucking them into one of the saddlebags. “Return to the city,” he said. He wasn’t certain whether it would make any difference, but it seemed the right thing to do and say.

      When he patted the horse on the flank, she started away and down the slope. Endric watched her departing and had a moment of remorse. Would he regret allowing her to depart like that? And if he did, would Urik live up to his promise and work with him?

      “Let’s go.”

      Urik considered him for a moment. “It will be difficult.”

      “I’ve been through difficult. That doesn’t concern me.”

      “This might be more difficult than anything you’ve been through before.”

      “Then we should start.”
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      It was near dusk when the mountain exploded.

      The ground grumbled, more than any of the tremors that had come before, and debris from up the slope spilled down, cascading around Endric’s feet. He crouched, getting into a position so that he could brace himself if needed, and looked up at the peak of the mountain. Ash spewed higher and higher into the sky, and flames streaked with it, reflecting off the dust. The air stunk, a hot and biting odor that burned at his nose and throat.

      Urik remained standing. He stared, his hands clasped in front of him, up the slope of the mountain. There was an unreadable expression on his face, but Endric had seen it on him before. It was almost a yearning, as if he longed to understand more.

      “You need to get down,” Endric said. “If something larger comes tumbling toward us, it will knock you off your feet.”

      “Then it will knock me off my feet,” Urik said.

      “Don’t be a fool. I’m not dragging you out of here.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to drag me anywhere,” Urik said.

      Endric shook his head, pushing back the annoyance he felt. “Don’t do this, Urik. These tremors have been going on for the last week, at least. Possibly longer.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve been far too close to the mountain the entire time,” he said.

      The rumbling died off and the stream of debris up the slope stopped. Endric stood, dusting his hands on his pants.

      “Did they give you any idea of where you need to go?” Endric asked.

      “Nothing other than that I should continue to climb,” Urik said.

      He started off, making his way directly up the slope of the rock rather than taking the narrow path that wound along the side of the mountain. Endric was forced to follow, climbing and scraping his hands and occasionally his knees as he did. The darkness made it difficult to navigate, but Endric pushed on, determined to get to the summit.

      After climbing for a while, Urik reached another path and hurried along it. Endric clambered up the rock, struggling to keep up with the older man, surprised by Urik’s mobility. How was it that he was able to move more quickly than Endric? Urik disappeared around a bend, and in the darkness, Endric lost sight of him entirely.

      He hurried after Urik, keeping his gaze down at his feet, fearful that he might take a wrong step. Each foot was placed carefully, not wanting to slip as he went, and he paused at the bend in the path where Urik had disappeared.

      Endric still saw no sign of him.

      Where had he gone? He should have been right here, but he was missing.

      He couldn’t simply have disappeared—not like that. There would have to have been some answer as to where Urik had gone. In the darkness, he couldn’t tell.

      Had he gone back down the slope? Had he fallen? Or had he started up the side of the mountain again?

      He paused, hoping for a glimpse of moonlight to guide his way. Instead, it was a flash of red from another explosion that showed him where to go.

      There was an opening along the path.

      When the explosion occurred, creating an outline of darkness, Endric saw a cave recessed in the side of the mountain.

      The opening to the cave was too perfect to be naturally occurring. Could this be a mine?

      Why here? It seemed too high—and remote.

      Endric started in, keeping his hand on the wall. It was warm, though this high in the mountain with the wind gusting around, he would’ve expected it to be cooler. There was no light, and he was forced to shuffle along carefully, sliding one foot in front of the other while keeping his hand trailing along the stone, hoping that he didn’t stumble.

      As he went, the darkness began to lighten.

      Were his eyes adjusting, or was there something else that would explain the change?

      He continued to approach and as the light became increasingly clear, Endric was more and more certain that whatever was there was real.

      But what was it?

      Something grabbed him in the darkness.

      Endric jerked around, trying to shake off whoever had grabbed him. Or whatever. The idea that something was in the cave with him sent his heart racing. Memories of groeliin came to mind, reminders of the day he had found their breeding grounds. He hadn’t thought there would be something similar this far to the south, but what if there were groeliin hiding in the mountains here? There certainly was teralin. Could the groeliin have spread without being detected?

      “Easy, Endric.”

      “Urik. Why did you run off—”

      “Quiet.” He raised a finger to his lips, silencing him.

      Urik made a motion with his hand and dragged Endric deeper into the cave. Now that it was lighter, Endric didn’t feel the same reluctance to release his connection to the walls of the cave, but still dragged his hand along the stone.

      “What is it?” he asked with a whisper.

      “I don’t know. There are rumors of the temple somewhere in the mountain, and when I saw the opening—”

      “How did you see the opening in the darkness?”

      “I’ve been keeping my hand out, searching for something. How else would I have seen it? How did you see it?”

      “There was a flash of light.”

      “Yes. I felt it in here. If you thought the tremors were unpleasant when you are outside the mountain, wait until you feel one inside this cave.”

      “Is this where the Conclave wanted you to go?”

      “I don’t know where the Conclave wanted me to go. I’m coming here because I don’t have the answer. I thought that I could find something, but maybe it’s nothing more than the inside of the volcano.”

      “This mine is man-made,” Endric said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve been inside enough mines over the years to recognize that much. It’s nothing like the naturally occurring caves that exist in the north.”

      Urik frowned at him. “One day, you will need to share with me what you experienced in the north.”

      “That’s not mine to share.”

      “Because of the Antrilii?”

      “Because it’s not mine to share,” Endric said.

      Urik grinned at him. “And if I were a member of the Conclave?”

      “I doubt that would change a thing.”

      “Then it is an Antrilii experience.”

      “Urik, please don’t push this.”

      Urik grinned. “I’m not pushing. I’m trying to understand you better. If your experiences with the Antrilii are what have changed you, then I would like to understand that. Isn’t it much the way you have tried to understand me?” Urik spoke in a whisper. His voice carried only to Endric, barely enough to reach him.

      “The Antrilii are secretive, and rightly so. Everything that they’ve experienced has driven them to remain secretive. It’s not my place—or my intent—to reveal their secrets.”

      After a long moment, Urik smiled slightly. “So be it.”

      They continued to creep forward, moving more carefully now, and Endric made a point of paying attention to how heavy each step landed, not wanting to thud along the tunnel, not wanting sound to reverberate. As they went, the light continued to grow brighter, and he began to move more carefully, uncertain about what they were approaching.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      “It appears to be nothing more than the glowing innards of the mountain,” Urik said.

      That didn’t feel quite right. He wasn’t entirely certain what they were coming across, only that he had never seen anything quite like it before.

      Urik moved forward, though with less certainty than he had previously. He crept slowly and frowned as he did. Endric could practically see the wheels in his mind churning as he tried to figure out what they were seeing. The confidence that he had displayed before was gone, disappearing with each step that he took.

      Finally, Urik stopped.

      Endric glanced over. “I thought you wanted to find out what this was?”

      “There is nothing wrong with a little caution.”

      “No. There’s nothing wrong with a little caution, but you are being overly cautious.”

      Urik sniffed. “I think that you would call most people overly cautious, Endric.”

      “I doubt that I have ever considered you that way before. Especially since you betrayed the Denraen.”

      Urik fixed him with a hard stare and Endric wondered what he might say, but the other man said nothing.

      “Fine. I will see what is up there,” Endric said.

      He continued forward, now moving with a desire to prove to Urik that he would discover the answer to what they saw. With each step, the light became brighter and the heat around him intensified. It reminded him of the teralin glowing in the walls, but this was unlike that, as well. This was a dry heat, and the walls did not radiate it quite the same way as they did in the teralin mines.

      He kept expecting that he would come across an answer as to what was glowing in the distance, but the answer seemed to come slowly. He trailed his hand along the stone and noticed the cavern opening up in the distance.

      Endric paused. From here, the path in front of him became clearer. The rock sloped up, and as he took a few steps along it, the glowing became even brighter. So did the heat.

      His breath caught. How long would he be able to push forward like this? There might come a point where the heat was overwhelming. The path continued to slope upward. It was a steep climb that reminded him of climbing along the outer slope of the mountain.

      It leveled off suddenly.

      He crawled the remaining distance carefully, not wanting to move too quickly into the open if that was where it would take him. There was a bright glowing light, even brighter than what he had been seeing, visible above what appeared to be a shelf of rock. When he poked his head above it, what he saw took his breath away.

      Spread out before him was an opening in the mountain. The glowing that he had seen appeared to be a fountain of fire spilling from someplace high overhead and running down into the depths.

      “Most volcanoes erupt upward.”

      Endric jerked around and saw Urik next to him. “I thought you were too afraid to follow me here.”

      “When have I ever allowed fear to prevent me from doing what I needed to do?”

      Endric shrugged. “I honestly don’t know you well enough to answer that.”

      Urik cocked his head to the side. “No. You do not.”

      “It’s beautiful in a deadly sort of way.”

      “And unusual. As I said, most volcanoes explode upward. This is almost as if the lava is pouring from some channel high above and draining down the inside of the mountain.”

      “Then what’s spewing out into the sky?”

      “Other than ash and flames?” Urik shrugged. “I don’t have an answer. Someone thought an awful lot of this fountain to dig a tunnel into it.”

      Endric crawled forward, keeping his belly to the ground. The stone was warmer here, though still not as warm as teralin could be. He had the same thought as Urik about the tunnel. Someone had thought that they would find answers here, and must have felt that there was value in reaching it, though why? What would they have hoped to find here? Was it simply about finding this fountain of fire?

      The path reached a ledge and dropped off into the fiery depths below. It wound along the inside of the opening and reached high over his head, disappearing into the mountain above.

      “It’s something out of a nightmare,” Endric whispered as Urik approached.

      “And yet, it’s places like this that allow you to feel close to the gods.”

      “I think there are better ways to feel close to the gods than this. I would much rather visit Thealon and see the Tower or even go to Vasha and visit with the Magi to know the gods.”

      “But this allows you to see their primal power. There is nothing quite like this anywhere else. I imagine you never even saw anything like this in the Antrilii lands.” He looked over at Endric, a playful smile spreading across his face. “Though I suspect that if you did, you wouldn’t share those secrets with me any more than you would share your secret to taming those creatures that came from the north.”

      Endric grunted. “There is no taming when it comes to the merahl. They will either follow you or they will not.”

      “And is there a reason that they followed you when they don’t follow others?”

      “Probably the same reason that they follow some of the Antrilii,” Endric said.

      “And I presume you have no interest in telling me what that is?”

      “It’s not so much that I don’t have any interest in telling you, it’s that I don’t know that anything I share with you would help you understand what you want to know. I don’t know what I did that convinced the merahl to follow me.”

      That wasn’t quite right. Endric had fought groeliin willingly. He had risked himself to do so, and he had helped free the merahl meeting grounds, keeping them from the groeliin. That was worthwhile, and that likely had earned him the respect of the merahl.

      Endric continued to crawl forward, moving beyond the opening to the cave and making his way along the path leading off to the left side. Heat blasted him, enough that he kept toward the wall, not wanting to be too close to the source of the heat, but he couldn’t get away from it.

      Urik reached him and tapped Endric on the leg. “Where are you going? This is it.”

      “I doubt that this is it. There’s too much for this to be the only reason this is here.”

      “What else do you think that is?” Urik asked.

      “You’re the historian—or were—so why don’t you tell me what else you think there might be.”

      Urik stared at him for a while before shaking his head. “There may be nothing else. This might be it.”

      “If this is it, then why would there be a ledge here?”

      Endric continued along it. It wound downward, circling around the fountain of flames. The fountain was in the middle of the opening, and he made his way around it, thankfully never getting any closer. After going that way for a while, Endric got to his feet and hurried along the path.

      The longer he went, the more convinced he was that there was something else here. There had to be for this to even be here. All of this was intentionally made, so Endric knew that there was a purpose for it.

      What if they had come in through the intended exit?

      If that were the case, then what was down below? What would they find when they reached the bottom of wherever this was?

      “This might be the temple,” Urik whispered.

      “What temple?”

      “The ancient people of Salvat had a temple to the gods. Most scholars thought that the temple was on the outskirts of the mountain, but others have speculated that it was buried within the mountain itself.”

      “And no one ever went looking for?”

      “We’ve gone looking, but you’ve seen how difficult it is to reach.”

      “You reached it.”

      “Because I had no choice.”

      “Why is that? Why did you have no choice?”

      Urik stared at Endric and finally sighed. “I was told that if I didn’t do this, there would be no way of helping Tresten.”

      “It’s not about Tresten for you.”

      Urik shook his head. “I’ve made no attempt to disguise my desire to reach the Conclave.”

      “And that’s all it is for you? All you want is to reach the Conclave, so you’re willing to do this?”

      “If it’s some sort of initiation, then I am.”

      Endric studied him. Could it be some sort of initiation? That seemed strange, almost cruel, but at the same time, maybe there were secrets that the Conclave kept that they wanted to ensure those who gained access were deserving.

      “Isn’t that what you’re after?” Urik asked. “After everything that you’ve seen, don’t you want only to reach the Conclave?”

      Endric looked back at him. “I wanted only to help Tresten.”

      “Wanted? As in you don’t anymore?”

      “I’m not sure there is any helping Tresten. But now I want only to help Senda.”
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      Endric expected something more when the path ended. It sloped to a flattened section that continued to circle around the fountain, which had not changed in intensity during the time that Endric had been here and continued to pour deeper into the ground. He didn’t know how deep into the mountain he had gone, but figured it was far enough that he was somewhat close to the base. The spiraling path had gone down a sharp incline, nearly as sharp an incline as what he remembered from the outside of the mountain. It was a tighter spiral, which allowed him to move more quickly.

      “Is this it?” Urik asked.

      Endric glanced back at him, smiling. “You were the historian. Why are you asking me whether there’s anything else here?”

      “It seems as if there should have been more to it,” Urik said. “After all of this walking, it seems as if there should be…”

      He looked past Endric, over his shoulder, and Endric turned to see what Urik was staring at. It took a moment for him to recognize what it was, and when he did, he almost couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Cut into the side of the rock was another opening. Surrounding it on either side was a massively ornate sculpture, clearly intended to depict the gods. He was reminded of similar sculptures that he had seen in the Antrilii lands, as well as sculptures that he had observed while in Thealon and their temple.

      “It is the temple,” Urik said with a whisper.

      “If it’s a sacred temple of the people of Salvat, are you sure that we should enter?”

      Urik glanced over at Endric. “We’ve come this far and now you’re beginning to question?”

      “I was questioning from the beginning.”

      “This is something that none within the historian guild have ever seen, Endric. Do you know what this means?”

      “I suppose it means that you think you deserve to be granted access to the Conclave.”

      “Of course, but that’s not what it means. It means that the guild was right. The temple did exist within the mountain itself. Think of that. In order to reach this place, we had to travel all the way through here.”

      “I still think that’s strange. There would have to be some other entrance. Especially if this is a temple, it seems as if there would need to be another way in that isn’t quite so difficult to reach.”

      “Then we need to go into find out where it is,” Urik said.

      Endric looked at the entrance. He didn’t know why he had such a reluctance to enter the temple, but wondered if it had something to do with the fact that it was sacred to the people of Salvat. Knowing that, could he violate it? Was he willing to risk entry without knowing exactly what about the temple was sacred?

      Yet, if he didn’t, there wouldn’t be any way of finding the answers that he needed. This had to be the reason that he was sent to Salvat for Tresten. Wasn’t it?

      They started ahead, making their way into the temple entrance.

      Maybe it wasn’t the entrance. Maybe it was the exit.

      The heat eased as they went inside. Light glowed around them, and it took Endric a moment to realize that it came from lines in the floor that seemed to be full of the same fire that had poured from the upper reaches of the temple. It created a gentle glowing that illuminated everything.

      There were a few lanterns on the walls, but they were unlit. Sculptures much like he had seen at the entrance to the temple were stationed along the hall. There were no other decorations.

      He turned to Urik. “What do you expect to find here?”

      Urik shook his head. “I don’t know what we might find. This is at least a thousand years old, probably even older than that. This would predate the founding of Vasha. A find like this is valuable for many reasons, not the least because of secrets that might be stored there.”

      “And what if there aren’t any secrets?”

      Urik turned to him, frowning.

      Endric shrugged. “If the Conclave intended for you to come here, it only stands to reason that there might not be any secrets here. It’s possible that the Conclave has claimed anything that might have been here.”

      Urik frowned and then started to nod. “That is possible. Regardless, seeing the temple…”

      There came a steady rumbling.

      Endric turned, looking back to the mouth of the temple. It was the first time that he had heard rumbling like that since entering the mine. Could that mean that the tremors were easing off? If so, what would have changed?

      “I told you it was unsettling being within the mountain when the tremors came,” Urik said.

      “That’s not what is unsettling,” Endric said. “It’s been a long time since there has been another tremor.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Urik said.

      “What do you think that means?”

      “This is a volcano. It could mean many things.”

      “Including that the volcano is nearly ready to erupt,” Endric said.

      “If it were ready to erupt, the tremors would increase in frequency.”

      “Which is what they have been doing,” Endric said. “It’s only been since we entered the temple that they started slowing down.”

      Even that wasn’t quite right. The tremors had been easing off ever since Endric had entered the tunnel. Before that, they had been regular, a steady thundering with frequent explosions that erupted, casting the sky with bright, glowing flames.

      “Neither of us is an expert in the geology of Salvat. The only thing I do know with certainty is that the volcano has not erupted in centuries.”

      Endric looked around. It should reassure him that the ancient people of Salvat had felt confident in building a temple within the mountain. Had they not, they would have feared that the temple would’ve been destroyed, so the fact that it was here—and was as old as it seemed to be—should reassure him.

      Yet, it didn’t reassure him quite as much as he would have liked. If the volcano erupted while he was here, there would be nothing that he could do to escape. At least while climbing the mountain, there was the hope that he could climb back down to safety.

      “Let’s figure out what you need to do here and get out,” he told Urik, who looked around, pausing at each of the sculptures before moving on. At one point, he crouched at a section of the wall and Endric leaned over him to see writing worked into the stone. It was no language that he had seen before, which told him that it was likely an ancient Salvat dialect.

      “Can you read it?”

      Urik traced his finger over it. “This isn’t the ancient language.”

      “I can see that it isn’t the ancient language. I have more than a passing familiarity with it.”

      Urik looked up and frowned at Endric. “Since when?”

      He shrugged. “One of the things that I learned while I was staying with the Antrilii. Much of their records are written in the ancient language.”

      There were others that were written in another language, one that even the Antrilii no longer spoke. It looked nothing like what he saw here, which suggested that there were multiple dialects at one point, all of them eventually progressing to what most knew as the ancient language.

      “Since it’s not the ancient language, I don’t speak it. I have a passing knowledge of many other languages, but not enough to translate.” Urik traced his finger over the writing again before wiping his hands on his pants and standing. “A shame that I don’t have my notebook. I could take notes, perhaps find a place where I could attempt to translate it.”

      “Or, as you believe, you could ask the Conclave.”

      Urik stared at the writing for a moment before he nodded. “Yes. I suspect they would know what was written here, especially with them keeping a sort of headquarters on Salvat.”

      “Come on.”

      They continued into the temple. The strange trail of fire began to fade the farther they got from the central fountain of fire dropping from high above. The inside of the temple became cooler. It wasn’t cold—there was too much heat still coming off the fountain of lava—but it was almost pleasant compared to what he had experienced while making his way toward the temple. A strange breeze blew through, carrying with it a dry heat. It was similar to what he had experienced in the teralin mines.

      Rooms led off the main hall. Most were blocked by stone doors that wouldn’t budge when Endric tried to push on them. A few had no doors and he looked inside, finding massive chambers that spread deeper into the mountain. Endric was hesitant to follow them too far, not wanting to risk the possibility that they would continue to stretch into the distance. It was better to remain along the main corridor. At least this way, there was a sense that he might eventually find some way to leave the temple.

      “You don’t have to rush through here,” Urik said.

      “You think I’m rushing? I’m trying to find whatever way we can to get out of here. I don’t intend to be here indefinitely.”

      “Indefinitely? We’ve only just gotten here.”

      “And if we find a way out, then you can return whenever you want. I don’t want to be here when the mountain erupts.”

      “It’s not going to—”

      The walls of the temple began to shake. It amazed Endric that they remained so stout despite the frequent tremors. Unlike when they were on the exterior of the mountain, no debris rained.

      “Perhaps you make a good point. If we find the way out, then we can return whenever we choose,” Urik said.

      Endric had the sense that Urik would remain here—or, at least, return here—and stay for a long time. He had betrayed the Denraen, but he remained the scholar. Regardless of whatever else he might be, that was a core part of him.

      They continued to make their way through the hallway. As they did, the hall gradually opened wider. There were more sculptures along the way, and the inscriptions along the stone became more intricate. Urik walked slowly, his gaze tracing along the writing.

      “You can return,” Endric said. “First, let’s find a way out.”

      Urik looked over at him. “That is the difference between a scholar and a soldier.”

      “And what is that?” Endric asked.

      “A scholar is always wanting to stay and look for answers. While a soldier needs to be prepared.”

      “And you’re saying that I’m more the soldier than the scholar?”

      “It’s not a judgment. Merely an observation.”

      “What about you? You were both.”

      “It seems that I’ve been too far from my time as a soldier. I served the Denraen when I was there, but I have always been a scholar.”

      Another tremor rumbled. There was a distant sense to it, and Endric could almost imagine the mountain spewing ash and fire into the night. He was thankful that he was within the temple rather than outside. At least in here, he didn’t have to smell the horrible burning odor of the ash as it filled the sky. There was only the heat, and that was a dry heat. There was the subtle sense of teralin, but it wasn’t nearly as overwhelming as when he was in the teralin mines.

      Endric looked around. “There should be some way out. Where we came through couldn’t have been the main entrance. Even this hallway looks to be more ornate.”

      “It’s possible that the volcano covered the temple over time.”

      Endric whipped his head around. “What?”

      “If there was an eruption, lava would flow down the side of the mountain, and it might have buried the temple.” He smiled. “Maybe both rumors about the temple were accurate.”

      And if the temple had been buried, it was possible that there wouldn’t be any way to get out. Maybe the only way in and out was through the cut around the fountain of lava.

      Yet, if that were the case, there should be a main entrance of the temple somewhere. They still hadn’t seen it.

      Endric continued following the hallway. If this was like any other temple, there would be a massive doorway. Likely it would be decorative, but given the age of this temple, it was possible that it would have a different structure than any of the modern temples.

      The way ahead was blocked. As Endric approached, he realized that what Urik had said was right. Where an entrance to the temple should be, there was only a gently sloping rock that filled what once must have been a doorway—and entrance.

      Endric stopped. “This would have been it,” he said.

      “Possibly,” Urik said.

      “Possibly? There’s nothing else here. Where else would the entrance have been?”

      “Many temples have both a common entrance as well as an entrance for the priests. Priests generally wouldn’t go through the same entrance as the parishioners. Maybe the priest entrance isn’t blocked in the same way as the common entrance.”

      “What if the priest entrance is the way we came?”

      “I doubt it. That way was far too cumbersome. The priests would have a simpler way to go.”

      “Where do you suggest that we go to look for the priest entrance?”

      “It wouldn’t be in the main entrance. It would be somewhere removed. Likely it would be near a side channel in the temple. If we can find it, then you can see if there’s another way out of here.”

      Another tremor struck, rumbling through the temple. This one was not quite as severe as the last, but it left him with the same sense of anxiety and unease about how safe he might be inside the volcano.

      Urik led them, guiding him back the way he’d come, pausing at each of the doors to try and open them. When he found those that were open, he pushed inside and began searching. Endric waited, not wanting to get caught inside one of the side chambers.

      At the third door they checked, which led to another massive side chamber, Urik hollered for him to follow.

      Endric glanced back at the opening to the temple before stepping inside. It was much darker in here than it had been in the main hallway, and there was no glowing light, nothing that would provide enough illumination. He wished that one of the lanterns was lit, and on a whim, he grabbed one off the wall and hurried back to the trail of fire through the floor. He dipped the lantern inside, and it burst into flame.

      Endric smiled to himself. At least that much would work.

      He raced after Urik, catching up to him in a small alcove leading off the side chamber. He was examining the wall, and his brow wrinkled in a deep frown.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      “It’s this door. There’s something behind here, but I can’t see how to trigger it to open.”

      Endric studied the wall. “What makes you think this is a door?” It looked little different than any of the other places they had been, with a long line of script flowing across it, engraved in the stone. Time had not weathered it and worn it away.

      “It’s the way the lettering flows. There is a dip here.” Urik motioned to a section of the wall, and Endric noted that it made sense. There seemed to be a break, as if this section of the lettering was broken off from the rest.

      “Why wouldn’t they make it more secretive if this is some sort of hidden door?”

      “I don’t know this was ever meant to be a hidden door. It’s only hidden to us.”

      The craftsmanship that had gone into creating the temple astounded Endric. If this was as old as Urik said—over a thousand years, possibly much older—then the ancient craftsman of Salvat had known nearly as much as those who had built much of the great cities in the north.

      Unless… Had the gods been involved in creating this temple?

      Endric might not be devout, but there was no questioning the fact that the gods had been real. They had built the tower in Thealon, and there were other places—places like the Lashiin ruins in Vasha along with other similar ruins that were scattered throughout—but none had been quite as hidden as the temple.

      “Have you ever seen hidden doors like this before?”

      “There are other places with similar structures, but they are not difficult to access when you know the trick to triggering the door.”

      “What sort of tricks?”

      Urik ran his fingers along the wall, tracing the lettering. Endric could see how frustrated he was by his inability to interpret it. “On some, there are depressed letters that need to be pushed to slide the door open. On others, there are different sections of the wall that must be pressed. And still others where the entire wall must be pushed, though usually that requires someone with great strength to do effectively.”

      Endric approached the section of the wall. As he did, he saw the way the lettering seemed blocked off from the rest. Though he couldn’t read it, it seemed clear to him that there was more to it than what he could readily interpret. He shuffled his feet, trying to find a place to crouch, and as he did, there came a soft click.

      “What did you do?” Urik asked.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Endric said.

      “I heard it. Didn’t you?”

      Endric frowned. Had he heard something? There had been the click, but that could have been nothing more than his boot on the stone.

      Endric shifted his feet again, but it didn’t return.

      “You triggered something.”

      Endric frowned and moved his feet back into their former position. When he did, the click came again, this time much more distinctly.

      “There it is again,” Urik said.

      “It’s a section of the floor,” Endric said.

      Urik dropped to his knees and began running his hands along the floor. A tremor shook them, and he fell back, colliding with the section of the wall. When he did, it started to slide.

      “That’s one way to find the technique to open it,” Urik said.

      “The floor triggered it?”

      “It’s ingenious, really. There are some priests who feel that they should not be dirtied by touching anything. It makes more sense that it would be set into the floor. That way, they can trigger it and slide the door open without ever touching it with their hands.” He studied the lettering and his mouth moved silently as he attempted to read. “I had not known that the priests of Salvat carried a similar tradition.”

      “Maybe they didn’t. Maybe it was nothing more than convenience for them.” When Urik glanced over, Endric shrugged. “Why not use the floor to trigger it rather than needing to push with your hands. Especially if they happen to be carrying something.”

      Urik grinned and turned his attention to the darkened opening. Endric thrust the burning torch toward it, peering into the darkness. “Do you think this is the priest entrance?”

      “I think this has a high likelihood of being it,” Urik said.

      He grabbed onto the edge of the door and started pushing it off to the side. It moved slowly, with a soft scraping of stone as it did, and finally opened wide enough for them to step inside. Urik glanced at the torch.

      “May I?” he asked.

      Endric handed him the torch and Urik stretched it into the darkness.

      It was a tunnel. Perhaps not a tunnel but a corridor, narrower than the halls they had been walking along. Urik made his way inside, moving quickly but silently, padding along the stone, tapping on sections of the wall as if testing to see if they might slide open. There were no other sections with lettering on them in here, not as there had been inside. After a couple dozen feet, Urik paused and pushed open a recessed door. He reached with the lantern to look inside and then stepped back.

      “It’s some sort of residence,” he said.

      “They would have their residence hidden like this?”

      “The religion is ancient, Endric. The people who followed it have been gone for centuries. Who knows what traditions they might have followed?”

      Endric smiled. “I don’t think it’s nearly as dead as you believe.”

      “Why is that?”

      “When I was trying to find some way to reach you, I stopped in a village called Joyner. The people there still believed in the power of the mountain, and they still believed that there was a connection to the gods.”

      “Of course there is a connection, but most understand that the Urmahne have proven their knowledge of that connection over the years.”

      “Most have?”

      Urik arched a brow. “Most who still believe.” He shook his head, considering Endric for a few long moments. “I can’t believe that the son of General Dendril finds it so difficult to have the necessary faith to believe in the Urmahne traditions. How is it that you can serve the Magi without that faith?”

      Endric shrugged. “I don’t need to have faith to do what is right. How is it that you can have the faith that you do and still betray so many people?”

      “A fair point.”

      Urik started off down the hall again and Endric kept close to him, not wanting to allow too much distance between them. Without the flaming torch, they would be cast in complete darkness. They found a few more doors recessed along the hallway and at each of them, Urik paused and pushed the door open, only to step back and remark that they were residences. The temple once must have housed many priests, and he wondered if it were only abandoned because it was buried in the side of the mountain or if there was another reason.

      They reached the end of the corridor. The wall was smooth and unmarked.

      Urik looked back at Endric. “There should be something more here.”

      “And yet, there isn’t.”

      “I don’t understand. How is it that there is nothing more? This should be the priest entrance.”

      Endric touched the wall and found that it was warm. It was smooth, as if it had been carved from the mountain rather than hot lava that had cooled. “Maybe this was never the priest entrance. Maybe this only brought us access to their quarters.”

      “Why make it so difficult to enter?”

      “I’m not so convinced that it was difficult to enter,” Endric said. “Think about how easy it was for us to trigger the door. Maybe that wasn’t meant to be a difficult way.”

      “But these residences only really make sense if the priests were using them, and they would have to have an easier way into the temple.”

      Endric looked back, remembering how the entrance to the temple had been buried. “Maybe there was an easier way that has since been lost.”

      Urik waved the torch around, studying the wall. As he did, Endric realized that wrappings around the torch had already burned off.

      “Urik?”

      As he said it, the torch burned itself out.

      They stood in darkness. It was an eerie sort of darkness, a complete blackness that surrounded them, and Endric shivered in spite of himself. He shouldn’t be afraid of the dark, especially as there seemed an easy way to get out, but he couldn’t help it.

      “We should head back to the door,” Endric said.

      “We can get another torch and return,” Urik said.

      They could, which Endric wasn’t certain was the right decision, but he wasn’t going to press Urik on that at this point.

      As they made their way back along the hall, Endric trailing his hand on the walls, he heard the soft sound of stone scraping.

      The door.

      “Have your studies shown you any other doors that mysteriously close on their own?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      Endric clenched his jaw and reached for his sword. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      It meant that they weren’t alone.
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      When they reached the door, Endric ran his hands along it, searching for some way to trigger it from this side. The darkness all around him was almost a physical presence, and he couldn’t see anything. The air smelled of heat, though there was almost a hint of dampness to it that wasn’t present in the rest of the temple. Could there be water somewhere nearby?

      He licked his dry mouth, only now realizing exactly how parched he was. It had been far too long since he had anything to drink. He’d made a mistake allowing the horse to share with him, though that mistake might have kept the horse alive. His stomach grumbled, and though he had been hungry before, combined with his aching thirst, it was an incredibly unpleasant sensation.

      “There would have to be some way to trigger it from this side, wouldn’t there?” Endric asked.

      “Typically there would be, but there is much about this temple that is unusual.”

      “But the priests would have to have some way of reaching the inside of the temple from here.”

      “That would be my assumption,” Urik said.

      Both Endric and Urik continued to run their hands along the wall. He found traces of lettering, though it was faded. There were other scratches here, and he couldn’t quite place what would have made them. They were almost like claws had raked at the stone, tearing at it over and over.

      Endric pulled his hand back and turned his attention to the residences behind him. He could see nothing about them, and certainly nothing that gave him any idea about what might be there, but a troubling idea came to him.

      “Urik, how certain are you that these were priest residences?”

      “What else would they be?”

      “Think about it. If there was only one way to enter, and it can only be opened from that side, and a wall lined with residences…”

      Urik must’ve stepped close to him. Endric could feel the heat radiating off him and smelled a hint of sweat mixed with a strange, almost floral scent. “These wouldn’t be cells. Priests don’t have cells in their temples.”

      “You said you don’t know anything about these priests. What if they did have cells? What if this was their way of imprisoning those who didn’t believe prisoner?”

      “The residences were far too nice to be any sort of cell.”

      Endric stared for a moment. “Was there anything in there that we could have used?”

      “Most were empty. A few had scraps of fabric. And some had what seemed to be remnants of straw beds. I didn’t see anything else that could be useful. There were no books or scrolls or—”

      “The scraps of cloth and straw might be useful.”

      Urik groaned. “Of course they could. Why didn’t I think that way?”

      “Because you’re thinking like a scholar. You’re the one who said that you have stopped thinking like a soldier.”

      “There are times when I miss having my mind forced to think in that way.”

      “Just because you stopped serving as a soldier doesn’t mean that you have to stop thinking like one.”

      “It does if it means that I can work with the Conclave. I can’t do that when I’m trying to scheme and plan the way that I did before.”

      “Then let me be the soldier. You serve as the scholar. See if you can remember where the scraps of fabric were found so that we can use those, wrap up the remains of the straw bed, and add to the torch.”

      “We won’t have any way of lighting the torch.”

      “We are surrounded by stone and we both have swords. If we scrape them on the stone and get enough of a spark, we might be able to ignite the straw.”

      “Straw won’t burn very long, Endric. Even if we managed to ignite it, we won’t have much time to search for a way out.”

      “It’s better than searching blindly. I haven’t found anything on the ground in front of the door that would help me open it, have you?”

      “I have not.”

      “If we get even a few moments, we might be able to see well enough to know if there’s anything here that can help us trigger the door to open.”

      “If you’re right about this being a cell, there wouldn’t be any way of triggering it from this side.”

      “Let’s hope that I’m not right about it. Let’s hope that you’re the one who was right about the purpose of these rooms.”

      “I’ll go. I saw where the straw and the scraps of fabric were in each of the rooms. It’s better that only one of us wanders. You stay here and wait.”

      It made sense, but Urik’s leaving also made Endric slightly uncomfortable.

      “Go quickly,” he said.

      Urik hurried off, his feet scraping along the stone. When the sound stopped, Endric waited for it to resume.

      It did not.

      He continued waiting, feeling increasingly troubled the longer that he did. Where was Urik? He should have heard him moving again.

      Endric’s mind started racing, working through what he had heard. It was entirely possible that there was someone else in the temple who had triggered the outer door to close. If that were the case, then that person might have come into this hallway with them.

      If that were true, waiting here would only leave him in danger.

      He kept his back to the wall and held his unsheathed sword in one hand. Endric slid along the wall, taking careful steps until he reached the first doorway. He reached inside it, and swept with his sword before stepping around and into the room. Once there, he paused, listening for long moments. There was no sound of anyone else. There was no one breathing, nothing that would signify that he wasn’t alone.

      Still, he continued to wait.

      As he did, he tried to think about what he would do if he encountered someone else. Likely they would know of a way to escape this hallway, especially if they had triggered the door from the other side and stepped inside. They wouldn’t have trapped themselves inside—not intentionally.

      He continued to listen, waiting to see if there might be sounds of Urik scraping along the stone, but that never came.

      Endric explored the room, taking careful and quiet steps as he did, making a point of moving as soundlessly as possible. He found nothing. At one point, he stepped on what must have been one of the remnants of straw that Urik had mentioned, and he pulled his foot back carefully, not wanting to make too much noise. He crouched low, running his hands along the stone as he searched for any other potential noises that he might make.

      There was nothing in the room. There was no sign of anyone else. He was alone.

      That didn’t mean that no one was in the temple with them.

      Endric continued to hold onto his sword, keeping it ready so that if he were to need to attack, he would be prepared, but there was no need. The room was empty.

      Was it a cell?

      He wasn’t certain anymore. Maybe this was nothing more than a priest’s residence, and if that were the case, then why wasn’t there any way out? Would the priests trap themselves like this? That didn’t make sense, but then, as Urik had said, the Salvat religion was old enough that it was practically forgotten.

      Endric reached the entrance to the room and stared out into the darkness. As he paused, listening, he thought that he might hear something that would tell him whether they were alone or not, but he heard nothing.

      He needed to find Urik—but he needed to do it as silently as possible. If there was someone here, he didn’t want them to know that he searched for them.

      Endric made his way along the hall, moving as quietly as possible. Each foot was placed carefully, and with each step, he held his breath, exhaling as softly as he could so that if there was someone here with him, they wouldn’t know that he was waiting.

      He found the next room empty.

      Endric searched the same way that he had searched before, winding his way around the inside of the room, sliding his feet as quietly as he could.

      Empty.

      When he went on to the next room, he started into it the same way.

      About halfway into the room, he bumped into something.

      Endric nearly slashed down at it but held his sword, refusing to attack.

      He cautiously reached out and found a person lying in front of him. He recognized the pattern to the jacket and the short sword sheathed at his waist.

      Urik.

      Endric shook him, trying to get him to awaken.

      He started to moan and Endric clamped his hand over Urik’s mouth, silencing him.

      “What happened?” he whispered.

      Uric fought for a moment before seeming to realize that it was Endric. “Something caught me from behind.”

      That made it even more likely that there was someone in the temple with them. But where? And without any way of seeing anything in the darkness, there wouldn’t be a way to anticipate whether another attack would come.

      Worse, there were some people with the ability to see into the darkness.

      “Can you stand?” he asked.

      Urik started to nod and Endric helped him to his feet.

      “You need to be quieter with your steps.”

      “I was being quiet.”

      “You weren’t. I heard you scraping along the stone. You have to be as silent as possible.”

      Endric could imagine Urik frowning at him but at least he didn’t object.

      “I will do what I can.”

      Endric started out of the room before hesitating. “Was this the room with fabric and straw?”

      “It should be.”

      “Gather what you can. We might need it.”

      Endric waited near the door and listened to the faint sounds of Urik moving around. When he returned, he was breathing heavily.

      “I found what I could.”

      Endric wished that it was lighter so he could see just what Urik had found. Would there be enough for them to ignite to create a torch? They needed a moment—nothing more than a flash—and they might be able to see if anyone was in the rooms with them.

      “Wrap it tightly. Be ready to see if you can ignite it.”

      “What do you intend to do?”

      Endric started back toward the door in the distance. “Draw whoever might be here out.”

      When he reached the door, he pushed his back against it and made sure that his sword was ready. “Are you ready?” he whispered.

      “As much as I can be.”

      “You might need to fight,” Endric said.

      “If it comes to it, I will, but this might be a Salvat priest, Endric. I would much rather have the opportunity to speak to him than attack him.”

      “After we subdue him, you can speak all you want.”

      “The torch is on the stone,” Urik whispered.

      Endric reached for it and placed the tip of his sword near the end. When he was ready, he looked up. “Urik?” he called out, raising his voice.

      “I’m right here,” Urik whispered.

      Endric sniffed. “I know where you are. I want whoever attacked you to know where you are,” he said.

      “Here!” Urik said, pitching his voice in such a way that seemed to echo off the walls. “Something hit me—”

      Endric scraped his sword across the stone, rubbing it back and forth quickly. All he needed was a single spark, hopefully enough that it would catch the straw.

      There was a distant sense of movement.

      Endric couldn’t describe it any differently, only that what he detected felt as if someone ran toward them.

      He scraped the sword across the stone again, moving more quickly.

      There was a spark.

      It was enough.

      The straw ignited and caught the fabric that Urik had wrapped around the end of the torch. Endric swung it up, bringing it out in front of himself.

      A small robed figure hurrying along the hallway froze.

      Endric lunged, tossing the torch as he did.

      The figure tried to turn, but Endric was too quick. He reached the person as the torch burned itself out, but it had served the purpose that Endric had for it.

      He wrapped his arms around the figure, squeezing. The other person struggled, and pain surged through Endric’s arm. A bite.

      “Stop moving and I won’t hurt you,” Endric said.

      The figure continued to kick and Endric had no choice. He slammed his sword onto the back of the person’s head.

      They stopped resisting and crumpled.

      Endric grabbed the torch off the floor and dragged the figure back toward the doorway. “Now we get to see who this might be,” he told Urik as he returned.

      “How? You used all the fabric and straw that I was able to find.”

      “There’s more straw in the first room on the right. We can use strips of fabric from his robe.” They didn’t even have to use their own clothing, which was an advantage. Had they been forced to use their own, they would potentially have left much of it burning. This way, they could tear off long strips from this person’s robe and use as much as they needed.

      “Do you want me to go get the straw, or do you want to go after it?”

      “I’ll stay here with him,” Endric said.

      Urik shuffled away, his feet scraping along the stones. Now that they had found the person who had been in the hall with them, Endric was less concerned about ensuring silence. He tore off several strips of fabric from the person’s cloak and used some of them to wrap arms and legs, tying them up. The others he set off to the side, preparing for the torch. When Urik returned, Endric heard him before he felt his presence.

      “I’m right here,” Endric said.

      Urik shuffled over to him and thrust out a fistful of straw. Endric felt through the darkness for it, and when he took it, he started wrapping bands of fabric around the straw, looping them so that it would hopefully burn slowly. He didn’t want to destroy the wrappings too quickly. If needed, they could continue to use the newcomer’s robes, burning off more and more as needed to continue lighting the way. Endric scraped his sword across the stone, working the same way that he had when he had ignited the torch the last time, and managed to get a spark. There was less urgency to it than there had been when he’d heard the sound of someone racing toward them. A spark flickered and caught the straw, which then ignited the wrappings.

      Endric held the light up over the motionless form of the figure.

      “A woman?” he gasped.

      The person who had attacked Urik had fine features, including a sharp angle to her jaw and shoulder-length black hair. Her skin was pale, almost white, though that could be the reflection from the torchlight.

      He searched her robe, now that he could better see, and found that she carried no weapon. Inside one of her pockets was a slender metal rod. Endric brought it up to his face and realized that it was made of teralin.

      “That’s likely so that she can trigger the door to open,” Urik said.

      “Then we need to see if we can find how to use it,” he said.

      Endric grabbed one of the strips of fabric and started wrapping it back around the torch, keeping it from burning out. He continued to wrap fabric around it and then proceeded to cut multiple strips from the woman’s robe, wanting to be prepared for the possibility that they might need the torchlight as they tried to figure out how to get out of this chamber.

      As he worked, he shifted her robe and noticed a marking on her shoulder. He brought the torch closer so that he could examine it. The marking was similar to those that he’d seen on the walls, but there was something about it that reminded him of the Deshmahne priests that he had come across. Could they be related? Could the Deshmahne be older than he had realized? Maybe they were tied to these Salvat priests.

      “Endric?”

      He waved Urik over. “What do you make of this marking?”

      Urik leaned toward it. “I know what you’re thinking but I don’t think it has anything to do with the Deshmahne.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      “I can’t, but the Deshmahne had a different set of symbols. There was no writing to it.”

      “I don’t think that’s entirely true.”

      “Did you see something that would tell you otherwise?”

      “I saw that the Deshmahne had heavy tattoos along their arms. It might not be writing to us, but even if it was symbolic, it meant something to the Deshmahne.”

      Urik nodded. “Possibly, but I don’t think this is the same. For one, I’ve seen this symbol on the walls. It’s a letter—or maybe a word. It’s hard to know what it might be to these people.”

      “She wouldn’t have been here alone,” Endric said.

      “If there is a marking like this on her arm, someone would have placed it there. So no, I don’t think she was here alone.”

      “We need to figure out how we’re going to get out of here,” he said.

      As he did, the ground rumbled again. The confined woman started to stir and Endric backed away, keeping the torch held out in front of him. He had torn away much of her robe, leaving a layer of thin clothing all that covered her.

      “Keep searching for a way out,” he told Urik.

      “I could probably search for a long time without finding exactly where to trigger the door. That’s the entire point of having something like this. Only those who know will be able to make it work.”

      Endric looked back at the fallen woman. They would need her help if they were to get out of here. Somehow, he would have to encourage her to help them whether that was through fear or whether that was through finding some way to coax her to help, he wasn’t certain.

      “Keep looking,” he said.

      Urik turned away and Endric waited for the woman to come around.

      He didn’t have to wait long. She jerked her head up and glanced from the flame to Endric, her eyes widening.

      “Who are you?” Endric asked.

      She thrashed, trying to fight through her bindings, but Endric had plenty of experience at tying them securely.

      “Nod if you understand me.”

      That wasn’t a given that she would. He was possible that she spoke some language native to Salvat and not the common tongue, though everyone else in Salvat spoke the same language. More likely was that she was able to read the inscriptions on the walls and could speak the common tongue.

      She nodded slowly.

      “Good. I am Endric, a soldier in the Denraen. Do you recognize that term?”

      She studied his face. It was then that Endric realized her eyes were pale, almost as pale as her skin. Was that some way she had of seeing in the dark? Maybe she didn’t need a lantern the same way that he did.

      She nodded again.

      “Good. Now. All I want is to get out of the temple.”

      Her eyes flickered from Endric and over to the door before darting back to Endric.

      “You will need to open it for us.”

      She shook her head.

      “If we’re stuck here, then so are you.”

      She glared at him. There was heat in her gaze and Endric found himself impressed by the fact that she managed to glare with such intensity. He hadn’t expected that from her. She was unarmed and confined, trapped with bindings covering her arms and legs, yet still she struggled against him. Still she resisted.

      “As I said, all I want is to get out. I don’t want to damage your temple.”

      “It is not my temple.”

      She had a harsh accent, and it was one that Endric had never heard before. He smiled tightly. “You do speak. Good. Whose temple is it, if not yours?”

      “It is the gods’ temple.”

      “Fine. It might be the gods’ temple, but I want nothing more than to escape from it before the volcano erupts.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “No erupt.”

      “You might not think that it’s not going to erupt, but how do you know?”

      “No erupt.”

      The ground rumbled, another tremor settling through the stone. “So those tremors aren’t a sign of the volcano readying to erupt?”

      “The gods are angry.”

      “Why would the gods be angry?”

      “Their home has been defiled.”

      “We haven’t done anything to defile the temple.”

      Endric glanced back at Urik, hoping that was true. He didn’t think that Urik had done anything, but with Urik, it was often difficult to know exactly what he had done. He had been wandering the mountainside before he came across Endric. Could he have done something that would have defiled the temple and angered this woman—and the others like her?

      “Who defiled the temple?” Endric asked.

      The woman continued to stare at him. There was an iciness to her gaze and she looked at him without blinking.

      “Is it related to why there have been more tremors?”

      “The gods are angry,” she said.

      “I understand that you believe the gods to be angry, but help me understand why. What happened that would have angered the gods?”

      “Endric?” Urik said. When Endric glanced over, he shook his head. “I can’t find any way to trigger the door.”

      Endric turned his attention back to the woman. “Tell us how to get out of here. We will leave the temple.”

      “You have defiled the temple.”

      “I’ve defiled nothing. I only was searching for a way to help my friend. I came across the temple accidentally.”

      “Not you. Him.”

      Endric glanced over to Urik. “Why would she say that about you?”

      “I haven’t done anything,” Urik said.

      “Did the Conclave really instruct you to come here?”

      Urik stared at Endric. “I told you what happened,” he said.

      “You told me that you took Tresten away. You told me that you were forced to come this way.” Endric should have given it more thought before, but it didn’t make a lot of sense. The Conclave didn’t strike him as the kind of organization that would force someone to serve them. Those who had served the Conclave had done so on behalf of others. Endric thought of Novan and Brohmin and even Tresten, and all of them had served almost selflessly, believing there to be a greater purpose.

      “Endric, I’ve told you what happened.”

      “You told me what you wanted to happen.” Endric stood and wrapped another strip of fabric around the torch, trying to make it brighter. “Why are you here, really? Is it about the Conclave, or is there another purpose to it?”

      “Endric—”

      Endric approached Urik. He gripped the torch in one hand and his sword in the other. “I’ve had about enough of your deception. Just when I thought that I could begin to trust you, are you attempting to deceive me again? Are you going to be the reason that we end up trapped here within the temple as it erupts?”

      Urik looked past Endric to the woman lying on the ground. “She’s quite clever. She is using your natural inclination to dislike me against us. Can’t you see that’s what’s happening?”

      “What I can see is that I suspect you have been deceiving me.”

      “Endric, I have been working with you ever since Tresten brought us together.”

      Endric shook his head. “You have appeared to work with me. How much of that has actually been you working with me remains to be seen.”

      He glanced back at the woman. “Is he responsible for defiling the temple? Is there something that he did that has angered the gods?”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in the gods?” Urik said.

      Endric glanced at him. “I’ve told you that it’s not a matter of belief in the gods. I’ve seen plenty of evidence of their existence. It’s a matter of questioning which faith has the right. As far as I can tell, the Urmahne do not. Who’s to say whether the priests of Salvat have a better understanding of the gods intentions?”

      “Not only him who defiles the temple. Not only him who angers the gods.”

      Endric turned his attention back to Urik. “Who have you been working with? If it’s not the Conclave, who is it?”

      “I’ve told you all that I know. I’ve told you that the Conclave promised to help Tresten.”

      “They promised to help Tresten in exchange for your service in some way, but that doesn’t strike me as the Conclave that I’ve had interaction with,” Endric said. He should have given it more thought before. He should have listened to his natural inclination to distrust Urik. He should have trusted the fact that Urik had done nothing other than betray him time and again, yet he had made the mistake of attempting to give him the benefit of the doubt. And for what reason?

      Wasn’t that what Senda had warned him about?

      “Why did they want to have you find the temple?” Endric asked.

      Urik met his gaze. The torch flickered and Endric hurriedly added another strip of fabric around it, keeping it burning. He very much didn’t want to be trapped in here with only Urik and the woman and no way of seeing which of them might attack.

      “They didn’t say.”

      Endric sighed. “This isn’t about the Conclave it all,” he said. “This is about something else. This is about another pathway to power. And apparently, this is about you continuing to betray those who have attempted to extend a measure of trust in your direction.”
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      Endric helped the woman to her feet, severing the bindings that held her legs together. He kept her arms confined, still not certain how much he could trust her, not wanting to risk an attack. Standing close to her, he noticed that she came barely to his shoulder. There was an energy within her, almost a heat that sizzled. She smelled of the heat as well, a strange sense that filled the air, radiating with it. Why should she smell of heat? More importantly, how could she smell of heat?

      “I need to get out of here in order to know how to find what he’s after,” he said.

      The woman stared at Urik, but she didn’t say anything.

      “I don’t intend to harm your temple. I will do what I can to prevent him from damaging it. I serve the Denraen. Do you understand what that is?”

      Urik shot Endric an angry look. “You’re making a mistake. All I wanted was to help Tresten.”

      “I think you’re letting your desire for information and knowledge cloud your judgment yet again.”

      “The only thing that’s clouded was my decision to allow you to accompany me.”

      Endric stepped aside and waited for the woman. “Help me get out of here,” he said. “I can help, but I need you to show me the way out. Trigger the door.”

      She stepped up to the door and Endric waited for Urik to hand over the slim teralin rod. When he did, the woman took it and brought it back as if to strike Urik. He flinched, ducking out of the way.

      “At least we know what she struck you with,” Endric said.

      The woman placed the rod into the center of the door in a small dimple in the floor. She did something, and the door clicked.

      Endric recognized the sense of what she had done. He had felt it before. It was the charging of teralin, though what she had done was temporary, not completely charging it.

      Endric smiled to himself. There wouldn’t have been many people who would’ve been able to open the door. Only those with the ability to charge teralin—and to use a positive charge—would have managed. Urik could charge teralin, but he had the ability to charge it in a negative fashion.

      “Did you see what she did?” Endric asked Urik.

      He shook his head.

      “No. I didn’t think that you would.”

      “And you did?” Urik asked.

      “I didn’t need to see it so much as I felt it,” Endric said. The woman glanced over at him and her eyes widened slightly.

      “You felt it?” she asked.

      Endric reached for the teralin rod, and when she withdrew it, he set his sword on the floor. It would serve much the same purpose. He sent a surge of positive charge through the sword, attempting to charge the polarity, though it already was charged. There was another click, and the woman’s eyes widened again.

      “See? I would not defile your temple.”

      “Just because you can unlock the door does not meet that you serve the gods.”

      “No. But just because I’ve come to your temple doesn’t mean I intend to defile it.”

      Endric pushed on the door, forcing it open, and stepped through. It was a relief to be out of the corridor, and a relief to no longer feel trapped the way that he had. Surprisingly, he’d had the means of escaping all along, though he hadn’t known beforehand.

      “Is there another way out of the temple?” Endric asked the woman.

      “You came in the only entrance.”

      “We came in halfway up the mountain.”

      “The others have disappeared.”

      “Disappeared?”

      She nodded. “The gods have claimed them over time, leaving only the stairway through fire as the way out of the temple.”

      It was an interesting description, and he could see how it would be considered a stairway through fire, though he didn’t quite know how—or why—it would be the only remaining way out. Could the gods have swallowed the other entrances, as she said? Could they have claimed them, through lava or time?

      Endric cut the bindings around her wrists. She looked at him, her eyes wide, before taking a few steps back as if he might attempt to capture her again. “I don’t intend to trap you,” he said. “However else you managed to sneak up on us, I have no ill will toward you. I understand that you are only protecting your temple.”

      “You must leave.”

      “I intend to leave,” Endric said. “And I’ll take him with me so that he can’t defile your temple anymore.”

      “Endric—”

      Endric turned on Urik, glaring at him. “We’ll go. And then we’ll find whatever it is that you intended to keep from me. We’ll find those who thought to have you attack the temple and see whatever we can find about who they are.”

      “You don’t understand,” Urik said.

      “I don’t understand what?”

      “They were going to follow.”

      “What?”

      Urik looked around the temple. His eyes had gone wide and a sheen of sweat had broken out on his forehead. Endric didn’t have any moisture to spare and was thankful that he wasn’t sweating as well. The heat from inside the temple was overwhelming, and it took his breath away.

      “They weren’t able to find the entrance before.”

      “They sent you?”

      “I volunteered to go. There was something that I had read in one of the guild journals that I thought might point me in the right direction.”

      “And so you did defile the temple.”

      “I did nothing other than find the temple. Have you seen me defile anything? If you know anything about me, Endric, you would know that I seek knowledge.”

      “You seek it for power.”

      “I seek it for understanding.”

      “No. I think Tresten made a mistake with you. I think he was willing to forgive your past transgressions on the possibility that you might have changed, but you haven’t changed, have you? You are still the same man who thought to use the Denraen so that you could get vengeance on the Deshmahne. You’re still the same man who wanted to use the Ravers, so that you could force an understanding of the Deshmahne. What manipulations are you doing now? What do you intend to do now that you have found the temple?

      “I intend only to understand the ancient religion of Salvat.”

      “That might be what you want, but what about those who you’re now helping?”

      “They are from the Conclave—”

      Endric shook his head, silencing Urik. “They’re not from the Conclave. I should have known that. I didn’t question when I should have. I think I was allowing myself to trust you when I didn’t need to. The Conclave serves a different purpose. I’m not entirely certain what it is, not yet, but all I know is that they would not violate a place like this.”

      “Then why would they have claimed Tresten?”

      “Likely the same reason that you did. They probably wanted to have access to him so that they could have access to the Conclave.”

      Urik’s face clouded. “They will have followed me here.”

      “Of course they would have.” Which meant that there might be others in the temple with them, and he had no idea what they might be after. All he knew was that they had Tresten and that whatever they intended meant that Tresten couldn’t return to the Conclave for his final rest and whatever help the Conclave might have been able to provide.

      He reached the main corridor and hurried along it. As he did, he could see the glowing from the fountain of fire in the distance. It glowed more and more brightly as he went, and Endric hurried toward it before hesitating.

      If there were others in the temple with him, he didn’t want to let them get past him. What if they had already moved deeper into the temple?

      “I don’t know if you have others here with you, but you should warn them.”

      The woman stared at Endric before nodding and racing off. Endric looked over at Urik. “And you. Whatever you did, you will need to make amends for. How many were there?”

      “No more than six who captured me.”

      “But that’s only who captured you. How many more were you aware of?”

      “I don’t know how many more there might have been,” Urik said. “They weren’t alone. There would be others with them.”

      “And we need to take some of them alive to find where they took Tresten.”

      He reached the entrance into the fountain of fire and stood shadowed behind one of the sculptures. It felt strange to stand near a sculpture of the gods, but it felt equally strange to think that he might be close to getting in a battle this deep within the mountain with lava pouring down from above.

      “Are you going to fight me?” Endric asked Urik.

      “I think we’ve both learned that I don’t have a chance against you.”

      “Do you intend to try to attack me?”

      Urik stared at him before shaking his head.

      “Good.”

      He looked up along the path that led out and around—the stairway through fire. He saw no movement along it.

      They had been within the temple long enough that others might have arrived already, and if they had, they might have taken up positions deeper in the temple.

      “Watch here and warn me if anyone comes.”

      “You would trust me to do that?”

      “If you intend to learn anything about the Conclave, I would trust that you would do that.”

      “I know the secret of the temple—”

      “And I have the help of Brohmin and Novan. How many members of the Conclave have you worked with?” More than that, Endric was the son of Dendril, who was also a part of the Conclave, though Dendril no longer served as willingly as it seemed he once had.

      “I will warn you if anyone comes.”

      Endric held Urik’s gaze for a moment before slipping off into the darkness. He was thankful for the reflected light coming out of the fountain of fire, but it would reveal his presence just as much as it would reveal the presence of others. He needed to move carefully and quietly, and though he thought that he could, he had no idea what the capabilities of those Urik had intended to serve would be. Would they be able to move just as quietly in the darkness? Would they be able to see in the darkness much as the priestess had been able to see?

      He had to think that they would not. If they were not within the temple often, hopefully they didn’t have the same ability as the priests and the others who were here more frequently.

      Endric reached one of the side doors and hurried inside. Once inside, he kept his back against the wall, wanting to prevent the possibility that someone might sneak up on him from behind. He slipped along the walls, and as he did, he became aware of movement.

      Endric lunged forward.

      The movement startled whoever was in the middle of the room and they spun, a sword unsheathing.

      Their swords clattered together. The sound was loud—far too loud for the confines of the room—and he feared that it would draw the attention of others, but he had no choice. If nothing else, maybe he could draw the battle here.

      The other person was skilled with the blade, but they were no match for Endric. They flowed through a series of catahs, but none of them were complicated ones, and Endric quickly defeated the man, striking him with violent force on the side of his temple so that he crumpled to the ground.

      He turned and noticed movement near the doorway.

      Endric darted forward and met the next attacker. His sword collided with the other’s sword, and he pushed back. This fighter was more skilled than the last and was able to keep up with more of Endric’s catahs, but was no match considering Endric’s ongoing training. He had fought with Dendril and Brohmin and with many of the Antrilii, incorporating all of their fighting styles together so that he could have a different technique, one that was a combination of all of them.

      Much like with the last person, he caught the man on the temple and he dropped.

      Endric dragged the man into the room. When he had the two together, he watched the doorway as he tore strips of cloth off their cloaks and bound their wrists and ankles. He pulled them apart, separating them so they couldn’t help each other if they came around. Hopefully in the darkness, they wouldn’t see the other and would think that they were alone. As he thought about it, he quickly took a wrapping of cloth and stuffed it into their mouths, binding it in place with another wrap. It wouldn’t do any good for them to call out to each other and alert the other that they were there.

      A figure appeared in the doorway.

      Endric waited, remaining crouched.

      The newcomer entered slowly, and Endric caught a flicker of light off a blade.

      Endric jumped, spinning in his attack.

      The other person caught his sword and spun, deflecting his blade. There was an almost lazy power and grace to the movements, and Endric realized that he had started to believe that none of the swordsmen would pose any sort of challenge. Endric fought, but found that this person had much more skill than what he had expected.

      With another twist of his blade, he pushed off and danced back into the room.

      The darkness made the fight more challenging, but it didn’t seem to slow the attacker.

      Could he see in the dark?

      Endric had to rely on his training and instinct as he slashed forward, twisting at the last second and bringing his sword around. He caught the man across the belly, and he grunted. Endric spun again and caught the man on the arm, and he dropped his sword.

      Endric kicked it across the room. From the stink of his spilled bowels, the man wouldn’t be long for the world. “Who are you?” he hissed.

      “We are the Conclave.”

      “No. The Conclave would not attack like this.”

      “You know nothing, Endric son of Dendril.”

      Endric tensed. They knew him, but did they know him because they were part of the Conclave, or did they know him because of Urik and the fact that he might have revealed who he had come with?

      “Where is Tresten?”

      “He is where he can’t—” The man coughed and convulsed.

      “What did you want with the temple?” Endric asked, needing to get the man to answer before he died.

      “You have shown us how to reach it. Do you know how long we have searched?”

      “I didn’t show you anything.”

      “Ah, but you will.”

      “You are not part of the Conclave. What do you intend to use the temple for?”

      The man coughed again and started to speak, but blood burbled from his mouth and he said nothing.

      Endric caught motion at the corner of his eye.

      Two shadows moved toward him.

      They came from the back of the room. Could it be the men he had already defeated?

      Endric scanned the room but saw that they were still confined, lying motionless. This meant two new attackers. That made a total of five, and if Urik was right and there were six, he would only have these two plus one more. Yet Endric feared that there was something he had missed. It was possible that there were others. Not only possible, but likely.

      He positioned himself in such a way that he could watch both of the oncoming attackers. It wasn’t the first time that he had faced two at once, but in the darkness and as dehydrated as he was, he felt that he was at something of a disadvantage.

      The men said nothing as they approached. Endric decided to use the fallen soldier as a secondary barrier and positioned the man so that they would have to step over him in order to reach Endric. If nothing else, he could slow them.

      If they were fighters like the first two, Endric was at an advantage. If they were like the last man, Endric might need all the skill and luck that he had in order to be successful.

      Before he gave the men a chance to get set, he attacked. It was better to go on the offensive rather than allowing them a chance to get their positions set and attempt to get to him. Endric sliced forward, catching one of the men on the sword, and he blocked Endric’s blade. Endric twisted, spinning toward the other man, before feinting back.

      One of the men started to step over the fallen soldier, and Endric lunged toward him, forcing him to jump back.

      The plan worked as expected and the man stumbled, catching one of the fallen soldier’s feet.

      Endric didn’t have a chance to take advantage as the other attacker surged toward him, slicing at him with his sword.

      Endric blocked and kicked at the same time, trying to pull attention away from the attacker, wanting to keep his opponent from reaching him. He flicked his sword, spinning around, and thought he drew blood. The man never slowed, continuing to attack.

      The other man, the one who had tripped, now pressed forward.

      Endric positioned himself again, placing himself in such a way that he could block both men, but wasn’t sure that he was effective. They were more skilled fighting together than he had expected.

      He needed to slow one of them, then he could face them one on one, and then he would have the advantage.

      Endric took a calculated risk, dropping in a roll as he spun his sword around. He caught one of the men on the leg and tripped, falling down. He spun his sword around, jamming it into the man’s stomach, and then spun back away. As he did, he jumped to his feet, readying for the next man’s attack, but none came.

      The man was gone.

      Endric looked around the room, but the other two remained bound and motionless. There were two dead and at least two remaining.

      Endric hurried to the doorway, but saw no movement outside. Wherever the man had gone, he had done so quickly.

      He went back into the room and reached one of the bound men, removing the gag and shaking him until he started to awaken.

      “Who are you with?” Endric asked.

      The man blinked groggily before shaking his head. “You have already failed.”

      “Because you found the temple? It doesn’t do you any good if you all die in the process,” he said.

      “Because you led us to what we have sought.”

      “I led you nowhere. That was Urik.”

      “And who led him?”

      “Where is Mage Tresten’s body?”

      A soft scraping on the stone cut Endric’s attention and he jerked to his feet, spinning around.

      As he did, an arrow streaked past him, narrowly missing. It sunk into the chest of the man he had been talking to, and he grunted as he died.

      A strange sense radiated from the arrow and it took Endric a moment to realize what it was.

      Negatively charged teralin.

      Endric raced forward, trying to reach the archer before he had a chance to ready another arrow. As he got to the man, he brought his sword around, catching him before he managed to nock another arrow.

      The man blocked him with his bow and Endric jabbed with his sword, getting through his defense, and stabbed him in the belly.

      Five were now down. That left the one man who had escaped. And then however else many there were remaining.

      He glanced back to see what he might be able to ask of the other man he’d only knocked out, and saw that an arrow stuck out of the side of his neck.

      There wouldn’t be any questioning him, either.

      Endric clenched his jaw and raced into the hallway. He paused, listening for sounds of movement. This was a strangely coordinated attack, and there seemed to be little concern for the loss of the men who had made it. Why were they so willing to sacrifice themselves?

      Endric glanced toward the fountain of fire and saw that Urik remained there. At least that much was going well.

      He started away, deeper into the temple once more. When he reached another side chamber, he saw movement inside.

      Endric hurried in and immediately realized his mistake.

      Three men surrounded him. It was a skillful maneuver, and Endric would be lucky to escape without injury. He doubted that he would be that lucky.

      He surged through a catah designed to test for the defensive capabilities of his opponents, and attacked the weakest of the three. One of the men had a slight delay to his reaction time, enough that Endric thought that he could get through to him. He caught him on the shoulder and the man dropped his sword. Endric twisted, kicking and driving the man back where he wouldn’t pose a threat.

      One of the other attackers almost reached him, and Endric brought his sword around barely in time, deflecting the blow.

      He continued through the motion, flowing through the catah, and jerked around, catching one of the attackers across the back. He went sprawling forward.

      Rather than pursuing, Endric focused his attention on the man still standing.

      With one attacker remaining, Endric darted toward him, but the man had skill. He brought up his sword, deflecting Endric’s attack, and bounced into a series of movements that Endric had not seen before. It was a complex catah, and Endric could immediately see how effective it could be. He had experience countering unknown catahs, and was thankful for that.

      The man grinned at him, a tight smile that spoke of his confidence.

      Let him have that confidence so that he would make a mistake. It was better to have someone like this—someone who was overly confident—than someone who was cautious and would force him to expose himself.

      There were strategies for handling a man with an abundance of confidence, and they were all strategies that had been used against him. There had been a time when Endric had been the overly confident one, and he had experienced the strategies many times.

      He remained on the defensive, moving carefully, each step that he took an intentional one meant to beat the man into a mistake. All he needed was a single opening.

      The man was careful and calculating. He was cautious enough that he didn’t risk himself quickly. Endric appreciated his technique and continued to block, watching for a mistake.

      One didn’t come.

      Maybe the man was even more skilled than Endric had realized. If that were the case, then Endric would need to force him into a mistake. He thought about ways that his father had baited him into mistakes over the years, and slipped into a form that his father would have attempted on him.

      The man’s grin widened.

      Endric faked a stumble.

      The man lunged.

      That was the opening that he needed. Endric spun his sword around and grazed the underside of the man’s arm before he could react. He dropped his sword and Endric kicked it out of the way.

      Without missing a beat, the man surged forward, trying to drive his shoulder into Endric.

      Endric spun, twisting out of the way so that he would not be crashed into. The man went spinning past him, careening into the wall.

      “Who are you?” One of these people had to reveal themselves to him.

      “We are you.”

      “No. You’re here for something. It has to do with Mage Tresten, somehow, and a search for power. What is it that you think you can gain from the temple?”

      “There is what we think we can gain and what we know we can gain.”

      “I will stop you.”

      “You are one man. You may be talented, but that doesn’t change the fact that you are only one person. We are many and we have what you lack.”

      “What is that?”

      “Faith.”

      With that, he bit down and one of his teeth crumbled, dissolving into a froth. The man convulsed and then fell back, dead.
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      Endric moved through the temple, searching for evidence of other attackers, but he found none. The softly glowing light from behind him, that which poured down from the fountain of fire, guided him. His eyes had adjusted, allowing him to see more clearly. When he had made a path, he returned to the first chamber where he’d left the bodies of the fallen. How could there be none left alive?

      Endric took a moment before hurrying off and reaching Urik. “I need you to come with me,” he said.

      “I thought you wanted me to watch for evidence of the men who sent me.”

      “I just took care of the men who sent you.”

      Urik’s eyes widened. “All of them?”

      “There were at least six. There was the promise of more.”

      Urik nodded and followed Endric. When they reached the chamber, Endric motioned to the men. “Are these the same as those who had forced you here?”

      Urik crouched next to the first man before shaking his head. He moved through the room, looking at each man before standing. “None of these were with them.”

      “None of them?”

      Urik shook his head again.

      Endric guided him to the other room, where the man who had poisoned himself remained. “What about these men?”

      Urik looked at each of them before stopping at the man who had poisoned himself. “This one. I saw him.”

      “Was he leading them?”

      “No. There was another.”

      Endric sighed. After all of this, he still wasn’t any closer to understanding what was taking place. All he knew was that there was some sort of defiling of the temple taking place and he suspected it had to do with Urik and the soldiers who had sent them here, but why? And how did that have anything to do with the steady rumbling of the tremors?

      “You must have heard something when you were traveling with them.”

      “All I heard was that they claimed to be with the Conclave.”

      “And you believed?”

      “I have no reason not to. They came and identified Mage Tresten. What would you have done?”

      “I would have questioned.”

      Urik snorted. “If I were still the soldier I once had been, maybe I would have questioned, but that man is no more. I have been away from him far too long to have him be useful to me anymore.”

      “And so you will blame this on the fact that you were eager for knowledge?”

      “I blame it on the fact that I don’t view the world the same way that I once did.”

      “Help me with these bodies.”

      “What you want me to do with them?”

      Endric thought about it. They couldn’t drag them out of the temple, and he didn’t want to leave them here. It didn’t seem as if they belonged within the temple. Was there something else that they could do with them?

      Endric looked back toward the fountain of fire.

      “Help me toss them there.”

      Urik’s eyes widened. “And you say that I’m defiling the temple.”

      “How does that defile anything? I’m using the fire that the gods have created to return their creation to them.”

      “That’s the kind of logic that a historian would make,” Urik said.

      “It’s the kind of practicality the soldier would say,” Endric said.

      Urik chuckled and grabbed the feet of the man who had poisoned himself. Endric grabbed the man’s arms, they dragged him over to the opening of the pit, and, with a quick heave, they tossed him in. He fell silently, and there was no sense of him striking the bottom. Endric imagined the fire swallowing him as he fell.

      The two of them went back to the chamber and grabbed each of the fallen soldiers in turn, carrying them out to the pit, where they tossed them in. They worked without saying a word, and when they were finished, Endric stood staring out at the fire.

      “It really is quite impressive,” he said.

      “There is something about this that strikes more awe into me than even the Tower in Thealon,” Urik said.

      Endric felt the same way. There was a simple beauty to the Tower. It was striking in its enormity and the way that it rose high into the sky, often obscured by clouds. With the fountain of flame, there was a different sort of simplicity to it, a different sort of majesty to it. There was no doubting the power involved in the lava pouring from above and disappearing far below. It was a column of fire, one that he couldn’t see the beginning or the ending to. He understood why the people of Salvat had worshipped it.

      “You can’t keep deceiving people for power,” Endric said.

      “This was not a deception.”

      Endric rounded on him. “This was a deception. You deceived me. Had you only told me the truth…”

      “What? Would you have offered to help?”

      “You know that I’ve been trying to help Tresten. That’s the entire purpose for this journey.”

      “There’s more to it than that. Your father sent you here for another purpose.”

      Endric sighed. “I don’t entirely know what other purpose my father sent me here for. He may have had another idea in mind, but it is hidden from me.”

      “I used to think that Dendril was too simple to outmaneuver me. It was a mistake that I made, assuming that his straightforward approach meant that he didn’t have a calculating mind. I know better now.” He looked over at Endric, catching his eyes. “Everything that has happened to you since your brother’s passing has been calculated on your father’s part.”

      “I don’t think my father intended me to head to the Antrilii lands. I’m not even sure that he intended for me to challenge him.”

      “No? Didn’t he essentially leave you with no choice? It’s almost as if he’s been playing a game with you all along.”

      “The only game that he’s been playing has been trying to keep you from destroying everything that he has vowed to protect.”

      “I made the same vow.”

      “And your vow has meant much less to you than the vow my father made.”

      “You forget that I made a vow long before I made one to the Denraen,” Urik said.

      Endric frowned. “And what does that mean?”

      “It means that I made a vow to my family and to my wife. Those vows mean much more to me than any other vow that I have made. I long ago vowed to get vengeance for what happened to them.”

      “And you would defile their memory simply to gain vengeance? Haven’t we had this conversation before?”

      “You have spoken to me about your feelings often enough that I understand exactly what you think of my decisions, but that doesn’t mean that I have broken my vows.” He spoke with more vehemence than Endric had expected and it gave him pause.

      Endric thought about the Antrilii view of his father and how he was a supposed oathbreaker, but Dendril hadn’t allowed himself to get that angry over the perception. It didn’t matter to him.

      No—that wasn’t quite right. It had mattered, only there wasn’t anything that Dendril was able to do. He took his commitment to the Denraen seriously, and he intended to continue serving.

      What Endric needed to do was find a way to connect with Urik so that he didn’t anger him. There had to be some way that he could work with Urik, convincing him that he was making a mistake by continuing this battle.

      “What do you intend to find out here?”

      Urik stared out at the fire pouring down from high overhead. “I don’t know what I will find out. I thought that coming here and understanding a piece of the history of Salvat, a place that views the gods much differently than the rest of the world, might give me insight that I wasn’t able to glean anywhere else. I still do.”

      “And the Conclave?”

      “The Conclave will have answers.” He tore his gaze away from the flames and looked over at Endric. “You view the Conclave much differently than I do.”

      “My experience with the Conclave has been with those who serve it actively.”

      “Such as Tresten?”

      “Such as Novan. Brohmin. My father.”

      “You know only a part of the Conclave. There are others—scholars—and that is the part of the Conclave that I hope to gain access to. They have knowledge that I seek.”

      “And you’ve shown that you use knowledge for power. Why should they grant you the ability to have access to that knowledge?”

      Urik sighed. “It’s not so much a granting of knowledge as it is a quest for understanding. Look at what you’ve seen here. Would you ever have believed that the people of Salvat would have such extensive temples?”

      “All people have faith in something else. I’m not surprised that this is here.”

      “Yet, what you see before you is literally thousands of years old. These people have worshipped the gods for centuries, much longer than anything that we have found in Thealon or other places in the north. Doesn’t that raise questions to you?”

      “The only questions it raises are about why the priests—or whoever that woman is—fear our presence so much.”

      “They fear it because they think that we will destroy their traditions. It’s the same thing that has happened for countless years. People who are hidden from the rest of the world get exposed and outsiders think to bring their knowledge to them, and all that it does is dilute the traditions of the past.”

      “And yet you were willing to do that?”

      “I was willing to observe. I had no interest in defiling.”

      Endric looked back, staring into the depths of the temple. There had to be other priests there. The woman had said as much. And if there were, where were they? Why weren’t they coming out to protect the temple?

      “Something is taking place on Salvat. It’s more than about simply finding the temple.”

      “Finding the temple is important,” Urik said.

      “To you. Finding the temple was important to you. But there are other things that are taking place. They have to be. There is no other explanation for it.”

      That had to be the reason that his father had urged him to come here. It was more than about helping him find a way to bring Tresten to a final resting place. It was more than about the Conclave. There was something that his father’s informants must have known about.

      And maybe Senda had known about it.

      She had been eager for him to come this way, and had she not been injured, he suspected that she had an ulterior motive for accompanying him.

      Maybe Urik was right and that his father had manipulated things around him for years. In that way, his father wasn’t so different than Urik. He used people.

      Not people. Soldiers.

      Wasn’t that what Endric was? Wasn’t he a soldier? Wouldn’t he have wanted to be used?

      That wasn’t what bothered him. It was more about the fact that his father had used him but had not shared with him why. There had to be a reason; there had to be something that would explain what his father had wanted from him, but he didn’t yet know it.

      “What is it?” Urik asked.

      “I’m piecing things together,” Endric said.

      “What sort of things?”

      “The sort of things that help me understand my purpose.”

      “I thought your purpose was to be a soldier. I thought your purpose was to bring Tresten to Salvat and to the resting place of the Conclave. I thought your purpose was to find help for your friend.”

      “Those are the obvious purposes. It’s the less obvious ones that I think are more important.”

      Wasn’t that always the case? Wasn’t it always about him having a secondary mission? When he had gone to the Antrilii lands, what had he learned? He had helped reunite the Antrilii after arguments had separated them. He had risked himself, and he doubted that his father had intended him to do so, but maybe Dendril had known that there was a need for Endric’s presence. And he did believe that Dendril was responsible for his going after Tresten. He had kept him marginalized intentionally, using that to force Endric away from the city.

      It was all very calculating. It was all the sort of thing that he would’ve expected of Urik.

      He looked over at the man. “Have you been working with my father still?”

      Urik’s brow furrowed. “You know that I haven’t. Why do you even ask?”

      “Only because so much has been happening that I don’t have an answer for.”

      The ground rumbled again, a tremor shaking them. This one was stronger than many of the others had been, and Endric braced himself against the wall, only realizing after the tremor had passed that he had grabbed onto the sculpture of the God, holding on to the sculpture’s arm.

      Urik looked over at him, a smile spreading across his face. “I think will make a believer out of you before too long,” he said.

      “I doubt that,” Endric said.

      “What do you intend to do now?”

      “Now? I have to find what reason my father had in sending me here.”

      And it had to do with these men that Urik had encountered. Endric was certain of it.

      In order to do so, he thought that he needed to find Tresten. Then he could understand what they were after.

      Finding Tresten required an intermediary step.

      “I think it’s time for us to go,” Endric said.

      “Where do you want to go?”

      Endric cast an appraising eye at Urik. “I think we need to go where you have wanted to go all along.” Urik watched him, waiting for Endric to say more. “I think it’s time that we find the Conclave.”
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      At the base of the mountain, Endric stared at the bleakness all around him. The air had a heat to it that was different than what he’d experienced inside the mountain. He took a deep breath, drawing in the sulfuric air, trying to ignore the way it burned at his lungs. High overhead near the peak of the mountain, clouds swirled. There was a haze in the air that reflected the flames that spewed from the peak every so often. Thunder rumbled, and this time, he felt as if it were thunder rather than the shaking of the ground. Maybe rain would come.

      “We don’t have any way of finding the Conclave,” Urik said.

      “Other than the clues that we were given.”

      “And those clues are?”

      “They were ones my father gave us.”

      Dendril had directed him where to go when they reached Salvat, but when they had landed, the storm had come. Endric doubted that Dendril would have accounted for a storm and suspected his father wasn’t trying to be that deceptive. That meant that he intended for them to find the Conclave. Only, for Endric to do so, he would need to have some way of navigating across the barren plains of Salvat.

      “Those others know where to find the temple now.”

      “Some of them do. I am hopeful that the priests will restrict them from reaching it.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “They have protected the temple for centuries. As you’ve said, it has stood for countless years.” Endric thought that the priest had another advantage, one that perhaps the Conclave imposters did not. With their pale eyes and their potential vision to see into the darkness, it seemed as if they were uniquely equipped to prevent anyone else from getting to the temple.

      “You did something, didn’t you?” Urik asked.

      Endric smiled grimly. “For now.”

      “What did you do?”

      “The entire mountain is comprised of teralin. Most of it is neutral, and I just caused a reaction around the entrance to the cavern.”

      “What would your reaction do?”

      “If it works”—and Endric wasn’t certain that it would—”then it will trigger a collapse if someone bearing negatively charged teralin enters.”

      “You’re convinced that the men who found me carry negatively charged teralin?”

      “Their arrows were.”

      “That could be just chance. You don’t know that they were intentionally carrying negatively charged arrows.”

      “You’re smarter than that, Urik. In order to have weapons that are negatively charged, you need to have some way of charging it. Otherwise, it would have remained neutral.”

      “You have gained quite a bit of understanding with teralin.”

      “I have quite a bit of experience with it now.”

      “Such as your sword?”

      Endric glanced at his sheathed blade. “My sword, among other things.”

      “What other things?”

      “I have no intention of sharing all of my secrets with you, Urik. Isn’t that the same response you would have given me?” Endric smiled as he said it, but Urik met his smile with a frown.

      “You continually accuse me of deception, yet every time I ask you a question about your experiences, you refuse to answer. How is that any different than what you accuse me of?”

      “I’m not deceiving you. I’m telling you what truth I can, which is not everything. Unfortunately, there are things that I have experienced that I can’t share with you or even with those who are closest to me. In spite of how much of they would like to know.”

      “Perhaps there will come a time when the two of us can work together without such disagreement between us.”

      “I don’t know that there will,” Endric said. “With everything that you have put me and my family through, I don’t know that we’ll ever be friends.”

      “We don’t have to be friends for us to be allies.”

      “Fine. Then we can be allies. I haven’t refused an alliance with you. In fact, I have counted on having an alliance with you in order for us to find the Conclave.”

      “Yet, you don’t—or won’t—tell me certain things that will help me. There is much that I know that could be useful.”

      Endric glanced over but chose to say nothing as he continued across the plain. It was unfortunate that he had abandoned the horse, sending her back to Elaniin. Without her, they would be walking the entire distance. Endric didn’t look forward to such a walk, especially as he didn’t know how long it would take to reach the Conclave—if they even did. And when they did, from there, they might have additional marching to do.

      They paused at a small pool, and Endric didn’t hesitate to drink. Urik watched him, a curious expression on his face.

      “Are you sure that water is safe? This close to the volcano, you’re likely drinking ash and other debris that rains down from it.”

      “Probably. And it’s infused with teralin.”

      “Teralin?”

      Endric nodded. This wasn’t nearly as bitter as the other pool—the one that he considered a primary pool—but it still had enough of a bite to it that Endric suspected it was laced with a reasonable amount of teralin.

      “If it’s infused with teralin, then that’s even more reason not to drink it,” Urik said.

      “That’s your choice. I am choosing to drink when I can. It’s been far too long since I had enough to drink.” The water did little to sate his appetite, but he used the opportunity to refill his water skin, not wanting to wander indefinitely before they found another pool like this. He didn’t know how common they were out on the plains.

      “There are other pockets of water, Endric.”

      Endric glanced over. “You know this?”

      “When I was traveling with the others, they avoided these pools. They claimed they were toxic.”

      “I hope that’s not the case,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I brought Senda to one of these.”

      “Teralin doesn’t have any healing properties. Why would you think to bring her to it?”

      Endric sighed. This was one of those times when he could share with Urik, and there would be no consequences—other than having Uric think him mad. “I had a vision.”

      Urik started to smile but stopped. “You had a vision?”

      Endric nodded. “Everything that occurred in the vision has come true. I thought that if nothing else, I would bring Senda to the same place that I saw in my vision. I don’t know if there’s anything that it can do to help her, but the Teachers weren’t able to help her, either.”

      “I was wrong,” Urik said.

      “About what?”

      “About you. You already have found the faith that you were missing.”

      “Have I? I don’t think that it was a matter of faith.”

      “Faith is trusting something that you can’t prove. You don’t have faith in the Urmahne, yet you believe in the gods despite not ever seeing one. You had enough faith to trust that this vision would help your friend despite having no evidence that it would.”

      “I had no other choice.”

      “Sometimes faith requires you to make a choice that doesn’t always make sense.” Urik kept his gaze on Endric and leaned forward, dipping his hands into the water and bringing them to his mouth, taking a long drink. “This is faith.”

      “I’ve already proven that the water is not toxic.”

      “Still, I have faith that you had a vision from the gods, and I have faith that you were meant to help your friend. And if this water is safe for you and for your friend, then I have faith that it is safe for me.”

      “You have always had faith. It’s not always been directed where it should be.”

      Urik shrugged and continued to drink. When he was done, he dipped his water skin into the pool.

      Endric focused on the water, feeling for the effective teralin within it. From what he could tell, it was all neutral, and he sent a surge through it, attempting to shift the polarity. There was too much water for him to influence or the teralin was too finely powdered to make a difference. Either way, he didn’t notice anything changing when he attempted to shift it.

      He changed his focus, shaking the water skin. He pushed on the teralin in it and felt a shifting of the polarity. It happened quickly in that small amount of water. He glanced over at Urik, then did the same to his water. When he was done, he considered attempting to do the same to the water that Urik had drunk before deciding against it. He wasn’t sure what effect that might have on Urik. Maybe he shouldn’t have changed the polarity of the water in the water skin, either. The man had an affinity for negatively charged teralin.

      Endric focused on himself. As he did, he noticed the presence of the teralin that he had drunk. He attempted to change the polarity of it and found that it resisted his efforts. He breathed in and out, steadying himself, and pushed once more.

      The polarity shifted.

      It happened slowly—much more slowly than when he had done the same to his water skin, and a warmth washed through him. Endric breathed out, sighing as he did.

      “What is it?” Urik asked.

      Endric considered him for a moment before shaking his head. “Nothing.”

      “It can’t be nothing. There is a look on your face that tells me that something happened.”

      “I changed the polarity of the teralin in the water that I drank.”

      “Only of the water that you drank?”

      “How would positively charged teralin affect you?”

      “Why?”

      “Because of your connection to the negatively charged teralin. What would happen if you drank teralin with a positive polarity?”

      “I don’t think the polarity makes much difference.”

      “But what if it does?” Endric asked. “What if the polarity makes all the difference about whether it’s safe for you to drink it?”

      Urik focused on the water in the pool. He leaned forward, pressing his hand into the water. Endric noted pressure, something of an energy, and wasn’t certain whether Urik was attempting to change the polarity here or not.

      “I don’t think that you will be able to influence all of the teralin in the water,” Endric said. “Not unless you are much better connected to it than I am.”

      Urik pulled his hand back and wiped it on his pants. “No. I doubt that I have any more strength with teralin than you do. Probably less, given what I have seen from you.”

      Urik shook his water skin and tipped it back, drinking it. His eyes went wide, and he grabbed at his throat. “What did you do?” he croaked.

      Endric hurried over to him and Urik started to smile, lowering his hand.

      “See? There’s nothing to the water. At least, not from the positively charged water.” He tipped back the water skin, taking another long drink. “Teralin has never had any healing or restorative properties. I’m sorry, Endric. I don’t know that the vision you had was reflective of a way of helping your friend.”

      Endric sipped at the water in his water skin. It had a slight warmth to it now that he had charged it, and it washed through him much the same way, giving him the same sort of warmth that he had felt when he had changed the polarity of the teralin he had drunk.

      Why else would he have been given the vision that he had?

      Maybe it wasn’t a vision. Or maybe it was simply a hallucination. That was more likely than having a vision of some healing power of teralin. The teralin he had encountered before had never had any properties like that. The merahl used it, but it was part of their breeding. Then again, the groeliin used it, too. Didn’t both creatures have some magical connection to it?

      “I can only hope that there is more to teralin than we know.”

      Urik studied him for a moment and then nodded. “That’s entirely possible.”

      They made their way away from the pool, heading out across the plain. The day passed in silence, and Endric was thankful that Urik didn’t attempt to open a line of discussion. He was in no mood to continue to refuse to answer Urik’s questions.

      The sky continued to lighten, as if the haze overhead was blowing off. The distant sound of thunder continued to rumble, and he wondered whether they would stay ahead of the storm or whether it was nothing more than the tremors continuing. If it was only tremors, there had been no rumbling to the ground, nothing that signaled the same shaking that he had felt while on and within the mountain.

      By evening, the sky had changed from a pale orange glow to a darker smear. The thunder rumbled more regularly, reminding Endric of their first arrival on Salvat. Rain would come, and without any protection, they would get drenched.

      “I think we need to take shelter,” Urik said.

      The comment was punctuated by a steady rumbling. This was distinctly different than what they had experienced while they were on the mountain. There was not the same shaking to the ground. What came with it was something almost angry, a loud crack followed by the constant drumbeats that Endric felt through his body.

      “This is about the time where you abandoned us,” he said.

      “I think we have established that I was captured.”

      “We might have established that you were captured, but that doesn’t explain why you made no sound during your capture. If you would have signaled in some way, Senda and I could have—”

      “You keep repeating that as if it changes things,” Urik said. “I have told you that I have no intention of repeating the same mistake.”

      “Just so long as you don’t begin making brand-new mistakes,” Endric said.

      A sharp crack was followed by the distant sound of rain. It came toward them rapidly, growing with intensity. Endric scanned the area around them, searching the rocks, but there wasn’t any place where they could take shelter. Somehow, they would have to find a way of getting to safety, but where?

      In the distance, he saw where they could go.

      It was a collection of rocks that formed a small circle. It reminded him of the rocks that surrounded the pool of teralin-infused water, though he saw no sign of trees around it as he had around that pool. He motioned for Urik to follow and started across the barren and rocky land, trying to outrun the storm.

      It was a futile attempt. Nothing he could do would prevent them from getting dumped on. When the rain came, it did so as sheets of water, sluicing down around them. It made seeing anything difficult and Endric tried to keep going in the same direction, though he wasn’t certain whether he was.

      “We need to take shelter,” Urik yelled.

      “I’m trying to reach those rocks. I think that if will find shelter anywhere, it will be there,” Endric said.

      The rocks seemed to be too far away. Every time he thought they were getting closer, it seemed as if he were still no nearer to them than he had been. At one point, he slipped, and were it not for Urik grabbing his arm and keeping him propped upright, he would have fallen and likely would have cracked his head. The footing was treacherous, the rain making the rock slippery, and Endric nodded a quick nod of thanks.

      The rain continued to pound on them.

      It was difficult to see. Endric blinked away the water, trying to wipe it from his face, and struggled to see anything more than a few steps in front of him.

      He slipped again and this time, Urik wasn’t there to catch him. He staggered to the ground and his knees scraped on the rock. He cried out, not bothering to hide the pain. He looked up, searching for signs of Urik. Where was the damned man?

      He saw no sign of Urik.

      How had he lost him already? Had Urik chosen this is an opportunity to create separation between them? It seemed an odd thing, even for Urik.

      Endric staggered to his feet and took a few more steps before slipping again. This time, when he fell, he didn’t brace himself in time. He struck the rock and his vision blurred before fading to black.
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      Pain welcomed Endric awake.

      He blinked and saw a swirl of colors. For a moment, he was reminded of his time recovering in the Antrilii lands, healed by Nessa. Had everything that he’d just seen been a dream?

      Then the smell of roasting meats came to his nostrils. It was accompanied by the smell of strange spices and far more fragrance than what the Antrilii preferred.

      Someone moved nearby and Endric tried to raise his head to see but found that his neck throbbed. How badly had he been injured? Unlike other times when he had been hurt, this time there had been no attack. He had been injured out of his own carelessness. Had he been more cautious, he doubted that he would have slipped, though maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference. With as much as the rain was dumping on them, there might not have been anything he could have done differently.

      “Where am I?”

      “Don’t move,” a harsh voice said.

      Endric licked his lips. They were dry, but not quite as dry as they had been. He tasted the bitterness of the teralin-infused water that still lingered on his tongue.

      “Who are you?” Endric asked.

      A face loomed close to him. The owner was not male, as he had assumed. It was a stocky female, and she had pudgy cheeks and thick gray hair she had wound into a tight braid that trailed down her back. “What were you doing out in the storm?”

      Endric shook his head. “I was searching for someone.”

      The woman leaned close to him. Her breath smelled unpleasant, almost a hint of rot to it, though he suspected that was little more than his imagination. “You found someone.”

      “There was another man with me.”

      Would he have lost Urik the same way he had lost Brohmin when they had traveled together?

      “The other. Yes, we found him. He won’t move.”

      “Is he injured?” Endric hated that he felt any concern for Urik, but he needed the man in order to complete the task that he thought must be done.

      “No more than you are.”

      Endric frowned. He tried moving his fingers and his toes, and everything seemed to work. Only his neck throbbed, and it felt as if he’d been in a great battle. He started to sit but nausea rolled through him with the motion. Pain that he hadn’t realized was there bloomed in his knees and he was reminded of crashing into the rock. Long moments passed before the pain eased enough that Endric could withstand the nausea.

      He looked over at the woman—really looked at her this time. There was strength in her face and features. She tottered around a small room, moving from a table to the shelf before returning to the table and leaning over, nothing but her back visible. Where was he? Had they been captured by the people who had attacked him while in the temple? This woman didn’t seem like any of the priests in the temple. He expected them to have pale skin and to share similar features, though what if she were a priest? They weren’t so far from the mountain that it would be impossible for one of them to have gotten to him.

      There was another possibility, though Endric wasn’t sure if he could be so lucky.

      “Am I free to go, or are you holding me prisoner?” he asked.

      The woman straightened and turned to him, staring at him with a deep frown. “You will be free to go when the storm passes.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “Do I look like a prophet?”

      Endric shrugged. Even that small gesture was painful, sending a steady throbbing through his back. “I’m just trying to get a sense for how long you might hold me here.”

      “As I said, you are free to go when the storm passes.”

      She leaned back over her desk and began working, ignoring Endric completely.

      He stood, testing his body, flexing his legs and arms so that he could work stiffness out of them. He hurt, but it wasn’t any worse than what he would expect from a vigorous sparring session. His neck ached the most, and he suspected that was what he had injured the worst when he struck his head.

      He checked for his sword and found that it was still strapped at his waist.

      Maybe he wasn’t held captive.

      If he had been captured by the soldiers who had attacked him in the temple, they would’ve stripped him of his sword. They likely would have confined him differently. And if it were the priests from the temple, he would have expected… What? Endric wasn’t entirely sure what he would’ve expected. Not this. He didn’t know what this was, only that it wasn’t what he would expect.

      He took a few steps, making sure that he didn’t hurt so much that he couldn’t move. When he was convinced that his body would tolerate activity, he stopped at the table near the woman and leaned toward her, watching what she was doing. She made notes on the page, dipping her pen into a bottle of deep black ink before scratching words onto the paper. Endric wasn’t surprised that he didn’t recognize the language she wrote in.

      “Are you with the Conclave?”

      The woman’s hand froze, and she looked over at him. “Must you stand so close?”

      “Would you rather I stand somewhere else?”

      “I would rather you not stand over my shoulder. Your breathing disrupts my writing.”

      Endric chuckled and took a step back. “Are you with the Conclave?”

      “How is it that you know of the Conclave?”

      Could it be that he had finally found the Conclave? “I was sent to Salvat with instructions to find them.”

      “Why?”

      “We brought a man to meet with them.”

      “We? You and this other man?”

      “There was another, but we lost her.”

      The woman turned toward him. She crossed her arms over her considerable chest. “And just who are you?”

      “I am Endric, son of Dendril, general of the—”

      The woman turned away and started toward the door, leaving Endric staring dumbfounded after her. She pulled the door open and left him alone. Endric debated for a moment what to do before deciding to follow. He hurried through the door after her.

      They were in a sizable building, and though he couldn’t see anyone else, he followed her down the hallway before she stopped in front of another door. She rapped on the door until it popped open. The woman leaned forward and whispered something that Endric couldn’t hear. When she was done, she motioned down the hall toward him.

      “Are you sure?” Endric heard. It was a softer voice, and distinctly female.

      “See for yourself,” the other woman said.

      The hidden speaker popped her head out and stared down the hall. She had bright blue eyes and a sharp jaw. Hair that once had been deep black had grayed, leaving a peppered appearance. Despite that, she remained beautiful.

      “Is it true?” the woman asked.

      “It is what true?”

      “You claim that you are Dendril’s son.”

      “I claim it because it’s true.”

      The two women shared a look before the dark-haired woman waved to him. “Come with me.”

      Endric glanced at the first woman, the one who had been with him in the original room, before following the darker-haired woman. She led him down the hallway, and he trailed after her.

      If they were from the Conclave, this wasn’t what he had expected. These women didn’t look like they could help him with anything. They might not even be able to defend themselves against the man who sought to harm them.

      “Where am I?”

      The other woman considered him for a long moment before shaking her head. “Where? You came to us, and now you ask where?”

      “I didn’t come to you. I slipped and woke up here.”

      “You slipped outside of our residence. That tells me that you were attempting to find us.”

      “And you are the Conclave.”

      The woman considered him for a long moment before nodding.

      “The real Conclave?”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “Only that there are others who attempt to reveal themselves as members of the Conclave. They betrayed Urik, trying to convince him that he could join them, and they used him to find the temple of Salvat.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “You found the temple?”

      “Why?”

      “The temple is not meant for any outside of the priests to discover.”

      “Why not?”

      “If you found it, you would understand.”

      “Because of the fountain of lava?”

      The woman grunted. “Lava is not unique. If you live around here long enough, you will eventually experience lava in all its forms.”

      “Then what?”

      “As I said, it’s not meant for any but the priests to discover.”

      “How do I know that you are really with the Conclave?”

      The woman cocked a half smile. She paused for a moment, then she pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      When Endric followed her, his mouth dropped open.

      He stood inside a massive library. Rows and rows of shelves filled the entirety of the space. On each of the shelves were books. He imagined that thousands—possibly hundreds of thousands—of books existed here. This was the kind of knowledge that Urik would search for. This was the kind of place that he would have wanted to find.

      This had to be the Conclave.

      She guided him to a circle of chairs in the center of the room. A stout table took up space in the middle of it. She took a seat and waited for Endric to follow. When he did, he sank into the plush chair, letting out a relieved sigh. This was where he had intended to come all along, and it had taken him losing Senda and getting attacked in the temple to find it, but he finally had. And what he had found was nothing like what he had expected.

      The other woman, the heavier one who he had met first, entered the room and took a seat next to the dark-haired one. She leaned in and whispered something quietly to her. Endric didn’t bother trying to listen, doubting that he would have been able to hear anything anyway.

      “Tell me, Endric son of Dendril, why have you come searching for the Conclave?” the dark-haired woman asked.

      “I brought one of your own back to the Conclave,” he said.

      “One of our own? Who would you have brought back to us?”

      “Tresten.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “Tresten?” she asked in a whisper. “Where is he?”

      “We lost him. When we reached the island, we were betrayed. The other man with me claims he was abducted by people pretending to be the Conclave, and they were the ones who forced him to help them find the temple.”

      “They abducted Tresten?”

      “Tresten was…” Endric clipped his lips, struggling even now to say it. “Tresten is gone.”

      Both women’s breath caught, and they shared a look. The dark-haired woman looked back at Endric, and tears glistened in her eyes. “Gone? Tresten can’t be gone. He is the greatest among us.”

      Endric met her gaze and wished he had something better to tell her. “Novan said that we should bring him here. He said that Tresten should be allowed to rest with the Conclave.”

      The woman looked at him for a long moment, glancing at the other woman. “Novan said that?”

      “Novan wanted me to ensure that Tresten return to the Conclave,” Endric said.

      The two women looked at each other again, and something passed between them. “And where is Tresten?” the heavier of the two women asked.

      “We brought him ashore, and he was with us. The first night we were here, there was a massive storm and we took shelter. When we came around, both Tresten and Urik were missing.”

      “Urik?” The dark-haired woman asked.

      “You know of him?” Endric asked.

      The heavier woman frowned. “Unfortunately we know of him. Why are you with him? If the reports that we have heard are true, you would be the last person who would be willing to travel with him.”

      “The reports are true, but it’s not exactly my choice to travel with him. Tresten asked me to work with him.”

      “That would be like Tresten,” the dark-haired woman said.

      Endric looked at the two women, glancing from one to the other. “Why did Novan want me to bring him here? What did he think that you were able to do?”

      “Tresten has served the Conclave for many years. If he has passed, this would be a suitable resting place for him,” the dark-haired woman said.

      “It was about more than that,” Endric said. “If it was only about finding a suitable resting place, he wouldn’t have urged me to bring him here. This was something else.”

      “Perhaps it was, but without Tresten, there is little that we can offer.”

      “I need your help getting him back from the others.”

      “There is no helping, not with them. If they have captured Tresten, they will use him. That is what they do.”

      “I stopped several of them.”

      “Several?” The heavyset woman asked.

      “In the temple. I stopped those who attacked us. There were six—”

      “That you saw,” the dark-haired woman said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that they likely only wanted you to see those six. Unfortunately, it also likely means that the temple is lost.”

      “No. I set protections—”

      “With teralin?” the dark-haired woman asked, her gaze darting to Endric’s sword.

      “How did you know?”

      “You are on Salvat. Here, almost everything has to do with teralin.”

      “Yes. I set protections with teralin. I thought that if there was anything that could be done to prevent them from reaching it, at least I could trigger teralin to restrict them from reaching the tunnel.”

      “It will not restrict them for long. They have a great understanding of teralin.”

      “Like the Deshmahne?”

      The dark-haired woman considered him for a long moment. “And just who do you think the Deshmahne stole their knowledge from? The people of Salvat have worshiped the mountain for centuries upon centuries. All of that time has given them a great understanding of teralin, even more than in many other places. Those who you met have long studied the connection to the negative polarity.”

      “And the priests? Do they study the positive polarity?”

      The woman shook her head. “They worship the gods from within the mountain itself.”

      “Neutral. That’s what they prefer?”

      That didn’t make complete sense, especially as he had seen the way that the woman had sent a pulsation of positive charge through the slender rod to trigger the doorway.

      “Why would they have wanted Tresten?” he asked.

      “He represents something to them that they have long searched for.”

      “What is that? If they wanted to reach the Magi, they could have traveled to Vasha.”

      The two women exchanged a glance. The dark-haired woman turned her attention back to him, frowning deeply. “Magi? Endric, Tresten’s much more than simply one of the Magi.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No. That’s becoming increasingly clear.”

      “Then help me understand.”

      “The man you know as Tresten is not one of the Magi. He is what you would call a god.”
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      Endric sat alone in the room they had given him and stared at his hands. He had so many questions and there didn’t seem to be any way to get the answers that he wanted. If what the women told him was true, then Tresten was a god. Endric thought of all of the experiences he had with Tresten, trying to piece them together and trying to understand.

      Surprisingly, seeing Tresten as a god made sense and explained many things that he had experienced with the man during the time they had traveled together. But how could Endric have spent so much time with one of the gods without knowing? Everything that he had ever been taught about the gods led him to believe that they would want attention and to be worshipped. The man he knew wanted none of those things.

      The door opened and Endric looked up. Urik stood there, watching Endric. “What is it?” Urik asked.

      Endric considered sharing with him what the women had told him, but would it make a difference? Probably not to Urik. He had faith in the gods and he believed that they should be worshiped the way that the Urmahne taught. Would it have mattered to Urik that he had traveled with one of the gods? Would it have mattered that Tresten wouldn’t have wanted to be worshipped?

      He decided that it was best not to reveal that to Urik.

      “They fear that we won’t be able to recover Tresten.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “The people that you believe to be part of the Conclave are powerful. Those of the Conclave here don’t feel that there’s anything they could do that would help us get him back.”

      “So that’s it? We’re simply going to abandon him, leaving him to these people?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Endric said.

      “You intend to go after him?”

      “That has been my intent all along,” Endric said. “I came to the Conclave thinking that we might find help.” The fact that there seemed to be only these two women made it less and less likely that any help would come.

      What he needed now was the Denraen. He needed soldiers.

      Yet there wasn’t time to get word to his father to send men to Salvat. Even if there was, Endric wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do. The Denraen were tasked with maintaining peace. There had been no threat against peace. The only thing that had happened was that these men had taken the body of a fallen Mage—or god.

      “I will help you,” Urik said.

      “You don’t have to help.”

      “You might need another sword.”

      “I might, but the two of us against an unknown number of fighters? That’s not the kind of odds that we should risk ourselves with.”

      “That’s what I came here to tell you.”

      “What is?”

      “It won’t be just the two of us.”

      “The women of the Conclave won’t be able to fight,” Endric said. “They are nothing like Novan and Brohmin.” Endric tried not to let his disappointment in that be too obvious, but he wasn’t sure that he succeeded. He had thought that all members of the Conclave would be like Brohmin and Novan. He had thought that they all would seek to fight for what was necessary, but that didn’t seem to be it at all.

      “No. They won’t. But they made a comment about other injured coming this way, and I asked if I could see them. It took a little bit of coaxing, but I managed to find out who those others were.”

      “Who?”

      “Come with me.”

      Endric stood and followed Urik. He guided him through a hall, stopping at a door he had seen the dark-haired woman pause in front of. Urik knocked, and it took a moment, but the door opened. The dark-haired woman looked out. She frowned at Urik.

      “I did not intend for you to continue to disturb me with my studies.”

      “He deserves to know, Elaine.”

      Urik spoke the name with a certain familiarity. Did he know this woman before coming here?

      “What do I deserve to know?” Endric asked.

      “He deserves to know nothing,” Elaine said.

      “Show him,” Urik said. There was an edge of command—as if the soldier within Urik had finally decided to reassert itself.

      Elaine glared at Urik before motioning to Endric and waving him over. He stood at the door and realized that there were two others in the room.

      “Pendin?”

      His friend looked up from the cot he was lying on. Color seem to have drained from his face, leaving him washed out, but he still appeared strong. On the cot next to him lay Senda. She was breathing and surprisingly, her eyes were open.

      “Endric? How is it that you’re here?”

      “How is it that you are?” he asked.

      “We got lost wandering. After you sent us away”—Pendin arched a brow at Endric, as if waiting to see how he might react to the statement—”I tried following the same way back to the city, but it all started to look the same. Everything sort of blended together into one messy whole. I couldn’t tell where I needed to go.”

      “Then how did you end up here?”

      “He was wandering,” Elaine said. “He and his friend passed by here, neither of them seeming to know where they were going. We couldn’t allow them to continue wandering like that, so we brought them in.”

      “You brought them in, and that despite the fact that the Conclave would rather have privacy?”

      “We weren’t about to let them die simply so that we could maintain our sense of privacy,” she said.

      Endric considered Pendin for a moment. He began to understand what Urik had intended by telling him that they weren’t necessarily going to have to fight just the two of them. Pendin was a skilled soldier. Now if only they had Senda…

      “How is she?” he asked. He knelt in front of the bed and took one of Senda’s hands. The swelling in her skin seemed to have abated somewhat, receding after she had gone away with Pendin. Could the teralin-infused pool and the water within it helped? There was no doubting the fact that her eyes were open—something that they had not been the entire time that he was with her over the preceding few days.

      “Your friend suffered a significant toxicity. It will take some time before she fully recovers.”

      Endric looked over at Elaine. “Recovers? You mean to tell me that she can recover from this?”

      “We have seen it often enough, especially in this part of the world. The cothuln creates a powerfully dangerous toxin. It’s a wonder that she still lives.”

      “She had help. There was an old woman—”

      “Aria?” Elaine asked.

      Endric nodded. “You know her?”

      “She is one of the few who would have been able to help you. Anyone else would have suggested that what you experienced was little more than your imagination.”

      “That’s exactly my experience.”

      Urik had been watching his exchange with Elaine, and he looked from Endric to Senda. “The cothuln are real?”

      Elaine frowned at Urik. “You have experienced more than many men, Urik. Do you really think that it is wise to question what might or might not exist?”

      “It’s just that stories of them have lingered for years. I never would have believed that they were anything more than simply stories.”

      “Did you believe that stories of the Conclave were real?” Elaine asked softly.

      Urik looked at her before smiling slowly. “I have always believed that the Conclave was real.”

      “She will recover?” Endric asked.

      “Eventually. It will take time for her to regain her strength. She experienced something that has left her significantly weakened.”

      “How are you able to help her?”

      “There are many keys to restoring someone poisoned by cothuln. The first is simply stabilizing the injuries. You managed to do that well enough. Had she been away much longer, it is highly likely that she wouldn’t have lived.”

      Endric let out a shaky breath. It was difficult to comprehend what he was hearing.

      Senda would live. How was it possible that after everything she’d been through, after all that she had suffered, she would live?

      “You must understand that she suffered a significant injury,” Elaine said. “She may never be quite the same as she was before.”

      Endric blinked back tears that had come to his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that the toxicity that affected her will have stolen some of her coordination. It will have sapped her strength, leaving her perpetually weakened. She was a soldier?”

      Endric nodded. “She was—is—the Denraen Raen.”

      A flicker of recognition flashed across Elaine’s eyes. Then it was gone. “I don’t know what she will be like when she recovers. I don’t know how much she will recover, beyond the fact that I anticipate her awakening from this. Already she has improved much. But she will be changed. You need to be prepared for that possibility.”

      Endric breathed out. What did it matter if Senda had changed? Would that make him care for her any less? He knew that it wouldn’t. He knew that he cared for her mind and the spirit that she had more than he cared about her ability as a fighter. As a soldier, he cared about her ability as a fighter. He had depended on that, and she had been pivotal to many Denraen successes over the years, but that wasn’t why Endric cared for her.

      “How long will it take for her to recover?”

      “I don’t have those answers,” Elaine said.

      “Can she stay here until she does?”

      “She may stay until it is safe for her to travel. After that, she should return to those who can provide better care for her.”

      “Can’t you provide that care?”

      “We can.”

      “But you won’t.”

      “We are the Conclave. It is not our place to provide a hospital for those who need it.”

      “What is your place?” Endric asked.

      “You know only what you do of the Conclave from Novan and Brohmin, both of whom served the Conclave in a unique manner.”

      “From what I’ve seen, they serve the Conclave very well.”

      “I do not deny that. All I’m saying is that you have a very specific experience with the Conclave. We are keepers of knowledge. Much more than that is not in our purview.”

      Endric stared at her for a long moment. That seemed so different than what he had experienced and what he had thought was the purpose and value of the Conclave. How could they simply have chosen to ignore those who needed their help? How could it be that they would do nothing for others who needed them?

      “You seem disappointed.”

      “Only disappointed in the fact that the others I’ve seen and spent time with have shown me a different side of the Conclave. I now understand why this other faction has gained such traction on Salvat. You have chosen to do nothing. Were Novan or Brohmin here, they wouldn’t have sat idly by while others began to take up arms against those who they could help and who needed their assistance.”

      “As I said, you have a very specific experience of the Conclave. We serve as keepers of knowledge. Do you think that we can maintain that knowledge if we involve ourselves in every skirmish? Do you believe that knowledge would be safe if we made such a choice?”

      “I believe there are times when action must be taken. I believe that if it’s not, that others will suffer for it. I believe that there are times when you need to intervene simply because it is the right thing to do.”

      “You sound like your father,” Elaine said.

      “Good.”

      Now that he knew Senda would survive, he could focus on his other task.

      That meant finding Tresten.

      To do so, he would need to confront those who attacked the temple. Had he not been so worried about Senda, it would have been something that he should have already done.

      And he couldn’t do it alone.

      Endric looked over at Urik. “This is what you have sought. Would you rather stay here and wait and see what else they might do, or will you still come with me?”

      Urik glanced from Endric to Elaine. “I will help. The gods know that I have committed to it, but I can’t deny the fact that I am interested in the knowledge that is here.”

      “That knowledge is only for the Conclave.”

      “And I believe Tresten intended for him to be given access to it,” Endric said.

      Elaine frowned. “Tresten is not here, which means that those of the Conclave must make a choice.”

      “Yes. Your choice is quite revealing.” Endric turned to Pendin. “There is something we need to do while on Salvat.”

      “We?”

      Endric considered his response. What was the right answer? It wasn’t something that Endric felt compelled to do; he felt this was something that was more fitting of the Denraen. His gaze fell on Senda, smiling sadly. It was disappointing that after everything, she wouldn’t be awake or alert enough to see him choosing to serve the Denraen.

      “The Denraen. This is something that the Denraen must do.”

      And if he could convince Elaine to get word to his father, perhaps they could have enough Denraen to counter whatever these others planned.
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      The base of the mountain loomed before them. Endric took a long drink from his water skin and wiped his hand across his mouth. There was no bitterness to the water and he wasn’t certain whether that was a good thing or not. It seemed as if the rain that had fallen had diluted the teralin in the pool. That surprised him, as he would have expected that the rain would have washed the ash in the sky down into the pool, concentrating more teralin there.

      “This is a mistake,” Pendin said as they stood near the mountain. Thunder rumbled and the ground shook. Endric was no longer impressed by such tremors, certainly not those that did nothing more than shake the ground like an angry god.

      “We made many mistakes, but this isn’t one of them,” Endric said. “This is something that needs to be done so that we can help others.”

      “And these others, it’s the priests?”

      “They remained in the temple. They continue to serve their gods in the way that they know. They have always served the gods in that way.”

      “What makes you believe that they are in any danger?”

      “Because I was attacked in the temple by them already.” Endric looked at Urik. The other man stared straight ahead with a clenched jaw. “We delayed them, I think. I don’t know how much longer that will be successful.”

      “Why here?” Pendin asked. He looked up the slope of the mountain, his eyes going increasingly wide. “Why is this the place of their temple?”

      “When you see it, you’ll understand.”

      Pendin grinned. “You have found a measure of faith.”

      Endric grunted. Was it faith that he had found or was it the understanding that he needed to remain resolute in how he served? He had a responsibility, one that he was only now growing to fully understand. Maybe it was about more than the Conclave, more than the Denraen, and even more than the Antrilii. He needed to intervene when it was appropriate.

      “I found something,” he said.

      They began climbing. Day turned to night, and they didn’t stop. When they reached a small ledge, they paused, taking a brief respite, each of them drinking and eating what they could. Endric might have slept for a while, but lost track of time. When they got going again, he was only somewhat refreshed. It was enough—it had to be enough.

      They continued climbing. None of them spoke much, and Endric saw no sign of others passing through here. Maybe he’d been mistaken. Maybe there wasn’t going to be an attack on the temple, though he didn’t think that was true. Whatever else the fake Conclave was, they were after something within the temple. He doubted they would abandon it so easily, especially if they thought he was gone.

      “Did you ever hear anything when you traveled with them that would explain why they came here?” Endric asked Urik.

      “They told me that they needed my assistance. They knew who I was, and knew that I had once been a part of the guild. I thought that Tresten had sent word, so I trusted them.”

      “You wanted to trust them,” Pendin said.

      “I wanted to understand what I could,” Urik said. “And I wanted to help Tresten. He believed in me toward the end. That’s not something I expect you to understand, but when everyone had begun to abandon me—including myself—Tresten never did. He continued to find value in me.” Urik fell silent for a few moments as they climbed. After a while, he breathed in a deep sigh. “I would do anything for him.”

      Endric stared at Urik, studying him for a long moment. Could Urik have known about Tresten? Tresten had kept himself secretive with Endric, but maybe that was because he knew about Endric’s beliefs, and he knew that Endric had no interest in serving the gods. Urik was a different matter. Urik wanted to serve the gods, and he had maintained a steadfast devotion to them throughout everything.

      They fell silent again, and it wasn’t until late in the evening that they came across the hidden entrance to the temple. Endric ran his hand along the wall, feeling the faint surge of teralin. Did it matter that he had made this positively charged? If the priests used the neutral teralin, had Endric somehow changed something about them—and what they served?

      “It remains undisturbed,” Urik said. “Which likely means they didn’t come through here.”

      There was something strange about the stone, and it took Endric a moment to realize what it was. The polarity had changed.

      It wasn’t even that it was negatively charged. The teralin was neutral.

      “Something has been through here,” he said. “I don’t entirely know what happened, but I had changed the polarity of the teralin when we came back through, and now it’s—”

      “Negative?” Urik placed his hand on the stone and closed his eyes. After a moment, he shook his head. “This is not negative polarity.”

      “It’s neutral.”

      “And you were certain that you changed the polarity?”

      “As certain as I can be. It’s not as if I have no experience in changing teralin’s polarity.”

      Urik smiled. “Yes. You told me that you had some experience with it while in the Antrilii lands, I believe.”

      “I thought teralin would only be found in Vasha,” Pendin said. “That was why the mines were always so valuable. I wonder what the Magi of old—those who had wanted the mines open—would have thought of place like this, where it is so readily accessible.”

      “Vasha isn’t the only place with teralin,” Endric said. “Not only is it in the northern mountains, but I suspect it’s scattered throughout everywhere.” The more than he learned of teralin, the more that he came to believe that there was something unique about it. There had to be, especially with the groeliin and the merahl both using it for their breeding.

      “That is quite interesting,” Urik said. “Even more interesting is the fact that many of the places that devote themselves to the gods are centered on teralin.”

      “What is that?”

      “Only that there is Vasha, where the Magi believe the only source of teralin to exist, and then there is Thealon, the home of the Tower. You mention the northern mountains, and I believe the Antrilii have a very unique devotion to the gods, one that cannot be quite as easily explained.” He arched a brow at Endric, practically inviting him to elaborate. Endric didn’t take the bait. “Even in other places, such as Gomald or Riverbranch, there are known deposits of teralin.”

      “What about the southern nations?”

      “It’s the same in the southern nations, but their focus is different than what you might find in the North. They have always worshipped the gods, but they do so in a different manner.”

      “The Deshmahne?” Pendin asked.

      “Even before the Deshmahne, there have been others who viewed the gods in a different way. The Urmahne are not the only pathway to knowing and understanding the gods. There are many such pathways.”

      Urik looked over to Endric as he said the last, and it seemed as if he struggled not to smile.

      But he wasn’t wrong. Endric had observed it firsthand. The Antrilii weren’t faithless. On the contrary, everything he had learned of them had revealed that they were incredibly devout. They served the gods in their own way, and though it might not be the same as the Urmahne, that didn’t mean that the way they chose to serve the gods was wrong. What other ways might there be?

      And even these priests within the Salvat temple deserved a chance to practice as they desired. Their religion harmed no one, and having been within the temple, Endric couldn’t deny that there was a power to it. Maybe this was the right way to reach the gods.

      “That’s why we need to help them,” Endric said.

      “If you are helping on behalf of the Denraen, then we have an obligation to serve them as part of the Urmahne,” Pendin said, watching Endric.

      Endric shook his head. “But we don’t. That’s never been the purpose of the Denraen. We don’t serve the Urmahne, regardless of what most believe. We don’t even serve the Magi, though I suspect they would tell us otherwise.”

      Urik smiled. “They would.”

      “What we do is maintain peace.”

      “And that peace is a requirement of the Urmahne,” Pendin said.

      “Peace is required by all people for them to flourish,” Endric said. “It is not something that should be saved for only those who choose to follow the Urmahne.”

      Pendin looked from Endric to Urik. “And you? You served in the Denraen long enough to have an opinion on this. What do you think the purpose of the Denraen should be?”

      “I doubt that you want my opinion.”

      “I asked, didn’t I?”

      “The Denraen purpose has always been nebulous, almost intentionally so. When I first joined, I felt much the same as you, Pendin. I felt much the same as most people, I suppose. I believed that the Denraen served the Magi, and, failing that, by maintaining peace, we serve the gods in a different way. It was only through much study that I came to realize that there is more to it. The Denraen purpose has never been quite so simple. Perhaps even more so than the Magi, the Denraen are complex. It is not only about the Urmahne, and not only about peace, but about a certain balance.”

      Urik turned away from Pendin and looked at Endric. “That is something your father taught me. In reality, your father has taught me many things over the years, and when I was more naïve, I believed that he was ignorant of the value of those lessons. The more that I have come to know Dendril, however peripherally, the more I see that he has been intentional in all things. Including, perhaps, having you come to Salvat.”

      The comment fit with Endric’s observations. He wondered if Dendril had known what he might encounter here. Could that be why he had allowed Senda to come? Had he expected that they would encounter trouble and need to understand it?

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because you have gained insight at a younger age, insight that took me many years to come to. There is value in that.”

      “What insight?” Pendin asked.

      “The insight about the true purpose of the Denraen.” He regarded Endric for a long moment. “You have accused me of betraying my vows and I have bristled at the suggestion.”

      “You did—” Pendin began, but Endric silenced him by raising his hand.

      “What is your point?”

      “Only this. I told you that I was a husband and father first,” Urik said.

      Endric nodded.

      “Even before that, I was raised within the Urmahne faith.”

      “Many are raised in the Urmahne faith.”

      “I was raised to one day become a priest. War brought me away and showed me a different side of the world, but the part of me that served the Urmahne never left. And so I was a faithful Urmahne servant first, followed by husband and father, and then member of the guild, and finally Denraen. Tell me, in which order do you think I betrayed my vows?”

      Endric stared at him, having a new understanding of Urik, especially if the Denraen didn’t serve the Urmahne quite as Endric had always believed. His father was subtle about revealing that, but it had to be the truth. It had to be that the Denraen served something else, ideals that he had been forced to know.

      “That’s why you were able to betray the Denraen,” Endric said.

      Urik nodded. “Urmahne, then husband and father, then guild, and then Denraen.”

      “What about now?”

      “I still serve the gods, Endric. It’s just that Tresten helped me see that there are other ways to serve them. Tresten help me understand that I was misguided. Without him, I doubt I would have come to know and understand exactly what I needed to do.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Continue to serve the gods, but in a way, that allows some flexibility.”

      They continued climbing, and this time Endric sensed an uncomfortable silence from Pendin. In his own way, Pendin had a similar sort of devotion to the Urmahne as Urik had when Endric first met him. Pendin wasn’t quite as open with it, but he had never been one to deny his beliefs.

      After a while, Endric pulled him to the side and forced Pendin to look over at him, meeting his gaze. There was an uncomfortably distraught look on his face. “It doesn’t mean that you serve the Urmahne any less by being a part of the Denraen.”

      “Doesn’t it? I thought that by serving the Denraen, I would serve the faith. You and Urik are telling me that’s not the case.”

      “What if I have it wrong?”

      Pendin arched a brow. “Do you believe that?”

      Endric sighed. “I do not.”

      “Neither do I. And I believe that your father has sent you on this task so that you could gain that understanding. That tells me that even Dendril believes that there is more than simply serving the Urmahne.”

      “For so long, I felt that I wasn’t quite the right fit for the Denraen. Even when my father promoted me after the Deshmahne attack, there was a part of me that didn’t feel as if I truly fit in. I never felt as if I belonged, and so when I went to the north, searching for understanding of my Antrilii heritage, I did so wanting to know who I was so that I could serve in the way that the Denraen needed. What I saw there told me that there was much more to the world than what I have ever imagined, so when I returned to the Denraen, it was difficult for me to fall back into the mindset of drills and formations and simply being a soldier.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Did you? I wasn’t sure that you noticed anything with how much you had buried yourself in drink.”

      “I noticed that you were different. You’ve been different from the moment you returned after facing the Deshmahne, but this was even more.”

      Endric squeezed his eyes closed, thinking back to everything that he had experienced with the Denraen. That was the reason he had been so willing to take this journey. That was the reason that Senda had been angry with him, thinking that he had no interest in returning to the Denraen, though that was not entirely true. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to return to the Denraen, it was that he didn’t know that he could, not when he thought there was more for him to be doing.

      “When I believed that Tresten had disappeared and that I could find him, I knew that I had to do something,” Endric said. “I didn’t know what it was, but I knew there was more for me to do.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Pendin asked.

      “Because you’re my friend. Because you deserve to know. Because where we’re going and what we might have to do, I’m going to ask you to fight.”

      “I’m not afraid of fighting.”

      “I know that you’re not, but in the past, you’ve fought on behalf of the Denraen because you thought that it served the Urmahne. This time, when you go to fight, you will do so on behalf of the Denraen, but because it is what needs to happen.”

      Pendin sighed. “I wish it were as easy for me as it is for you.”

      Endric laughed. “It isn’t easy for me. It never has been. Everything that I’ve been through is difficult, but I think that my father intended it to be difficult.”

      “Your father?”

      “I suspect that Dendril has been responsible for training me.”

      “Of course he has. We’ve all seen him training you.”

      “No. This would be a different sort of training. I think my father has sent me from the city on tasks that have been intended to give me a greater insight as to what I need to do to lead the Denraen.”

      He had been thinking that perhaps Senda might be the next general, but the more that he thought about it, that seemed unlikely. Senda had knowledge and a quick mind, but she didn’t have the necessary experience. That was what his father had wanted for him. He had wanted Endric to have that experience so that he could be prepared for what he needed to do. He had needed him to know how to lead, and to understand the role for the Denraen in the world.

      “Dendril is far more calculating than I ever gave him credit for,” Urik said. He glanced at Pendin. “And as calculating as Dendril can be, and as skilled a fighter as he can be, from what I’ve seen of Endric, he could be even greater.”

      Endric gaped at Urik. That was the last thing he’d ever expected to hear from the man who confounded him more than any other.

      “He isn’t there now,” Urik added.

      Pendin laughed. “Good. I wouldn’t want Endric to think too much of himself.”

      Endric stared at the tunnel. He needed to make his way in, and with the three of them, he hoped they would be prepared, but he didn’t know. Could they be prepared? Was it possible that just the three of them would be able to defend the priests of the temple from whatever attack might come?

      Endric sighed. “Come. It’s time for us to see what we can find of this place.”

      He led them inside and moved with more surety than he had the last time he’d been here. When the faint glowing began to appear in the distance, Pendin tapped his arm and Endric nodded, uncertain whether Pendin could even see it. When they reached the slope that led up, Endric hurried a bit and finally paused when he stood in front of the fountain of lava.

      “What is this place?” Pendin whispered.

      “This is the Salvat temple.”

      “How is this possible?”

      “I suspect there is a channel high overhead that drains through this opening,” Endric said.

      Pendin frowned at him. “You don’t need to be quite so practical.”

      “You did ask me how it was possible.”

      “How did the people of Salvat ever find this place?”

      That was a question Endric hadn’t considered before. How had they discovered the fountain of fire? Carving it out of the inside of the mountain would’ve been difficult enough, but reaching in the first place? They either had known it had existed or the other possibility was that they were responsible for creating it.

      That seemed even less likely. That attributed more prowess to the priests than what he thought possible. Though, could it be that the gods had created this place?

      “Where do we go now?” Pendin asked.

      Endric motioned to the path that wound down the inside of the mountain.

      “Where does the other way go?” Pendin asked.

      Endric glanced over. He hadn’t given that much thought. There was another path that led higher, and neither he or Urik had taken the time to walk along it, but since the temple seem to be below, there didn’t seem to be any reason for them to have gone up.

      Endric turned to Urik. “I think we need to know, don’t you? It’s possible that the fake Conclave went that way to hide.”

      “We should stay together. All of us,” Urik said.

      “If there’s something up there, we need to take the time to discover what it is.”

      Urik looked down, peering over the edge and into the depths of the pit. From here, they couldn’t see the temple. He worried that if they did make their way down to the temple, they would be ambushed. Heading up was the better option. Certainly, it was the safer option.

      They started up the path. It was just as steep as the path leading down, and he felt the strain of the effort as he followed it up. It wound around the inside of the chamber. Heat radiated from the lava as it spilled down, and it was an oppressive sense, one that was almost overwhelming. How long would he be able to withstand the heat? How long would Pendin?

      “How high does this go?” Pendin whispered. He was breathing heavily, though not as heavily as Endric would have expected considering how much they had climbed throughout the day.

      “We didn’t come this way. I don’t know how high the cavern stretches.”

      “Do you think this path leads to the top of the cavern?”

      “They would likely have followed this,” Urik said.

      “Who would?” Endric asked, glancing back.

      “The first priests of Salvat. They would have followed this pathway, and they likely used it to get closer to the source of fire.”

      “How do you know so much about these priests?” Pendin asked.

      “I am only taking what I have learned of other religions and applying it.”

      “And you thought that the cells were the priests’ residence.”

      “I didn’t say that I was always right,” Urik snapped.

      The path began to narrow slightly. It was subtle at first, happening so gradually that Endric wasn’t certain that he was detecting it, but the more they climbed, the clearer it was that the width of the path continued to diminish. Whereas before, they could walk side by side, now it was cramped, with Endric pressed shoulder to shoulder with Pendin, and eventually to the point where Pendin fell back, not wanting to be so close. After a little while longer, they walked in a single file, with Endric taking the lead.

      “How much higher do you think we need to go?” Pendin asked.

      “This leads somewhere,” Endric said.

      “Somewhere, but where? Why would they have a place like this?”

      Endric had no answers. He paused to take a drink, but it did nothing to fully relieve his thirst. He glanced over at Urik, and he seemed to be doing well, not struggling nearly as much as Endric felt he was.

      The pathway continued to narrow, and Endric worried that he would be getting to the point where he wouldn’t be able to continue. At some point, continuing upward would be unsafe. He looked up, trying to decide whether it was worth it to continue climbing, before deciding that they should. Others would have had to have come this way.

      After another few loops around the inside of the cavern, the path leveled out. And then it stopped.

      Endric looked down. From where he stood, all he saw was the fountain of flame pouring into the depths below. He couldn’t imagine how far the fall would be. It seemed an impossible distance, much too far to survive—that was if the flames didn’t consume him when he did.

      “This is it?” Pendin asked.

      Urik had slipped past them and he ran his hands along the wall, moving carefully.

      “This is where it ends,” Endric said.

      “Why?” Pendin asked.

      Endric shook his head. “I don’t know. I thought we would find something else here.” They hadn’t even seen signs of anyone coming this direction. The pathway had appeared dusty and looked as if it hadn’t been traveled in years. Considering what he had seen of the priest, maybe it had not been.

      “Sacrifice,” Urik said.

      Endric turned to him.

      Urik’s eyes had grown wide. “I think I understand why this is here.”

      “Do you see something that you can read?” Pendin asked.

      “He can’t read the ancient Salvat language,” Endric said.

      “I don’t need to read the ancient language in order to understand why they would have a ledge to nowhere here. This was a place of sacrifice. I suspect that the ancients of Salvat thought that they could appease the gods by sending nonbelievers into the flames below.”

      Pendin gasped. “It would be a horrible way to go.”

      “Other religions have relied upon sacrifice over the years, but most have abandoned it long ago,” Urik said.

      “Sacrifice for what? What purpose would there be in forcing a sacrifice?”

      “There were likely many reasons,” Urik said. “The easiest to believe is that they thought they could calm the volcano and keep the gods from being angry. What better way than to send nonbelievers into the depths below?”

      “Not nonbelievers.”

      The voice came from the ramp below. It was harsh, as if the man who spoke had his throat burned by fire.

      “They forced those who believed to sacrifice themselves. Unfortunately, it was never effective. Which is why I think it’s time to try your approach and see if it will make a difference sending a few nonbelievers into the flames below us.”
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      Endric unsheathed his sword. Pendin and Urik did the same.

      Endric stepped forward and studied the man who approached. He was thick with muscle and his eyes danced with reflected firelight. He was dressed in what appeared to be black leather, but when he moved, the colors seemed to ripple, practically glowing. He held a long staff that reminded him of Novan.

      “Who are you?” Endric asked.

      “Who? You have come to my temple and you demand answers as to who I am? I think the better question is who are you?”

      “Your temple?” He glanced over at Urik. There was something about this man that reminded Endric of the soldiers they had fought off. “Were you with them?” Endric asked.

      “With them?”

      “The others. Were you with the others who tried to break into the temple?”

      “There have been many who have tried to reach our temple. Most have failed over the years, but you are now responsible for bringing others into my domain.”

      He took another step forward and Endric noted a staff glowing with flames. He wasn’t certain if it was only imagined or if the glowing was real.

      “There was another in the temple,” Endric said. “What of her?”

      “Ah. You mean the acolyte. There was a time when we once had many acolytes, but they are fewer and fewer. And now…”

      Endric frowned. “You were going to force her to sacrifice herself?”

      “There would have been no force. The sacrifice must be voluntary, or the gods are displeased.”

      “I think sacrifice displeases the gods.”

      “What do you know? You come from outside my lands. You would know nothing about Salvat and what it takes to appease the great gods of this place.”

      “I know fear. I saw it when we encountered her.” Endric thought that he understood. She had been trying to hide. She hadn’t wanted to sacrifice herself, though she must not have been given much of a choice. “Who were those men?” Endric asked.

      The man’s face clouded in irritation. “Nothing but an inconvenience.”

      They were the reason that Endric had come, but he wondered if perhaps he had interpreted things wrong. Could it be that the man had come for another reason? Could it be that he had understood it wrong?

      No. They had attacked him. That much he knew he had the right of.

      He needed more information, but with the priest approaching, holding his staff the way that he did, Endric wasn’t sure that he would have the opportunity to obtain more information.

      “We will be going,” he said.

      “I think not. As I said, the gods are unsettled. They grow angry, and there is one thing that will satisfy them.”

      “We aren’t going anywhere,” Endric said. “We don’t intend to sacrifice ourselves for your gods. If you attempt to force it, you will find that I am not so easy to dissuade.”

      The priest sneered at Endric. Would it matter if he attacked these priests? He had enough concerns about their presence in Salvat that he wasn’t sure whether or not there was anything to be concerned about where the priests were involved. At least he thought that he understood the concerns others had—it was more about angering the priests, not the gods. If the priests were so willing to harm others, and willing to attack and force them to sacrifice themselves, it would be difficult for anyone within Salvat to speak against them.

      More priests appeared on the path leading up to the ledge. All of them were dressed the same way, and all of them stood imposingly, blocking their exit. Endric knew that they could escape, but it would require fighting, forcing his way free. Was that what he wanted?

      He didn’t know. If they didn’t attempt to fight their way free, what would happen to the acolytes who had been brought here, people who had mistakenly believed that the priests were trying to help them?

      The mountain rumbled, shaking Endric. He stumbled. Pendin caught him, pulling him back.

      “You can see that the gods are angry,” the priest said.

      “The gods aren’t angry. The volcano threatens to erupt.”

      “And who controls the volcano? Do you believe that anyone beyond the gods can control it? Do you not believe that there is power you have not yet observed? How can any of us know the gods?”

      “I have served the gods,” Urik said, stepping forward. “I don’t fear what they have asked of me.”

      Endric glanced over and looked on with shock as Urik stepped to the edge of the ledge and jumped.

      The priest smiled. “You had a believer with you. I would not have expected outsiders to have brought those with such faith with them, but it is good that you did. It will delay your own departure from this world a little.”

      Endric looked over at Pendin. He couldn’t believe what had just happened. Why had Urik been so willing to sacrifice himself? What did he think to accomplish in doing so?

      “I’m afraid that we will have to fight our way free,” Endric said.

      “I’m with you,” Pendin said.

      Endric turned to the priests, keeping his sword extended. He wasn’t eager to jump into this battle, but it seemed as if they were going to leave him little choice. “As I said, I have no intention of sacrificing myself to gods who have no interest in such a sacrifice.”

      “And you believe that you know what the gods want from you?”

      “I know that the gods—however they might exist—have no interest in seeing me throw myself from here. I know that doing so serves nothing and that it does nothing to change the eruption of the volcano.”

      “And yet, one of your companions felt otherwise.”

      “One of my companions was mistaken,” Endric said.

      “You may defeat me,” the priest started, “but do you think that you can stop all of us?” He motioned to the line of priests making a path along the ledge. Even if Endric managed to fight through one or others, would it even make a difference? He would have to fight through all of them, and all they needed to do to defeat him would be to push him back.

      The alternative was falling into the lava.

      Endric focused on Pendin. “Hold your ground.”

      Pendin’s eyes were wide, resignation written in them. Pendin understood that while they might fight, there was little chance for them to succeed. There were simply too many opposing them.

      In a surge, the priests came toward them.

      Endric fought, slashing with his sword, cutting down the first priest to approach. He wasn’t surprised that it was not the lead priest. That man stood off to the side, letting others move past him, sacrificing themselves first.

      He braced himself. Anything that would come at them would attempt to force them back, and every step backward put him in danger of slipping off the ledge. He had no intention of going over, not the way that Urik had, but resisting that would require him to fight.

      Next to him, Endric could practically feel Pendin bracing himself in a similar way. There was a grim sort of determination about him, a sense that radiated from his friend. Both knew that it was unlikely they would survive this.

      “Why did Urik jump?” Pendin grunted in between attacks.

      “I don’t know,” Endric said. He couldn’t think of any reason that he would have jumped unless he simply believed that it was so unlikely that they would succeed that he chose to sacrifice himself.

      When the next priest came, Endric was forced back a step.

      It was only a step, but he knew that a single step was the start of another, and then another. With each step, he would be forced to the edge, and then there would come a point where he had no choice but to fall. He didn’t think himself so strong that he could withstand that attack.

      “I’m sorry, Pendin.”

      “I’ve been happy to fight by your side,” Pendin said.

      He sensed a renewed push from the priests and he attempted to resist. He pushed back, creating space between himself and the nearest priest, readying for one last flurry of an attack.

      As he did, he realized there was something else taking place that he did not yet understand.

      It wasn’t that the priests were making one last push, it was more that there was agitation to them. But why? Why would they be agitated?

      “Keep fighting, Pendin. Something’s happening.” He wasn’t sure what it was, only that he had to hope that there was some way for them to get help. Could it be possible?

      As they fought, Endric heard a clatter of swords on swords.

      That came from farther down the pathway.

      Who was opposing the priests? Could there be someone there who actually was trying to help them? It seemed almost too much to hope for.

      He was forced back again, and he teetered.

      He was at the edge of the ledge, looking out over the mouth of the volcano. One misstep now and he would go teetering over and would disappear into the fiery abyss. There were many ways that Endric had thought he might die over the years, but falling into a fiery volcano had never been one of them. In his mind, he would have been bettered by someone facing him with the sword, or perhaps caught unaware by an arrow, or facing an onslaught of an enemy, an army of soldiers riding down. Never in his mind had he contemplated the possibility of falling into a volcano.

      “Endric!”

      It wasn’t Pendin calling to him. Pendin had managed to resist better than Endric and stood a step in front of him, facing the attack. The moment that Endric fell, he suspected Pendin would go with him. The attack would shift, turning to Pendin once Endric was down.

      But if it wasn’t Pendin calling to him, who was it?

      “Endric!”

      He almost hesitated, though such hesitation would be deadly. He recognized the voice. But why should he? Who was coming?

      “Can you see anything?” he hollered to Pendin.

      Pendin grunted and shrugged the nearest man off him, using the strength of his connection to the miners, throwing the man into the pit with a loud yell. When he did, he took a step forward. Endric mimicked what Pendin had done, marshaling his strength so that he could throw the nearest man back. He managed to step away from the ledge, gaining enough freedom that he could move forward, and when he did, he was shocked.

      “Urik?”

      He lowered his sword only a moment, but it was a moment more than he should have. The hesitation allowed one of the priests to barrel into him, sending him skittering backward. His footing slipped, and he tumbled—and knew as it happened that he would fall.

      As he fell, he closed his eyes and let the heat of the volcano envelop him.
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      Endric tumbled and crashed into rock, losing his breath as the collision knocked it from him.

      He was alive.

      How?

      He opened his eyes and saw the fountain of lava pouring out near him, but far enough away that it didn’t harm him. The ledge of rock stretched away from the wall, wide enough for him to land on it. It was smooth, as if carved, and he stared around, unable to comprehend what had happened.

      How was he alive?

      And how had Urik known about this?

      That was the logical explanation and the reason that Urik had likely willingly tossed himself from the ledge. He must have known that there was something here. Yet how?

      Endric scrambled to his feet, thankful that he still had his teralin sword. He clutched it tightly and looked for some way to get free.

      There was a rocky overhang nearby. He reached for it, grasping at the overhang, and pulled himself up. When he did, he realized that he was back on the path leading to the ledge.

      Endric scrambled forward. He reached the priests and found Urik and Pendin still fighting. Pendin had backed nearly to the ledge, and with his size, Endric wasn’t sure whether he would cause a collapse if he fell.

      Urik glanced over when Endric rejoined him. “You figured it out?” he asked.

      “Figured out what?”

      “This was not a sacrificial place. I noticed it when the priest appeared. It’s a place to prove yourself and to prove your commitment to the gods. This was never meant to be a place to sacrifice yourself.”

      “How did you know that?”

      “When he said that believers would go over. There have been few religions where the believers are the ones sacrificed.” Urik stabbed at a man and braced himself for another attack, keeping his attention half on Endric. “In most religions, the believers are the ones who force the sacrifice of others. Often it’s an animal sacrifice.” He grunted as he blocked an attack. He kept himself positioned in front of Endric, preventing him from facing the priests, and it took Endric a moment to realize why. Urik wasn’t trying to cut them down. He wanted to slow them.

      “Urik?” Urik glanced over at him. “Why aren’t you fighting?”

      “I’m doing what needs to be done,” he said.

      “You’re refusing to fight.”

      “No. I’m refusing to destroy these priests. We know nothing about what they are after,” Urik said.

      “Other than a desire to have us dead.”

      “Is that what they’re after? What if there is something else that they might be after?”

      “What?” Endric asked. The priests were fighting like they wanted them dead.

      “I don’t know.” He grunted as he swung his sword at the next attacker. “Have you considered the fact that they think we aren’t who we are?”

      “Who do you think they would believe us to be?

      But even as he asked, Endric thought that he knew: the fake Conclave. Considering everything that had happened, and all who had been attacked here, why wouldn’t they?

      If that were the case, and if there were some misunderstanding, then Endric and the others had already destroyed more than they should have.

      “We’ve made no attempt to present ourselves as the fake Conclave,” Endric said.

      “And we’ve done little to prove to them that we are not. We’ve come to the temple, violating what I presume to be custom, and now we’re throwing ourselves against them.” Urik glanced over at Endric. “What else could they do but think us the fake Conclave?”

      Endric wasn’t certain what the fake Conclave was after, but he could see that there would be some desire to appropriate the power of the priests. Could they have it wrong? Could it be that the priests were not what he had suddenly begun to fear that they were?

      “Then what should we do?”

      “First, we need to prevent them from killing us,” Urik said. “Then, we need to see if there’s anything that we can do to prove ourselves to them.”

      At this point, after everything they had done while facing the priests, Endric wasn’t sure that there was anything that could be done. And maybe that was the point. Maybe they had already fought and attacked so much that they had lost an opportunity to convince the Salvat priests that they meant them no harm. And Endric wasn’t entirely certain that he wanted to convince them that he, Urik, and Pendin meant no harm.

      The priests had attacked. They had attempted to sacrifice them. Which meant that they weren’t completely benign, regardless of what Urik might think.

      But Endric could work to stop them without trying to kill them.

      He leaped forward and slammed the hilt of his sword into the first man’s temple. He moved through the line of priests, no longer fearing being pushed back, having the element of surprise on his side. He knocked out multiple priests before they were even aware that he was there.

      And then the final priest remained.

      He stood with his hands clasped together, looking at Endric with an expression of utter commitment. He knew what was likely to happen if Endric attacked, and he appeared as if he were willing to accept his fate.

      “Why did you attack us?” Endric said.

      “You should not be here.”

      “Who did you think that we were?”

      “You are exactly who I thought that you are.”

      “Only because you attempted to force us off the ledge.”

      “You survived. The gods—”

      Endric shook his head and jabbed a finger in the man’s chest. “The gods had nothing to do with my survival. Who have you feared coming here?”

      The priest eyed him for a long moment, saying nothing.

      “The only reason I’m here is to find someone,” Endric said.

      “We all search for someone, soldier. Only the gods ensure that our search is not in vain.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Endric asked.

      “You are an outsider. You cannot know.”

      Endric glanced at Urik. “I’m an outsider, which is why I should know. Who are the people that you fear coming to your temple?”

      “The gods protect us. I fear nothing.”

      “You fear something. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have attacked us in the way that you did. That tells me that you do fear something, despite your protestations to the contrary.”

      The priest looked at him for a long moment and then motioned to Endric. “Come with me.”

      “I have no intention of coming with you, not until you tell me what is going on.”

      “I will tell you what you want to know. First, you need to come with me.”

      Endric looked to Urik and Pendin for their opinions. He wanted to know, but he also felt as if something was taking place here that he didn’t fully understand. It was as if something was being kept from him, though what?

      Could there be some connection to the fake Conclave? Was there some connection to what had happened to Tresten?

      Without going with the priest, Endric didn’t think that he would be able to get the answers. That meant that he had no choice. He needed to go with the priest.
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      The inside of the temple was warm, and it was strange being here with permission. When he’d been here last, he felt as if he were violating some custom, but now the temple glowed with light, leaving him wondering how he had missed the movement through here before. There were other priests, and though he and Pendin had cut down many of them, there wasn’t a sense of anger at what they had done.

      “This is the temple?” Pendin asked.

      Endric looked around. They were in one of the massive chambers, where he’d fought the men of the fake Conclave. “This is the temple,” Endric said.

      “It’s impressive,” Pendin said.

      “We still haven’t found the priest entrance,” Urik whispered.

      “Why is that important?” Pendin asked.

      “Because it leaves me to wonder whether the fake Conclave has found another way in.”

      “Why would they want to get into the temple?” Pendin asked.

      “There must be something here they are after.”

      “And why would they be after something here?” Endric asked. “What do you think the priests are hiding?”

      “I don’t have any idea. The priests have been here a long time. This temple will predate anything that we would find in Thealon. A place like that is bound to have many artifacts, and I suspect that those would be incredibly valuable.”

      “Not only valuable,” the priest said. “They would use what they should not to access the gods.”

      “I don’t understand,” Endric said. “How would they use something here to access the gods?”

      The priest stared at him. “Have you not wondered why the mountain has failed to erupt in centuries?”

      He thought of the tremors that he’d been feeling since coming to Salvat. “The tremors aren’t typical?”

      “They would be typical were we not here. They would be typical were we not celebrating. And yet, they have returned.”

      “What do you mean that they have returned?” Endric asked.

      Urik looked at the priest for a long moment. “The temple is the reason the volcano hasn’t erupted?”

      The priest nodded.

      “How?”

      “We have celebrated the gods. We have honored them, and the gods have given us their favor.”

      “It’s something more than that,” Urik said.

      “You don’t believe the gods have the capacity to favor us in such a way?”

      “It’s not that. The gods are… The gods. I believe they have the ability and the strength to do many wondrous things. What I question is why would they have chosen here to demonstrate their strength.”

      The priest regarded Urik for a long moment. “This was once a place the gods frequented. One must only look around and search deep beneath the ground, and you can see evidence of it. They might have left us, departing Salvat the same way that they have departed other places by Ascending, but that does not mean they did not once view our home with favor.”

      Endric thought about the tremors and what they might mean. The mountain had been rumbling far more than it once had been. He had heard that from the waitress, and he had heard offhand comments from the Teachers in the canicharl. If that were the case, then it made him question why that had been—but even more, it made him question why it had changed.

      “You have something here that controls the tremors.” Endric looked over at the priest, and the drawn expression on the other man’s face told him that he was right. “And these others, the people that I know as the fake Conclave, they search for it. That’s what they came here for.”

      “Are you truly not with them?”

      Endric spread his hands out. “I am one of the Denraen. I am not with these others. We seek to help maintain peace. We have no interest in destroying other peoples.”

      “The Denraen seeks to maintain the Urmahne faith.”

      “The Denraen seeks to maintain stability. I care very little about what religion is followed to ensure that we have that stability.”

      The priest looked from Endric to Urik and then finally to Pendin. A debate seemed to war behind his eyes. Finally, he nodded to Endric. “Come with me.”

      He led them through the temple, weaving a pathway that Endric hadn’t taken before and eventually opening a door that Endric assumed would lead to a wide-open chamber much as the others had, but this one had a narrow stair set into it. It led down and into darkness, no lighting visible as they descended, and Endric followed the priest, curious as to where this was going to let out. Every so often, a lantern set into the wall glowed with a faint light, barely enough for Endric to see that it was there but not enough for him to see the next step. He moved by feel rather than sight, continuing down the stairs, descending into a darkness that should make him nervous. The stairs curved, sweeping around in a way that reminded him of the path leading up to the ledge overlooking the fountain. Could it be that he was following the fountain of lava again? Could the priests have some hidden way of accessing it?

      His legs began to burn. The lights were finally placed closer and closer together, and he was at last able to make out the stairs, but little else beyond that. Every so often, he risked looking behind him, just to make sure that Urik and Pendin still followed. They did, neither of them saying anything. Endric could hear one of them breathing heavily as they made their way down the stairs and suspected that his breathing was much the same. With the heat—and even in the stairs, the heat continued to press on him—and the effort, he felt increasingly fatigued.

      “We’re going to have to climb back up these,” Pendin said, breaking the silence.

      Endric laughed softly. “We are. I thought you could handle darkness like this.”

      “I’ve had far too much experience in darkness like this,” Pendin said.

      Endric’s soft laugh turned into a chuckle. As had he. There had been too many days spent in darkness, surrounded by rock, surrounded by the presence of teralin much as he felt around him now. When he had come to Salvat, he had not expected to have been surrounded like this again.

      Endric considered asking the priest how much longer they had to go, but refrained. What point was there in questioning? They were far enough along that Endric had no intention of turning back. The stairs began to narrow, and he did begin to wonder whether the priest was leading them into some sort of trap. Considering the fact that they had managed to defeat most of the priests, stopping them, he had a nagging worry that perhaps this was a way of tricking them.

      It was too late now. They were far enough along and far enough down the stairs for it to matter.

      And by now, Endric was curious. Where was the priest leading them?

      There had to be something here that he wanted, but how far would he bring them before they found it? How much farther before they managed to get answers?

      “Priest?” Endric asked.

      They had to have gone down nearly three hundred stairs. Maybe it was more than that. It was enough that Endric was panting, not looking forward to the return trip.

      “Not much farther,” the priest said.

      “What is it that you intend for us to see?” Endric asked.

      “You wanted to know why the gods have favored us.”

      “I do.”

      “Then you must continue to follow.”

      Endric realized that the priest was barely breathing hard. How many times had he made this journey? What of the other priests? Could they have made this journey also; could they have struggled just as little? If that were the case, how was it that he and Pendin had managed to withstand them for as long as they had?

      Unless they hadn’t.

      Thoughts and doubts began to go through his mind.

      And then they reached the bottom.

      At the bottom of the stair, a reddish orange light erupted again, and Endric knew they were close once more to the fountain of lava. After all those stairs, they emerged into light. It was surprising that the light seemed to explode around them, that they were trapped in darkness until then, but he realized there was a trick to the way the stairs had curved, leading them in such a way that it had been completely obscured until the last moment, blocking his ability to see anything other than the darkness. Without that trick of the stairs, there would not have been such darkness. The light from far below would have been visible.

      “This is it?” Endric asked.

      The priest walked to an edge overlooking the fountain of lava. Endric followed and realized that it wasn’t a fountain, not here. Where the fountain had been high above, it now poured into a massive pool and fire burned all around him, leaving the air sizzling. A perimeter of rock surrounded the pool, enough that Endric could walk all the way around it. There was something within the pool that gave him pause.

      “This is what they search for.”

      “I don’t understand,” Endric said. “What’s here?”

      “This is a place of the gods.” The priest said it with deep reverence in his voice and he stood with his hands clasped before him, staring out at the pool of flames, his eyes filled with an expression that Endric had seen in zealots before. This was a man who was committed to the gods. He was committed to what he believed was his task. This was a man who had true devotion, something Endric had never managed.

      “What is it here? How is this a place of the gods?”

      The priest looked over at him and a tight smile crossed his face. “Do you not see the evidence of the gods all around?”

      “I see the lava that’s here. Is that the evidence of the gods you think I should see?”

      “That is but one piece of evidence. Do you not see the rest?”

      Endric looked out around the pool and noticed the markings that he had seen all around. He had thought them nothing of consequence, but maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe they did have more importance.

      “What are they?” he asked.

      “They are something that cannot be explained, only experienced.”

      It was a typical priest response and Endric resisted the frustration that immediately came to him, knowing that there was no purpose to it. Instead, he started around the rock surrounding the pool of lava, making his way around until he reached the first marking that he had seen. When he did, he paused and stared, surprised at what he observed.

      It was a sculpture.

      The detail in the sculpture was exquisite. It stood taller than Endric and had features that reminded Endric of a man, but somehow, he didn’t think this was a man. The outline of the figure was wrong in subtle ways. He wasn’t certain why he felt that way, but it was more than simply the excessive height, and more than simply the slight tip to the ears or the taller forehead. Altogether, it appeared like a better representation of the gods.

      Endric had seen sculptures of the gods before. Anyone who lived in Vasha for any period of time would have seen sculptures depicting the gods, but this was something different. This was not only a depiction of the gods, this was one that he suspected was made in a particular god’s image.

      He squeezed around the sculpture and continued to make his way around the perimeter until he reached the next such sculpture. Endric wasn’t surprised that he would find another, and wasn’t surprised that it had a distinct look, one that was much like the last, yet almost entirely different. This sculpture was no more similar to the last than Endric was to Pendin.

      He continued his loop, and at the third one, he was no longer surprised when he saw the sculpture of the god. What surprised him, and what he hadn’t paid attention to before now, was that the sculptures were made of teralin.

      Had the others been made of teralin?

      He hurried back to the last and realized that it had been. The metal was not charged, so it carried neither positive or negative polarity, neutral in a way that radiated the heat from the lava. Somehow, the volcano didn’t create enough heat to melt the sculptures. It was almost as if the gods themselves wanted to ensure their likeness remained.

      Endric continued his slow circle around the perimeter. At each sculpture, he stopped, studying the faces. There was wisdom in their eyes, something that Endric was not surprised by. There was something else, almost an angry tilt to their jaw. Why would that be? Why would the gods be angry?

      When he had nearly completed his circuit and had nearly returned to the priest, he found a space missing.

      If this were to be like the others, he would have expected that there would have been another sculpture here. It only made sense and only fit the pattern that he had seen, but there was not.

      The priest met his eye. “Where is this one?” Endric asked. “There should be another here.”

      The priest smiled sadly. “The thirteenth sculpture is gone.”

      “How?”

      The priest looked around the pool of lava. “The guardian has been stolen.”

      Endric frowned and looked around the fountain of fire, wondering what might have happened. He couldn’t imagine how heavy such a sculpture of teralin might be. It would have to be enormous, impossibly heavy, especially given what he knew about smaller samples of teralin.

      And all of this was neutral teralin.

      That surprised him almost as much as anything. Why would the gods have neutral teralin in their image?

      He could understand if there was positively charged teralin, especially as he had spent enough time around the metal to feel as if that were somehow more reflective of the intent of the gods. He didn’t expect to find negatively charged teralin, at least not in the image of the gods.

      “They are all different,” Endric said.

      “The gods were unique individuals,” the priest said.

      Endric looked back around before his gaze fell on the nearest of the sculptures. The level of detail on it was exquisite, far too detailed for it to come from anyone not enhanced in some manner. How could it be anything but the gods who had sculpted this?

      “The gods made these themselves, didn’t they?”

      “The guardians were a gift to Salvat,” the priest said. “And they would steal them.”

      “They would be after the sculptures?” Pendin asked. He had completed his circuit of the pool, and sweat beaded on his brow. Urik followed him shortly after and seemed less bothered by the heat. His eyes had taken on a distant, almost faraway expression.

      The priest nodded. “The guardians represent the gods who look down on us following their Ascension.”

      “You believe in the Ascension?” Endric asked.

      “We are not so different from the Urmahne that we don’t recognize the truth that the gods have disappeared, having Ascended, leaving us to understand their intent without their guidance. And within this place, so close to one of their ancient temples, we believe that they left their guardians for us to know so that we can feel their presence.”

      “If these were left for you to feel their presence, they wouldn’t necessarily want to steal them,” Endric said. For that matter, he had no idea how the sculptures could be stolen. They had to weigh an enormous amount. It wouldn’t be a simple matter of carting them out, especially if they had to go up those stairs. It would be difficult—impossibly difficult.

      “There would be no other purpose for them to come after them,” the priest said.

      “Other than to destroy them,” Endric said.

      “They would not be easy to destroy,” the priest answered.

      “You don’t think so?” Endric approached the nearest sculpture and pressed his hands on it. Like all uncharged teralin, it was warm, almost hot. He pushed but it did not move. He pushed again and felt it begin to wobble, though barely so. “I think I could push this into the pool of lava,” Endric said.

      The priest approached and looked at Endric, his eyes wide. “You could not do such a thing. The sculptures are far too heavy to be pushed over in such a way. Besides, what would the purpose of pushing them over be, other than to destroy the creations of the gods?”

      “You obviously think that there is some reason,” he said. “Were there not, you would not have brought us here.”

      “I brought you here so that you can understand the gods. I brought you here so that you can see how the guardians continue to watch over us. I brought you here so that you can understand that there is power in the presence of the gods. They look over us, as they always have. There are those who would change that, who would steal the protections that the gods have bestowed upon us. We must oppose that.”

      “This was why you were on the defensive,” Endric said.

      The priest looked at him, anguish in his eyes. “The guardians have protected us for centuries. Now…”

      Now there was one missing.

      “This is why the mountain has trembled the way it has?” Endric asked.

      The priest stared at the sculpture. “These were made so long ago, and crafted by the gods themselves as a way to provide protection, to leave their hand upon us even though they weren’t here. Without them, we begin to lose the favor of the gods.”

      Endric wasn’t sure that he believed that the gods offered their protection, not the way the priests claimed, but he did understand the power of teralin, having seen it himself time and again. If the gods had created the sculptures for the priests, he could imagine that the teralin that comprised the sculptures was responsible for granting a certain strength.

      Was there anything that could be done to help?

      “Urik. Is there anything of these sculptures that you can tell?”

      Urik looked at Endric. “Other than how they were created?”

      “They are of teralin. Is there anything to their creation that you can think of that would make a difference to ensure that the mountain doesn’t erupt?”

      Urik studied the sculpture, running his hand over it. “There was a time when I thought that I understood teralin well.” He looked over at Endric. “I believe that you have the knowledge of teralin that would answer that. There is nothing that I know that will provide those answers.”

      Endric sighed. “I can’t tell. It’s all neutral teralin.”

      “Which is strange,” Urik said.

      “Why is that strange?” Endric asked.

      “Well, when we were in Vasha and found the remnants from the gods, they were neutral also. I think it’s strange that the gods would leave neutral teralin when the positive charge has such a different purpose.”

      The priest was watching them. “The gods left us with their protection. The guardians have watched over us for countless years.”

      “How did those others learn of them?” Endric asked the priest, but as he looked at the man, he thought that he understood. “They were one of you, weren’t they?”

      The priest nodded slowly. “He was one of us at first. He thought that he gained a greater understanding of the gods. And claimed that his understanding granted him the right to act in another way.”

      “They wouldn’t have destroyed the guardian, then. If they serve the gods—however misguided they might have been—it seems as if they wouldn’t have destroyed the sculptures.”

      He looked around, letting his thoughts coalesce. “If they didn’t destroy them, then they would have to have some way of carrying them out without the priests knowing.”

      Endric looked back at the stairs. He couldn’t imagine lifting the sculptures and carrying them from the cavern. They were enormous, and they would be enormously heavy.

      “It must be returned here. They provide the protection.”

      “Finding the sculpture will be difficult,” Urik said. “It’s massive, but once they have been taken from the temple, they could be hidden anywhere.”

      “Not hidden,” Pendin said.

      “What do you mean?” Endric asked.

      “I don’t think it’s been hidden at all.” His eyes were wide, and he shook his head. “I don’t understand why, but I think it’s in the canicharl.”

      “The canicharl? Why would the Teachers have stolen this from the priest?” Endric asked. Even as he asked, he remembered the Teacher and his surprising devotion to the gods. At the time, Endric had thought him merely devout, but it seemed there was something more to it.

      “Because they don’t feel that the priests serve the gods,” Urik said.

      The priest nodded. “The Teachers follow the Urmahne. Were it up to them, they would see that all followers of the gods following the ancient traditions would be removed.”

      Endric took a deep breath. “I guess we are returning to Elaniin.”
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      The earth rumbled as they traveled back to the city, and with each rumbling, Endric had the unsettling sensation that perhaps the priests were right and that the gods somehow managed to watch over them. It seemed a strange thing to think of, especially after all the years he’d spent denying the role of the gods, but how could he deny what he had felt?

      The city appeared in the distance, and Endric made his way toward it, urging his horse faster, taking the mount borrowed from the priest at a faster clip than probably was safe. He felt each steady rumbling from the volcano as a shaking. It jarred him forward.

      Pendin and Urik remained silent. He was thankful for that, but a part of Endric worried what would happen when they reached the city. Would they be enough to counter whatever had happened here?

      It troubled him that the Teachers would be involved in this. It troubled him that they would risk attacking the priests for… What? He had no idea what they might do with the sculpture. Why would they have claimed it?

      As the canicharl came into view, Endric’s heart pounded. Would he need to fight his way through? Or would there be another way? Would there be some way that he could get through to them peacefully?

      Maybe peace wasn’t in his plan. Maybe his father had never intended for him to have peace. Endric suspected that his father intended for him to come here and to find what had happened. It fit with how his father acted.

      After tying the horses up in the stable, they reached the main door to the canicharl. Endric knocked, and then they waited.

      The door came open and a younger student stood in front of them. Her eyes widened when she saw them, and then she quickly slammed the door closed.

      “It seems they recognize you,” Pendin said.

      “It seems they do,” Endric said.

      He pushed on the door, but the student seemed to have barred it from the inside.

      “There’s another way in,” Pendin said.

      “Why didn’t we start with that?” Endric asked.

      “I thought we would give you a chance to see if your charm would get the door open. Seems that only works on Senda.”

      “My charm hasn’t worked on Senda in quite some time,” Endric said.

      They made their way around the outside of the canicharl and quickly followed along a narrow path around the outside of the building. Pendin guided them to a small stream that circled around the canicharl. They stayed close to the edge of the building and with each passing moment, Endric feared that they were running out of time. How long did they have until the Teachers came after them, knowing that they were here? How long did they have until they were aware of Endric’s concern that they had stolen the sculptures?

      Pendin followed the stream as it trailed along until he reached a section of the wall where the stream ran beneath it. He glanced up at Endric. “From here, we need to move quietly.”

      “Quietly? I think we’re going to end up getting wet,” Endric said.

      Pendin nodded. “There’s no way around that.” He crawled through the streambed, disappearing beneath the wall.

      Endric hesitated a moment before following. When he was inside, he glanced back at Urik. “Are you coming?” he asked.

      Urik stared at the canicharl. “I… I don’t know that I should.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve made many mistakes, Endric.”

      Endric looked up through the opening, water running around his feet. “Even with the Teachers?”

      “Unfortunately, no one was spared my mistakes.”

      “Then use this is an opportunity to make amends,” Endric said.

      “I’m not certain that anyone would like me to make amends.”

      “Urik—”

      Urik sighed. “When we find the sculpture, and once we restore the temple, what then? What would you have of me?”

      “The same as Tresten would have had of you.”

      “Tresten intended to offer me an opportunity to join the Conclave, but I don’t get the sense they would welcome me quite the same way that he intended to.”

      “No, I don’t get that sense either. Regardless, you can make of your opportunity whatever you choose. If it is to serve the gods, then you should do so. If it is to continue to chase power, then you would find me and the Denraen chasing after you. If it is only understanding that you seek, and to serve knowledge, then perhaps the Conclave will welcome you. I don’t speak on their behalf, but I do know that they will make up their own mind about you.”

      Urik dropped down and started into the tunnel leading through the streambed.

      Endric turned and followed Pendin. It quickly became dark, reminding him of the stair leading down from the temple and into the pool of lava. It didn’t remain dark for nearly as long. When they emerged from the darkness, Endric breathed out a sigh of relief and looked around the room they were in.

      It was a storage room.

      “How did you find this?” he asked Pendin.

      “I was here a long time. They gave me free rein of the canicharl, allowing me to explore as I recovered.”

      “From here, we can sneak through, and perhaps we can take them out one by one,” Urik said.

      “Where do you think they might have stored it?” Endric asked.

      “That’s just it. I didn’t see any sign of the sculpture, but they have stockpiled artifacts here.”

      “What of the Teacher who leads them?” Endric asked.

      “Belson? I can’t believe Belson is responsible for this. He’s old.”

      “And though he’s old, he speaks about the gods in a way that reminded me of priests, though was a little different.” Now that Endric understood the connection to the Salvat priests, he thought that would have to be the connection. They would have to be linked.

      “I can help you find Belson, but I don’t think you have the right person,” Pendin said.

      And if they did, would it make a difference? Would it help Endric find what had happened to Tresten? Likely it would not, and he couldn’t think of a reason why one of the Teachers would have taken Tresten’s body.

      Pendin led them out of the storage room and made his way along the hallway, twisting and turning until they came to a narrow set of stairs. On the next level, they made their way along, moving quickly. So far, they had been lucky and had not seen anyone else, but Endric suspected that would eventually fail them.

      In the distance, Endric heard sounds coming toward them.

      He motioned to Pendin and they ducked into a doorway, concealing themselves.

      Endric looked around the room. This was someone’s quarters, and thankfully they weren’t here at the time, but how long would their luck last? When would someone appear and realize they weren’t supposed to be here?

      “Did you recognize either of the voices?” Endric asked.

      Pendin shook his head. “I don’t know the people here well enough that I could.”

      “But you knew Belson.”

      “Everybody knew Belson. He’s been here a long time.”

      “What did the man who captured you look like?” Endric asked Urik.

      “There were many of them. I don’t know that I could identify one that was primarily responsible.”

      “Try,” Endric said.

      Urik glanced from Endric to Pendin. “I’m not sure how to describe him.”

      Endric rounded on Urik and studied him for a long moment. Too many things had happened since they had been in these lands that troubled him. There had been Urik’s disappearance, and then there had been his reappearance, searching for the temple. And then he had willingly jumped.

      All along, Endric had thought that Urik was here for redemption, and that Tresten had wanted that for him, but could that have been wrong? Could he have had it incorrect from the very beginning?

      Everything that Urik had done had slowly eroded his resistance to the man staying with him, and everything that he had done had begun to change his opinion of the man, making him think that he could trust him.

      But what was it that Urik had said?

      He served the gods, then his family, and then everything after that.

      “Endric?” Pendin said.

      A door in the back of the room opened. Endric hadn’t noticed it when they first arrived, and now three Teachers appeared. They were not ordinary Teachers, and they appeared to be armed, each of them carrying unsheathed short swords.

      “Do you recognize any of them?” he asked Pendin.

      Pendin shook his head. “I don’t.”

      Endric sighed. “That’s what I feared. Hold Urik.”

      Endric jumped forward, nudging Urik as he passed, knocking him down. He hoped that Pendin recognized what he needed from him and intervened. Endric turned his focus to the three men. They rounded on him. Energy sizzled from them. He recognized the energy and felt it pulsing away from them.

      Endric focused on the catahs, thinking through his movements before he even made them, planning how to attack.

      He needed to have strategy. He had realized that when dealing with Urik, but had somehow allowed himself to forget. Urik had been planning—and countering—him the entire time he was here.

      Endric swept his sword around and knocked down the nearest person. When he did, he moved on, jumping to the next, slamming the hilt of his sword into the man’s forehead before swinging around to the third man.

      The fight was over quickly, and he spun, looking for Urik and Pendin, but they were gone.

      Endric swore under his breath and looked at the fallen men, hoping that he had injured them enough that they would remain motionless. He didn’t need them getting up and trying to intervene, especially as it was his fault that Urik had gained access to the canicharl.

      Racing down the hall, he saw flash of Urik’s cloak and hurried toward him.

      They turned a corner and Endric followed, coming around so that Urik couldn’t escape, and when he rounded the corner, the man was missing.

      There still was no sign of Pendin.

      Where had they gone?

      The hall widened here, and it was a place that Endric recognized, having been here before when he had brought Senda.

      Why had he allowed himself to believe that the canicharl might have stolen sculptures? How could they when they sought only scholarship?

      More than that, how could he have allowed himself to have been manipulated again by Urik? It was as if the man had manipulated him from the very beginning.

      And yet, he suspected that he was supposed to be here. It was almost as if Tresten had intended for him to be here. If not Tresten, at least Novan and his father. Could they have known what was taking place?

      Endric had little doubt that Urik had planned something. Urik had connections, many of them to people and places that Endric had never been.

      When he turned a corner, he was face to face with two Teachers, both of them men he had seen when he had come here with Senda.

      “Belson,” Endric said.

      The elderly Teacher eyed him with a dark glare. “Why have you returned, Endric, son of Dendril?”

      “A mistake. And it’s one that I’m going to need your help to correct.”

      “What kind of mistake?”

      “You have something from the priests. What is it?”

      “How do you know about this?”

      “I’ve been to the temple.”

      “You? They allowed an outsider into the temple?”

      “I had thought it merely happenstance, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I think Urik manipulated events to coerce me to help him.”

      “Help him with what?”

      “Help him reach the temple. And help him find the sculpture that was missing. I suspect it’s a sculpture the Teachers have discovered.”

      Belson shared a glance with the other man. “How is it that you know of this?”

      “As I said, I was manipulated.”

      And he didn’t think that he was manipulated now, though it was possible that he still was. It was possible that the Teachers were now using him, rather than Urik, though Endric didn’t think that likely. He thought that he was right, and thought that if anyone were using him, it was Urik. It had to be, especially given Urik’s history.

      “You have it, don’t you?”

      “There was a time when we had all of them.”

      That was the answer. The temple hadn’t had the sculptures, not before. “How long have you had them?”

      “A long time. The sculptures somehow influence the mountain and cause the volcano to erupt.”

      “If they are responsible for it, then how did these others manage to acquire them?”

      Belson shook his head. “They shouldn’t have known. None should have known. We have kept them hidden, scattered throughout Salvat. We have kept them secret.”

      “Well, someone discovered them. And they have been returning them to the temple.”

      “We know. The trembling has told us where they’ve gone. Only, we don’t know how to find the temple.”

      “I do.”

      The two Teachers glanced at each other before looking back at Endric. “If we can prevent them from taking the last, we can avoid anything worse.”

      “How do they work? They’re made of teralin, and it’s neutral, so how is it that they influence the volcano in such a way?” Endric asked.

      “I don’t have that answer. There are any mysteries to teralin that we don’t have the answer to. All I know is that the sculptures have prevented the volcano from erupting.”

      “Why would they exist?” Endric asked.

      “They were created as a way to demonstrate the power of the gods. Long ago, the people of Salvat realized that they didn’t need the reminder of the power of the gods.”

      Belson guided them through the halls and stopped in a wide storage room. There were five bodies—all Teachers—lying around the room. There was no sign of Urik or Pendin.

      “Was it here?” Endric asked.

      “The sculpture was here. We kept ours stored in this location. We should have gathered the others and kept them here, but we did not.”

      “Where were the others stored?”

      “Throughout Salvat and other places. They were scattered when we realized what they did.”

      And Urik had figured out a way to bring them back together.

      Now that he’d found the last sculpture, Endric had little doubt about where they would go, but transporting a sculpture like that—especially as heavy as it was—would be difficult.

      Could he intervene?

      Maybe he didn’t have to, not the way he thought he might need to. There was another possibility.

      “The Teachers won’t fight, will they?”

      “We will not.”

      “The Denraen should be making their way here. I sent word, and I need you to lead the soldiers toward the mountain. Can you do that?”

      The Teachers glanced at each other before nodding. “We can do that. What is it that you intend to do? Do you intend to hunt down those responsible for this?”

      “I don’t need to.”

      “You don’t need to?”

      “There’s something else that I can do.” It would be difficult, and Endric wasn’t sure that he would make it in time, but if it worked, he might be able to prevent Urik from completing his plan.

      “I need the fastest horse that you have. And water. I will need lots and lots of water.”
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      It was dark when he reached the opening to the temple. Endric no longer intended to sneak through, not sure that it mattered. If anything, he wanted them to know that he had returned. He had been lied to and he no longer felt concern over the fact that he had harmed the priests. Endric hurried inside the temple, quickly reaching the parts that he had been in several times before. So far, he had encountered no one.

      He reached the chamber leading to the stairs.

      As he made his way down the stairs, he felt a rising uncertainty. Would he encounter any of the priests?

      If he did, what would he do?

      At the bottom of the stair, he entered the pool with the sculptures.

      They were all there. He walked around, glancing at each, resting his hand on them. They were warm, and something about that warmth seemed odd, especially as they were all neutral teralin.

      There was space for the missing sculpture, and he felt like a fool in that he had been the reason that Urik had discovered what had happened to the last one.

      As he was nearly all the way around the pool, priests began streaming their way into the area. They were led by the priest who had come with him, and Endric looked at him with anger burning in his eyes.

      “Not so secretive, is it?” he asked.

      The priest glared at him. “The rightful property of Salvat has been kept from us for too long by nonbelievers.”

      “You intend to destroy. It’s your intention that the mountain erupts.”

      “The people of Salvat have gone far too long without an understanding of the gods’ power.”

      “Have you thought about what will be lost? There are cities that will fall, destroyed by the volcano. That doesn’t bother you?”

      “They will be a sacrifice to the gods.”

      “I thought you said that only those who had faith were sacrificed.”

      “Only those who have no faith are offered for sacrifice,” the priest said.

      Endric looked around the chamber. The ground continued to tremble, and he knew that he might have been too late, and that if Urik managed to make it back here with the final sculpture, the mountain might erupt while he was in it. If that happened, there would be nothing he could do. He would be sacrificed along with everyone else on Salvat. Even the priests would likely succumb to the eruption.

      “I intend to stop you.”

      “When the final sculpture is returned, only the gods will be able to decide what happens next.”

      Endric rested his hand on the nearest sculpture, feeling the warmth. He pushed on it, changing the polarity of the teralin from neutral to positive. He wasn’t certain whether it would make a difference, but it had to, didn’t it?

      Could he shove the sculpture into the lava?

      Not on his own, and the moment that he started to attempt it, he suspected that the priests would begin attacking. For now, they thought that they had him trapped—and for the most part, they did.

      Could he reach the next sculpture?

      Endric began to slide around the wall but a particularly violent trembling shook the ground and sent him flying forward. He grabbed for one of the sculptures to keep from tumbling into the pool, but a priest near him was not so lucky and fell into the pit of lava, screaming.

      Endric glanced up, meeting the head priest’s eyes. As he did, he reached for the sculpture and pushed on it, shifting the polarity as he had with the other one.

      Somehow, he needed to find a way to make it to more of the sculptures. He didn’t know whether this would make a difference, but if he couldn’t head off Urik, and if he couldn’t prevent him from bringing the final sculpture here, at least he could attempt to change the influence of the teralin. Maybe he could even prevent them from precipitating the volcano’s eruption.

      The priest watched him, a smile pinned on his face. “You can feel it, can’t you. You can feel that the gods will soon bless us with their power. You can feel the effect of the strength they wish to grant us.”

      “I feel nothing other than your foolishness,” Endric said. “You will allow so many others to perish simply because you think that you need to show off the strength and power of the gods. Isn’t all of creation—everything around us—enough of a demonstration?”

      “Don’t listen to him. He has never had faith.”

      Endric glanced at the mouth of the cave and saw Urik entering. There were four men with him, and between them, they carried the sculpture.

      The ground trembled and sent Endric staggering. The priests had their backs pressed to the wall and managed to withstand the shifting of the ground. Endric used the trembling—and the distraction—to stagger forward and lunge for the next sculpture. Without waiting, he pressed through it, changing the polarity of the teralin. That was three. Would it make a difference?

      The ground continued to tremble, and he felt the overwhelming sense of the shaking, the way the earth threatened to heave him into the fiery pit. There would be no surviving that.

      “Why are you doing this?” he asked Urik.

      “I told you my priorities.”

      “And your priorities involve destroying the people of Salvat?”

      “My priorities involve demonstrating the strength of the gods. How could I not do that when they have shown me that such a demonstration was necessary? I thought the Conclave would hold the last sculpture, but it was the Teachers. Convenient that you provided the answer for me.”

      The ground trembled violently. Lava sprayed, the fountain shifting its course with the trembling. Maybe it didn’t matter that Endric was here. Maybe it didn’t matter that he had attempted to change the polarity. Maybe nothing mattered now that the sculptures were altogether.

      But why would the gods have wanted the volcanoes to erupt? Why would the teralin work in that way?

      Endric had to believe that shifting the polarity of teralin would change the outcome. He had to believe that he could prevent the catastrophe.

      The ground exploded, and he staggered forward. He reached another sculpture and pressed through it, shifting the polarity.

      Urik smiled at him. “Do you think that your efforts to change the polarity of teralin will make a difference?”

      “I’m willing to try it.”

      “With all of this neutral teralin all around us, do you think that a drop of positively charged teralin makes a difference?”

      It was the only hope that Endric had that anything that he might do would make a difference.

      Could he reach another sculpture?

      He had changed the polarity of four of them. At what point would he reach enough? At what point would he have changed the polarity of enough of the sculptures that it made a difference?

      Maybe it wouldn’t.

      He staggered toward another sculpture, but a pair of priests got in his way. The ground shook, making him question whether anything he was doing mattered, and he attempted to slash at them, trying to catch them with his sword. The shaking of the ground sent him staggering off to the side, but it also unsettled the priests. Endric slammed into one of them and the man staggered forward, reaching for something—anything—to keep from falling into the pit, but he failed. The other man turned his attention to Endric, and Endric pushed him into the lava.

      He grasped the sculpture and pushed through it, shifting the polarity.

      “How many do you think you can do this with?” Urik asked.

      “All of them,” Endric said.

      “And when that fails to work?” Urik asked.

      “I intend to continue fighting,” Endric said.

      Urik came toward him and grinned. “I doubt you will have the opportunity. You managed to be surprisingly effective before, but it is unlikely that you will succeed again. How many priests do you think you can stop by yourself? How many do you think you can fight when they come at you from all directions? How many do you think—”

      “You should pay better attention,” Endric said.

      Urik turned, and as he did, there was a torrent of activity near the mouth leading into the pool. Soldiers streamed in, Denraen all of them.

      Swords flashed, and the priests were pushed back.

      Urik spun from Endric and teetered on the ledge for a moment.

      His eyes widened.

      Endric reached for Urik, but the man fell.

      Urik spun, his arms flailing as he plunged into the lava. The ground shook violently and Urik smiled as his body burst into flames.

      Within a moment, the priests were brought under control and there wasn’t anything for Endric to do. Instead, he made a circuit around the statues, touching each of them and changing the polarity. When he finished with the last, he questioned whether that would make a difference.

      “Endric,” he heard.

      He turned and wasn’t surprised to see Novan approaching. The historian was tall, and his face was almost haggard, yet his piercing eyes seemed to take in everything in a single glance, as if knowing what Endric had just experienced. He held onto a long staff that radiated the sense of teralin.

      “Historian. Why am I not surprised to see you here?”

      “You found the temple.”

      “Is that why you encouraged me to come here?”

      Novan smiled sadly. “Encourage might be a bit strong.”

      “You told me that I needed to bring Tresten to Salvat so that he could rest with the Conclave. How is that a bit strong?”

      Novan shrugged. “Perhaps it isn’t a bit strong. Perhaps it is as strong as it needed to be. And yes, I did encourage you to bring Tresten to Salvat, but it was his idea.”

      Endric frowned. Sweat beaded on his brow and he let out a long sigh as he looked around the cavern. “Tresten, and not my father?”

      “Your father only did what Tresten asked of him.”

      “And when did Tresten ask it?”

      “After he passed.”

      Endric shook his head. “He really isn’t gone, is he? Is he the god the Conclave claims?”

      Novan looked around the pool, feeling the heat radiating from it, and took a deep breath before shaking his head. “No. He is not gone. He never was.”

      “So you used me. Both of you used me.”

      Even his father had used him. That might have been the most upsetting of all. How could his father have used him to do this? What purpose was there?

      “You have questions. I will provide answers, but not here.”

      “Where?”

      “Come with me. Answers will come.”
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      Endric sat in the library at the Conclave, ignoring the steaming mug of tea resting on the table in front of him. If it were ale, he might feel differently about it, but the tea was bitter, and the hint of mint mixed with honey did nothing to take that away.

      He looked across the table at Senda. She had mostly recovered, fatigue still lingering with her so that she became more tired than usual. She’d been quiet, more introspective as she struggled with what her limitations might mean. Pendin rested in one of the Conclave rooms, recovering from Urik’s attack.

      Endric sighed. “Are we not going to talk?”

      “I don’t know what to say. I don’t like the fact that you had to rescue me.”

      Endric laughed. “Is that what this is about?”

      “Should it be about something else?”

      “You do recognize that you were the one to save me. Were it not for you, and what you did for me, I would’ve drowned.”

      “And yet, I was the one who almost drowned.”

      “Because you were attacked by a mythical creature.”

      She looked down at her hands and breathed out heavily. “I was supposed to ensure that you followed Urik. And I failed.”

      Endric hadn’t known until then whether she had been a part of his father’s plan, and wasn’t surprised that she was. “Were you involved in the planning?”

      “Peripherally. I was tasked with keeping an eye on you and was warned that Urik might attempt something that would require that you find him. I thought that I would be able to help. I have failed the Denraen.”

      “This was not about the Denraen.”

      Endric jerked around at the sound of Tresten’s voice. He stood with a jolt when he saw the elderly Mage framed in the doorway. He was dressed in a gray cloak and his eyes looked nearly as tired as Senda’s.

      “What was this about, then?”

      “That is how you would greet me?”

      “After you used me, how would you expect me to greet you? You could have asked.”

      “The deception was not for you. The deception was meant for Urik.”

      “Why?”

      Tresten took a seat and rested his elbows on the table, looking from Endric to Senda. “I would imagine that you had some conversations with Urik during your journey?”

      “We had some,” Endric said.

      “And I would imagine that you learned what motivates him.”

      “You knew about his commitment to the gods?”

      “Urik has long been a unique individual. When he betrayed the Denraen, I thought I understood. I thought it had everything to do with his family, but that was not it. He felt that he had somehow disappointed the gods and began to search for ways that he could gain their favor once more.”

      “I don’t understand,” Endric said.

      “I don’t know that any of us can ever understand what went through Urik’s mind. He is the most impressive strategist that I have ever known. He has been working with the Salvat priests for far longer than any of us have ever realized, but it wasn’t until he was in Vasha, supposedly held captive, that we realized he continued to send missives to them. He had managed to discover almost all of the missing statues. When he realized the remaining statue had to be on Salvat…”

      “That is why you disappeared.”

      “Partially.”

      “Partly? What else are you keeping from me?”

      Tresten smiled and swept his gaze around the Conclave library. “There are things that you weren’t prepared to know, and things that you needed to prove yourself ready to know.”

      “And have I proved them?”

      “To me you have, but I’m not the one you needed to convince.”

      “You mean the Conclave?” Senda asked.

      Tresten fixed her with a long and piercing gaze. “Indeed I do. Our friend Endric has the potential for greatness, and his potential will not be completely fulfilled via serving the Denraen. I know that might disappoint you, but his true potential lies with what he can do to serve the Conclave.”

      “All of this was a test?” Endric asked.

      “All of this was necessary. I was the one who proposed to the others that you were fitting for it. They thought that perhaps Novan should have been the one, or even Brohmin, though they overlook his other responsibility.”

      “And what responsibility is that?” Endric asked.

      “Not yet. You aren’t ready for it quite yet.”

      “You haven’t answered why this was necessary.”

      “Because Urik was using the priests as he used the Denraen. He wanted to impress the gods and thought that he could gain their favor—and their power—by doing so. I merely presented him an opportunity to return to Salvat to expedite the process.”

      “You pretended to die.”

      “I pretended to disappear. It offered an opportunity for me to observe in ways that Urik would not have expected, especially as he would have thought that I was truly gone.”

      “How did you fake death?”

      “Did I fake it?”

      Endric laughed before trailing off, uncertain whether Tresten was joking with him or not. “How are you here if you weren’t faking it?”

      Tresten smiled and took a deep breath, leaning forward. “I am pleased that you were able to prevent a greater destruction. Had you not managed to succeed, Urik would have destroyed much of the island, taking away the people and their history. It is the reason that the temple should have disappeared long ago. Attempts to seal it off have failed. I don’t know how he managed to resurrect the priesthood, and since he is gone, perhaps we never will know. Regardless, he has been stopped.”

      “I wish I would have been able to keep him alive, then.”

      “I think Urik is where he has long desired to be.”

      “With the gods?” Endric asked.

      “No. With his family. And now we no longer have to fear Urik, but there are other challenges in the world that the Conclave could use your service to handle, Endric. And yours, Senda.”

      Endric glanced from Tresten to Senda, trying to gauge her reaction. She believed the Denraen were the epitome of what they needed to do, but Endric had experienced enough of the world that he recognized that there was another purpose. It was something that was beyond the Denraen.

      “I will leave the Denraen and serve the Conclave,” Endric said.

      Tresten leaned forward, shaking his head slowly. “That is not the request at all.”

      “I thought you wanted me to serve the Conclave. After what I’ve seen with the Antrilii and with Urik, I will do it gladly.”

      “No, Endric. You are needed to serve the Conclave by serving the Denraen.”

      Endric looked at Senda. She watched him with an expectant gaze. “How?”

      Tresten smiled. “I think you know how. It’s what you’ve been training for. It’s what your father has trained you for.” He leaned forward, holding Endric’s gaze. “You will need to lead, Endric. You can no longer deny the task before you.”

      “I haven’t denied anything.”

      “No? Then challenge your father. Lead the Denraen. That is what you are called to do.”

      Endric stared at Tresten, thoughts rolling through his head. He’d already challenged his father, but that was when he had thought his father didn’t deserve to lead. Now he wasn’t as certain. His father had been the one to ensure he had the experiences he needed to become the soldier—and the leader—that the Denraen needed.

      Not only the Denraen. His father had ensured that he was prepared for the Conclave as well.

      How could he do anything else?

      He was called to lead. And, were he honest with himself, he wanted to lead the Denraen. Not because he thought he could do better than his father, but because he thought he could try to do better.

      “When?” he asked softly.

      Tresten smiled. “When you’re ready. You will be called upon to do much, and the Conclave thinks that you might be the person to help guide the Denraen—and the Conclave—through what comes.”

      He looked at Senda, holding her gaze as he answered. “What do you think?”

      “Don’t be stupid. You know what I think.”

      “You’re the Raen.”

      “I never wanted anything else. You were meant to lead. I’ve only been holding it until you were ready—and willing.”

      Endric took a deep breath before answering. “What choice do I have but to accept?”
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* * *

      Endric will return! Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to learn when the next book will release. http://eepurl.com/cByltP.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Looking for another great read? Check out Wasting, The Book of Maladies Volume 1.
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      In the city of Verdholm, canals separate the highborns in the center sections of the city from the lowborns along the outer sections. The city is isolated, surrounded by a deadly swamp and steam fields which should protect the people of the city from the dangerous outside world. Until it doesn’t.

      For Sam, an orphaned thief who wants only to protect her brother, protection means stealing enough so she can one day buy her way into a better section. She’s a skilled thief, and when she’s offered a job that can change everything for her, what choice does she have but to take it?

      Alec is an apothecary who longed to join the prestigious university and become a physicker, but they rarely accept students from the merchant class, and he’s now too old to enroll. The surprising discovery of strange magic can change his fortunes, but only if he can fully understand it.

      When the natural protection of the city fails and her brother is thrown into danger, Sam must become more than a thief to save him, but she can’t do so by herself. Somehow, she and Alec are linked through an ancient magic and together they might be the only ones able to stop an attack that threatens to disrupt the balance within the city and bring the dangers of the outside world to them.
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      Dear Reader,

      THANK YOU SO MUCH for reading Soldier Sworn. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      Reviews and referrals are as vital to an author’s success as a good GPA is to a student’s. Reviews like yours are how other readers will find my work.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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