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      Dust kicked up in the distance. Endric stared out over the grassy plain, wishing it had rained in the last few days. He had gotten tired of looking at this haze, and though the sun wasn’t hot, it certainly had done enough damage, drying out the grasses. Even the occasional tree dotting the rolling plains seemed to suffer from the recent drought, leaves wilting and hanging as if it were autumn.

      He glanced over at the line of soldiers with him. The Denraen were ready, prepared for whatever attack might come, and though they didn’t want to fight—at least, he hoped they didn’t want to fight—they were prepared for the possibility. Even the heat hadn’t changed that, though he couldn’t deny that it had tried.

      “What do these fools think they are doing?” Pendin asked, staring over the plain.

      Endric only shook his head. He could see farther than his friend and didn’t need to let Pendin know that these fools were riding hard. Whether they intended to engage with the Denraen or not, either way, it would not end up well for them.

      “Probably the same as the last few attacks,” Endric said.

      They had been riding for weeks, purging the northern plains of these raiders, who had done enough damage to villages, sweeping in and attacking before retreating and disappearing to hide among the plains. It was easy for them, too. The northern plains stretched an enormous distance, and the Denraen didn’t have the necessary patrols to provide adequate disruption.

      In most of the raids, valuables were stolen from the people of the villages, leaving them with nothing. In one village, women had been molested. That had only angered Endric. Even the Deshmahne attack had not been like that.

      “They don’t have any coordination. How can they think to defeat the Denraen?”

      “I don’t have the mind of a stupid raider,” Endric said. “And I don’t think they intend to defeat us. All they need is to stay ahead of us.” And worse, so far, it had worked. They hadn’t been able to catch up to the raiders.

      “We haven’t heard anything to suggest there’s any reason to worry about these attacks,” Senda said from horseback next to him. Her dark hair hung past her shoulders, and her sharp jawline was striking in the bright daylight. Endric smiled at her but knew he wouldn’t get one in return. Smiles were for later, when they were alone—at least, as alone as they could be while traveling.

      “Just because you haven’t heard any report doesn’t mean there’s nothing for us to be concerned about,” Endric said. It was his intent to remain as prepared as possible. Prior experience had trained him to expect surprises, and he wasn’t about to be caught unprepared.

      “My sources—”

      Endric grunted, turning his attention back to the men approaching. “They’re sources, but that’s it. They have their own agenda, too.”

      “I’m just saying that none of this makes sense.”

      “Which is why we’re out here,” Endric said.

      There had to be fifty men bearing down on them, but Endric led a squadron of nearly two hundred Denraen. It was more than enough to overpower these fifty men, and yet still they rode at them.

      There was no reason behind it. Wise men would have turned, veering away from the Denraen. Endric made a point of having their standard waving overhead, preferring for there to be no question about who they were affiliated with. If the fools wanted to charge, they’d get a fight, but it would be a brief one.

      Endric patted the side of his horse, Chorn. The horse was a tall brown stallion, and he’d had the creature for the last four years, long enough that he had grown somewhat attached to him. Even Chorn seemed to realize something wasn’t quite right.

      “That’s why the Denraen are out here, but not why you are out here,” Senda said. “The Raen doesn’t have to be on patrol. There are better ways for you to serve. Trust me, I know.”

      He cast a side-eyed look at her. “I’m out here because—”

      “Because you don’t want to be in Vasha,” Senda finished for him.

      “That’s not fair,” Endric said.

      “It’s incredibly fair. You’re all too easy to read,” she said. “The great Endric, wanting only to fight. That’s been your excuse for years.”

      Pendin chuckled, and Endric glanced over at his muscular friend, glaring at him. “And you need to be silent.”

      “She’s right.”

      “About what? About sending you back to Vasha? Because that was her suggestion yesterday.”

      “She only said that because I beat her at dice.”

      “She only said that because you’ve become a little spoiled,” Endric said, nodding to his friend’s growing belly.

      Pendin flashed a hurt look, patting his stomach. “You don’t let me get spoiled. You take us out of the city too often for me to truly enjoy myself.”

      “You enjoy yourself well enough when we are in Vasha,” Endric said.

      He turned to look back out over the plains. They were close and still closing. Gods, but what were they thinking?

      If they wanted a fight, they would have one. The men with him wouldn’t hesitate; they had been far too well trained for anything else. As the soldiers approached, he raised his hand and made a motion.

      The Denraen surged forward at his command. Endric didn’t even have to move, and though he might want to engage, he recognized the need for these men to do so on their own. There was value in his leadership, but there was also value in their experience. He had to walk a fine line between the two.

      The battle happened quickly. His soldiers reached the raiders and swept over them, quickly ending the conflict. There would have been no other outcome, not from a fight like this. The raiders were far outnumbered.

      They were rounded up, wrangled together, and disarmed. Would any of his Denraen have been lost? The Denraen were far better trained than any group of raiders, but anytime men fought, there was the possibility that something might happen. He hated losing anyone under his command and certainly hated the idea of losing someone this way.

      “That was… anticlimactic,” Senda said.

      “It was,” Endric agreed.

      “Maybe I should have stayed in Vasha.”

      “I didn’t tell you that you needed to come with me.”

      “You didn’t tell me that I needed to, but I thought I might get a better sense for your leadership style,” she said with a smile.

      “And just why do you need to get a sense for my leadership style?”

      “If you’re going to be general soon—”

      Endric cut her off with a shake of his head. “I’m not going to be general anytime soon. My father continues to lead, and Dendril has shown no signs of slowing.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Endric stared at her for a moment before kicking his horse forward. It was an old argument, and one she hadn’t needed to follow him out of Vasha to have with him. It would have been better for her to have remained in the city if that was her intention.

      When they reached the raiders, he made his way through them. He surveyed the men, and none of them were even all that well equipped for fighting. Most wore leathers, but none had any real armor. The collection of weapons the Denraen had gathered were all old, nicked swords or old bows, nothing that would pose much of a threat to an army like the Denraen.

      “Who leads you?” he called out.

      “I do,” a deep voice said. Endric followed the sound of the voice and found a man near the back of the gathered group of soldiers. He was unharmed, but then, most of them had been unharmed. The Denraen had disarmed them without needing to do much of anything.

      “What was this about?” he asked.

      “This was about autonomy,” the man said. “This was about allowing our people to live without the interference of the Magi. This was about—”

      Pendin reached him and leaned forward, inhaling deeply. “You stink of ale.”

      Endric hadn’t noticed it, but Pendin was right. As he got near, he realized that this man—and most of the men—stunk of ale.

      Could they all be intoxicated? Gods, if anything would make men stupid enough to charge a squadron of two hundred Denraen, it would be bellies full of ale.

      “Where is your home?” Endric asked.

      “Our home is where we are,” the man said.

      Three of the men near him started singing, and one of the others began to laugh.

      Endric looked around.

      “It was like this when we caught up to them,” Davis said.

      He was a broad-chested Denraen, quick with the sword, and he had a good head on his shoulders. Endric trusted him. It was part of the reason he had picked him to join them on patrol. Then again, he had picked everyone who joined him on patrol. Part of it was for his benefit so that he could get to know the men better, but partly he chose these men so they would have some experience in the field. The Denraen patrolled, but trouble always seemed to find Endric, and he wanted his men to know how to react. There was one benefit to sparring and training, but there was quite another to experiencing it. He wanted his Denraen to be experienced and able to react.

      “Is this why it was so easy to corral them?” Endric asked softly.

      “Are you saying we didn’t put up much of a fight?” the drunk leader said.

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Davis said.

      Two of the men laughed again. Somewhere within the group of fifty, someone began to sing again, a warble of a song that hung in the air.

      “We need to return them to their homes,” Pendin said. “They don’t deserve anything more than that.”

      “They attempted to attack the Denraen,” Davis said.

      “And they will live to tell about it,” Pendin said.

      Endric motioned for Pendin to depart, leaning over to him. “Take the rest of the men and set up camp.”

      “Endric—”

      “It’s fine,” Endric said. “Just get camp prepared, and we can go from there,” he said.

      Pendin sighed. For a moment, Endric thought that he might argue. There was a time when Pendin had argued every order that Endric had made, but over the last few years, those arguments came less and less. Now Pendin chose a more relaxed approach, though there was an intensity to him that wasn’t there before. Part of that came from what he had experienced, but part of it came from the fact that he no longer lost himself in ale.

      “How do you want to keep them?” he asked Davis.

      “There isn’t really a way for us to hold them easily,” Davis said. He recognized the test Endric gave him and took his time answering. “Some of them, we could escort back to Vasha, but then we would have to feed them, and we would have to deal with them the rest of the ride.”

      Endric waited. When Davis didn’t elaborate, he frowned. “Then what would you choose?”

      “I would probably bring them to the next nearest city. Riverbranch is only a day or so from here, and we could hand them over to soldiers there.”

      “We have a garrison in Riverbranch, so that wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Endric said.

      “Is that what you would have us do?”

      The men still waited for orders. They were Denraen, so that wasn’t surprising, but a little initiative wouldn’t be a bad thing. “Take as many men as you think are necessary for you to march these men to Riverbranch. We will remain camped here and wait for you.”

      Davis nodded and gathered a group of men before beginning his preparations. Endric, with Senda alongside him, headed back toward the rest of the camp that Pendin was already beginning to set.

      She leaned toward him, lowering her voice. “Maybe I don’t give you enough credit. Then again, you don’t give yourself enough credit either.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You. You really are ready to take command. You’ve connected with the men. That’s something I struggled with when I served as Raen.”

      “These men are men I’ve chosen.”

      “Chosen because you see something in them.”

      Endric glanced over at Senda. “Chosen because they are willing to follow me. Not all do. Some still see me as the person I was.”

      “That passes with each day,” she said. “More and more see you as the man you are now. Memory isn’t so long as to hold on to what they believe you did when you were young.”

      “It’s longer than you realize. I recognize that, which is another part of the reason I don’t think I’m quite ready to take over my father’s command.”

      “It’s more than you not being ready.”

      Endric smiled and reached over and patted her hand. They were far enough away from the rest of the camp that she didn’t try to withdraw, and for that he was thankful. There were times when all he wanted was that connection to her, and there were times when she wasn’t willing to allow it, where she thought their role as soldiers—and commanders—made it so they couldn’t have the relationship everyone knew they did.

      Eventually, he had to hope she would find a way to serve within the Denraen as someone important to him. If she couldn’t… they might never have a chance to be what they both wanted.

      “Do you really intend to wait here for the next few days?” Senda asked.

      “Not necessarily here. We can continue to patrol while Davis brings those men to Riverbranch and rejoins us.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to have the garrison come out of Riverbranch and gather them?”

      “Possibly.”

      “But?”

      “But if he did that, he wouldn’t have a chance to make his own decisions. There is a benefit to making a decision and recognizing the challenges and complications that come along with it.”

      She smiled at him. “I completely agree.”

      “You aren’t letting me make any decision.”

      “Aren’t I?”

      He frowned as they reached the start of the Denraen camp. Pendin had everyone quite organized, a strength of his. Since rejoining the Denraen, Pendin had been incredibly organized, and he used that skill to make certain everybody fell into line, ready for anything that might come their way. Endric was appreciative of that quality and knew that in some ways, Pendin might be even better organized than he was. Pendin had a structured mind, but he still lacked for creativity when it came to attacks, which was part of the reason his friend lost to Endric when sparring.

      Only part of the reason, though.

      The other part was the fact that Pendin was not descended from the Antrilii, people gifted with abilities, and without that heritage, Endric doubted Pendin would ever be his true rival. Other than the Antrilii, he hadn’t met anyone who rivaled him.

      “Preparations are taken care of?” Endric asked.

      “Either that or well underway,” Pendin said.

      “Good. We can make our plans for the next few days after.”

      Pendin flicked his gaze down to Endric’s sword and then nodded.

      Endric stepped off to the side, making his way near the growing campfire. They didn’t worry about setting a campfire, not concerned about attracting notice, preferring to be a beacon while patrolling so that others knew the Denraen were there. There was value in that. A sense of safety to any who saw.

      Endric picked up a wooden practice stave and stood waiting.

      It was his habit each night while camping to offer himself up for sparring. It served several purposes. For one, it allowed him to train with men he might not otherwise have much contact with. He had gotten to know many men in that way, and he appreciated the fact that doing so gave him the opportunity.

      It also allowed him to teach, and in teaching, it helped ingrain the patterns of swordplay into his mind even better. Knowing the patterns well enough to teach them had turned him into the swordsman that he had become.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      The first person to approach was a younger woman, one of the few women who served in his patrol. It wasn’t because he didn’t believe women were capable, but there weren’t all that many women who wanted to serve within the Denraen.

      “Again?” he asked Marlis.

      She smiled at him. “I thought I could still use the instruction,” she said.

      “All of us can continue to learn,” Endric said.

      “That’s why I come.”

      He tipped his head in a nod, raising his practice sword up, prepared for her. She came at him, darting forward. She was quick, something he had noticed in their previous spars, and her forms were well controlled. Sometimes there was a little slop with speed, to the point where swordsmen who were incredibly quick ended up too casual with their movements, as if they didn’t need to be concerned about accuracy and precision, but not so with Marlis.

      Endric took her through a series of catahs, demonstrating the pattern before falling back into the defense. It was how he sparred, and he had found that it worked well in demonstrations, too.

      She had a quick mind, and Endric enjoyed working with her, enjoying the back-and-forth nature of their sparring, and he brought her through increasingly complex patterns. As he got to one of them, it was too complicated for her, and she stumbled. Endric darted forward in a quick flurry of attack, and she raised her practice stave to try to block, but she wasn’t able to.

      Endric danced back, nodding to her. “You did well tonight.”

      “I’m going to beat you one of these days,” she said.

      “You’d better be prepared when you do,” he said.

      “Prepared for what?”

      “I am sure my father would promote you to my position.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to beat you,” she said, smiling.

      She hurried off to join the rest of the camp, and he overheard how she was welcomed back. There was a certain camaraderie to those who sparred with him. That was another benefit to his working with the soldiers. They saw him as a leader, but they also saw him as an expert, and it built up a different sort of camaraderie between those who were willing to work with him.

      Regardless of what Senda said, Endric knew that there was a time when he would need to take over for his father, which meant that he would need to challenge him for the lead of the Denraen. He didn’t want to rush that day and was perfectly content serving as a second-in-command for as long as his father saw fit to rule.

      Senda believed there was more to it, and maybe there was. Could he be ready to lead all the Denraen? When he’d challenged his father before, he hadn’t been ready. It had been a mistake, and it was one he wasn’t willing to make again.

      And then there was the question of what would become of Dendril.

      That was something he didn’t want to think about. Not yet.

      His father had only been a significant part of his life for only a little while. Endric valued that new connection, something he’d missed when he was younger. When he challenged his father, he would lose that again.

      Was he ready for that?

      The next sparring partner to approach was Jamison. Jamison was one of the younger Denraen, been chosen recently, having been plucked from Gomald during a selection process. The Denraen patrolled throughout all countries, and during their patrols, they were allowed to choose some of the best and brightest and most promising soldiers, which helped unify the Denraen, but it also helped ensure that their ranks were flushed with skilled soldiers. Jamison was one such man, and when he had joined, Endric had identified his potential right away. While he wasn’t as skilled with the sword as Marlis, he knew that in time it was possible that Jamison could be even greater.

      There was a certain amount of bravery to him, too. He was willing to come spar each night, something not all of the men were willing to do. Endric had hand-picked this group, and because of that, most were willing, but few came nightly.

      “Are you ready?” Endric asked, holding up his practice stave.

      Jamison smiled, bringing out his practice sword and holding it in the ready pose. His posture was slightly off, which meant that his initial footing would be slightly off, but Endric didn’t correct it. He wanted Jamison to recognize his footing would lead to a misstep with the very first catah.

      Endric always allowed the challengers to lead the attack. When he did, he blocked, easily forcing Jamison back. From that point, he twisted into the attack, beginning to move forward in a flurry of movements. He made a point of keeping his pace slow enough that Jamison could keep up, and he wanted it so that Jamison recognized the pattern to the catah he used.

      He kept pace, but he stumbled a little bit more than Marlis had.

      Endric moved him through the same catah, repeating it several times until he managed to get it. When he did, he moved on, demonstrating the defense.

      They continued sparring, back and forth, offense and defense, until Jamison was tired. Endric tipped his head in a nod, and Jamison disappeared to join his friends.

      When Senda approached, he laughed softly. “It’s been a while since the two of us have sparred,” he said.

      “I thought you needed a challenge,” she said.

      “Staff or sword?”

      “Do you think you could really beat me with the staff?”

      Endric shrugged. “Probably.”

      She smiled. “Then staffs,” she said.

      He tossed the practice sword off to the side and waited until she handed him a staff. There were no differences between the practice staff and the one she carried at all times. It was long and tall and had a certain flex in the middle. Endric had felt the sting of it against his skin on countless occasions during their sparring sessions, and though he hadn’t practiced with her in quite some time, he wouldn’t be surprised if she managed to catch him with a few blows. Of all the people in their camp, Senda probably had the most skill after him. It would be a good spar.

      He twisted the staff in his hands, getting used to the weight again. It was a little different than using the sword, and it took Endric a moment to feel comfortable with it. As he twisted it, Senda watched.

      “Would you like the honors?” she asked.

      He laughed again. “Does that mean you’re the master?”

      “I am until you beat me.”

      “I thought I beat you the last time.”

      “There you go again. Thinking.”

      He shook his head and started forward, spinning the staff. The catahs involved with it were similar to those used with the sword, and he had experience in mixing the two. She was incredibly skilled, but her reflexes were not nearly as quick as his.

      He struck forward, swinging the staff in such a way that he thought to connect with her shoulder, but Senda spun, and he missed, catching only air. She spun hers around, and he blocked, still getting accustomed to the different movement of the staff. It was odd to fight with the staff after working with the sword as often as he did, and it took another moment to reacquaint himself.

      He dipped the end of his staff forward, feigning in one direction before spinning it back the other. She blocked, and he did the same but in reverse. Endric flowed through a series of movements, mixing sword and staff patterns together, feeling the movements as he struggled to work through them.

      Senda wasn’t fast enough.

      Endric swung forward, catching her on the shoulder, but didn’t crash into her at full speed. He darted back, nodding at her.

      Senda leaned on her staff. “You really have gotten skilled.”

      “I don’t know if it’s skill or something else,” he said.

      “I will take it as something else,” she said.

      He laughed. “It’s because I can mix sword catahs with what I’ve learned of the staff.”

      “They aren’t the same. The movements of the staff would need to be modified heavily.”

      “I modify them.”

      “Some of them, I’ve never seen before,” she said.

      “It’s because I modify them as we go.”

      “You can do that?”

      He shrugged. “There’s something to the patterns that just clicks for me.”

      “What does your father think of that?”

      “My father?”

      “Dendril. I’m sure he is impressed by your ability to mix staff and sword catahs.”

      “Where do you think I learned it from?”

      She laughed. “I’ve sparred with your father. He’s gifted, but this is different.” She tapped her staff on the ground. “Enjoy the rest of your challengers.” She headed away from him, tossing the practice staff down and grabbing her own before disappearing into the camp.

      Endric waited for someone else to come for a challenge, but he heard a shout instead. He dropped the staff and hurried to the edge of the camp. Pendin stood there, looking out into the darkness.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      “I don’t know. One of our scouts.”

      “Were they hurt?”

      Pendin shook his head. “I don’t think they were hurt, but it was more of an alert. There shouldn’t be any reason for the scouts to be calling out.”

      There was another shout, and Endric stepped forward, away from the fire, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. As they did, he realized a dark shadow moved across the distance.

      If it were anywhere else, he would’ve feared the groeliin.

      They were creatures out of darkness and nightmare, and they were able to sneak up on people, moving silently, with only their stench as a warning to those without Antrilii—or Magi—connections, but they wouldn’t have been seen by any scouts. His men would have died before recognizing the groeliin.

      “What is it?” Pendin asked.

      And if not groeliin, it meant soldiers. Plenty of them, from the looks of it.

      “It looks as if we need to prepare for an attack,” he said. “Make preparations.”

      The men quickly prepared, which included tamping down the fire. They needed to have the light with which to fight, but they also didn’t need to have their eyes blinded by the flames.

      Within moments, the Denraen were ready. Endric was pleased with how quickly they prepared and was pleased that Pendin was the one who managed to get them all together and readied. He had come a long way since his rescue. Would Pendin even see that about himself?

      Endric continued to stare out into the night, counting the oncoming soldiers.

      There were dozens and dozens.

      More than that. Hundreds.

      Could the attack earlier have been little more than a diversion?

      If that were the case, it was an effective one. It had peeled off fifty of the Denraen, weakening their numbers. Though he hated to admit it, he wondered whether or not the Denraen he’d sent with Davis were still alive. If it were a feigned attack, he wouldn’t be surprised if those men had been lost.

      He clenched his jaw, staring out in the darkness.

      “What is it?” Senda asked.

      “Just trying to figure out what this is about.”

      “I thought this was about you out on patrol.”

      “It is about me out on patrol.”

      “We’ve had attacks like this before. Your father has always been aware of them. That’s part of the reason the Denraen continue to patrol.”

      “They shouldn’t attack with the Denraen patrolling,” Endric said.

      “Shouldn’t? There will always be men who think it reasonable to attack other men. There will always be men who think they can steal from villages. And out here in the north, where there is only the Denraen and nothing else? They understand we have limited resources. If we could do more, then we wouldn’t have to worry about it, but there is only so much we can do.”

      The others continued to approach. The Denraen were ready, and they met the attack.

      It came quickly, and in the darkness, it was brutal. The Denraen were outnumbered, and Endric was forced to attack, so he surged forward, his sword unsheathed, the teralin in the blade practically singing as he swung. He darted from person to person, cutting through them, not wanting to kill, preferring to simply maim, but after a while, he didn’t have much choice.

      There was a certain brutality to fighting like this. Endric would much rather be fighting monsters like the groeliin or dangerous people like the Deshmahne, but his days had been filled with fighting men—and even then, not often. Few men risked themselves against the Denraen.

      Though they were outnumbered, the Denraen were the better fighters.

      Endric continued to push forward, driving back the attackers.

      In his mind, he counted the Denraen he might lose in the attack. This was a more brutal attack than what they had encountered earlier in the day. With that one, the men had been intoxicated—or, seemingly so. It was possible he had misjudged.

      If he had, then his men might have been used against him, and perhaps his tendencies used against him. He didn’t want to think that way, but how else to consider what he was now facing?

      Endric slashed forward, moving through catah after catah, letting the forms flow through him.

      Senda fought alongside him. Her staff whizzed, humming in the air, and he kept enough space between them so that he didn’t get caught up in her movements. She brought down two men for each one he managed to reach. Maybe it would be better to fight with the staff, especially if it were that effective in a fight like this.

      And then it was done.

      Endric looked around, searching for anyone else to attack, but the fighting had moved away from him and was concentrated now on the other Denraen. Even that was beginning to fail, his Denraen pushing back the attack, no longer with the same worry. Eventually, these attackers would fall altogether, and then they would have to pick through what had happened and determine what to do next.

      “What was this about?” he asked Senda.

      She looked down, staring at one of the attackers. “I don’t know. There is something odd about this.”

      “Odd? You mean that they came in such numbers?”

      “We’ve seen that before.”

      “Not for a while.”

      “No, not for a while, but the organization to attackers is nothing new here. It’s the fact that I haven’t heard anything about it that troubles me.”

      “That’s what bothers you?”

      “You don’t understand. My connections should be such that there isn’t this sort of silence.” She looked up at him. “You should be concerned, too.”

      “Because you’re the Keeper of Secrets?”

      “Because I’m the Keeper of Secrets, and this is a secret I haven’t heard.”

      Endric breathed out heavily. “Maybe it’s time that we return to Vasha. We can send word to Davis in Riverbranch that we returned to the city.”

      “Good. I’ve thought that we should return to Vasha for a while, but you wanted to stay out here and continue to search for raiders to harass.”

      “It seems as if it was good we were here. If we weren’t, what else would’ve happened?”

      “I would’ve heard.”

      “Would you have?” he asked with a smile.

      “This is nothing to joke about, Endric.”

      “I’m not joking.”

      “That’s exactly what you’re doing. And when the secrets go quiet for the Keeper, that’s a reason for you to be concerned. That’s a reason for all within the Denraen to be concerned.”
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      The city of Vasha stretched out in front of Endric. Thick banks of clouds swirled around the peak of the mountain, almost dense enough that he imagined walking across them, though he doubted even the gods would have some way of doing that. They obscured most of the city, keeping it blanketed, and he wondered if perhaps that wasn’t for the best.

      “I can’t see anything,” Pendin snapped.

      Endric glanced over to his shorter—and much more solid—friend. Like the rest of the soldiers around them, they guided their horses, walking them through as the city’s tradition demanded. Chorn seemed to know they were back home, even if they weren’t able to see much of anything.

      “Stay alert for anything unusual.”

      “It’s not like we need to return in secrecy,” Pendin said.

      Endric smiled. Not in secret, but there was value in returning quietly. Until he knew what was taking place—and why Senda hadn’t been able to provide information about the skirmish—they needed to be careful.

      “I would prefer that some believe us still out there,” Endric said. They’d had this conversation before, and Pendin knew his reasoning.

      “Just because we return quietly doesn’t mean that word doesn’t spread of our passing,” Pendin said.

      “Which is why Senda is out there spreading other rumors,” Endric said. And looking for word about the raiders. That was the other thing she had remained behind to do, along with reaching Riverbranch and sending word to the men he’d left behind.

      Pendin twisted to look behind them. They were on the first terrace within Vasha, the entry level. The city was set into the face of a mountain, carved into three separate terraces, each of them with distinct qualities. The first terrace was the main part of the city. It was where shops and taverns and the people lived. Following the sloping ramp, he would find the barracks and the headquarters of the Denraen on the second terrace. And above that was the Magi palace. Endric rarely went to the third level, though he might be one of the few not of the Magi who had.

      “I’m surprised you still let her do that,” Pendin said.

      Endric smiled to himself. “There’s not a whole lot of me letting Senda do anything.” He might outrank her once again, having assumed the position of the Raen, but Senda served as the Keeper of Secrets, the spymaster for the Denraen. In that, she was even more effective than her master had been.

      “That’s true enough,” Pendin said.

      As they headed along the road leading through Vasha, Endric hazarded a glance over at the university section. It was a place that was restricted, even to him as one of the high-ranking Denraen. There were secrets within the university that he was simply not allowed to have, and though they had tolerated his presence the few times he had been there, it was clear they viewed him as an outsider.

      Assuming he did take over command of the Denraen eventually, he wondered if they would allow him access to the university then. Probably not, knowing what he did. Then again, there were those within the university who tolerated him more than others, partially because of his friendship with Pendin.

      They reached the pathway leading up to the barracks. The men with him all walked their horses, and there was a strangely muted sound from the boots of the hundred or so men who clomped along the stone, accompanied by the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves. The sound didn’t carry very far, not with as thick as the clouds were, practically pressing down upon them.

      A wind whipped around him, catching his cloak, and he ignored the chill within it. It wasn’t nearly as cold as it had been when they had been fighting in the north, though the air always seemed a little strange in Vasha. Part of it came from how high they were in the mountains, and some of it came from the strange warmth that permeated the air from the teralin mines deep within the mountain. After being gone as long as he had, it had been easy to forget just how strange the teralin made the city feel.

      When they reached the second terrace, he motioned for Pendin to guide the rest of the men away. Pendin did so without argument, and Endric was thankful that he didn’t need much more of a command. He handed the reins of his horse over to one of the other Denraen soldiers and watched as the men moved past, heading toward the stables and back into the barracks. Even after the confrontation with the raiders and an ambush—or almost ambush—they hadn’t lost any men on this journey. There had been too many lost over the years during his command, but the men he’d brought had been well prepared.

      Endric headed toward the command bunker. He nodded to a few of the men standing guard before passing into familiar hallways. His gaze drifted across the line of portraits, each of them depicting the previous generals of the Denraen. He lingered on his father. The artist had chosen to paint him as he was now. He had the graying hair and wrinkles around the corners of his eyes. There was strength in the way that his jaw clenched and a certain gleam to his eyes.

      “Are you trying to figure out what to say?”

      Endric turned slowly and nodded to his father. He had appeared quietly, and Endric didn’t expect much less. The general was nothing if not skilled. “I was just admiring the detail.”

      His father stepped up next to him and crossed his arms over his chest as he studied the painting. “I’m not certain there is much detail in this to admire.”

      “No? Not even the silver in your hair?” Endric asked with a smile.

      “All men would be lucky to reach the point where their hair turns gray. When I was younger, I often wondered if I ever would.”

      Endric grunted. “There were times when I have felt the same about myself.”

      “Yes. And you have faced things I cannot imagine.”

      “I doubt that to be true.”

      Dendril shrugged. “You can doubt it all you want, but the truth of the matter is that your calling has been a difficult one. Maybe you don’t feel that way, but what you have done over the last five years—”

      Endric shook his head. “Over the last five years, I haven’t done a whole lot. It’s been more of the same. Raider attacks, men who should know better threatening the Denraen, but nothing that poses too much of a threat.”

      “You sound almost disappointed.”

      Endric frowned. Was he disappointed? He didn’t think so. There was some value to be had in the normalcy of his activities. The patrols that he led out of the city were the type of Denraen patrols he had known his entire life. On those patrols, he worked with the soldiers, sparring and training and keeping them ready, and he had done as well as he could to ensure his men were prepared for anything that might come their way. They had survived.

      But perhaps his father was right. The last five years had been boring, at least compared to the time before that. There had been no service to the Conclave. It was almost as if they had gone silent, no longer needing his assistance after calling upon him time and again following his brother’s death.

      “It’s not disappointment,” he said.

      “I know you wish to be more involved.”

      Endric clenched his jaw. “I have been as involved in the Denraen as I have wanted.”

      “That’s not the involvement I refer to,” Dendril said. He nodded for Endric to follow and started down the hallway, stopping in the officer’s lounge. As there usually was, a spread of food had been set out. Endric ignored the tankards of ale, choosing some meats and cheeses instead, watching his father while he ate. It might only be his imagination, but it seemed almost as if Dendril had slowed somewhat.

      When the door was closed behind them, Dendril looked up at him, studying Endric for a moment. “You wish there was more of an opportunity to serve the Conclave.”

      Endric sighed. “I do.”

      There was no use denying it. His desire when it came to serving the Conclave was not something he hid, at least not something he hid well. And it wasn’t that he wanted to rush into danger. It was simply that given what he had learned of the Conclave, there was a desire on his part to be involved in something more. And the Conclave was something more. They were a secretive group of men and women who fought on behalf of the gods, and there had been a time when Endric had been asked to fight with them.

      Lately, all of that had changed.

      “It’s my experience that the Conclave will call when we least want them to,” Dendril said, turning to the hearth and taking a seat in front of it.

      “The last I heard from the Conclave, they wanted me to serve the Denraen. I have done that.”

      “You have done it well,” his father said.

      “There are times when I can’t shake the feeling that there should be more,” Endric admitted. He looked up at his father, worried that admitting that to him would be like admitting that he wanted more strangeness, but that wasn’t what he wanted at all. It was more that he wanted to be involved. He wanted to be in the know, at least as much as it was possible to be.

      “You only feel that way because you know that there is more,” Dendril said. “And I have faith that there will come a time when you will need to be ready. Until then, you still serve the Denraen. It’s all a part of your song.”

      Endric smiled. “My what?”

      Dendril looked at the fire. “Ah, maybe it’s only that I’ve begun to sense the end of mine. When you have enough experiences, there’s the hope that minstrels will sing songs of your exploits. You only have to hope they’re the ones that make you proud.”

      Had his exploits made him proud? What kind of song would be sung about him when all was done? “And I wouldn’t change anything,” he said.

      They sat in silence for a while before Dendril spoke again. “What did you encounter?”

      “Nothing more than partially organized bands of fighters.”

      “That’s all they were?”

      “Oh, there might have been some organization to it, but there wasn’t anything that posed much of a threat. When we confronted them, even outnumbered at times, they immediately gave up.”

      Dendril nodded. “That’s for the best. As you know, fighting leads to—”

      Endric nodded. “I know. Fighting doesn’t serve the gods, and it’s our purpose to serve the gods.”

      “You should know better than most how important that is.”

      Endric took a seat next to his father. He stared at the fire, watching the flames dance within the hearth. There was reason for him to be careful, especially when it came to ensuring peace. While most men viewed the gods as having Ascended long ago, Endric had met one of the gods and suspected there were others still living, too. It was even more reason that he wanted to work with the Conclave. If the Conclave served the gods, how could he want to do anything else?

      “I understand. I’m not arguing with the need, I’m just…” He shook his head. He was just complaining about the need to ensure peace, but then again, that was the purpose of the Denraen. They existed to stand alongside the Magi, ensuring that peace was maintained.

      “You’re just longing for something more,” Dendril said.

      Endric sighed and leaned back. “Maybe I am.”

      Dendril turned to look at him. “There is something that could offer you a different challenge.”

      Endric frowned. “What?”

      “The next step in your progression within the Denraen.”

      Endric stared at his father. “No.”

      “You’re ready, Endric. You’ve been ready for quite some time, and I have not pushed, but perhaps you taking command would allow you to deal with your desire for more in a different way.”

      “And what happens to you?” Endric leaned forward. “Once I challenge you”—he no longer worried about losing to his father in a challenge, having realized several years ago that he was the better swordsman of the two—“what will you do?”

      “You understand that the challenge is to—”

      “I’m not challenging you to the death,” Endric said.

      “I seem to recall that you were willing to do so once before.”

      “I would never have harmed you, Father.”

      “Maybe you’re not ready,” Dendril said, turning to look at the fire.

      Endric chuckled, shaking his head. “Because I refuse to hurt you?”

      “Because you refuse to lead.”

      “I haven’t refused to lead. I have served as your Raen for the last five years.” He had fulfilled that role ever since they had returned from Salvat, and Senda had been more than willing to let Endric take over that position.

      “It’s one thing to serve as second-in-command and quite another to lead the Denraen. If you were general, you would decide the direction the Denraen would take.”

      “And what direction is that? How differently do you think I would lead then you?”

      Dendril studied him for a moment, tipping his head to the side as he did. “Do you know the focus of the Denraen when Jorah was general?”

      Endric shook his head. Jorah had served as general of the Denraen for nearly twenty-five years, and Endric hadn’t been alive to know what his rule had been like, only that he had been considered a solid leader. There were worse things to be considered than solid, though it was not an overwhelming sort of praise.

      “You know that I was too young to know what that was like.”

      “I’m not expecting you to remember what it was like, but I would ask that you have a sense of history. Serving in the Denraen requires the leaders to be something more than mere soldiers.”

      “I am something more than a mere soldier.”

      “I mean, I would ask that you recognize that you have a greater responsibility than only to lead the men. You have to appreciate the connections to the past, and you have to realize that the general, and the men beneath him, need to have a certain appreciation for the events of the past so as not to repeat mistakes.”

      “You would have me become a historian?”

      Dendril chuckled. “Nothing quite so formal as that. But there are many things you could learn from the historians.”

      Endric knew of only one historian. He had been around Novan often enough to realize that he was an unusual historian, which didn’t really give Endric much of an idea about what others might be like.

      “It’s more about an appreciation for the past. The historians think to document as they observe, claiming they cannot be involved, but what I’m asking for is the same sort of appreciation of the events of the past.”

      “What do you intend for me to gain from this, Father?”

      “Maybe nothing. A sense of perspective. An understanding of the place the Denraen serve within the world. All of that is valuable.”

      Endric nodded. “Is that your assignment for me?”

      “I think you have progressed beyond needing me to assign you tasks,” Dendril said.

      “You are the general,” he said.

      “I am the general,” Dendril agreed, leaning back. His eyes drifted closed, and Endric stared at him for a moment. His father appeared tired. What was he going through that left him like that? What was there that had seemingly weakened him?

      Maybe it was nothing. Maybe his father was simply exhausted for other reasons.

      He sat next to him for a little while longer before taking his leave, grabbing a few scraps of food before heading out of the officer’s hall and heading to the yard outside the barracks. He paused and looked around. This was a place that he had known well over the years. It was a place where he had come to train and practice, and where he had worked with many of his instructors, learning how to use the sword during those earliest days. His brother had been one of his first instructors, and he had been far more skilled than Endric, leaving Endric to wonder if he would ever match his brother.

      There were times when he still thought about the fact that his brother was gone. Andril had been the one who was destined to lead the Denraen, not Endric, and though he no longer fought the commission required of him—at least not much—there were times when he wondered how differently things would have gone had it been his brother rather than him.

      Would Andril already have replaced their father? If so, what would have come of Endric? It was possible that he would have done the same as he had, eventually falling into line and serving the Denraen as he now did. It was equally possible that he would have remained a common soldier.

      A dozen men were working on different forms, and Endric watched for a moment before stepping forward. “Not like that,” he said, his voice booming.

      As he approached, the men all turned to him. They nodded. He was recognized and respected, and even the instructor—a man by the name of Michael—stepped to the side when Endric approached.

      “You need to ensure that your movements are exact. There cannot be any slop in your swordsmanship.” He reached for a practice sword, and one of the younger Denraen hurriedly grabbed one for him. Endric stepped back, positioning himself into the stance needed to prepare for this catah. It was an intermediate form, but it was one the men needed to master to continue moving forward. Once they had this one down, there were others that would advance on it.

      Endric stepped through the patterns, sweeping his sword. As it often did when he was working with the sword, his mind went blank, and he managed to move through the pattern quickly and easily. When he was done, he pointed to the nearest man, who happened to be the instructor, motioning him over.

      Michael stepped up, and Endric guided him through the catah, moving quickly and using the defense for the pattern. When he had gone through it, he stepped back. “Better,” Endric said. “Keep your motions more compact.”

      He nodded and then stepped away.

      Endric turned to the next man in line, motioning for him to step up. He didn’t need to work with each man by himself, but he knew there was value in his doing so, much like there was once value in different swordmasters working with him. There was probably a better use for his time, too, but this was the task before him now.

      As he worked through the men in the line, correcting some, praising others, a sense of relaxation washed over him. Maybe his father was right that he needed to accept more responsibility, but there was a part of him that didn’t really want to. It meant he would no longer have his father for an advisor, and more than that, it meant his father would have a different sort of responsibility.

      “My turn,” a voice said when he had finished with the last of the men.

      Endric turned to see Pendin approaching across the barracks yard. He flashed a smile. “I thought you had enough of me during our travels.”

      “Oh, I had more than my fill, but I figured that since you were giving lessons…”

      Pendin grabbed a practice stave and took up a position opposite him. He circled around Endric, moving in a compact pattern. Pendin was one of the few who gave him a little bit of a challenge these days, but even Pendin wasn’t able to challenge him much.

      He waited for Pendin to start and dance forward, sweeping the practice stave around into a catah that Endric recognized. He blocked, sending his friend scurrying back, sweeping his practice stave in a series of quick movements. Pendin clenched his jaw and lunged forward again, this time shifting his approach. The catah he used was one Endric had shown him, though most of them were. Many of the catahs were modified from what Endric had once learned, and he had improved upon others. Pendin knew as many of them as Endric could teach.

      Even knowing the same patterns, Pendin still wasn’t quite the same swordsman as Endric.

      It was tied to the fact that Pendin didn’t have the connection to the Antrilii that Endric did. That connection gave him speed and strength and tied him to the teralin that flowed through the mountains in a way Pendin’s connection to the mines did not.

      They danced forward and back, sliding around the courtyard, Endric never truly challenged but taking his time to ensure that Pendin had enough of a spar to find it valuable. When he was done, he finished Pendin with a flurry of movements and then stepped back, raising the practice stave and nodding to him. Pendin grinned and grabbed the practice stave from Endric before joining him again.

      “What was that about?” Endric asked.

      “I thought the men needed a reminder of who you were.”

      “You think they forgot?”

      “Well, maybe not who you are, but sometimes when you’ve been gone for a while, it’s easy to forget just how skilled you are. The men we traveled with got to see it, but them?” He swept his hand around, motioning to the crowd that had gathered. “They haven’t seen you in months. Besides, I don’t know how much Dendril has been working with the men, and they needed to be reminded that you are capable.”

      “My father is capable.”

      “Endric—”

      Endric frowned at Pendin. There were no others around them, so he didn’t worry about people listening in, but what Pendin was saying troubled him.

      “Dendril remains capable,” Endric said.

      “Capable, but is he the most capable?”

      “Not you, too.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that both Senda and my father would like for me to take a greater leadership role than I have.”

      “Senda doesn’t surprise me, but the general wants you to challenge him?”

      “That’s the way it sounded.”

      “Good,” Pendin said. He glanced around the barracks yard before turning his gaze back to Endric. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but there have been rumblings throughout the barracks since I got back. It didn’t even take long to hear them. Some are wondering whether Dendril is really the best fit to continue to lead.”

      “He’s still the general.”

      “He is, and I don’t think that anyone would try to challenge him—”

      “They would probably lose.”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen your father sparring in years. Have you?”

      Endric frowned. Dendril had sparred, but it had been with Endric. They didn’t spar out in the open, not anymore, not wanting to raise the attention of others within the Denraen. No one else needed to know that Endric had surpassed Dendril in skill. It didn’t matter, not until Endric offered him a formal challenge. And he didn’t want to formally challenge his father, not really.

      But why was that? Was it merely because he believed his father was a better commander or was it because he didn’t want to take the next step? It wasn’t that he feared leadership. He wouldn’t serve as Raen were that the case. It was more that he felt as if he had been preparing for this next step for so long, and if he took it, what would be next?

      More than that, taking it would pull him away from the possibility of serving the Conclave. More than anything, he wanted to be a part of what they did.

      “My father is still one of the finest swordsmen in the world.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      Pendin cocked his head, watching Endric. “Why don’t you want to challenge him?”

      “I’m not ready to be general,” Endric said.

      Pendin laughed, though there was a hint of bitterness within it. “You’re not ready? I thought everything you were doing over the last few years has been designed to ensure that you got ready. Why else have we been taking assignments outside of the city as often as we have?”

      “Those have been necessary.”

      “Those could have been taken by anyone,” Pendin said. “It didn’t have to be you leading most of those patrols. Even the last patrol didn’t have to be you.”

      Endric stared at Pendin for a moment. He was right, but there had been value in being there. It allowed him to better understand what took place on a patrol, but more than that, it gave the men a chance to see him command. Even though he had been within Vasha for the last five years, and he had been leading, it was a short period of time compared to some who served directly beneath the general. Many still saw Endric as the young soldier he once had been, immature and angry. Those were the men he needed to win over to ensure that he was able to lead when it came to it.

      “Is that all?” Endric asked.

      Pendin shook his head. “I guess it is.”

      “I’m not sure you want me to challenge Dendril quite yet,” Endric said.

      “And why is that?” Pendin asked.

      “Because when I do, you will be promoted to Raen.”

      “I’m not sure I’m the best fit. Senda has experience. She would be a better fit for it.”

      “Senda has no interest.”

      “What makes you think that I have any interest?”

      “I’m not going to give you any choice in the matter. I’m going to keep the people closest to me, those that I trust the most, in positions of leadership. Besides, I might be good at a great many things, but I don’t have the same organizational ability you have.”

      Pendin grunted. “Great. Maybe I shouldn’t have suggested that you challenge your father.”

      Endric grinned.

      “What now?”

      “I’m going to keep working with the men, but you need to go and check in with your mother.”

      Pendin looked around the barracks before his gaze returned to Endric. “Oh, no. I’m not going to visit with her again.”

      “Why? You know she wants only to make sure that you haven’t slipped.”

      “I’m sure she has her own ways of knowing.”

      Endric thought it was possible that she might. Elizabeth was well connected within the university, and with her connections, he thought she had some way of spying on the Denraen, though there would’ve been a time when he believed such a thing to be impossible.

      Without her, Pendin might have been lost. Since his return to the Denraen, and since he had resumed regular promotions, she had wanted only that he continued to check in with her. Endric had been more than happy to comply with that request, if only because he thought that it meant that Pendin might be protected. It had to be better having more people looking in on his friend.

      There was another reason why visiting with Elizabeth might be beneficial. With Senda’s concern about the silence of her spies, maybe Elizabeth knew something. She often knew things she shouldn’t, things that were tied into her knowledge of the university and the scholars who went there to study. With Senda gone, it gave Endric something to do, if nothing else.

      “Fine. I’ll go with you if that would make you feel better.”

      “It would make me feel better not going at all.”

      “Seeing as how that’s not an option, I guess we’re both going to the university.”
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      The two men standing guard on either side of the gate leading into the university sneered at Pendin as he approached. Endric stepped forward, flashing the signal of rank on his sleeve, his back straight and stiff as he approached. He had encountered men like this at the university often enough to know that they had a certain arrogance. Most believed that they were intellectually superior to him simply by nature of their service to the university. They viewed soldiers as beneath them.

      “I would visit with Elizabeth Thiran.”

      The two men glanced at each other before looking up at Endric. “I’m sorry, but the Denraen don’t have any authority at the university.”

      “I’m not demanding authority, but let’s get this straight. The Denraen have authority everywhere. We are tasked with ensuring peace. Even if that means peace within the university.” He glowered at each of the men, staring at them with as much intensity as he could muster.

      “You would intimidate scholars of the university?”

      “I would intimidate fools who don’t want to send word to Elizabeth Thiran that Endric has come to visit. I can assure you that she will welcome my company.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure that she would but hoped that would be the case. The last time he had seen Elizabeth had been well over a year ago, and there had been no reason for him to visit in the last year. Why would there be, especially as Pendin had settled in so well?

      The two men continued to stare at him, and Endric wondered if he was going to need to force his way in. If he did that, it would lead to difficulty, though not the same kind of difficulty it once would have created. His father would have understood, especially as he understood the role that Pendin played in Endric’s life and Elizabeth’s position in helping to ensure that Pendin got the help he needed.

      “Go send word,” the shorter of the two men said.

      Endric flashed a brief smile. “That’s a good decision.”

      The other man glared at him.

      “You do realize there’s no need for you to antagonize him quite this much?” Pendin asked.

      “Oh, there’s no reason, but I do have to admit to enjoying it.”

      “You’re the reason the university doesn’t care much for the Denraen.”

      “They haven’t cared for the Denraen for a long time. It has nothing to do with what I might do or say.”

      “You could make an attempt at trying to get along with them.”

      Endric only shrugged. He wasn’t confident that it made a difference, not when it came to men like this. It was almost as if the university attempted to coach their people to create an attitude with the Denraen.

      He and Pendin waited quietly for the other man to return. He wasn’t gone long, which told Endric that he likely had sprinted. He smiled to himself. At least they were concerned enough about his appearance—and the fact that he requested a visit with Elizabeth—that they would have run.

      “She will see them,” the man said.

      “She will?” the other asked, his eyes going wide.

      The man who had run off nodded. “She said she would always find time to visit with her son.”

      Endric smiled again. “I could have mentioned that.”

      They followed the man through the gates and into the university. The buildings were spaced around a central plaza. Most of the larger buildings were set up against the base of the mountain, not quite carved from the stone themselves but near enough to present the image that they were a part of it. It was impressive, even if it was nothing more than an illusion. Some of the newer buildings had been erected across from those, and they were equally impressive. Most were built from the same stone as the rest of the mountain, and they were incredibly ornate, the craftsmanship that had gone into their construction evident even from a distance.

      They were led away from the largest of the buildings, guided toward some of the older and more rundown structures. Endric wasn’t surprised. They approached from a different direction each time that he visited with Elizabeth. It seemed as if she preferred to keep him guessing, though it was possible she changed her location, too.

      “When was last time you visited with her?”

      Pendin shook his head. “She makes sure that I come at least once a month when I’m in the city. She knows when I’m not.”

      “You seem almost offended by that.”

      “Not offended. I know that the two of you were only looking out for me. It’s just…”

      Endric clasped his friend on the shoulder briefly. “I can understand. I lost my mother long enough ago that I barely remember her. But I know you and your mother have a complicated relationship.”

      “Complicated doesn’t really do it justice.”

      “Is it because you serve the Denraen, or is it something else?”

      “It has very little to do with my service to the Denraen,” Pendin said. “It’s more about the fact that I’m not the son she wants me to be.”

      Endric thought about what he knew of Elizabeth. She might not say it, but he had a sense that she was proud of Pendin. It seemed as if she respected the fact that he had made his own choices, and it seemed as if she respected that he had struggled but had pulled through.

      “You aren’t that same person you were years ago.”

      “She still sees me like that,” Pendin said softly.

      They reached the door of a nondescript-looking building. They had turned down an alleyway, off the main street leading through the rest of the university, and the man leading them glanced over before knocking briefly on the door. He waited, and Endric wanted to smile at his hesitation.

      “Are you scared of her?” Endric asked.

      “Scared isn’t quite the right—”

      Endric cut Pendin off, shaking his head. “Not you. You,” he said to the university scholar. “Are you scared of her?”

      “We all know that Master Thiran prefers to be left alone. Most people aren’t foolish enough to interrupt her when she’s working.”

      “Which means that you fear her.”

      There had been a time when Endric had wondered whether Elizabeth served the Conclave, and he still wasn’t entirely sure. When he’d first met with her, some of the things she said suggested that she might, but all of the times that he had spoken with Tresten and others of the Conclave had left him believing that was not the case. If she did serve the Conclave, it would be peripherally, and likely in much the same way Endric did.

      “You would be wise to fear her, too,” Pendin said.

      Endric grunted and shrugged. “I’m not sure that fearing her does either of us any good. I respect her. I recognize that she holds a position of authority. And—”

      The door opened, and Elizabeth stood in front of him. She was a small and compact woman, but no less intimidating because of it. She had a stern countenance and always seemed to be frowning, even when she looked upon Pendin. Perhaps especially then. It was only when she couldn’t be caught looking that she allowed herself to have any warmth in her gaze. It was almost as if she feared to let anyone see that she cared about her son. Pendin certainly didn’t know, but Endric could see it, and the fact that she had gone through everything she had to secure his safety all those years ago told Endric just how much she valued her son.

      “What a surprise. My son and his master.”

      “Elizabeth,” Endric said, tipping his head in a respectful nod.

      “You may go,” she said, waving off the university student. When he had disappeared, she turned her attention back to Endric. “It’s been a year since you came by. I had expected to see you sooner.”

      “We didn’t have anything the two of us needed to speak about,” Endric said.

      “If you believe that, then you haven’t been paying attention.”

      She turned away from him and guided them into the building. The times he had visited before, he had been forced to descend deep below the ground to get to her office. Even then, he didn’t know if it was the only place she had or if she had guided him the easiest way. This time, she led them into the building, but not downstairs. The main room was something of a library, with rows of shelving around the walls. A single lantern provided light, though somewhat dimly. She didn’t pause as she made her way through the room, and when they reached a door at the back, she fished a key out of her pocket before twisting and opening it.

      Elizabeth stepped off to the side to allow them to enter. Endric glanced over at her as he passed into the next chamber.

      This room was smaller. It consisted of mostly a desk, and there was a door along the far wall, making Endric suspect that behind that door was the true place of her power. He stood in front of the desk, waiting until Elizabeth took a seat on the far side.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visits today?” she asked as she took a seat.

      “I thought you would be pleased to see your son,” Endric said.

      She paused and looked up at Endric. “Pleased. Yes. That’s exactly how I would describe it.” She flicked her gaze over to Pendin, and he shifted his feet uncomfortably. He was a man who commanded other men and yet standing before his mother, he struggled to have the same confidence he usually possessed.

      Endric understood the discomfort around her but needed for Pendin to get over it. He needed the confident soldier.

      “Would you rather have us not visit?” Endric asked.

      Elizabeth glared at him. “You know that’s not the case.”

      “I’m not sure I know anything when it comes to you.”

      Elizabeth clasped her hands in front of her on the table. The desk was made of simple oak and looked to be heavy. Stacks of paper along one corner intrigued Endric, if only because he knew that Elizabeth had some strange role in the university. It wasn’t the same as what Pendin’s father had. His father was more of an instructor, and had been a master of the mines, a man who had once navigated all throughout the tunnels burrowing through the mountain. Since the mines were shuttered, his father had taken on more of the role of instructor, and as far as Endric knew, he enjoyed that responsibility.

      “Yes. I am such a difficult one for you to analyze. Is it difficult because I don’t attempt to attack you?”

      Endric smiled. “Not openly.”

      Elizabeth arched a brow.

      Endric only shrugged. “You might not attack in the same as a soldier, but my experience with you has shown me that you have a different way of attacking. It’s no less effective.”

      She stared at him for a moment before smiling. It was a predatory sort of grin, one that reminded him of the laca that prowled on the plains and within the northern mountains near the Antrilii lands. He had more than his share of experience with laca.

      “Sometimes you surprise me, Endric.” She studied him for another few moments before shifting her gaze to Pendin. The intensity in her eyes softened, if only a little. “Are you well?”

      Pendin blinked. “Endric makes sure that I’m well.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking.”

      “I am well.” Pendin turned to Endric. “Are we done?”

      Endric blinked. That wasn’t what he expected of Pendin. He knew that he and his mother didn’t necessarily get along but didn’t realize that it had continued to be such a contentious relationship. Could he still be so hurt by the fact that she had sent him to Salvat? He knew that she had done so to help him, not to punish him, but maybe he blamed her regardless.

      “If that’s all that you need,” Endric said.

      Pendin nodded and turned away, heading back to the door.

      Endric lingered behind, and he turned his attention back to Elizabeth. She sat watching the doorway, and the disappointment on her face was evident.

      “Is this what normally transpires?” Endric asked Elizabeth.

      “I don’t know that there is a normal for the two of us. Not anymore.”

      “Is it because you sent him away?” Endric asked.

      “I’m not sure if it’s because I sent him away or because he feels as if I gave up on him.” She looked up at Endric. “And yet, he doesn’t feel as if you gave up on him. He credits you with saving him.”

      “I’m the one who brought him to you because it didn’t seem as if there was anything else I could do for him.”

      “That’s not the way he credits you with saving him. I think it has more to do with what happened when you were in Salvat. He doesn’t talk about it with me…”

      Endric forced a smile. The experience in Salvat was not something Endric wanted to talk about with anyone. It had been a difficult journey, and there had been a time when he thought that he would lose not only Tresten but Senda, someone who was incredibly important to him, even if he wasn’t able to admit it at the time. That had changed for him, though they still hadn’t returned to a full sense of normalcy.

      “I can see you have no intention of talking about it with me, either.”

      “What happened in Salvat is not something I can share with someone not of the Denraen.”

      “So you were there on behalf of the Denraen?”

      Endric smiled again. “Was I?”

      “There’s no reason for you to be so difficult with me.”

      “I didn’t realize I was being difficult.”

      She studied him for a few moments more. “Tell me, Endric, when is it that you will assume command?”

      “You should ask my father.”

      “I have asked your father. He tells me he’s no longer interested in leading the Denraen, but the man he intends to assume command isn’t quite ready. I think we all have assumed you are the heir apparent to the Denraen.”

      It surprised Endric that Dendril might have shared with Elizabeth his hesitancy. Then again, Dendril might have done so as a way of forcing Endric’s hand. Elizabeth could be persuasive, and it wouldn’t surprise Endric to learn that Dendril had wanted to use her to ensure that he did as Dendril wanted.

      Could that be why Pendin had suggested he challenge Dendril?

      No. Pendin’s interest seemed to come more from what he’d been hearing from the soldiers.

      “How often do you and my father discuss me?”

      “You’ll have to ask him.”

      “I didn’t realize he was in the habit of sharing his succession planning with anyone outside of the Denraen.”

      “There are many things that you will learn when you assume command.”

      “I have already assumed command of the Denraen.”

      “When you assume full command. Does that distinction make you feel better?”

      Endric sighed. “Try to have a better relationship with your son.”

      “I have.”

      Endric turned and started to leave. Elizabeth positioned herself in front of him, blocking him from departing. “Since you’re here, there is something I could use your help with.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “If you have decided to refrain from assuming command of the Denraen, I have something where your particular expertise might be beneficial.”

      “My particular expertise?”

      “I understand you don’t want to talk about what you did in Salvat. Or in Thealon. Or even in the Antrilii lands.” With each statement, she fixed him with a harder gaze. As she did, Endric had little doubt she knew more than he had realized about what he had been up to in those places. “It seems to me that someone with your experience would be useful.”

      He didn’t want to work on behalf of Elizabeth, but he couldn’t deny that he had an interest in what she was saying. He had grown weary of nothing more than patrols. There was only so much excitement he could find while out on patrol. A part of him longed for the opportunity to become involved in something more intriguing, much like the events that had brought him to Salvat or to Thealon or to the Antrilii lands. He had even considered traveling back to the Antrilii lands, but if he were to have done so, he would have abandoned the Denraen again, and Endric had no intention of doing that. He had agreed to stay and serve and felt as if he needed to remain.

      “What is it?” Endric asked.

      “This is nothing someone with your experience wouldn’t be able to accomplish.”

      “You keep referring to my experience as if you know exactly what that is.”

      “I know well enough what you’ve experienced to know that you are the right person for what I need.”

      “What is it?”

      “There is a difficult situation that has begun to transpire on the southern continent.”

      Endric raised his hand, cutting her off. “If this has to do with the Deshmahne, I am not prepared to intervene. Dendril has made it quite clear that unless they pose an active threat, we won’t begin war against them. They are viewed as priests, and he won’t violate the traditions of the Denraen to stop them.”

      “It’s not the Deshmahne, but it does make me wonder what you might choose when you lead the Denraen.”

      “That’s part of the reason I am not sure I’m ready to lead,” Endric said.

      “You don’t trust yourself?”

      “I trust myself, but I know I have a particular bias when it comes to the Deshmahne. I have no interest in making decisions based on what has happened to me personally. My decisions must be calculated.”

      “Does your father know that?”

      “My father knows my feelings about the Deshmahne, if that’s what you question.”

      “No. Does your father know that your hesitance stems from your fear of how you might react.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not something about which I’ve been all that forthright with him.”

      “Why not?”

      “That’s also something I don’t intend to be forthright with you about.”

      Elizabeth smiled.

      “Are you going to tell me what you want to ask of me, or are you going to simply stand there and block my exit?”

      “I wouldn’t dare believe I could block your exit, Endric. How could someone my size manage to block someone like yourself, a man who has survived the Antrilii lands, who has faced Deshmahne, and who has traveled the desolate lands of Salvat and survived?”

      “Elizabeth…”

      “There is an issue with the historian guild that I need your help with.”

      He froze. That surprised him. “You need my help.”

      “I thought that it might require more manipulation, but seeing as how you don’t intend to assume command, I decided asking outright might be the most effective tactic.”

      “What is it with the historian guild that you’re concerned about?”

      Endric knew very little about the historian guild. He’d spent some time with Novan, but other than him, he hadn’t interacted with many of the historians. Novan was unique.

      “The guild has grown silent.”

      Endric cocked his head to the side, studying her for a moment. Finally, he laughed. “That’s it?”

      “I fail to see the humor in it for you.”

      “Only that silence from the historian guild is something I wouldn’t have thought you to be much concerned about.”

      “There is much that the historian guild observes that provides insight to people like myself.”

      “Scholars?”

      She met his gaze but said nothing.

      “What is it that troubles you about the silence within the historian guild?”

      “Only that it is unusual. Normally, the guild has been much more forthcoming with knowledge, but over the last few months, communication from the guild has begun to falter.”

      “Including Novan?”

      “Novan has never been the most forthcoming of the guild,” she said.

      “You sound as if that annoys you.”

      “No more than anything else that has to do with Novan,” she said.

      He paused, hiding his amusement. There was a part of him that loved that Novan annoyed her as he did. “Why me?”

      “I need someone who can travel safely to the south, and I need someone who can escort my asset.”

      Endric laughed again. “Asset?”

      She nodded. “You aren’t the only one who has assets.”

      “It sounds almost as if you have your own spy network.”

      “And would that surprise you? The various universities do have some connectivity. We share knowledge, much more so than most know. Through that sharing of knowledge, we are able to continue to expand on the understanding of the world around us.”

      “You don’t need me. You need to hire soldiers.”

      “I need to hire someone who can navigate through the dangers that could be found in the south.”

      “Such as the Deshmahne.”

      She nodded.

      “Who is the asset?”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath. “Me.”

      “You will risk yourself?”

      “Sometimes risking yourself is the only way. It’s something I believe you know a great deal about.”

      Endric sighed. “I’m not sure that my father will agree.”

      “He will if you ask it.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then I’ll find another way. Either way, this is something I have needed to do for some time. I had thought that it wouldn’t be necessary, that events would change and would allow me to make a different decision, but it doesn’t seem to be the case.” She studied him, giving him the feeling that she was weighing and measuring him. “Please, Endric. You know I don’t ask for much. When you came to me on behalf of Pendin—”

      Endric laughed again. “He’s your son.”

      “And he was your charge. You brought one of the Denraen to me for help. And I did help, but that doesn’t change the fact that he was your responsibility at the time.”

      She had manipulated him into this, and he had to marvel at the fact that she was so capable of doing so. It really shouldn’t surprise him. He knew she was incredibly skilled but didn’t expect that she would have manipulated him quite so well—or easily.

      “How long have you known that I was returning?”

      “What?”

      “How long have you known that we were on our way back to Vasha?”

      “I fail to see why that matters.”

      “Because I suspect you have been planning this for some time.”

      “Agree to do this, and I will be more forthright with you during the journey.”

      “I can’t commit to anything without speaking to my father.”

      “You can, but you choose not to.”

      “I think that I have done enough that endangers the Denraen over the years refrain from making a decision like this unilaterally.”

      “Only because you choose not to lead.”

      Endric pushed past her and stepped out into the other room. He was surprised that Pendin waited, standing by the door. It made him wonder again whether or not Pendin had been asked to draw him here, but Endric didn’t think so. If that were the case, Pendin would have shared something with him. He wouldn’t have been willing—or able—to keep secrets from Endric. Pendin didn’t have that in him.

      “I’ll send word either way,” Endric said.

      “You need to make a decision quickly,” she said.

      “Or else what?”

      “Or else I will be forced to find another way.”

      “Feel free. It seems to me that you believe that you need me.”

      “It’s possible that you need me just as much.”

      Endric grunted and then shook his head. “I will send word.”
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      The sound of wood against wood rang out in the barracks yard, and Endric made his way through it, pausing every so often to speak to some of the trainers before continuing. Since his return only two days ago, he had fallen back into patterns that he had acquired over the last five years. He spent a considerable part of his days working with soldiers, wanting to ensure that their skills improved. The Denraen would suffer if the men didn’t continue to improve. It was a responsibility he had taken for himself.

      Since meeting with Elizabeth, Endric hadn’t had a chance to talk with his father. He wanted Senda to return, if only to ask for her advice. She likely knew something about what Elizabeth was getting on about, but even if she did, would she share? She was the Keeper of Secrets, but that didn’t mean she shared those secrets with him. Most of those were meant for his father, though given Endric’s rank, more and more often he was allowed to be a part of them.

      For his part, Pendin had been quiet since meeting with his mother. It was almost as if having that brief visit had left him troubled. Endric had shared what she requested of him, and Pendin had been almost annoyed at the request, seemingly distraught over the fact that she wanted Endric’s help. Was that because Pendin assumed Endric would ask him to go along? It would mean that Pendin would have to spend time with his mother, something Endric suspected Pendin had no interest in doing.

      “Have you been avoiding me?”

      Endric turned and nodded to his father. “Avoiding? I thought I would continue my role as Raen.”

      “If that were the case, you would have taken on a much different role. When Listain was my Raen, he never spent much time training.”

      “Did Senda?”

      “She had a role similar to Listain. Neither of them was the type to be too hands-on with training.”

      “It seems that’s where we’re different,” Endric said.

      “Neither of them felt the need to take patrols out from the city, either.”

      “You understand why I do it, Father.”

      “I’m not disagreeing with the fact of you’re going. I’m just commenting that your style is different than theirs. In much the same way, when you assume command of the Denraen, your style here will be different.”

      Endric cast his gaze over the collected Denraen working throughout the barracks. In some sections of the yard, patrols were practicing formations, while in others, there were skill sessions such as sparring or working with the staff. Everyone around him was working, moving. There was a rhythmic nature to it, an energy he appreciated. All of it was meant to prepare the Denraen for what they might experience outside the city.

      “Do you think pushing me will make me more inclined?”

      “How much longer before you realize that it’s time?” Dendril asked.

      “What if it’s not time for me?”

      “Which is why I have chosen not to push. You have become a skilled soldier, and you have gained the trust and affection of the men. Your willingness to go with them on missions has endeared you to them. I don’t know if that was something intentional or whether that was by chance, but you are beloved in a way that I don’t know your brother was.”

      “Andril was beloved by the men.”

      “He was firm, and he was incredibly skilled, and they loved him for that, but he didn’t spend the time working with soldiers day to day. He didn’t spend the time putting himself on the line.”

      “Andril died serving the Denraen.”

      “You know I will never forget that, just as you know that’s not what I meant.”

      Endric cursed to himself. “I know that you wouldn’t. It’s just—”

      “Can you simply take a compliment?”

      “Not easily,” he said.

      “I can see that.” Dendril surveyed the practice yard, and his gaze seemed to take everything in just as quickly as Endric had. He still had his mind, regardless of the rumors that apparently had started sprouting throughout the Denraen. “I understand that you needed to speak with me.”

      “Elizabeth has asked that I escort her south to investigate a silence with the historian guild.”

      “What sort of silence?”

      “She didn’t really elaborate on it. She said the guild has been unusually silent to her, and that troubled her.”

      “That should trouble you, too.”

      “Why?”

      “The historian guild is given access to a great number of things. They are allowed to observe kings and rulers, places the Denraen often can’t go. If the guild has gone silent, it means that something might be changing.” He turned and looked at Endric. “Or it could mean nothing. The guild can be fickle. They don’t allow their archives to be shared easily, especially those with their own notes. All that we have are replicas, copies, and those are missing the interpretation of the historian who made the observation.”

      “Such as Novan.”

      “Novan would be different, and as often as I have seen him documenting, I’m not sure that any of his records have been passed back to the guild.”

      “Do they go to the Conclave?”

      “As far as I know, they do.”

      “What do you think? Should I escort Elizabeth?”

      “That will have to be up to you.”

      “I don’t want to make a decision that might weaken the Denraen,” Endric said.

      “And why would that weaken the Denraen?”

      “Because it would require a sizable commitment. If the difficulty is where she says, it requires that we travel south, and—”

      “And you worry about the Deshmahne.”

      “I’m always worried about the Deshmahne.” For many reasons, and most of them ones that he didn’t share with his father.

      “They have been quiet.”

      “And quiet worries me. Quiet is how they can build power. Remaining quiet means that we don’t focus on them.”

      “Do you think I have stopped worrying about the threat of the Deshmahne? You think I don’t continue to have my Keeper of Secrets listening for word out of the Deshmahne?”

      Since he had begun serving as Raen, Endric was much more tied into the ruling of the Denraen, and he had a much better understanding of everything, but learning any information about the Deshmahne was still difficult. Senda knew his interest in them, and if she had heard anything, he had to think she’d share it. That she didn’t…

      “The guild is how you learn about the Deshmahne, isn’t it?”

      Dendril nodded carefully. “The guild has provided much useful information about the Deshmahne over the years. If that information has changed, then it’s entirely possible it’s tied to the Deshmahne.”

      “Which would mean you don’t want me to go.”

      In the past, Dendril had wanted to keep Endric away from the Deshmahne, knowing that he was too emotional when it came to them. Endric couldn’t even deny that he was. Perhaps still, after all this time, he would be more biased than needed when dealing with them.

      “On the contrary, if this has to do with the Deshmahne, you might be the best equipped to go. I think you should consider making the journey. I won’t require it of you, and if you decide to remain here, or continue your patrol throughout the north, then I won’t be disappointed, but Elizabeth is right. We do need to worry about the silence from the guild.”

      “She would have me escort her.”

      “She would go herself?”

      “From the sounds of it, yes.”

      Dendril pinched his chin in thought. “What is she getting at?”

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe you might know something.”

      “When it comes to her, it can be difficult to know what she plans. With Elizabeth, anything could be a plan. She can be devious.”

      “I think the same could be said about you.”

      “Not quite like her. I haven’t been able to get anywhere near her level of skill.”

      Endric chuckled. “You think I should do this?”

      “If she’s willing to go with you—”

      “No. It’s not that she’s willing to go with me. I think she’s demanding that she be the one to go along. I don’t know that she would be willing to help otherwise.”

      “Fine. If she’s willing to be the one to guide you, there is quite a bit that can be learned from the guild. I can send word to Novan.”

      “From the way she makes it sound, Novan isn’t necessarily viewed all that favorably by the rest of the guild.”

      “He’s not, but Novan is our connection to the guild.”

      “By our, I presume you mean the Conclave?”

      “I mean the Denraen.” Dendril started toward the end of the yard, making his way back toward the officers’ quarters. Endric hurried along to keep up with him. “Novan has always aligned himself with the needs of the Denraen.”

      “Because he serves the Conclave,” Endric said.

      “It is more than about his service to the Conclave. There’s something about Novan that I have yet to determine.”

      “You mean his ability to see the groeliin.”

      Dendril paused and glanced over. “What was that?”

      “You didn’t know?” When his father shook his head, Endric frowned. How could he not have asked Dendril about this before now? “Novan can see them. The Antrilii can see them. Which means that Novan has connections along the same lines as the Antrilii.”

      Dendril started smiling to himself. “That sneaky little…”

      “What?” Endric said.

      “He must be descended from the Magi.”

      “If he were descended from the Magi, why wouldn’t he have come to Vasha to train with them?”

      Dendril glanced up at the third terrace, where the Magi palace loomed over everything. Endric could practically feel the pressure of the power that radiated from that palace. “There are some who feel the values of the Magi are too restrictive,” he said. “And just because he shares the heritage doesn’t mean he shares the power.”

      “But how can he learn to use his abilities without training with the Magi?”

      “There are others who have similar—and lessened—abilities.”

      “Could he have learned it from the Conclave?”

      “There are some within the Conclave who might have been able to teach him, but I’m guessing that if anything, Novan learned what he did before he joined the Conclave.”

      Endric smiled to himself. He could only imagine Novan gloating over the fact that he had the same ability as the Magi and yet chose to use it differently.

      That wasn’t quite true. Novan didn’t gloat about anything. He simply was. There was something unique about Novan, and Endric had always appreciated that about the historian.

      “Now that we have that decided, I expect you were going to ask that we spar,” Dendril said.

      Endric looked over at his father. “Is that the best thing for us to do?”

      “Why do you ask? I thought you enjoyed our sparring sessions.”

      Endric grunted. “It’s not that I don’t enjoy them, it’s that if we were to spar now, it would carry with it a little different connotation, I think.”

      “Is that right?”

      “You know that it is. You know that if we were to spar now, I would defeat you and it would raise questions within the minds of your men.”

      “They’re your men, too. And they’re the questions the men are already asking. They feel it’s my time. And perhaps they’re right.”

      “You know about that.”

      “Of course I know about that. There isn’t much that happens within the Denraen that I don’t hear about. My sources might not be nearly as connected as Senda, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t have access to resources that tell me what the men are thinking.”

      Endric could only shake his head. If he ever were to assume the role of general, he would have to develop assets in much the same way. That was not something that he looked forward to. How was his father able to do so and still lead the men? He didn’t know what was required for him to draw out that information and wondered if maybe it was something that Listain had taught him, a technique of convincing men to bring information to them.

      Then again, it was possible that his father simply listened. It hadn’t taken Pendin all that long to come to Endric with the word of rumors within the Denraen, and he suspected it wouldn’t take long for his father to have heard the same rumors, though Pendin was much less noticeable—and had frequented different places—than Dendril. The general of the Denraen trying to sneak into a tavern would raise suspicions.

      “No,” Endric said. “To answer your question, I don’t intend to spar with you.”

      “That’s disappointing. I could use the opportunity.”

      “The opportunity to get beaten?” Endric asked with a smile.

      “I seem to recall that the last time we truly sparred, you were soundly defeated.”

      “And I recall that I haven’t exerted myself with you in many years,” Endric said.

      Dendril sighed. “It really is nearing the end of my song. It’s your turn and time for your song to begin. You need to assume leadership.”

      “And like I’ve told you, I will, but only when I’m ready. And right now, I’m still not ready.”

      “Only because you choose not to be.”

      “You know that it’s much more complicated than that.”

      “It’s only as complicated as you choose to make it,” Dendril said. He sighed, looking all around him. “It has been my greatest fear, you know.”

      “What has?”

      “Knowing what will happen to the Denraen after I’m gone. Like every general before me, I have tried to train the men—and women—as best as I could to ensure that the line of succession was intact.”

      “It’s not like that with the Denraen. It isn’t always passed from father to son.”

      “It’s not. My predecessor is proof to that, but there has been enough connectivity between generals within the Denraen that I had begun to worry about what might happen if I couldn’t find a worthy successor. At first, I thought it was going to be your brother.”

      “Father—”

      Dendril shook his head. “I’m not saying that to reminisce about what happened or to make either of us mourn him any more than we already have. I am stating it as fact. Your brother was a natural leader, but even he had things I needed to work on with him. When he passed, I began looking for alternatives. After your foolish attempt at challenging me”—Dendril shot him a hard look that told Endric that he still hadn’t forgiven him for that, even though it might have been the reason that Vasha had survived—“I started to groom Listain. He had never wanted command before, and even as I worked with him, I could tell his reluctance to take on any more of a role than he already had. He was far too happy staying in the shadows. He felt that was his natural role, and he had pushed himself enough simply accepting the position of authority I had placed him in.”

      Endric hadn’t known that. The entire time he had been in the Denraen, Listain had served as his father’s Raen.

      “He remained convinced you could be groomed, but I was not. Even after you returned, I still wasn’t certain that you were fully committed to the Denraen. You seemed far more eager to chase after the mystical part of our world rather than the mundane.”

      “Is there anything mundane about our world?”

      Dendril smiled. They were standing at the edge of the entrance to the officer’s quarters, and Dendril glanced over his shoulder, almost as if to check to ensure that no one approached. “Not as often as we would like, is there?” Dendril smiled sadly. “And then you managed to defeat Urik a second time, and that time, you stopped an attack that even Listain hadn’t seen coming. It was then that I began to wonder whether or not you might be meant for more than simply serving the Denraen.”

      “Have you ever simply served the Denraen?” Endric asked. He didn’t know why his father was telling him these things and certainly didn’t know why his father was speaking in such a way. It was almost as if he were trying to talk Endric out of continuing his service toward the Denraen and taking command.

      “I was different than most who come to the Denraen.”

      Endric frowned. He hadn’t heard his father’s story, not more than what he’d gleaned from his time in the Antrilii lands. “How did you end up with the Denraen?” Endric asked.

      “I was approached by Tresten.”

      “Tresten?”

      Dendril smiled to himself, shaking his head. “He was younger then, but not much. Even then, I realized somehow that he was something more than a mere mage. Our people referred to them as damahne, and I knew Tresten had to be one of the damahne. He certainly was much more powerful than any Mage I’d ever encountered.”

      “How many Magi had you encountered while living with the Antrilii?”

      “We ventured south during our training expeditions. I had come to enjoy those, and came across several Magi on my journeys, though as far as I know, they never saw me.” Dendril smiled to himself. “It was on one of those journeys where I first encountered Tresten. He was the first Mage who had ever seen me before I had a chance to see him. Then again, Tresten has never been merely a Mage. I was offered an opportunity to serve the damahne, and after having the importance of it explained to me, I agreed. What choice did I have?”

      “That’s why you joined the Denraen?”

      “I came in as an officer and had served only a few years before Tresten encouraged me to challenge for command. I wasn’t certain at the time, but I saw the need to stabilize the Denraen.”

      “Stabilize them?”

      This topic was surprisingly fascinating to Endric.

      “The Denraen had grown complacent. It was a reason that Tresten had come to me, reaching out, knowing that with my understanding of the Antrilii and the way that we served, facing the groeliin and protecting the north, I would not fall victim to the same complacency. I was eager, perhaps too eager, to take command.”

      Dendril looked over at him.

      “In that, you are more like me than I have ever wanted to admit. Your brother was far more measured in his responses, and perhaps that would have served him well in the Denraen, or perhaps it would not have. I doubt very much that your brother would have recognized the risk Urik posed, and I know for certain that he would never have gone to learn about the Antrilii.”

      “You don’t know that,” Endric said.

      “I’m not disparaging your brother by saying that. He was a soldier. He was a Denraen. He never wanted to know that he was something else.”

      And Endric had eagerly gone. The moment he had learned he was descended from the Antrilii, he had wanted to know more about them. Meeting Nahrsin and the other Antrilii had left him with questions, and when his father hadn’t been willing to answer them, Endric had been more than willing to go after them on his own.

      If had he not?

      Had he not, the Antrilii would have suffered.

      “I don’t know why you’re telling me these things, but it’s because of the experiences I’ve had that I have become the man that I have become, Father. I wouldn’t change any of them.” That wasn’t entirely true. He might have changed some of what he’d experienced when traveling through the Antrilii lands. He had nearly died—repeatedly—and his survival had never been guaranteed.

      “It is because of those experiences, but it’s also those same experiences that threatened to tear you away from the Denraen.”

      “The Conclave wants me to serve the Denraen.”

      “And that’s why you’re here. That doesn’t change the fact that I—and the Denraen—need for you to choose to be here.”

      “I have chosen to be here.”

      “No, Endric. You have chosen to do as the Conclave asks of you. And knowing the way the Conclave serves, I don’t fault you in that. The Conclave plays a valuable role in the world, but it’s one where they have others with similar abilities to fill. The Denraen only have one man like you. The Denraen need Endric to lead them.”

      Dendril looked over at Endric, fixing him with the intensity in his eyes that he always seemed to manage. The wrinkles along the corners of his eyes seemed deeper than they used to, but the weight of his gaze was no less than it had been before. There was still strength within Dendril, probably enough that he would pose no small amount of difficulty if Endric were to challenge him for leadership of the Denraen. But then, if Endric were to do that, he needed to be ready for leadership, and he needed to be prepared to accept that leadership if it were thrust upon him.

      Could Dendril be right? Could it be that he was here because he had chosen to serve the Conclave and not because he had chosen to serve the Denraen?

      “If it takes you escorting Elizabeth south, and if it takes you learning what the guild might be planning before you choose to serve the Denraen—truly serve—then so be it, but if you don’t foresee a time when you will ever serve the Denraen willingly, perhaps it’s time for me to continue my search for my replacement.”

      “Father,” Endric started. Dendril began to turn around, and Endric reached for him. “Dendril,” he said, grabbing for his father’s arm.

      Dendril glanced down at him, a frown creasing his features. “All I ask is that you don’t waste our time. Serving the Conclave is valuable. Everything that you have experienced with them has proven that to be true. You can find just as much value in serving the Denraen, but only if you choose it.”

      Dendril pulled his arm free and headed into the barracks, leaving Endric standing alone. He watched his father depart before turning and looking back at the rest of the barracks. Hundreds of men worked, sparring and training, and all of them were technically under his command, but was that what he wanted?

      He hadn’t given it much thought since returning from Salvat, mostly because he believed that he came for the right purpose. How could he not? It wasn’t as if he had returned wanting anything other than to take his place within the Denraen, but then again, he had returned at the direction of Tresten and the Conclave.

      Could his father be right?

      It wouldn’t surprise him. His father was often—no, always—right.

      It left Endric troubled. What did it mean for him? And even if he came up with an answer, was there anything that he would do differently?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Endric sat in his room beside a stack of books. He’d piled them on his desk but still hadn’t managed to work his way through them all. At the other end, a lantern glowed.

      He rubbed his eyes, trying to push away the fatigue that washed over him. He’d been here for hours, ever since leaving his father, and still hadn’t managed to get a better understanding about the inner workings of the guild. If they were going to approach the guild, to bring Elizabeth there, he wanted to be ready. He had long ago learned that preparation was the key to success in everything. The more that he knew about the guild, the better prepared he would be for whatever it would take to understand why they had gone silent.

      And maybe it was nothing more complicated than their own natural tendencies to protect their secrets.

      Elizabeth didn’t think that was the case, and he knew her well enough to know that if she didn’t believe it to be so, it probably was not.

      He’d found nothing. There were plenty of volumes that told him about the guild, and he had one book that listed names of guild members, but there wasn’t anything there that told him much more than that. It was almost as if the inner workings of the guild had never been as well recorded as everything the guild itself had observed.

      Would Novan find the irony in that?

      Maybe he was the only one who found that interesting.

      Endric sat back when he heard a knock at his door.

      “It’s open,” he hollered.

      He looked over to see who was there, half expecting Pendin to enter.

      It wasn’t Pendin.

      “Senda,” he said when she pushed open the door.

      She smiled, pushing back a strand of her dark hair and tucking it behind her ear. “I wasn’t expecting to find you in here,” she said.

      “No? Where were you expecting to find me?”

      “Well, I thought that maybe you would be out in the yard working with the men, but they told me you’ve already been there and departed.”

      “I didn’t want to bore them too much,” Endric said with a smile.

      Senda pulled the chair out from the corner and took a seat.

      “Did you find everything that you needed?” Endric asked.

      “I wouldn’t have returned if I didn’t.”

      “What did you find?”

      She stared at him for a moment before shaking her head. “We can talk about that later.”

      “Really?” He glanced over his shoulder, looking at his bed. “I thought I would do some work for a while, but since you’re offering…”

      Senda laughed. It was the one thing about her that had changed since her recovery following her illness on Salvat. She laughed much more easily than she ever had before. There were times when Endric worried about it, wondering whether it was natural for her to laugh as much as she did, and other times he simply enjoyed the fact that she did.

      For so long, she’d been tense, struggling to understand her place in the Denraen and caught between a desire for her position and a desire for Endric to embrace his role. When he had returned and shown a willingness to assume greater command, she had stepped down. With as sick as she had been, she might have needed to step down regardless, but doing it the way she had gave her the chance to do so with grace and dignity, and few among the Denraen had ever questioned her reasoning.

      Then again, Senda had not hesitated to share that Endric had been the one to defeat Urik. Everyone within the Denraen knew what Urik had done, and all praised Endric for doing it. None knew that he hated to have been the reason Urik had died. There had to have still been good within him, even if he hadn’t been able to find it.

      “I thought I would ask you a little bit more about what Elizabeth wants from you.”

      “You heard about that already?”

      “You know I couldn’t return to the city and not report to my commander.”

      “I’m your commander.”

      “You are second-in-command,” she said, smiling and throwing her legs over the arms of the chair. “And I’m the Keeper of Secrets. Those secrets are meant for the general.”

      “Don’t tell me that you intend to start in on me about taking a greater leadership role again.”

      “I hadn’t intended to, but is this something I need to do?”

      “No,” he said.

      “It seems as if there’s a story here.”

      “No story. It’s just that I’ve had Pendin and my father and even Elizabeth all questioning my devotion to the Denraen, all wanting to know when I intend to challenge for greater leadership, and this after you spent the time out on patrol doing the same.”

      “And why does this trouble you?”

      “I’m committed to the Denraen.”

      “With the knowledge that you would be asked to do more.”

      Endric set the book aside, pushing all of them to the edge of the desk and looking over at Senda. “That was the agreement, but my father has begun to question whether I did so out of devotion to the Conclave more so than out of devotion to the Denraen.”

      “He wasn’t supposed to share my concerns with you.”

      “What?”

      Senda shrugged. “I can see it. I’ve been observing you for the last few years, Endric, and—”

      Endric twisted in his chair so that he could look at Senda more closely. “You’ve been observing me?”

      “I’m a spymaster. I observe everything and everyone,” she said. She waved her hand dismissively at him and leaned forward, grabbing the book off the edge of his desk before leaning back and flipping through the pages. “So you do intend to take this mission.”

      “My father seems to think that I should.”

      “I think your father wants the stream of information that the guild offers.”

      “I think he’s worried that it means the Deshmahne have become more involved.”

      “Nothing that I’ve heard tells me that the Deshmahne are any more active than they always have been.”

      “Is that supposed to reassure me?”

      Senda paused, holding the book open. “It’s not supposed to do anything. It’s a commentary on the Deshmahne. They aren’t active, Endric. They aren’t a threat to us.”

      “I know. I’ve heard the reports.”

      “Don’t you believe them?”

      “I have no reason not to believe them.”

      “That’s not much of an answer,” she said.

      “Sure it is. I trust your reports, and I know now isn’t the time to go after the Deshmahne.” There would come a time when he would need to go after them, and there would be a time when the Denraen would be forced to confront them, but so far, Endric didn’t feel as if the timing was now. And while the Deshmahne didn’t pose any threat to the Denraen, there was no reason for the Denraen to move on them. Why throw men into danger without any reason to do so?

      He had let go of the anger he’d held, knowing that while he could blame the Deshmahne for what had happened to his brother, the real culprit had been Urik, using the Denraen and the Deshmahne to serve his purposes.

      “I don’t know what to make of the guild. The books you have there won’t be of much use, if that’s what you’re trying to understand. The guild keeps secrets about themselves and their organization, and only those within know anything about their structure. I’ve tried to find out, but there isn’t anything to learn.”

      “How does one even join the guild?”

      “That is nearly as difficult as finding any information about the guild in the first place. Joining the guild requires one of the existing guild members to take on an apprentice, and only then are you brought into the fringes of the guild secrets.”

      “See? You already know more than I did.”

      She arched her brow at him. “Is that so surprising?”

      “Why does she want us to go south?”

      “I don’t know. If the guild has gone silent there, maybe she thinks to find out more.”

      “Maybe there is a guild stronghold somewhere in the south.”

      “Not that I know of, but then again, there isn’t much about the guild I can tell you with absolute certainty. It’s interesting; they’re the ones who observe kings and rulers and even the Denraen, but it’s almost as if they don’t offer any observation about themselves.”

      “Or maybe they do and have chosen to restrict access to it,” Endric said.

      She smiled. “That’s more likely.”

      “My father doesn’t think Novan would share anything with us.”

      “Do you? You’ve spent considerable amount of time with that historian to know.”

      “That’s the thing. I’m not sure what to make of Novan. He is unique, and there’s something about him that I haven’t managed to fully determine, but it’s a secret I think he intends to keep.”

      “Because he’s part of the Conclave?”

      Endric shot her a hard look. “You know that I can’t talk about that.”

      “Even after all these years, you still intend to keep your connections to the Conclave to yourself?”

      “I don’t have any choice but to do so. Unless you were invited to be a part of the Conclave, there isn’t anything that I can share with you.”

      “It’s not so much that you can’t share, it’s more that you won’t share.”

      “Senda—”

      She laughed and threw herself back in the chair. “It really is fun to torment you about this. I know you won’t share anything about the Conclave, just as I know someone has told you that you can’t. I’m not sure whether that someone is Novan, or this mysterious swordsman who goes by the name of Brohmin, or perhaps even your father, but…”

      Endric smiled to himself. Senda named off the people she knew to be in the Conclave and searched for additional names, but Endric didn’t know any. Other than Tresten, he wasn’t certain who else was a part of the Conclave. He could return to Salvat and meet with the few remaining people within the Conclave headquarters, but that probably wouldn’t change anything.

      “Maybe if you go after the guild,” Senda said, “you can find out more about your historian friend. Then he won’t have the same secrets.”

      “It’s not as if I want to go after his secrets and keep him from having them,” Endric said.

      “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just suggesting that you could learn what he’s trying to hide from you, and you could leverage that to learn more about the guild.”

      “Oh. That’s all it is. I thought you were trying to tell me to blackmail a member of the historian guild—”

      “And a member of the Conclave,” Senda said, raising a finger.

      Endric breathed out in amusement. “Fine. And a member of the Conclave, to discover information about the guild.”

      “See? Even you seem to think that makes sense.”

      “It does not make sense,” Endric said.

      “Sure it does. The hardest part will be in finding Novan.”

      Novan often wouldn’t be found unless he chose to be discovered. He wandered, though that was no different than any of the other historians. In that, Novan was not unique, and his wandering was how he observed the world.

      “Elizabeth intends for us to head south.”

      “That is if you choose to go where she would have you go, but like I said, if you use your assets, you might not have to go without any information.”

      “I’m not sure how Novan would feel about being referred to as an asset.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. Endric knew Novan wouldn’t appreciate it. And calling anyone an asset in such a way felt impersonal. Was that what he was to Senda? Was that what everyone was to her?

      That could be how his father had accumulated information. Maybe he treated everyone as if they were an asset. That wasn’t the way Endric wanted to treat people. Even when he was a general, he didn’t think that he would be willing to regard people with the same impersonality.

      “You can call him whatever you want, but use the resources that you have. Your connection to the Conclave and to Novan and to others like him are what will allow you to succeed where Elizabeth wouldn’t.”

      “Elizabeth knows Novan.”

      “She knows him the same way I know him. She knows his reputation, and I’m sure she’s had some interactions with him, but I don’t think she knows him the way you do.”

      “The way you say it makes it seem a little strange.”

      Senda leaned forward long enough to jab him in the shoulder. “You know, when you do become general, you are going to need to take advantage of the various resources that you have on hand.”

      “I don’t want to use people.”

      “And I’m not suggesting that. All I’m suggesting is you recognize you will have access to resources others will not. Those resources are valuable. And people are resources. Think about the things you’ve been through, Endric,” she said, sliding to the end of her seat so that she balanced on the edge. “I don’t know what you experienced when you went north, but I do know you had an experience with the Antrilii, and whatever that was is another resource you have that others do not. Eventually, those resources will make you an incredibly powerful ally for whoever you choose to fight for. Now, I happen to share your father’s view and hope that you choose to fight on behalf of the Denraen, but even if you don’t, even if you decide that you would rather serve the Conclave directly”—she arched a brow at him, seemingly inviting him to dispute that—“you still have access to resources that others don’t.”

      “And what if I’m the resource Elizabeth is using?”

      Senda chuckled and leaned back in the chair so that she was practically lying. “You absolutely are.”

      “Why does that not surprise me?”

      “It should not surprise you,” Senda said. “I warned you what Elizabeth is like. She makes no qualms about the fact that she is who she is and that she serves the university in acquiring information so she can put the university in a position to be successful.”

      Endric glanced over at the stack of books on his desk. If he was Elizabeth’s asset, what did that mean? What did she intend to use him for? Somehow, it had to do with understanding the guild, but maybe there was more to it. Perhaps she was using him because of his connection to Novan.

      If that were the case, he needed to be aware of it.

      “Then what do you think she’s planning?”

      “If I were able to answer that, you wouldn’t need to go with her.”

      Endric stood and stretched. “Now that you’re back, do you want to go for a walk?”

      “Where would you have us walk?”

      “I thought that we could make our way through the city. You could tell me what you see in Vasha.”

      “Endric, I doubt that you’re going to find anything in the city that will help you understand what Elizabeth might be after with you.”

      “I might not, but you might.”

      Senda slowly sat up. “I’d rather just stay here and relax. I’ve been gone for long enough that—”

      Endric grabbed her hands, pulling her to her feet. “I know how long you’ve been gone. I’ve missed you. And we can take time together, but let’s do this first.”

      She met his eyes. “You know I’ve missed you too.”

      “Come with me.”

      They made their way out of the barracks and down to the first terrace. When they reached the base of the ramp leading between the terraces, he paused a moment to look up. From here, the barracks were not well lit. There were flickers of lantern light in many of the buildings, but not much more than that. High above the second terrace, the mage palace was much better illuminated, with dozens of windows glowing with a faint white and yellow light. None of the windows had any blue light, not the way he’d seen when Tresten still had lived within the palace. Then again, most within the palace believed Tresten to be dead, and while the Magi were known to be gifted, surviving death and coming back wasn’t something they were particularly known for.

      He missed having Tresten in the city. Knowing he was here had always given him a sense of comfort and had left him thinking that if he had questions, there would be someone who he could go to for answers. Without Tresten, who would that be? The Mage Council wasn’t filled with people he felt particularly comfortable with. The Eldest was a difficult Mage to read, and Endric had the sense that he didn’t necessarily care for the Denraen. Others on the Council were equally difficult.

      “Endric?”

      He shook his head. “I’m just lost in thought.”

      Senda grabbed his hand and pulled him into the city. “You’re the one who wanted to come down here.”

      He forced a smile. He was, and now that he was here, he was looking up at the palace and was the one thinking of assets. When he was dealing with the Magi, he couldn’t believe how he viewed them, but wasn’t that what he was doing?

      If—and when—he ever became general, he would need to have some inroads to the Magi. Without Tresten, there might not be any way to have that necessary connection. He would have to develop it.

      As they wandered through the city, he glanced at the buildings around them. At this time of night, there was a certain liveliness to the city that wasn’t there on the other levels. It came from the taverns and the people coming to the city to visit, people who didn’t necessarily call Vasha their home. These people were responsible for giving it the feel it had. At night, it reminded him more of some of the other great cities, places like Thealon or Gomald. Music drifted from some of the doors that they passed, in a dozen different styles and with a dozen different instruments. Voices followed the musical notes.

      They stopped in front of one such building, with boisterous voices coming from inside. “A tavern?” he asked, smiling.

      “I’m not here to drink,” she said, pulling the door open.

      A cacophony of sound tumbled out of the tavern as the door opened, and with it came aromas from food and ale and sweat. Endric hadn’t visited this tavern before, but it wasn’t one of the nicer ones. Then again, it was possible he had been here long ago and had just forgotten it. When he had been visiting taverns with regularity, he often lost track of which he visited.

      Senda navigated inside comfortably and moved through the tavern until she found an open table, where she took a seat. Endric followed her, looking around. His days since he had frequented taverns had taught him a different sort of caution, and as he made his way into the tavern, he found himself checking out the men situated at the tables. At one table near the far back of the room, three larger men all sat hunched over the table. Two held their mugs of ale cupped in their hands while the third was leaning toward the other two, speaking passionately. At another table, several nondescript men were sitting, their food and drink ignored while they were deep in conversation. At still another table were two men who he suspected were Denraen, but he didn’t recognize them. And then at another table was a slender man who ate alone. Every so often, he would lift his gaze and look around the rest of the tavern before settling back down.

      When Endric slid into the chair next to Senda, he glanced over at her. “Why here?”

      “You wanted to have a feel for the city.”

      “Is that what I said?”

      “You didn’t need to say it. I could see it on your face.”

      “Why this tavern?”

      “Look around you. What do you see?”

      Endric shared with her his observations without needing to look around.

      She smiled at him. “Think about the way you already appraised everyone here, determining whether they were a threat or not, and are already beginning to start to work through why they are here and what they’re after.”

      He wouldn’t have described what he had done in quite that way, but wasn’t that really what he had done? “What’s your point?”

      “Perhaps no point. I wanted you to see what Vasha has been like.”

      “And this tavern is what Vasha has been like?”

      “The tavern is an example of what Vasha has been like. Look at how many different people are here.”

      “Vasha has never been closed to outsiders,” he said.

      “It hasn’t, but it’s not necessarily easy to reach, either. There’s something about Vasha that makes it very difficult for most to find, and even when they find it, there’s a question of whether or not they want to. Those who come to the city must either be willing to confront the Magi or the Denraen or those in the university. Each of them is intimidating in their own way.”

      Endric glanced at her. “I’ve lived in the city long enough to know that. I’m not sure what your point is.”

      “My point is—”

      She didn’t get the chance to finish. A table near the middle of the room was suddenly tossed, flipped into the air before it crashed down. Two men shoved each other, and one of them went stumbling into the table behind him.

      Endric watched for a moment, taking stock of the situation. He had come unarmed, and he wasn’t even wearing his Denraen uniform. If he had been, it might make it easier to calm down a fight like this, but unarmed as he was and without the authority of the Denraen behind him, it would be a more difficult brawl.

      Three more men started shoving, and he could see that it was going to bubble out of control.

      Endric got to his feet and headed toward the commotion. He shoved his way into the center of it, pushing men out of the way with a little more force than necessary. He had to duck underneath one attempt to strike him, and he blocked another. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Senda watching him, almost amusement in her eyes.

      Somehow, he had the suspicion she planned for this.

      “Take a seat,” Endric said when he reached the two men who had first started it.

      One of them turned to him. He was missing three of his top teeth and saliva beaded on his chin. “Who are you to make me?”

      “A concerned citizen.”

      The other man laughed. “Did you hear him? He called himself a citizen.”

      They lunged together, and Endric saw their reaction, almost as if moving slowly or through water.

      He had been through enough fights in his days that facing men like this wasn’t terrifying. Normally he was armed with his sword, and with it, he would have been even less worried about facing them, but he went after the shorter of the two men, driving his fist into his chest until the man was forced back, clutching at it. The larger man, the one without his teeth, swung at Endric, who dropped, swinging his foot and hooking it, pulling so that the man was yanked off his feet.

      When he fell, Endric lunged and landed on top of him. He pinned him to the ground but resisted striking him.

      “This is done.”

      “I’ll find you. When you’re not watching, I will find you.”

      “You and this man?” Endric asked, nodding at the other man who was still struggling for air. “I doubt that you would even be able to reach me, even if you could find me.” Endric got up and stared down at him. “Stay on the ground.”

      As he stepped over the man, he reached for Endric’s foot, so Endric kicked, sending his boot into the side of the man’s head.

      He glowered at the others. “Enough,” he said.

      Everyone slowly took their seats and Endric righted the table that had been tossed. They watched Endric warily, as if trying to determine whether he would snap and attack them.

      When he was convinced the commotion within the tavern had settled down, he took his place back at the table with Senda. The waitress appeared and set two mugs of ale down, nodding at him. “It’s on us,” she said. “We’ve dealt with that one for long enough.”

      Before she turned away, she winked at Senda.

      When the waitress was gone, Endric turned his attention back to Senda. “What was that about?”

      “What was what about?”

      “That interaction. That wink. What was it about?”

      Senda shrugged. “I don’t really know what you mean.”

      Endric grunted. “I think you do.”

      “I have an asset here.”

      Endric stared at her. “That’s what this was about?”

      “I’ve heard that they were having difficulty and I figured you might be able to intervene.” She glanced over at the two men who had started the commotion. They were still getting up, dusting themselves off. “I have a sense those two won’t be causing the same troubles here as they were before.”

      Endric laughed to himself. “Assets?”

      “You worry about the term, but assets are friends. I offer my protection—as much as it is—and they provide information. Sometimes it’s a few words, sometimes it’s things they didn’t realize were important. Such as the presence of those two men who have been coming here for the last month. They have no love for Vasha, yet they’ve been here. From what I can tell, they would like to infiltrate the Denraen.”

      “Men like that would never make it onto the Denraen.”

      “You and I know that, but they don’t. They think they can, and they think they would be allowed to gain access to the assets of the Denraen.”

      “Is the point that you’re trying to make that everyone is using everyone else?”

      “My point is that we are all interconnected, and sometimes the connections are more formal than you realize. Sometimes they are not. Either way, it doesn’t change the fact that we are connected. Even without stating what you’re doing, you’re using those connections.” She looked over at him, holding him with her gaze. “And when it comes to Elizabeth, you have to know that to her, everything is an asset in much the same way. She’s the one who first instructed me.”

      “You think I should take this mission, too.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. “She might view you as an asset and might view your connection to Novan as one as well, but in doing this, you’re likely to be able to turn Elizabeth into an asset, too. That, Endric, is incredibly valuable. If you ever decide to lead the Denraen, having someone like her connected to you would be useful.”

      “Someone like her? You mean someone from the university.”

      “I mean someone like her.”

      If he thought that she might explain more, she didn’t. Instead, she only smiled and took a drink of her ale.
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      Endric’s return to the university was less eventful than the first time he’d gone. He didn’t feel the need to threaten to gain entrance, and he was guided to Elizabeth by a junior-level acolyte who wove through the streets as if to attempt to confuse him, though Endric had an excellent mind for direction and knew exactly where he was being guided. He had come alone, not wanting to force Pendin to confront his mother again, and while he had considered asking Senda to accompany him, he was concerned there might be some talk about the Conclave and didn’t want to risk it.

      The sky was even more overcast than usual, and it was difficult to tell how much of it came from low-lying clouds and how much of it came from a real risk of a storm.

      The acolyte leading him was quiet as he hurried through the streets, seemingly not wanting to be there at all. Endric smiled to himself, choosing not to press, but could imagine that this acolyte had heard from the others the way Endric had treated them, along with how he had been received by Elizabeth.

      When they finally reached the building—the same one, this time—the acolyte stopped and knocked. They didn’t have to wait long before Elizabeth pulled the door open. She waved the acolyte away, quickly dismissing him.

      “Have you made a decision?”

      “First, I want to know what you intend to get out of my presence.”

      “What I intend to get out of it?” She shook her head. “I think you get ahead of yourself, Endric. It’s not anything I intend to get out of your presence other than safety.”

      “There’s something more than safety that you’re after. Whatever it is, I would prefer to know it ahead of time.”

      She hesitated at the door for a moment before waving him in. Once inside, she quickly guided him through the outer area and into her office. She motioned for him to take a seat, but this time Endric preferred to keep standing. He watched her, curious how she would interact with him.

      “There is something more that I’m after,” she admitted. She took a seat, looking around the room for a moment before settling her gaze back on him. “As you’ve heard, I’m worried about the guild and the silence that has come from them.”

      “If I’m going to help you, I need you to be honest with me.”

      “And will I be able to have the same expectation from you?”

      “When have I not been honest with you?”

      “There is quite a bit that you’re not honest with me about, Endric. If I ask questions you feel you are unable to answer, you can simply tell me that.”

      “And if I tell you, it seems as if you will use that against me.”

      “Ah, Endric. You think I’m playing a game with you when I am not. All I’m trying to do is understand the guild.”

      “You’re after more than simply an understanding of the guild, but I will take you at your word,” he said.

      “And you will do this?”

      “I will escort you on this journey. Now, where does this journey take us?”

      “Ultimately?”

      Endric nodded.

      “Ultimately, we need to make our way south, across the sea, and toward a place the guild protects.”

      “Why have they protected it?”

      “Why do men protect anything?” She leaned forward, resting her arms on her desk. “They protect it because they value it.”

      “You said ultimately. Where would you have us go first?”

      She smiled widely, and Endric didn’t necessarily care for the way that she looked at him. “That is a different matter. We need to head north and west, and from there we will meet a contact who can provide some information as to what’s been taking place.”

      “What sort of contact?”

      “You will see that once we’re there.”

      Endric hesitated, staring at her for a moment before shaking his head. It seemed as if Elizabeth would continue to challenge him, and to be honest, he didn’t really expect anything else. The fact that she wanted to remain secretive fit with every experience he had with her.

      “Will it just be you? Or do you intend to bring others from the university with us?” Endric asked.

      “For this, it will just be me,” Elizabeth said.

      “Not Gresh?” Since meeting Elizabeth, any of Endric’s interactions with the university had all been with her. He wondered why that should be, and whether there was a reason that her husband seemed to be kept from the same interactions that Elizabeth was a part of.

      “Gresh is busy with his own assignments,” she said.

      “Are they assignments you gave him?”

      “Would it matter if they were?”

      “No, it’s just—”

      “You have a hard time understanding the structure of the university, but that’s only because you have never bothered to spend any time here.”

      “I’m not necessarily welcome when I come.”

      “That’s because you come as one of the Denraen.”

      “How else would you have me come?”

      “You could learn so much were you to come to the university, submit yourself for testing, and see if you were capable.” She smiled at him. “I would be quite curious to learn whether or not you were capable.”

      “I’m not sure that the university fits what I’m after,” he said.

      “And what are you after?”

      “I’m after answers. I’m after a chance to serve. And after…” He didn’t know how to finish. What was he after? Having spoken to his father and hearing about the question about whether he served the Denraen or whether he genuinely served the Conclave, Endric wasn’t entirely certain.

      Elizabeth watched him for a moment. “It’s normal for you to question,” she said softly. “All men must learn to question why they choose the path they do. Until you question, you aren’t able to truly embrace it.”

      “You question my commitment?”

      “Not at all. All I’m saying is that until you have made your own choice, you won’t be nearly as devoted to your path as you could be.” She shrugged. “Once you decide what it is you are after, you—and particularly you, Endric—have the potential to be unstoppable.”

      “I haven’t had any trouble choosing what I want to do before.”

      “You’ve chosen what you want to do in the short term. When you went after Urik or when you traveled north. Even when you went to help Tresten, it was all about you choosing something in the short term. What I’m saying is that when you decide what you want to do in the long term, you will become much more formidable.”

      “I serve the Denraen.”

      “And why do you serve the Denraen?” She stared at him for a long moment. “That’s the question you must answer. When you can come up with your answer as to the reason why, then—and only then—will you truly have focus.” She smiled, and there was a hint of her maternal nature in it. Even if Pendin didn’t see it, Endric still could. “Too often, young men choose a path but rarely question why they have chosen that path. For some, it could be choosing to take the path of the soldier. They do as their families have done, and they serve. They never take a moment to consider whether the path they go down is the one that is meant for them. Other times, the path is different, but the outcome is not. That is what we would ask of you. Consider what is important for you and pursue that.”

      “If you want me to make such a decision, why are you upset with Pendin for having done the same?”

      “Do you believe I am upset with him?”

      “It seems that way.”

      “Then you would see things wrong,” she said. “I asked my son for the same respect as I ask you. He needs to find his own path, and if that is not in following his family into the mines, then he must still find out what matters to him.”

      “He is content serving the Denraen.”

      “No, Endric. He is content serving you. I would much prefer that he find his contentment with a path that doesn’t involve serving someone else.”

      Endric actually didn’t disagree. He felt the same way about Pendin, and while he appreciated his friend’s loyalty, he also wanted Pendin to find his own path, but he wasn’t always certain whether he could. Since Endric had helped Pendin get away from his attachment to ale, he had followed Endric. Mostly that meant he served the Denraen, but what Endric needed from Pendin was for him to attach to the Denraen.

      Was that so different than what his father wanted from him?

      “Is that part of the reason you want me to accompany you? Are you hopeful having time with Pendin will somehow persuade him to do—or be—something else?”

      “I don’t think that having time with my son will convince him of anything.”

      Endric regarded her for a moment. “When would you like to leave?”

      “When would you be ready to leave?”

      Endric laughed softly. “Seeing as how I have only just returned, I would prefer to remain in Vasha for a little while longer, but…” He shrugged. “I’m a soldier. I’m accustomed to being away from my home.”

      “The road will be difficult,” Elizabeth said.

      “I’ve traveled plenty of difficult roads,” he said.

      “I don’t know what we will encounter.”

      He debated a moment and then said, “Dendril worries about the silence coming out of the guild as well. What is it? Why do you fear it?”

      “There is much about the guild we don’t fully understand.”

      “Tell me about it. I tried to uncover anything I could about the guild, but they keep records of their inner workings secretive.”

      “It’s more than simply keeping them secretive,” Elizabeth said. She reached beneath the surface of her desk and pulled out a thin binder and set it on top of the desk. She folded it open, pointing to the page. “I’ve taken notes over the years of everything I can understand about the guild itself.”

      “In that?”

      “Would you have me take notes somewhere else?” she asked.

      “It’s just that it’s not that extensive.”

      Elizabeth glanced up at him. “Exactly. As I’m sure you’ve already begun to understand, the knowledge we possess about the guild is limited. We know members are selected from those who apprentice with another member, but we know so very little about how they are given access to the guild. And we know so little about how they function. So when the guild goes silent, it leaves those of us who typically work with them, and typically rely upon communication with the guild itself, to wonder what happened.”

      Endric glanced down at her binder, wondering how much detail she had uncovered in the time that she had been trying to research the guild. Were there things within those notes that would help him?

      “How much of that will you share?”

      “About as much as you will share about your experience in the north.”

      “You know why I can’t share that.”

      “I know why you say you can’t, but there are things that you have chosen not to reveal, and there is much that others of us could learn.”

      Endric smiled at her, and she smiled back. Neither would relent, though he hadn’t expected her to do so. “What now?”

      “Now we will make our journey.”

      “Now?” Endric asked.

      “There is something we should do before we depart,” she said.

      “Why do I get the sense that I’m not going to enjoy this?”

      “It’s more that I will probably not enjoy it rather than you.”

      He frowned and she shrugged, standing and heading out. She took the back door from her office rather than heading back out through the main part of the university, and Endric realized it was connected to the tunnels he knew wound beneath the entirety of Vasha. Those tunnels wove through everything, interconnecting the various terraces, though very few people were aware of that. They were once all part of the network of mines that weaved through the mountain, the constant drawing of teralin out of those mines allowing the Magi to create various sculptures from the uncharged metal.

      That was before Tresten had convinced them of the dangers of teralin.

      Knowing what he did now and knowing that Tresten was what the Antrilii would refer to as a damahne, he wondered why Tresten had not charged the teralin before.

      Then again, there probably was no need. Teralin wasn’t dangerous unless someone knew how to use it, and until the Deshmahne had appeared, bearing negatively charged teralin, there had been no evidence that anyone even knew how to manipulate teralin in such a way. There had been no reason to change the polarity.

      “You can feel it, can’t you?” Elizabeth asked as they made their way through the tunnel.

      A few lanterns were hung along the walls, giving off a soft light. Endric was thankful for that, as he still occasionally had memories of his first experience in the mines. He had nearly been lost, trapped within these tunnels. Though he’d traveled through other mines since, these still made him uncomfortable. “I’ve always been able to feel it.”

      “That’s an interesting trait for someone who is not born to the mines.”

      “I would argue that is an interesting trait even for someone who is.”

      She smiled at him. “You don’t care much for the metal, do you?”

      “It’s not what I care about. It’s more about my concern with what the metal can do.”

      “And what can the metal do?”

      Endric unsheathed his sword, motioning toward it. “A sword like this, made of teralin, can be either incredibly useful or incredibly dangerous. I’ve seen it used in both ways,” he said. “For those who would use the teralin for dangerous purposes, for deadly ones, I have seen that intention within them turn the metal toward the negative polarity.”

      “You believe the bearer affects the polarity?”

      “I know that it does.”

      “What if it’s the opposite?” Elizabeth asked. “What if it’s the metal that affects the bearer?”

      “That happens, too,” Endric said. “It’s just that there are some who can influence the metal. That’s all I’m getting at.”

      “Is there a reason that matters?”

      “Is there a reason you question me?” Endric asked.

      Elizabeth laughed softly. “You really are difficult to get information out of, aren’t you?”

      “If you want information from me, you need to ask me directly.”

      “Fine. What do you know of teralin?”

      It was Endric’s turn to smile. He would much rather deal with someone directly rather than trying to dig information out of them. He had dealt with that often enough with Urik and hated the fact that he had worked so hard merely to acquire information. The worst part about Urik had been the fact that anything that he learned was even more dangerous, given his past.

      And it was that past that Endric missed right now. If Urik had been able to somehow infiltrate the historian guild, he would have had information that would be beneficial to Endric, and maybe Endric would be able to understand what was necessary now.

      “More than most.”

      “That’s all you intend to give me?”

      “What more should I give you?” Endric asked.

      “If you know more about teralin, I was hopeful you would share it. We know the metal is unique in some of its properties, but there is much that we have yet to understand.”

      “Even if you were to understand, I’m not sure I want to share it with you.”

      “But you shared it with your father.”

      Endric stared at her. “Have I?”

      Elizabeth watched him for a moment before turning and continuing down the tunnel. “You are an interesting individual, Endric. Do you realize that when you first befriended my son, I worried about him?”

      “I would have been surprised had you not.”

      “Most thought that unnecessary. You were the son of the general of the Denraen, but I had heard rumors about you, rumors that warned that you might not be quite as mature as your brother.”

      Endric laughed softly. The sound barely carried down the tunnel. The air around him carried the hint of teralin, a scent that he had always considered bitter, though it felt strange to consider a smell bitter. “I think most within the Denraen would have concurred with you at the time.”

      “Yet I made a point of observing you,” she said, glancing over at him. “And do you know what I saw?”

      Endric shook his head. “Someone who drank too much? Or maybe someone who caused too much trouble, getting into fights.”

      “Ah. There was that. You absolutely did manage to do that far more often than you should have. I overheard Listain grumbling about you many times.”

      “Listain was often asked to pull me out of whatever cell I had managed to get myself into.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Listain was the one who offered to pull you out of whatever cell you had gotten yourself into. He knew you could be more. He was the one who continued to caution your father about giving up on you too early.”

      Endric frowned at the revelation. All the years he had known Listain, Endric had despised the man, hating the spymaster for the judgmental way he had always seemed to look at him. It was earned. Endric had never done anything to deserve anything but scorn before he began to change his ways, but that didn’t change the fact that he had never gotten along well with Listain.

      It was a shame he had died before Endric had an opportunity to work more closely with him. It was a shame that he had never had a chance to really understand Listain. How much could he have learned from him?

      Then again, he had learned quite a bit about Listain since his death. He recognized that the man was calculating, and it didn’t surprise Endric that Listain would be the one to caution his father about giving up on him too early. Listain would have seen Endric as an asset and would have wanted his father to have every opportunity to utilize that asset.

      “You still haven’t told me what you saw.”

      Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder at him. “I saw a man whose friends were incredibly devoted to him. The people who knew him best were willing to do anything for him. They could have given up on you, but they saw something in you. It didn’t take long for me to see the same.”

      “And what is that?”

      “The same traits I’m sure your father wants to leverage for you to lead the Denraen.”

      Endric wondered if she might tell him more, but she didn’t.

      He continued to follow Elizabeth as they made the way through the tunnels. At one point, they paused at the end of one and turned, taking a path he would not have expected. He thought they should have continued going down the length of the tunnel, but Elizabeth guided him into a narrow side tunnel.

      As they went, it was clear that they were now in one of the older mines. From here, they would be able to go in dozens of directions, but all of them would lead deeper into the mountain.

      Or up.

      Endric had followed the mines and had managed to make his way to the first terrace and to the Magi, so he knew that there was somewhere else that this would take him.

      She veered off to the side at the next intersection and continued to guide them through the tunnels. Endric realized there was a gentle slope here, and the longer they traveled, the steeper it became.

      “Why aren’t we traveling outside?”

      “That would only open more questions,” she said.

      Endric frowned. “What kind of questions?”

      They had reached the end of this tunnel. There wasn’t much light here, just enough for him to see that there was something like a doorway. She tapped on it, and it sounded solid. Not of stone, but of wood.

      It was a door.

      “The kind of questions we don’t need.” She found the handle and pushed the door open.

      Endric blinked, realizing she had guided him up to the barracks level, and not only that, but she had guided him to a hidden entrance to the officer’s quarters.

      “Did Urik know this was here?”

      “This hasn’t always been here. After the city was attacked, your father wanted a way of connecting the terraces.”

      “Dendril wanted this?”

      “It has taken much time, and it has involved only the master miners, those who could be trusted, but we have managed to connect them.”

      Endric had known there was a connection to the first terrace from the main level, but wouldn’t have expected a connection to the barracks. Then again, why wouldn’t there be? His father had no reason to fear the scholars from the university, and there was some benefit in navigating between the various levels without anyone knowing. Traveling this way, it was even possible to leave the mountain without anyone seeing.

      “I believe from here, you should be the guide?”

      “I’m not sure that it matters.”

      “I have rarely—if ever—come this way. Your father has made it quite clear that doing so is dangerous. We need to maintain appearances.”

      “Such as the level of separation between the Denraen and the university?”

      “There is value in such appearances,” she said.

      “I will admit I’m not exactly certain why, but I trust you, and my father have your reasons.”

      “We do,” she said.

      Endric looked along the hallway and glanced back to see Elizabeth closing the door. He was surprised to realize that the door looked like nothing more than a section of wall. Had he not known that a door was there, he never would have known it opened up to the tunnels beneath the city.

      The miners who had been responsible for burrowing that out would have been incredibly skilled.

      Endric guided her to his father’s office and paused to knock.

      When Dendril’s gruff voice came from the other side, Endric paused for a moment before pulling the door open. On the other side, his father was staring down at his desk. He worked on taking notes on a sheet of paper and didn’t glance up as Endric entered.

      “It will be only a moment, Endric.”

      “Don’t mind him,” Elizabeth said, pushing past Endric.

      Dendril set down his pen and placed his hands on either side of his desk. “Elizabeth. What is this about?”

      “You already know what it’s about.”

      “No. I know you intend to take my son out of the city. You understand that we need to maintain the succession planning.”

      “And you somehow believe that my asking your son to escort me outside of Vasha will interfere with that?”

      Dendril looked over at Endric, holding him with a focused gaze. “My son and I have already been dealing with something.”

      “I’m well aware of what you and Endric have been dealing with. You want him to assume command, and I can tell that he is either not ready or perhaps has no interest at all.”

      Endric frowned. “It doesn’t seem as if the two of you need me here.”

      “On the contrary,” Elizabeth said. “We require your presence. Much like I require your presence as you guide my party to the north.”

      “That’s what this is about? I’ve already told him that he could accompany you, but I thought your concern was with the level of communication coming out of the guild out of the south.”

      “It is out of the south that I worry. For us to find what I need, we first need to go north.”

      “Why north?”

      “You know why, Dendril.”

      She said his name with a certain familiarity, and Endric watched her. He had thought that she was a part of the Conclave, having seen the ring on her finger, but he didn’t know with certainty whether she was or not. And if she wasn’t, then why would she speak like that to his father?

      “You can’t be serious, Elizabeth.”

      “I am incredibly serious.”

      “What you’re asking—”

      “I’m aware of what I’m asking,” she said. “Just like I’m aware of the potential consequences if this fails.”

      “You know how he feels about these things.”

      “Which is why he needs to be involved.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Endric demanded.

      He thought that Elizabeth might be the one to explain, but instead, his father turned toward him. “She wants to go north because she’s looking for Novan. And she intends to use him, though I’m still not certain what she thinks to accomplish in doing so. Knowing Novan, he’ll probably see you coming.”

      “Probably,” Elizabeth agreed.

      “Which means that he will have already determined a different plan.”

      “Probably,” Elizabeth said.

      “And that’s why you need Endric.”

      She smiled tightly. “Endric already knew all of this, didn’t you, Endric?”

      “I knew you intended to use me to reach the guild.”

      “No. It’s more than that. You knew that we needed to reach Novan. And you knew that for us to do so, we would need your assistance. I believe Senda has spoken to you about such things.”

      Endric frowned at her. How was she aware of what he had spoken to Senda about? Could she have been there? Could she have been listening?

      He didn’t think so, but what if she had?

      She certainly had ways through the city that he didn’t. It was possible Elizabeth was able to navigate through those tunnels, and maybe she was as much a spymaster as Listain, and now Senda.

      “She warned me you might intend to use me to get to Novan.”

      “And knowing that is my intention, what is your plan?” she asked.

      Endric only shook his head. “I’ve already told you that I will go. Whether we reach Novan is a different matter entirely.”
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      The northern winds gusted upon him, and Endric pulled his cloak tight around his shoulders. He was accustomed to the wind and the cold but preferred the comfort of his cloak wrapped around him for warmth. He didn’t need to suffer from it, not as he once would have. With not knowing how long they would be out of the city, he preferred to maintain his comfort as long and as much as possible.

      They kept their party small intentionally. They were able to travel more swiftly, and it wouldn’t draw attention as they traveled, not the same way a larger party of Denraen would. Elizabeth had asked that Senda accompany them, and his father had allowed for her to do so, though Endric could tell Dendril was displeased at the fact she was leaving the city yet again. Losing his Keeper of Secrets put him at a disadvantage, though not so much that he wouldn’t allow her to go. It was more that Elizabeth had promised the journey would be brief, though Endric still wondered how she could be so confident in that.

      Find Novan.

      That was the first order of business, and it was Endric’s experience that finding Novan was not something one simply did. Most of the time, the historian was the one who found others. He would only allow himself to be found when he wanted to be, not the other way around.

      And knowing Novan, even though Endric couldn’t claim to know him nearly as well as his father or others within the Conclave, Endric couldn’t help but shake the feeling that he would be angry at such pursuit.

      Then again, maybe he wouldn’t be. Novan was a difficult man to read, and it was possible it wasn’t the pursuit he would be angered by but the fact that they intended to use him to infiltrate the historian guild.

      “How much farther are we traveling?” he asked Elizabeth. She had some way of finding Novan, though he wasn’t confident what that might be.

      She sat atop a compact mare, riding with more confidence than Endric would have expected out of her. It surprised him that she was as comfortable on horseback as she was, especially because as far as he knew, she had been within the city the entirety of her life.

      “We are making our way toward Boastin,” she said.

      “And when we reach it?”

      “When we reach it, then we will continue onward,” she said.

      “Onward. North of that is the mountains.”

      “Yes.”

      There was a look of almost smug satisfaction the way that she said it. She had something in mind, and he didn’t care for what it was, especially knowing that beyond the mountains would be the Antrilii. Could she have intended this to force his hand, intending to get the information about the Antrilii that she wanted?

      “You understand that I’m not taking you to the Antrilii lands,” he said.

      “And if that is where Novan will be found?”

      “If that’s were Novan will be found, so be it, but I have no intention of taking you there.”

      “Your father agreed—”

      Endric laughed. “My father may have agreed, but my father isn’t on this journey with us. I am the one here, and I am the one who will decide how far I’m willing to guide you.”

      Senda rode on his other side, and she glanced over, watching him. She said nothing, but her mouth was pinched into the kind of frown he knew meant she was irritated. He had seen that frown often enough to know he didn’t want to be the source of her irritation for too long.

      “For this to succeed, we need Novan.”

      “Why?” Endric asked. He glanced over at her before turning his attention back to the path in front of him. They were crossing the northern plains, and the edge of the western mountain range was just now visible. They’d been on the road for the last week and had ridden steadily north before angling their way west. From here, reaching Boastin would take them traversing a narrow pass that would guide them through the two different mountain ranges, leading to the outer coast.

      It was not a way that he had often traveled. Then again, Boastin rarely needed patrols. Gomald was strictly run, and the king ensured everyone in his holdings was held to a strict regimen.

      “I know you feel that Novan is somehow key to whatever it is you’re planning, but so far, you’ve not shared much about that, and it’s time that you do. I deserve to know just what it is that you intend when we reach Novan.”

      “We need Novan to gain entry to the guild.”

      “I don’t dispute that, but you’re after something else. And I’m not entirely certain what that is.” He glanced over at Senda. “And I’m curious why you felt the need to require Senda to accompany us.”

      “Senda is here more for your benefit than for mine.”

      “Somehow, I find that difficult to believe,” Endric said.

      “Believe what you want. I’ve seen the calming influence she has on you.”

      Senda laughed. “I’m not sure that I get credit for calming him. Most of the time, I struggle to keep him on task, and try as I might, he still gets it in his head to do whatever he wants.”

      Endric shot her a look of annoyance that she completely ignored. It seemed to please her more than anything else.

      “If she’s here for me, why did you request Pendin accompany us?”

      He thought that he knew and thought Elizabeth’s intention was more for her benefit, but he wanted Pendin to hear it. He had been quiet ever since they’d left the city, and as they camped at night, Pendin had not spoken much. It wasn’t that he sulked, but he certainly wasn’t his usual self.

      “I thought I could have an opportunity to reconnect with my son.” She looked over at Pendin, but he made a point of ignoring her.

      It was too bad. Endric thought Pendin needed to have a chance to reconnect with his mother. Maybe it would help him, and perhaps that would give him some answers that he had been lacking.

      “I’m here because of Endric,” Pendin said.

      “Of course you are,” Elizabeth said.

      Three other Denraen had accompanied them, all lower-ranking soldiers, but two of them were men Endric had been working with over the last year, trying to elevate their level of skill, and the third was a young woman Senda was grooming, intending to raise her to assist the Keeper of Secrets.

      Seven, and six of them soldiers. It was possible they would encounter trouble along the way, but they would be better served avoiding it altogether. They didn’t have the numbers to fight and defend themselves if it came to it.

      There had been no signs of raiders like the ones they had confronted before returning to the city. Denraen patrols still swept through the north on Endric’s orders, and he half expected to come into contact with some of them, but hadn’t.

      When dusk fell, he signaled for them to stop. They found a place along a shallow stream, though it had enough water for the horses and they were able to refill their water skins. The two younger Denraen began to start a fire. Brock was heavyset and with a solid build, but had a surprising quickness which made him a deceptive swordsman. Rory had a shock of red hair, was slender, and had shown some skill with the sword. They spoke softly to each other as they built a fire, and Endric stood off to the side, watching.

      “We’ve been gone a week, and we still haven’t found the historian,” Pendin said, approaching Endric. He spoke softly, pitching his voice so that Elizabeth wouldn’t hear.

      “I’m not sure we will find him,” Endric said.

      “Then what’s the purpose of this?”

      “I think your mother knew we wouldn’t find him. That’s not how the historian operates.”

      Pendin glared over at his mother. “I don’t like being used in this way.”

      Endric smiled. “I don’t either. And if I know Novan, we won’t find him. He will find us,” Endric said.

      “Just like that?”

      “He is incredibly well connected. I don’t know how, but somehow, he learns about things before they happen. Think about how he found us when we were chasing Urik. Without him…”

      Without Novan, they might’ve faced a much more difficult road. Novan had helped the Denraen much more than most knew, and that was how Novan wanted it, something that didn’t surprise Endric, especially considering that as one of the historians, he was not supposed to intervene, yet he often did.

      “You’re talking about him somehow discovering that we are looking for him on the road heading north, and from there be willing to do whatever it is that my mother intends for him.”

      “That is a little far-fetched,” Endric said. “And I’m not anticipating he will find us, not quite like that.”

      “Then what is it that you expect from him?”

      “With Novan, he will probably find us when we least expect him.”

      Endric remembered the time that he was traveling with the Antrilii after he had been rescued by Nahrsin and Dentoun. At the time, Endric had thought it nothing more than coincidence, chance, but after getting to know Novan and discovering everything that he was able to do, he wondered if perhaps that wasn’t the case at all.

      Then again, it might’ve had just as much to do with the Conclave as it did with his desire to find the Antrilii. The Conclave had an interest in ensuring the groeliin didn’t roam too far to the south, and they had sent not only Novan but also Brohmin, using their two most skilled individuals to ensure that safety.

      “She’s not telling you something,” Pendin said.

      “I know,” Endric said.

      “And you don’t care?”

      “I care,” Endric said, “but there’s not much I can do about it until she decides that it’s time. I suspect she intends to use us still, though I haven’t been able to determine what it is.”

      “She wants to use me,” Senda said.

      “What?” Endric turned to her.

      She looked across the growing fire at Elizabeth, and she studied Elizabeth with an interested look of distrust. “She’s a complicated woman,” she said, glancing at Pendin. “I’ve always known that about her, but what she’s after now, I think, is even more complicated than we give her credit for.”

      “Why?”

      “I thought she wanted to use you only to get to Novan, and it’s possible that’s all this is about, but I’ve begun to wonder if maybe it’s more. When she requested I accompany you on this journey, I realized she had something in mind for me.”

      “You think it’s more than just her interest in having someone to calm me?” Endric asked with a hint of a smile.

      “Oh, that’s possibly part of it.”

      “I’m calm,” Endric said.

      “Most of the time,” Senda agreed. “And I don’t know you need any special calming, not as she’s suggesting. What I’m more concerned about is her interest in using Novan and me.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “What I mean is that if the intention is to infiltrate the guild, they need someone who can do so.”

      “More than Novan?”

      “Novan is a known entity within the guild. It’s entirely possible the guild doesn’t trust him.”

      “Why wouldn’t the guild trust him?” Pendin asked. It was the most he’d said since they left the city.

      “I remember hearing what Urik would say about Novan. He respected him, but he didn’t necessarily trust him. Most of the guild seemed to believe Novan had his own agenda.”

      “I’m sure that he does,” Endric said.

      “And if they believe he has his own agenda, then they might not trust him when he returns to the guild.”

      “And how does this have anything to do with you?” Pendin asked.

      “I’m not sure. I haven’t been able to figure that part out yet, but your mother has something in mind. More likely than not, it has something to do with my role as Keeper of Secrets for the Denraen, but she also has to know I hold that position sacred, and I have no intention of violating the commitment.”

      “What if she’s counting on that?” Endric asked.

      Senda frowned. “That would trouble me even more.”

      She went off to speak with Robin, the young woman she was training, and left Pendin and Endric alone.

      “I’m not the only one who doesn’t like this,” Pendin said.

      “You’re not, and we will do everything we can to ensure that she doesn’t betray you.”

      “I don’t worry that she’s going to betray me,” Pendin said. “I know she wants to help. However it is in her own unique way, but that still doesn’t change the fact that she’s not being honest with us and whatever she’s doing is in service of the university and not on behalf of the Denraen.”

      “What if how she served the university can serve the Denraen?” Endric couldn’t imagine that his father would allow tunnels to be built between the different terraces if there wasn’t an intention for them to share information. Would the Magi have allowed it?

      Maybe the Magi didn’t know. Tresten would have known, but then, Endric thought Tresten knew about a great many things that others within Vasha didn’t know.

      “I’m not sure that’s the case,” Pendin said.

      Endric looked over at Elizabeth. She sat near the fire, her legs crossed, and she watched him with Pendin. It wasn’t that he distrusted her. She was a part of something greater than just the university, and her connection to the Conclave meant she had knowledge even Pendin didn’t understand, but he also didn’t necessarily trust her implicitly. There were things she had done that left him wondering.

      He took a seat next to Elizabeth. “I think the two of us need to have a conversation.”

      “What kind of conversations should we have, Endric? You obviously remain concerned about this assignment.”

      “I’m not the only one. Senda questions what you intend, too.”

      “Senda has always had a bright mind.”

      “What do you intend to use her for?”

      “Use her? What makes you think I intend to use her for anything?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe the fact that you requested she accompany us. There was no reason for her to come otherwise, and I doubt my father would have allowed her to come had you not shared with him that reason. It’s not just about me and my comfort.”

      Though Endric couldn’t deny the fact that having Senda with him did make this journey all the more tolerable. One of the advantages of having been promoted to Raen meant that he shouldn’t have to be off on patrols as often as he was. Getting to choose who went with him was a benefit.

      “All will be explained in time,” Elizabeth said.

      “Why north?”

      “Because we’re looking for Novan.”

      “And why was Novan in the north?”

      “The same reason you were in the north,” a familiar voice called from out the darkness.

      Endric jolted to his feet, spinning before he recognized Novan. The historian was tall and slender, and he carried a slender staff with him at all times. Endric had seen him fighting with that staff and knew that he was incredibly skilled. A long, brown cloak covered him, the hood draping over his face, obscuring his features. As Endric looked at him, Novan pulled the hood down, studying him for a moment.

      “How did you find us?” Endric asked.

      “I’ve been following you for the last day.”

      “The last day?” Endric would like to believe that they would have recognized had they been followed, but with a party as small as theirs, it was possible they wouldn’t. Normally when on patrols, he had scouts roving, ensuring they weren’t trailed, but with only the seven of them, they didn’t dare risk getting separated.

      “How did you know we were here?”

      “Dendril sent word,” Novan said. He looked down at Elizabeth, and a wide smile crossed his face. “Which is surprising considering Elizabeth is the one here. I would’ve expected her to have sent word, but then again, she has grown distant over the last few years.”

      Endric stared Elizabeth. “Elizabeth has grown distant?”

      “She has. It was almost enough to make those of us who care about such things question her loyalties.”

      “I’ve always offered myself up to the Conclave,” Elizabeth whispered. “And the Conclave has often remained silent, as if unconcerned about what the university can offer.”

      “It’s not a lack of interest, it’s more of a need. There are only so many of us within the Conclave, and there is only so much that we can influence.”

      “Yet you don’t allow others to have a greater tie to it.”

      Endric turned to Novan. “How much a part of the Conclave is she?”

      “She is something of an affiliate. There are core members of the Conclave, and there are those who are aware of it but don’t have the same understanding of its inner workings. Elizabeth would like to have a greater understanding, but it’s that interest which gives many of us within the Conclave pause. The Conclave is not meant as a means to power.”

      “I want nothing of power.”

      “There are others who have said the same.”

      She looked up at him, having not gotten to her feet. Somehow, she managed to make herself look comfortable. “Do not equate me to him.”

      “Then who should I equate you to?”

      “More to yourself.”

      Novan chuckled. “I’m not sure that’s any better. There are some who believe I’m far too meddlesome.”

      “And yet they allowed you to join,” Elizabeth said.

      “They did.”

      “I won’t apologize for my quest for knowledge, Novan,” she said.

      Novan stepped forward and tapped his staff on the ground. He was little older than the last time Endric had seen him, and it seemed as if his hair were a little longer. He hadn’t realized it quite so well before, but the staff Novan carried had teralin infused within it. Within that teralin was power, and he could feel it, though he wondered if he was the only one who could. While he knew Novan understood the different polarities of teralin, he didn’t know whether Novan was able to use them.

      Novan chuckled. “I don’t think anyone would ever make you apologize for a quest for knowledge,” he said.

      “The Conclave would have me do so,” Elizabeth said. “The Conclave would rather have me have no access to the things they know.”

      “Only because we have learned to question those who seek knowledge for the wrong purposes.”

      “Novan—” she started,

      Novan merely shook his head. “Again, I’m not passing judgment, Elizabeth. I recognize what intrigues you, even if I disagree with how you’re going about it.”

      Endric arched a brow at that comment. “How is she going about it?”

      “Not like Urik, if that’s what you’re concerned about,” she said, snapping at Endric.

      Novan smiled and motioned to the fire. “Why don’t we have a seat and a conversation?”

      “Not everyone is privy to what we know,” she said, glancing up at Senda and Pendin, ignoring the other Denraen.

      Novan chuckled. “No. Not privy to it, and if only there were one of the Magi to help ensure our silence,” he said.

      Endric frowned. “What are you getting at, Novan?”

      “Only this.” He tipped his staff, and Endric glanced out into the night.

      He had good eyesight, and he was able to see through the darkness, so he easily saw a tall figure making his way toward them. Even from a distance, Endric could recognize the person. It had been years since he had seen Tresten, but Endric doubted he would ever not recognize the mage. Or damahne. It was difficult to know how exactly to refer to Tresten these days.

      When Endric hurried over to him, Tresten offered a smile. “I’m pleased to see you, as well.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “The same as you, I suppose.”

      “We came looking for Novan, though I’m not sure how Elizabeth would have known he would be here.”

      “Elizabeth would not have known. We made it known so that you could find us.”

      “You wanted me to find you?”

      “It would be beneficial for you to find us, if that helps.”

      Endric frowned. “I don’t understand. What is it that you’re after? Why reveal yourself to them?”

      He pointed to the other Denraen, and as he did, he realized that everyone around them was completely frozen. No one moved other than Novan, and he looked at Endric with a hint of a smile.

      “This is merely a trick,” Tresten said.

      “What kind of trick?”

      “The kind that allows me to pause the fibers,” Tresten said.

      “I still don’t understand.”

      “And perhaps you never will, but there is no shame in that. Many don’t understand the true nature of the fibers, even those who should know them.”

      “What are the fibers?”

      “They are the fibers of time. Through the fibers, I detected your passing. Each person has their own fiber, and they are woven together to create a tapestry of time. For those of us with some talent toward the fibers, we are able to manipulate them, and we can use them in such a way as to—”

      “To stop time?”

      “It’s a little different than simply stopping time. It’s more about pulling others into a bend of the fibers, collecting them so that we can share these moments and the others don’t have to witness them.”

      “You don’t want Elizabeth to be a part of this?”

      “I think Elizabeth can know a great number of things, but not this.”

      “And what is this?”

      “She is right to be concerned about the guild,” Novan said, approaching.

      “You knew?”

      “I’m not so far removed from the guild as to have no knowledge of what takes place.” Novan looked over at Tresten, and Endric couldn’t help but wonder what it was that Tresten did. How was he able to hold them in this time loop, this way of shielding them from the passing of time? It was an oddity, but he could see that it would be incredibly powerful.

      “Was this how you managed to make it look as if you were dead?”

      Tresten tipped his head in a slight nod. “You are quite clever, Endric. You grasped the nature of the fibers far faster than many who should have an understanding of them.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why, if you can do this, would you not have stopped Urik?”

      “Ah. Another good question. You wonder why I wasn’t able to foretell what Urik might do.” When Endric nodded, Tresten only smiled. “Urik was difficult. He had a complex mind, and with complexity, it opens up possibilities.”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Because with possibilities, it becomes difficult to determine which path a person might take. I speak of the fibers as something real, and it is.” He leaned down and plucked a handful of grasses. He twisted the end of them together and held them out. The other end splayed outward, and he pointed to the bundle he clutched in his hand. “Imagine this is your fibers,” he said. “This strand is where you have been. It’s comprised of all the possibilities of what might have been, and all of the events that have taken place over the years, everything getting you to become the man that you are. In this, you have experienced much. You have not only stopped Urik, but you have come to know the Antrilii along with the groeliin, something that might not have happened under different circumstances.”

      “I think I understand,” Endric said.

      “These are the possibilities before you right now,” Tresten said, pointing to the loose ends of the grasses. “You have dozens at any given time, and sometimes even more. There are certain circumstances where your choices are limited, but if you are prepared, and if you live a complex enough life, your choices are never severely limited.”

      “And now I’m not sure I fully understand,” Endric said, smiling.

      “You will. What I’m trying to demonstrate is that you have these possibilities, but through these possibilities is something else. It’s choice. Now, if I were to look at your fibers and see the possibilities spread out in front of you, I might see this dozen choices, but then coming off of each additional one,” he said, grabbing one strand of grass, “there would be another dozen choices, and then another dozen, and as you decide, those choices are woven together, forming the choice in person that you are.”

      “So you can’t follow these choices very far because they are too complicated?”

      “They are complicated, and in certain individuals, the complication stems from their preparation. Urik was one such individual. He was quite prepared. He had a very complicated mind, and it’s a shame that he made the choices he did, for in a different situation, he could have been a different man, and he would have served in another way—a much more useful way.”

      “On the Conclave?”

      “I imagine there would be several circumstances Urik would have served the Conclave,” Tresten said. “It is why we watched him as long as we did. Unfortunately…”

      “If you knew that about him, how is it that you didn’t know that he would betray the Denraen?”

      Tresten smiled. “It’s not always quite so simple, Endric. Though there are possibilities, they aren’t all quite like you would want them to be. A man like Urik made difficult choices, but until he gained our notice, we didn’t even know to look at him. There are countless people in the world, which means countless strands all woven together, forming the true fibers of time.”

      Tresten released the bundle of grasses, dropping them to the ground.

      “You’re saying that you aren’t all-powerful.”

      Tresten chuckled. “When have I ever claimed to be all-powerful?”

      “I think most would believe the gods are all-powerful.”

      “And what do you believe, Endric?”

      “This has nothing to do with what I believe.”

      “On the contrary, I think it has everything to do with what you believe. You, Senda, Pendin, the others with you. All of this has much to do with what you believe. Your beliefs shape your decisions, and therefore your beliefs shape the fibers.”

      “Now you sound more like a priest.”

      “And the priests sometimes make sense,” Tresten said with a smile.

      “Sometimes the priests cause trouble,” Endric said.

      “Sometimes,” Tresten agreed.

      “What is it that you came here to do?” Endric asked.

      “I came to get your help. As did Novan.”

      “With the guild?”

      “The guild has long served a unique purpose,” Tresten said. “They are observers, and they record what they see, and there is great value in that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the guild allows those like myself to better understand the nature of the fibers.”

      “You need the guild to help you understand that?”

      “We need the guild to help us follow patterns. And there is a reason for that.”

      “What reason is that?”

      “There is a dangerous man who has lived a long time, and he is the reason for the Conclave. If we could find him, and eliminate him, then much danger could be removed.”

      “And how does the guild help with that?”

      “Because the guild can observe. And from what we have seen, the guild’s influence has begun to shift. Something has changed, though even I can’t see what that change might be. Regardless, that can’t happen. We need the presence of the guild, as, though they don’t know it, they hold an important role in ensuring safety.”

      Endric glanced over at Novan, who stood watching him, leaning on his staff. “Is that why you remained with the guild?”

      “My time with the guild was for a very different reason,” Novan said.

      Endric waited, and when Novan didn’t elaborate, he smiled at the man. “What was your time with the guild for?”

      “Access.”

      “What were you after?”

      “As Elizabeth has said, I have never been content with simply observing. I’m far too meddlesome for that.” He flashed a smile. “Then again, how could I not be, considering where I came from?”

      Endric thought back to the conversation that he’d had with his father. There was more to Novan than he knew. Would Novan admit that now? “And where is that? Where did you come from?”

      “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that we now need someone other than Novan within the guild, and for that, we need your help.”

      “Elizabeth only wanted my help to draw you out.”

      “That was how she thought to use you, but I will use you differently.”

      “Why do I get the sense that I’m not going to care for this very much?”

      Tresten chuckled. “This will not hurt you, Endric. At least, it won’t hurt too much.”

      “That’s not reassuring.”

      “In order to gain access to the guild, there will need to be an apprentice proposed,” Novan said. “As I remain affiliated with the guild, however distantly, I am allowed to submit an apprentice.”

      “And Elizabeth would have you submit Senda,” Endric asked, glancing over at Senda, who remained frozen. It was a strange thing to see, and even though he had been standing here in conversation with these two, he still couldn’t shake the oddity of it. “That’s why Senda thought that Elizabeth wanted to use her.”

      “Very good,” Novan said. “That is exactly what I have led her to believe.”

      “You led her to believe that?”

      “With Elizabeth, she needs to feel as if things are her idea. It’s easier that way.”

      “So you convinced her that this was her idea, dragged us out here, and now…”

      “And now we would ask that you serve as Novan’s apprentice,” Tresten said.

      Endric blinked. “Me? You want me to be a historian?”

      “An apprentice historian,” Novan said.

      Endric only laughed. “You don’t realize what you’re asking,” he said, continuing to laugh.

      “On the contrary, I understand quite well what I’m asking. You are the best candidate for this.”

      “No. Senda would be the best candidate. She has been connected enough within the Denraen that she has knowledge that I don’t have.”

      “Which is exactly the problem,” Novan said. “You have a calculating mind, which is something the historian guild would prize. Why else do you think Urik feared you the more that he got to know you? He worried about what you might do more than he worried about your father, and he feared Dendril as much as he ever feared any man until he met you.”

      “I don’t know that this makes any sense. I’m a soldier; I’m one of the Denraen. I’m not sure I can be convincing as an apprentice historian.”

      “Leave that to me,” Novan said.

      Endric glanced from Novan to Tresten. “Is this what you want, too?”

      Tresten nodded. “For us to have the information we need, we must ask this of you.”

      “This is how you want me to serve the Conclave?”

      Tresten nodded.

      “My father fears that I have committed myself too fully to the Conclave.”

      “Yes. I’m not surprised that Dendril would be concerned about such a thing,” Tresten said.

      “He worries that I won’t serve the Denraen the way that I need to.”

      “And what do you fear?”

      Endric considered for a moment before answering. Seeing Tresten again—and Novan—made the truth more apparent. How could he deny what he wanted? “After everything that I’ve seen, it is difficult for me to return to the doldrums of the Denraen. It’s the reason I continue to take myself out of the city, forcing myself onto patrols that one of the commanding officers normally would not make. My father allows it, but I think he does so simply because he worries that anything else would lose me to the Denraen.”

      “Would it?” Tresten eyed Endric strangely, and for a moment, Endric wondered if he was using the strange power of his, searching along his fibers as if to try to determine what Endric might do.

      “I don’t know. I thought I was serving by choice, but lately, there have been those who have made me question because they think Dendril’s time leading the Denraen is at its end.”

      “It probably is,” Tresten said.

      “But I’m not ready for that,” Endric said.

      “Because you fear leading?” he pressed.

      “I don’t fear leading. It’s…”

      What was it? He longer really knew what it was that troubled him, only that leading the Denraen meant he would no longer be allowed access to the Conclave, which meant that he would be separated from this greater part of the world.

      Tresten watched him, and there was something on his face that told Endric that he understood.

      Could Tresten be reading his mind? Could he somehow know what it was that Endric wanted and why it bothered him so much? Such a thing shouldn’t be possible, but then again, Tresten was nothing if not unique in his ability.

      “What did we tell you on Salvat?” Tresten asked softly.

      “I was told that to serve the Conclave, I needed to return to the Denraen.”

      “And you did. You have been obedient, which, as someone who has observed you over the years, is quite surprising.”

      Novan barked out a laugh. He tapped his staff on the ground, and the teralin along the length of it flashed, however briefly. Did Novan even know what he was doing?

      It happened briefly and then disappeared, leaving nothing remaining. Maybe it was nothing more than Endric’s imagination, though he didn’t think so.

      “What are you saying?” Endric asked Tresten.

      “I’m saying that obedience is fitting of a soldier.”

      “Of a soldier.”

      Tresten nodded.

      “But not of a leader.”

      Tresten smiled slightly. “You begin to understand.”

      “I don’t begin to understand anything.”

      “If you lead the Denraen, you would get to choose the course they take. The Denraen serve peace and nothing more. They have a great and important role in the world, and it’s one the generals of the Denraen have always understood, though you might understand even more than most.”

      “I do understand, but I also understand that if I were to begin serving the Denraen in the way I truly need to,” he said, realizing that everything that his father and his friends had said about his lack of true devotion to the Denraen was true, “I wouldn’t be allowed to have the same service to the Conclave.”

      “The Conclave needs stability and an understanding of the various ways the world works together. And perhaps in serving the Denraen, you might choose to do so in a way that is different than your father, and you might use your connection to the Conclave to guide the Denraen toward a future where they are more integrated with the needs the Conclave might have. Or perhaps it will be nothing like that,” Tresten said with a smile.

      “If I do this, does it disrupt my service to the Denraen?”

      “Your father has already made it clear that you get to choose,” Tresten said.

      “He knew.”

      Tresten nodded. “Your father knew you had questions, just as he has always known that there is a benefit to you having such questions. I imagine they were many of the same questions he once asked.”

      Endric had a hard time believing that his father had questioned like this before.

      “What now?” he asked, looking at Novan.

      “Now, you need to decide whether you are going to become my apprentice,” he said with a smile.

      Endric could only shake his head. “What choice do I have?”

      “You have all the choice in the world,” Novan said with a smile.

      “And yet, with the two of you here, I have the sense that I don’t.”
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      Morning came too quickly. Endric rubbed the sleep from his eyes, shaking it off as he looked around the campsite. Novan was already up, holding his staff, gripping it with both hands while rolling it across his lap. Every so often, there came the sense of teralin within it, and as Endric detected it, there came an occasional twinge, a surge of power that reminded him of shifting polarity. It was almost as if Novan wanted Endric to feel that surge.

      “It’s good that you’re up,” Novan said to Endric.

      Endric got to his feet, looking around the clearing. “I didn’t realize that I’d slept that long.” The sun still hadn’t crept over the horizon, so regardless of how long he had been out, it wasn’t all that long.

      “You hadn’t, and you were restless.”

      “Don’t you sleep?” Elizabeth asked, glancing over at Novan.

      He shrugged. “A historian trains himself to sleep only when the timing is appropriate.”

      “Everyone needs sleep,” she muttered.

      “Some more than others,” Pendin said, standing at the edge of the clearing. He looked out into the distance, having taken the last patrol, and as he stared, his brow furrowed, a deep frown on his face.

      “What is it?”

      “Probably nothing.”

      “Probably?”

      Pendin shrugged. “Every so often, I think I see movement out there.”

      Endric shared a glance with Pendin. They had been through enough on their patrols for him to know to trust that curiosity, and they certainly were traveling through lands where the type of men they had encountered on their patrols might be found. “We probably should go take a look,” he said.

      “All of us?” Pendin glanced back at his mother. Of them, she was probably the only one who wouldn’t be able to handle herself if it came down to it.

      “We might need the numbers.”

      Pendin sighed. “Why do we always end up with this sort of thing happening with you?”

      “Hey!”

      Pendin smiled, shaking his head. “Not that I’m blaming you.”

      “Obviously.”

      “It just seems that trouble always finds you.”

      “Or perhaps Endric finds trouble,” Novan said. “Who is to say that he can't do so?”

      “It’s not an ability that I necessarily want,” Endric said.

      “And yet, as one of the Denraen, I think it is an ability that is most valuable to you.”

      They got mounted, Elizabeth grumbling a little bit more, and broke camp, riding toward the distance and where Pendin had noted movement. Endric couldn’t be certain, but the longer that they rode, the more certain he was that there was something there. His friend hadn’t imagined it, not that Endric truly believed he had. Pendin was far too capable a soldier to merely imagine something like that.

      “You see that?” Pendin asked.

      Endric nodded. In the distance, there was a flicker of movement. Nothing more than that. A scout. They had encountered riders like that often enough recently that he recognized it.

      “Well, we knew that this could be interesting,” he said.

      “Interesting how?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Interesting in that we are followed.”

      She looked around. “I don’t see anything but emptiness around us.”

      “No. You wouldn’t.”

      “You would accuse me of not being able to observe an attack?”

      Endric forced a tight-lipped smile. “Nothing of the sort. You’re not a soldier. You might be able to break down what you read and interpret it, and whatever else you do with the university, but there are certain things that you can only see when you keep an open mind.”

      “Now you accuse me of not having an open mind.”

      “I think it’s more that I’m accusing you of not recognizing the potential for danger. There aren’t many who would who aren’t soldiers.”

      They continued to ride, and every so often, Elizabeth would glance over at Novan. She watched him, as if trying to study him, but Novan seemed to make a point of ignoring Elizabeth. He had to know she kept her eye on him, yet he did nothing, almost making a point of not looking in her direction. Endric bit back a smile, watching the dynamics between them while also keeping his gaze searching the surroundings. There might have been something, but the movement had disappeared, so whatever it was that he had detected was no longer.

      As they made their way steadily toward the west, Elizabeth was quiet, though Endric could sense the irritation within her. She knew something had happened the night Novan had appeared, but she was not privy to it, and that lack of knowledge bothered her more than anything else.

      Senda watched Novan, almost as if she wasn’t able to understand what had taken place. Every so often, Endric would glance over and want to say something, but what would he say? There didn’t seem to be anything that would make much of a difference. How could he explain—really explain—what Tresten was?

      Instead, he rode in silence.

      Pendin watched Novan as well, and he was equally silent.

      “This has become quite the fun journey,” Endric said, looking over at Novan.

      “They are disappointed they don’t know more,” Novan said softly.

      “Can you blame them?”

      “There are certain things some can’t know. There is no harm in admitting there is information that is beyond your level of understanding.”

      “Beyond my level of understanding?”

      Novan chuckled. “Not yours, Endric. The more I’ve come to know you, the more I wonder if there is anything that’s beyond your level of understanding. And even if there were, I’m not sure that there would be any sense in trying to keep things from you. You have a particular way of finding out what you want to know.”

      “I can’t tell whether that’s a compliment or not.”

      “It very much is,” Novan said.

      Day began to break. Streaks of light lit the sky, making the dark banks of the clouds look even more impressive. Every so often, thunder would rumble, and he was thankful it would finally rain. It had been dry for long enough, and though he didn’t like the idea of getting drenched, it might tamp down some of the dust from the grasses all around them.

      “I don’t suppose Tresten would find a way of keeping us dry while we travel,” Endric whispered.

      “You know he’s not here.”

      “Not now, but I imagine he wouldn’t have any difficulty finding us.”

      Novan chuckled. “That is likely true, but it is getting word to him that would be a bit difficult. He has other tasks that he needs to do.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as other tasks.”

      “You don’t really need to be that deceptive with me. If I am to be your apprentice—”

      Novan smiled. “If you are to be my apprentice, that means that you will do as I request. And sometimes, a master historian requests that their apprentice remain silent and observe.”

      “If that’s the type of apprentice you wanted from me, you chose the wrong person.”

      Novan laughed. “Another good point.”

      Elizabeth glanced back at him. “What were you talking about?”

      “When?”

      “Just now. What were the two of you talking about?”

      Endric frowned and glanced over at Novan before looking back at her. “Nothing.”

      “Everything went silent, so I know you were talking about something, but I would like to know why you decided to exclude me just then. And how you managed to exclude me.”

      “The Conclave has its ways,” Novan said with a smile.

      “The Conclave is not the Magi,” Elizabeth said.

      “Isn’t it?” Novan asked. “Perhaps there are more than you realize. Perhaps the Magi are all around us, and they keep themselves concealed.”

      Elizabeth shifted in her saddle, looking around. She started to smile and laughed softly. “The Magi rarely leave Vasha. They feel they are too good for the rest of the world these days.”

      “That’s not the reason the Magi don’t leave Vasha, but you aren’t alone in believing that they should integrate themselves within the world,” Novan said.

      “Integrate? You believe the Magi have any interest in integrating with the rest of the world?”

      “I do. And eventually, I suspect the Magi will come to see that as well.”

      Endric looked over at Novan, wondering if that was something that Tresten had somehow reviewed with his connection to the fibers or whether there was another reason for him to think that way.

      Now that they were with Novan, they were heading toward the coast, thinking to catch transport across the sea. From there, Novan believed he could find the guild, and once they did, Endric wasn’t sure what he was expected to do. Somehow he might be able to see things that Novan couldn’t, though he wasn’t entirely sure what that might be.

      “I still think Senda would be the better fit for this,” Elizabeth said.

      “And I happen to disagree,” Novan said. “It has to be believable, Elizabeth. There are those within the guild who know me. They know the kind of person that I am, and they would know the kind of person I would choose as an apprentice.”

      “Would you choose anyone as an apprentice were you not forced?” Elizabeth asked.

      Novan glanced over at Endric, watching him. “Were it not for his commitment to the Denraen, I do believe that Endric would make an excellent historian. Not that I think he should change his career path, but there is a reason Urik feared him.”

      It was the second time that he’d said that to Endric, and he suspected that this time was just as much for his benefit as the last.

      Did Novan think Endric might change his mind?

      And maybe he would. He didn’t love the idea of what they were doing, but now that he understood it was more than about the guild going silent, and that it had something to do with the Denraen losing access to their line of knowledge, he felt a greater need to be a part of it, even if he wasn’t certain what exactly there was for him to do.

      “What will they do?” Endric asked. He looked at the rest of the Denraen, his gaze lingering on Senda and then Pendin. “When we are doing whatever it is you intend for me to do, what will the rest of them do?”

      “Because we need to head to the south, it might be beneficial having soldiers with us.”

      “These lands are Deshmahne controlled?”

      “Not where the guild has much of a presence. The Deshmahne remain little more than a cult,” Novan said.

      “We both know that’s not quite true,” Endric said.

      Novan tipped his head, nodding. “Perhaps not entirely the truth, but they aren’t completely dangerous. The Deshmahne have posed no danger to anyone within the southern continent. That is something we have heard quite clearly.”

      “And that’s the reason my father has not attempted to attack.”

      “He hasn’t attempted to attack for quite a few reasons,” Novan said.

      Endric arched a brow at Novan. “You know what my father plans?”

      “I generally know the way your father thinks about these things. He would ensure the Denraen hold peace, and in that regard, your father is doing exactly what he needs to, but there are some of us who begin to wonder if the Deshmahne might be hiding something.”

      Endric laughed bitterly. “Begin to wonder?”

      “Your experience with the Deshmahne isn’t the same as everyone’s,” Novan said.

      “They attacked in Vasha.”

      “They did, and they failed. Everything we have been able to determine has told us that failure has given them reason to pause. They have decided to reevaluate their goals, and—”

      Endric raised his hand, cutting Novan off. “I might be able to believe the Deshmahne have chosen not to attack, but I have a very hard time believing that they have reevaluated anything. I’ve seen firsthand what the Deshmahne are willing to do. Don’t try to tell me that they have decided that attacking doesn’t fit with their agenda.”

      “Endric—”

      He raised his hand again.

      Novan nodded. “Perhaps you will learn something on this journey, then.”

      “Perhaps I will,” he said.

      They continued riding, and they reached a pass heading through the mountains about midday. It was an easy enough pass to travel along, and as they went, they paused near a stream, allowing the horses to drink. From there, they headed deeper into the mountains. The journey reminded him of his time in the Antrilii mountains, though he was thankful he didn’t need to worry about groeliin. They shouldn’t have any way of ranging this far south. The Antrilii should keep them confined in the northern mountains.

      Every so often, Endric thought he saw flashes of fur and his heart leaped, the hope that he might see one of the merahl coming to him, but there should be no merahl in these mountains.

      “What is it that you see?” Novan asked as they wove through the pass. It was a wide pass, and it went up a shallow incline before heading back down into a valley.

      “Nothing,” Endric said. “I think it’s just my imagination.”

      “And what are you attributing to your imagination? Is there something out here?”

      “There are times I think I’m having memories. Nothing more than that.”

      “Memories of what?”

      Endric glanced over. “I had a difficult experience in the northern mountains. Without the help of certain allies, I might not have survived it.”

      “You speak of the Antrilii.”

      Endric shook his head. “I speak of the merahl,” he said softly.

      Novan chuckled. “The merahl. They are an interesting creature. Descended from a noble race, and they maintain much of that nobility. I think that only the Antrilii truly appreciate them.”

      “I appreciate them,” he said softly.

      “Then again, you would.”

      Endric glanced over at Novan. “Is that because I’m descended from the Antrilii?”

      “It’s more because you had an experience with the merahl that made you appreciate them,” Novan said.

      After pausing for a while, they continued onward. More and more, Novan took the lead, and by the end of the day, they had reached the far side of the pass. In the distance, Endric swore he could hear the ocean, though he knew that was nothing more than his imagination. The ocean still had to be at least a day or two away, and when they reached it, they would still have to find transportation.

      “How is he,” Endric asked as Senda approached. He indicated Pendin, watching his friend. He had been quiet for the best part of the last day or so, and Endric caught him looking at Elizabeth, though he couldn’t tell whether it was an expression of anger or whether there was something else.

      “Pendin is the one you worry about?”

      “I worry about you, too, but not as much as I worry about Pendin.”

      “You should worry about us. I don’t like where this is taking us,” she said.

      “To the south?”

      She nodded. “I know how you feel about the Deshmahne, and I worry about what you might do when we reach there.”

      “I think I’ve proven myself lately,” Endric said.

      “You have proven yourself, it’s just that I—”

      “You worry about whether I have the necessary self-control.”

      “I didn’t think I had to. Over the last few years, you haven’t given me any reason to question your self-control, but when it comes to the Deshmahne, I’ve learned your control is not always what it should be.”

      “I’m not going to race after the Deshmahne and put us in danger,” he said.

      “I know that. When I think about it, I know that. It’s just that there are times when I still wonder.”

      “I’m not sure what to make of that,” Endric said.

      “I’m not either. That’s just it. I don’t want to question you, but there are times when you don’t give me much choice.”

      Endric stared at her for a moment, wondering what to say. Maybe there wasn’t anything to say. She was right that he did have an eagerness when it came to the Deshmahne, and try as he might to ignore that, he couldn’t let go of it.

      Maybe that was his father’s last great challenge for him. Dendril hadn’t necessarily wanted him to make this journey, but now that Endric was here, was this what his father had wanted him to prove?

      And if he did, why have him come with this group?

      Endric knew his father had a bright mind, and with that bright mind, he was almost as cold and calculating as Urik had been. What had he planned?

      “I think we should camp for the night,” Novan said.

      Endric glanced over at Senda. “If this is a conversation you think we need to continue, I will.”

      “It’s not. I trust you. Really I do, it’s just that—”

      “It’s just that you don’t, not entirely. If you did, you wouldn’t worry about what I might do when it came to the Deshmahne.”

      After all the years of stability, all the years they had been in Vasha, he was surprised she would still see him as that impulsive person.

      Then again, Senda was often able to pick up on things he couldn’t. Maybe she saw him as impulsive because he still was. Regardless of what he wanted to believe of himself, maybe Senda saw the impulsivity within him and feared for him. It could be her way of trying to protect him. Endric wouldn’t put it past her to do so, and really he should be willing to recognize faults within himself.

      They found a place to camp near a stream. Pendin helped get a small campfire going, and it crackled softly. They passed around dried venison, and there was a somber air over everything.

      “How do you expect us to get to Boastin,” Endric asked Novan after they had settled for the night.

      “Boastin is easy enough to reach, and the ports are good, so they should allow us to take a ship south from here, and once we hire the right captain, we can make a rapid crossing.”

      Endric didn’t love sailing, not anymore after what had happened near Salvat, but there was no reason to let his previous experiences cloud what they needed to do. And it was what he had agreed to. Hadn’t he known that traveling this way meant going by sea?

      If anyone should have difficulty, it would be Senda. She was the one who had very nearly died on the journey before. He didn’t sense any trepidation from her, but then, she had traveled extensively since then.

      “We might as well begin to discuss what is entailed in you serving as my apprentice,” Novan said.

      Endric let out a heavy breath. “That’s exactly what I want to do right now.” He glanced over at Senda. “I still think she’d be a better fit for this.”

      “They would recognize that I would never have Senda on as my apprentice.”

      “Why not?”

      “No offense to Senda, but there would be differences between us. The apprentice and master relationship is predicated on the ability of the apprentice to listen to the master.”

      “You don’t think I could listen?” Senda asked, leaning forward. There was a dangerous edge to her voice, and Endric was pleased that it wasn’t directed at him this time.

      “That’s not it at all, and I think you know it. It’s more the questions you ask would be in line with the questions I ask.”

      “I don’t understand what that has to do with anything,” she said.

      “Think of it like this. When you are working for a contact, do you want one who has the same information as someone else, or do you want someone who has a unique perspective?”

      Senda’s brow furrowed. “You know a unique perspective is the most important.”

      “Exactly. And when it comes to an apprentice, it’s much the same. Having a unique perspective would be the primary objective I would be looking for. The rest of the guild would know that about me. If I had an apprentice who was too similar to me, and the questions asked were too much like those that I would ask, it would raise suspicion.”

      “I don’t know whether that is intended as a compliment or not.”

      Novan chuckled. “You can take it however you want,” he said.

      Endric viewed it as a compliment. It meant Novan thought Senda was enough like him that it would draw attention. “What would you like me to learn?” Endric asked.

      Novan reached into the pocket of his cloak and pulled out a thick journal. He handed it over. As Endric took it, he flipped through the pages and found that they were blank.

      “You need to begin documenting.”

      “Documenting?”

      “Observing. Record what you see, and I will make notes on that. You will hand me your journals at the end of the day, and from there we will decide what else we need to work on.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you intend to treat this as if it’s a real apprenticeship?”

      “How else should I treat it?”

      “You realize that I am a high-ranking Denraen.”

      “And in this situation, your rank means nothing. You are my apprentice, and my apprentice will do as I say and will report to me everything that he observes, particularly things that he has questions about.”

      “Careful, Novan. If you push this—”

      Novan raised his hands. “I’m just sharing with you what would be expected of my apprentice.”

      “I have a feeling that this is more than that, at least to you.”

      Novan grinned and winked at Senda.

      Endric turned to Senda. “Why do I get the sense that I might wish this was you by the time this was all over?”

      “He’s your friend,” Senda said.

      Endric let out a heavy sigh. “What else do I need to know, historian?”

      “About what?”

      “About how I document. Is there anything in particular you would expect me to be doing?”

      “A historian will document what they see, and occasionally there will be comments made in the margins, and it is these comments where you can raise questions about the meaning of what you observe. No other place should you add your own interpretation. It should only be observation, and you use that observation to help you identify what it is that you are looking at.”

      “And is there anything in particular you think I should be looking at?”

      “The same as what I will be looking at,” Novan said.

      “And what’s that?”

      “We will be watching the guild.”

      “It occurs to me, Novan,” Elizabeth started, scooting toward them. The fire crackled near her, and she stared at Novan, keeping her gaze locked on him. “We know very little about the guild itself.”

      “What is there to know?”

      “As I said, it seems that there is very little known about the guild. How does one become a member of the guild?”

      “There is an acceptance process. A full guild historian must put forth a member for elevation within the guild. Once they do, the testing can take place.”

      “What is involved in the testing?” she asked.

      “It varies. Each guild member present at the guildhall gets to ask their own questions. When they do, they are granted the opportunity to help decide who gains entry. It is how the different guild members control the structure and function of the guild.”

      “Why wouldn’t they want more members?” Endric asked.

      “Generally, the guild does want more members, but there are times when they want to eliminate specific influences.”

      “Such as you?” Elizabeth asked.

      “It’s possible,” Novan said.

      Endric frowned. “Why wouldn’t the guild want you in it?”

      “I have too much of an opinion on matters, and I am well known for my willingness to intervene if I think it’s appropriate,” Novan said.

      “He meddles,” Elizabeth said, looking over at Endric and then Senda. Pendin sat off to the side and remained silent. “He doesn’t want to say it, but his meddling has annoyed the rest of the guild. Now, the Conclave probably feels very differently.”

      “You might be surprised,” Novan said.

      Elizabeth arched a brow. “The Conclave doesn’t enjoy the fact that you put yourself into situations like that?”

      “The Conclave would rather myself and others with a similar inclination were more reserved with how we choose to get involved.”

      “A particular inclination? By that, I presume you mean Brohmin.”

      “You need to be cautious,” Novan said to her. “There are some among us who would rather not have our names dispersed openly.”

      “I doubt anyone would recognize that name.”

      “Brohmin?” Senda asked.

      Endric glanced over at her.

      “The name Brohmin is quite well known. It’s one I’m sure all of the Magi, at least any who have come of age, would recognize.”

      “Why?” Endric asked.

      “Well, the name Brohmin is tied to a man hundreds of years ago who the Magi helped elevate in stature. They view him as a failure and feel as if he were responsible for a great devastation.”

      “Yes, well, the Magi often have a skewed perspective on things,” Novan said.

      “How long ago was this?” Endric asked.

      Senda waved her hand. “Five hundred years or more. Why would somebody name their child after him?”

      “What makes you think they named a child after him?”

      “It’s not that common of a name,” Senda said.

      Novan stared at her for a moment. She began to frown, and Endric glanced from her to the historian, wondering what it was that passed between them. There was something, though knowing the two of them, he doubted he would ever learn what it was.

      “You still haven’t told me what else you would like me to be doing,” Endric said.

      “I have told you,” Novan said. “I expect you to make notes in the journal, and you will need to allow me to see those notes so that I can make comments. That is what would be expected of my apprentice.”

      “Do we really need to go through all of this for this farce?” Endric asked.

      “It might be a farce, but it’s one that will gain us entry. From there, then we can decide what more we need to do.”

      “Why this city?” Endric asked.

      “Why what city?”

      “The one we’re heading to. Why would the historian guild be here?”

      “The guild moves,” Novan said. “There is a desire to not stay in any one place for too long. Doing so would allow others to recognize the location of the guild, and plenty would prefer that not happen.”

      “Why?”

      “For a variety of reasons, but the simplest is that there are people who search for the master archives,” Novan said.

      “The master archives?”

      Novan nodded. “The master archives are the original copies made by the historians. They are used by the historians to make their notes, and it’s the one place where people are able to leave an interpretation. The copies are meant to be free of interpretation, and they are meant to have nothing more than the observations of the historian. I hadn’t realized the archives moved until recently. Perhaps I should have kept my focus upon the guild, but I let it lapse, and now my connection to the guild has slipped.”

      “Where are these master archives kept?”

      “Again, that moves over time. When one place becomes untenable, another location is found. It seems the guild has chosen to move from where I last recalled it.”

      “How can they move an entire archive like that?”

      “You might be surprised,” Novan said.

      Endric frowned. There was something more than what Novan was sharing, but he had a sense that Novan didn’t intend to tell him. Maybe he would learn when they reached the guild, but maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe Novan would keep that information to himself.

      Endric stared at Novan for a while, watching to see if there was anything that he might share, but the historian said nothing. Instead, he simply watched, looking at Endric with an expression that was rimmed with amusement.

      There was something to it, but maybe it didn’t matter. Eventually, Novan would have to share, though Endric wasn’t entirely certain how he would convince him to do so.

      Novan stared at him and Endric watched him in return, looking for some sign of recognition, but he didn’t see any.

      And maybe, he decided, it didn’t matter. Maybe Novan didn’t have to share with him what he knew.

      There came another flicker of movement. This time, Endric was the only one to see it.

      Or so he thought.

      “It seems that we have company,” Novan said. He reached for his staff, which he had slipped into the saddle. As he did, there came a slight surge of teralin against Endric’s senses. It was strange that he should detect it so frequently around the historian, and yet for whatever reason, it seemed as if Endric always managed to display some connection to teralin.

      “I see it. It’s a scout. Pendin and I noticed something earlier in the day.”

      “Is it anything that we need to be concerned about?”

      “You’ve been traveling through these lands. What do you think?”

      “I have been traveling a little bit of a different type of journey, Endric.”

      He smiled to himself. With Tresten involved, Endric could only imagine what sort of journey Novan had taken. The historian probably wouldn’t tell him, though Endric wasn’t sure that it mattered. It likely was some task on behalf of the Conclave.

      “We’ve been patrolling in the north and have come across a few similar attacks like this. Most of them are insignificant. Fifty or more raiders, but none of them of much danger or skill.”

      “I find it interesting that you would say that fifty is an insignificant number.”

      “Considering some of the things that we have encountered, fifty is an insignificant number. Anyway. We have kept an eye out for these raiders, and the Denraen continue to patrol, but they are fearless, as if unconcerned about our presence.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      Endric shrugged. “I couldn’t say with any certainty. They don’t seem to be organized in any fashion.”

      “What do you make of the fact that we have been trailed like this?”

      “I suspect someone sees an opportunity. We aren’t a large enough party to be worrisome, at least not to some of these groups that we have encountered. And yet, we pose a curiosity, I suspect. There is likely a factor of wanting to know who we are and what we might be doing.”

      “I find your lack of concern both reassuring and I suppose also worrisome.”

      “There’s nothing to be worried about, Novan. Besides, I’ve seen you in a fight.”

      “Yes, well, let’s hope that it doesn’t come down to you relying upon my fighting ability.”

      Endric smiled, and as they rode, he paid attention to the sense of movement near them. He wanted to ensure that they didn’t come across anyone unexpectedly, and he wanted to be careful, but as they went, he couldn’t help but feel as if they were followed, and in this case, followed by someone who had more than a bit of ability.

      Guiding his horse forward, he reached Senda. “Keep them going in this direction.”

      “What is it?”

      “Something I need to check out.”

      “You will be careful?”

      “I’m always careful.”

      “Just you?”

      “I think I can move more easily and with less likelihood of detection. Besides, if something were to happen, I want all the swords available to get moving.”

      “What about yours?”

      “You can do without mine for a little bit,” he said.

      With that, he veered off, streaking toward the movement that he’d seen. He wasn’t terribly surprised when he heard a galloping following him, and he looked back to see Novan riding up behind him.

      “Historian.”

      “I thought I would observe.”

      “Just observe?”

      “As I said, I think that you don’t want to rely upon my fighting ability.”

      “We both know that’s not quite true.”

      “Perhaps we do,” Novan said, smiling. “Regardless, if you saw something, I thought it best for me to follow and see if there’s anything here that I need to be concerned about.”

      “Why? What’s taking place? Why has the historian guild gone silent?”

      “I have not been as closely bound to the guild as I once was. Unfortunately, there are things that I’m unable to determine.”

      “Such as why the historian guild has gone so uncharacteristically silent as to worry both the university as well as the Denraen?”

      “Unfortunately, such as that.”

      Endric pulled up as they reached the top of a rise, looking down. As he did, he breathed out a sigh of frustration. There had to be two hundred soldiers down below, far more than what they would be able to manage with their small party. It was far more than should be out here at this time.

      “Is it the fact that they are here that bothers you, or is it the fact that you can’t do anything about it?”

      “I think that it’s more about the fact that my father doesn’t seem to share my concern.”

      “Are you so sure that he doesn’t?”

      “He was never eager for me to take soldiers out of the city.”

      “Just because he didn’t want you to doesn’t mean that he didn’t think that it was necessary.”

      “I suppose it doesn’t,” Endric said.

      “What now?”

      “I think that it is time for us to be a little bit more intentional about our pace.”

      As he said it, activity down in the camp motioned in his direction, and he swore under his breath. They had been seen.

      “Perhaps even more so than I realized,” he said.

      “Perhaps we should get moving,” Novan said.

      They started riding, and as they went, Endric paused every so often to look behind him, noticing that there was a large group of soldiers following them. Somehow, he’d have to get word to the Denraen, but first, he needed to get back to the rest of the party, get them moving, and from there, they could finish this task.

      “Why do I feel like you’re having fun with this?” he asked Novan as they galloped, racing away from the soldiers.

      “You would be mistaken.”

      “Would I?”

      “Perhaps not. Sometimes it’s nice to do things that aren’t involved with the Conclave. Sometimes it’s nice to have simpler battles to face.”

      “And yet, serving the Conclave helps ensure a different sort of peace.”

      “That it does, Endric.”

      When they reached the rest of the party, Endric made a quick decision. He sent the lower-ranking Denraen away, back toward Vasha. They didn’t even have to head all the way back to Vasha. There would be Denraen stationed in Tharend, which wasn’t all that far from where they were. They were to get troops and bring them out to deal with these raiders.

      “Are you sure that is a good idea?” Pendin asked. “If we need—"

      “I’m not abandoning the Denraen responsibility,” he said.

      “I wasn’t saying that you were. I’m just suggesting that we might need them.”

      Endric glanced over at Novan. The historian sat atop his horse, an almost smug expression on his face. “I think that we won’t. Now that we have Novan, it might be best to keep our party a little bit smaller. This time, our task is not the raiders.” He found it difficult to turn away, but this was the task he’d chosen, and he would not fail.
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      The seashore stretched in front of them. Endric stared at it, watching the waves crash against the shore and the ships that moved in and out. It had a sort of rhythmic quality, and everything about it seemed peaceful and relaxing. The more he stared, the more he felt as if he could finally relax again near the sea.

      They had slipped around the raiders, the ride going quickly, their numbers not so much as to be noticeable. He wasn’t surprised that they made such good time. With Novan, he had to wonder if the historian did something that allowed them to move more quickly than they otherwise would have managed.

      “You still think about it, don’t you?” Senda asked.

      “Don’t you?”

      “I think about it, but I try not to. It helps that most of those memories are little more than a blur to me.”

      “I suppose that would help,” he said with a smile.

      “You know, you survived.”

      “I know that I survived.”

      “No. You survived what could have claimed you. The ocean can be deadly, there’s no questioning that, but you managed to survive it, and more than that, you thrived. There aren’t too many people who can claim to not only survive the violence of the sea but can also claim to have become stronger for it. You experienced something that very few people ever can.”

      “I never really wanted that,” Endric said.

      “No one does,” she said with a smile.

      In the distance, the city of Boastin stretched along the shoreline. It was an enormous city, one of the most northern cities in the nation of Gomald. The regional king was a good man, at least as far as Endric knew, and he ruled justly. The same couldn’t be said for all regions of Gomald, though Endric had some experience with the Saeline king. He had come to the Denraen to train and had spent some time with them before returning.

      “How much do you think they’re going to charge us?” Endric asked.

      “More than they should,” Novan said.

      “Why?”

      “Because we need to ask them to take us to Coamdon, and it’s not an easy journey.”

      Endric shook his head. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “It’s not quite like traveling to Salvat, but the journey is difficult. The water is choppy between the north and the south, and while there aren’t the same dangerous and deadly rock formations as you can find there, it still presents challenges.”

      “Challenges?” Endric asked.

      “Challenges means that we need to reach the shore, and once we do, we need to find an adequate port, and from there we need to ensure that we can ingratiate ourselves within the guild.”

      Endric smiled to himself. “Ingratiate ourselves. It sounds as if you’re not entirely certain the guild will welcome you back.”

      “I never am,” Novan said. “If I were certain, I don’t know that I would need you for this task.”

      “You’re worried.”

      “When even my connection to the guild goes silent, I worry.”

      They continued their ride into Boastin, and the city quickly swallowed them. It was like many of the great cities of the north, though this one had a distinctive harbor that curved out into the ocean. They were a seafaring people, and the Boastin navy was notorious for the number and swiftness of its fleet. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t be traveling by one of the Boastin navy ships. They would be traveling by another captain, possibly a pirate or someone else of that ilk. Hopefully the captain they hired wouldn’t abandon them at the first sign of a storm.

      Endric watched the buildings as they passed. Most of them were impressive and seemed designed for the storms that a place like this would encounter, storms they never had in Vasha. Endric wondered just how powerful the storms would be. With the wind whipping out of the west, gusting in and carrying the smell of the sea, it wasn’t hard to imagine that the storms would be violent, which meant that the buildings would need to be well constructed.

      “Will we stable our horses?” he asked Novan.

      Novan shook his head. “I’m afraid that we will need to sell them.”

      “Sell them?”

      “Unless you intend to return for them.”

      “The Denraen stable master will be displeased,” Pendin muttered.

      “What was that?” Novan said.

      Pendin shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? You’ve barely spoken, Pendin. I can’t claim to know you the way that Endric does, but I seem to recall you having a little more fortitude than what you’ve shown.”

      “You question my fortitude?”

      “I question your willingness to reveal it. Is there a reason for this?” Pendin’s gaze drifted over to his mother, and Novan only shook his head. “Is it because of your mother? For if that’s the case, I’m sure we can resolve this.”

      “Novan, don’t do this,” Endric said.

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Don’t get involved.”

      “We have a long journey ahead of us,” Novan said. “If we can’t resolve this now, then we will be dealing with it in a place where it won’t be nearly so easy to do. Now, I have no interest in having an argument on the sea.” Novan glanced over at Elizabeth. “Can you deal with this?”

      She frowned. “I think that I can manage with my son.”

      “I would think so too, but so far, you haven’t proved that you can. It seems to me both of you are responsible for maintaining this distance between you.”

      “The distance is none of your business, Novan,” Elizabeth said.

      “The distance is palpable, and seeing as how your son is Endric’s friend, and all of us are traveling together, I am left to try and work this out amongst us. If I don’t, I worry we will be dealing with tempers.”

      Endric would almost have smiled if it weren’t for the heated gaze he saw on Pendin’s face. Pendin was angry at the way this had gone, and while Endric didn’t want to take sides, he did feel as if his friend were holding onto a grudge unnecessarily.

      “I’ll be fine,” Pendin said.

      “What was that?” Novan asked.

      Pendin looked over at him, and he leaned in slightly. “I will be fine.”

      The historian smiled widely, as if that had solved everything.

      “Now. If that is resolved, I do know a place where we can sell our horses, and likely make enough to pay for our transport.”

      “Pay for our transport? That’s it?” Endric asked. “These are Denraen trained mounts.”

      “Which is why they will be valuable.”

      Endric looked at Novan. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Most of the time, I do.”

      “Just most of the time?”

      “Well, most of the time I know what I’m doing, but it’s not all of the time,” Novan said. “If I did, this journey wouldn’t be necessary.”

      “And now?”

      “And now, we need to sell these mounts.”

      Novan guided them to a horse master in the middle of the city. Endric was surprised there was someone like that here, and even more surprised to see that Novan seemed to know the man. He negotiated a price for all of their horses, and Endric kept his mouth shut, not wanting to argue, though he felt as if the price they were offered for their horses was not quite what he believed them to be worth. At the same time, there wasn’t anything he could have done anyway.

      When it was done, Endric patted his stallion on the flank. He had been with him for years, long enough that he had formed something of a connection to him. It felt almost like a betrayal to abandon him, though he knew he shouldn’t feel that way.

      “Come on,” Pendin said.

      “He’s been with me for the last few years,” he said.

      “I know. So have I.”

      “But I’m not selling you off,” Endric said.

      His gaze drifted to his mother, where she stood on the street, waiting. “Are you so sure?”

      Endric frowned. “I’m not selling you off to her.”

      “And yet it feels much the same way.”

      “Pendin—”

      Pendin turned away, and Endric stared at him, worried that he was truly angry, though not able to tell with much certainty. Pendin could be difficult to read, especially when it came to his mother.

      “We need to encourage them to have it out,” Novan said.

      “I think you need to stay out of it.”

      “And I think you, as his friend and commander, need to be more involved.”

      “Novan—”

      The historian raised his hands, shaking his head. “I am just saying that if you were more involved, we wouldn’t need to worry about how either of them would react once we get on the ship.”

      “I’m not worried about how either of them would react. I’m more concerned about you.”

      “Me? You feel as if you need to be concerned about me?”

      “You are behaving differently than you normally do. It seems as if the threat of heading to the guild has gotten to you.”

      “It hasn’t gotten to me. It’s different than that.”

      “Then what is it?” Endric asked.

      “It’s—” Novan started, but Senda interrupted by joining them.

      “Do we have transportation arranged?” she asked.

      “Not yet,” he said.

      She glanced over at Novan. “How much were you able to sell them for?”

      “Enough,” he said.

      “That’s not an answer,” she said.

      “And yet, that’s the answer you get,” Novan said.

      Endric smiled. Maybe Novan was right that the two of them were far too similar. He hadn’t thought so at the time, but they shared the same stubbornness. He knew Senda had it but hadn’t known Novan had it to that same degree.

      “Why don’t we go down to the docks and see what we can arrange,” Endric said.

      Novan smiled. “You really have become more than when we first met,” Novan said. “Back then, you were little hotheaded, though that seems to have changed, hasn’t it?”

      “I have begun to understand my role, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “It’s more than simply understanding your role. You have begun to see a bigger picture. It’s with everything you do. Not only is it with your friends,” he said, glancing from Pendin to Senda, “it’s the way you interact with Elizabeth and now me.”

      “If you think trying to compliment me well get you somewhere, you are mistaken.”

      “Ah, Endric, it’s not about trying to sweet talk you in any way. I’m merely making an observation. Perhaps my new apprentice isn’t prepared for such an observation.”

      Endric grunted. “I’m not sure I want to be referred to as your apprentice.”

      “Isn't that what we have decided that you are?”

      “Out of necessity,” he said.

      “Necessity, but this necessity has made for an interesting partnership.”

      Endric stared at Novan. The historian amused him, though he suspected he shouldn’t. He probably should be more annoyed than anything else, and yet he had a hard time finding it within himself to be annoyed with Novan. Something was entertaining about the way he saw the world.

      “We should be more careful with how we deal with this apprenticeship,” Endric said.

      “Have you reconsidered?”

      “I’m not sure that this is as good for me as it is for you.”

      Novan started to laugh. “And I doubt that it will be,” he said. “But what matters is that we get the information that we need. We have enough money from the sale of the horses that we should be able to secure transportation. There is a captain based out of Boastin I think we can use,” Novan said.

      Endric laughed softly. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Just because I have some experience traveling—”

      Endric shook his head. “It’s more than just that, isn’t it?”

      “Perhaps,” Novan said with a smile.

      Novan signaled for them to wait as he made his way out to the end of the docks and visited with one of the captains who was stationed within the harbor.

      “I find it interesting that Novan has these contacts,” Senda said.

      “I think Novan wants us to find it interesting,” Endric said.

      “You don’t think it odd?”

      “Oh, it’s odd, but I have long ago given up on trying to understand Novan. And him having contacts like this doesn’t surprise me at all.”

      “Why?” Senda asked.

      Endric nodded to Novan as he stood on the end of the dock. He was speaking animatedly with one of the ship captains, and every so often, he would glance over to the rest of them and wave his hands.

      “He knew where to find us,” Endric said. “Elizabeth thought she was the reason we were coming here, but it was all about Novan, and not at all about her.”

      “Why would he allow himself to get caught up like that?” Senda asked.

      “Because he knew we were coming for him.”

      “How did he know?” Senda asked.

      Endric debated how much to share with her. It was something that he questioned frequently, but Senda was working on his behalf, doing what the two of them both thought was necessary. How could he not trust her? And it wasn’t even that he didn’t trust her. More than anyone else, Endric did trust her.

      He tapped her on the arm, and they stepped off to the side, far enough away from Elizabeth to avoid her eavesdropping. “It was Tresten,” he said.

      “Mage Tresten?”

      “Tresten is… well, he’s something more than a mage,” Endric said softly.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “That’s the whole point,” Endric said. “Tresten is the reason Novan is here. Tresten wanted Novan to come, and because of Tresten, Novan was able to determine where we were, and he reached us.”

      “You lost me.”

      “Tresten is more than a mage. He’s something like one of the gods.”

      She turned to him and looked at him for a long moment. “Is he something like one of the gods, or is he one of the gods?”

      Endric glanced over at the docks. Novan continued to plead his case with the captain. Endric couldn’t tell whether he would be successful, but if anyone were, it would be Novan. “As far as I can tell, he is one of the gods.”

      Senda studied him a moment. “Endric, how is that even possible?”

      “There are many things I don’t understand how they’re possible,” Endric said. “Tresten is not the most difficult of them.”

      “How long have you known?”

      “Senda—”

      Senda shook her head. “How long have you known?”

      “Since Salvat.”

      “You’ve known about this since Salvat, and you’re only telling me now?”

      “He didn’t want me to share the truth about him.”

      “I thought the two of us had a better connection than that.”

      “We do,” he said.

      “Obviously, we don’t. If we had a better connection than that, then you would have shared with me before now. Instead, you wait until we’re in Boastin, all this way away from Vasha and the rest of the Denraen, and only now do I understand why you have such devotion to him. Do you know that I’ve wondered what it is about Tresten that has kept you so devoted to him all this time?”

      “I know, and—”

      She jabbed him in the chest. “This is something you could have told me.”

      “I don’t know that I could have,” Endric said.

      “You’re just saying that because you don’t want to have shared with me,” she said.

      Endric shook his head. “There are things I was not permitted to share,” he said. “As much as I might have wanted to share with you, Tresten and the others on the Conclave made it clear that I needed to keep what I knew to myself.”

      “Why tell me now?”

      Endric looked over at Novan again. “I’m not sure what Novan has in mind, but I have a feeling I’m going to need someone who’s able to keep an eye on me.”

      She laughed bitterly. “After deciding not to share anything, now you want me to help look after you?”

      “I thought you would understand.”

      “I do understand, Endric. It’s just that you know me better than that. You know I don’t handle secrets kept from me.”

      “No. You prefer to be the one keeping the secrets.”

      “I can’t help it that my role with the Denraen requires that I keep certain things.”

      “And I can’t help that my role with the Conclave requires that I keep certain things.”

      She glared at him for a moment. “Sometimes you drive me crazy.”

      “Because I make sense?”

      “You aren’t supposed to use logic against me.”

      “You use logic against me all the time.”

      “Because I have logic.” She smiled at him. “I get the sense this entire trip bothers you.”

      “It didn’t at first, but the more that we’ve been traveling with Novan, the more I worry what he has planned.”

      “Why do you think he has anything planned?”

      “Because he’s Novan. As much as he likes to play the role of mysterious historian, he involves himself more often than not, and with his involvement, I know he’s planned something. I don’t quite know what it is—not yet—but I’m determined to figure it out.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      He shook his head. “If I can’t, then I have to go along with what he’s planning.” He was willing to do so, but the farther they went, the more he began to wonder if perhaps Novan was keeping some other aspect of that secret. It wouldn’t surprise him.

      Novan made his way off the ship and back toward them. When he joined them, he looked at Endric for a long moment, frowning. He tapped his staff on the ground, and the teralin in it flashed briefly. This time, Endric wasn’t certain he didn’t imagine it, but why should Novan have such a connection to teralin?

      “We have managed to acquire transportation.”

      “At what cost?” Endric asked.

      “At a cost that is not prohibitive for our plans,” Novan said, smiling slightly. “If you need to know the full details of what I negotiated…”

      “Some of us were a little attached to our horse,” Endric said.

      “Such attachment is unnecessary,” Novan said. “It would be better for you to recognize that it’s necessary to move on from such attachments, and that there are times when attachments only get in the way.”

      “I’m not sure that you giving advice is the best thing,” Elizabeth said, glaring at Novan.

      “And why is that?”

      Elizabeth laughed for a long moment. “You have to ask why? Novan, you slip in here, suddenly appearing, and decide to override my planning, and you question why you’re the right person to be giving advice?”

      “My appearance makes little difference about the type of advice I might give. I have seen much, and with my experience, I have a unique perspective to offer.”

      “Of that, I have little doubt,” Elizabeth said, laughing again.

      Endric glanced from Elizabeth to Novan before shaking his head. “Enough. It’s time for us to go, at least if you have made all the arrangements necessary?”

      Novan tipped his head in a slight nod. “I have made all the arrangements necessary for the first step in this journey.”

      “Good,” Endric said. He looked over at the other Denraen and motioned for them to climb aboard the ship.

      As he started forward, Pendin grabbed his arm, pulling him back. “I hate to say this, but I think that my mother’s right.”

      “About what?”

      “About all of this. I know you trust the historian, but there’s something he’s not sharing with us. I don’t know what it is, but I’m… I’m uncomfortable.”

      Endric patted Pendin on the arm. “I appreciate your honesty. I’m not going to let Novan do anything that harms our people.”

      “I’m less concerned about him harming our people. I’m more concerned about him harming you.”

      Endric smiled at Pendin. “I don’t think he’ll do anything to harm me, either.”

      “I know he’s helped us in the past and that’s the reason you trust him, but what if we can’t? What if he’s guiding us somewhere dangerous?”

      “I have little doubt that he is,” Endric said.

      Pendin arched a brow. “Then why are you allowing him to do so?”

      “I have a feeling that regardless of any danger or not, wherever he’s taking us is necessary.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know. I just suspect that whatever he intends to do, whatever he’s after by guiding us out here, we need to go along with it.”

      “And if he intends to use you in a way that puts you in danger?”

      “That’s why I have you and Senda with me.”

      “With an attitude like that, maybe we won’t be willing to help,” he said.

      Endric clasped Pendin on the back. “We will get through this. We will figure it out, and from there we will learn why the guild has gone silent for the Denraen.”

      “And what if there is no good reason why?”

      “Then we return to Vasha.”

      “What about you? What then?”

      Endric breathed out. What would it mean for him? Returning to Vasha meant he would have to be committed to the next step in his leadership. He could see the question in Pendin’s eyes and didn’t need his friend to speak it to know exactly what it was he wanted Endric to say. It was the same thing Senda wanted from him, and the same thing his father wanted.

      It seemed as if everybody wanted him to acknowledge the need for leadership. “When I return, I will do what’s necessary.”

      “And what is that?” Pendin asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure I’m ready to answer that yet.”

      “And when will you be ready?”

      Endric shook his head. “I don’t know that, either.”

      Pendin grunted. “It seems to me that you had better come up with the answer pretty soon.”

      “We have an entire journey ahead of us. We have to cross the sea and reach Coamdon, and even once we do that, we still have to reach the guild and convince them I’m Novan’s apprentice. From there—”

      Pendin raised a hand, cutting Endric off. “You’ve made your point. There is far too much left for us to do before you have to make a decision. I just want you to be ready when the time comes to make a decision so that you don’t return to Vasha completely unprepared.”

      “I’m never completely unprepared,” Endric said.

      Pendin chuckled. “You know, there was a time when I wouldn’t have believed that, but considering all the time you spent with Urik, I think he did help you prepare for things in a way others didn’t. Ever since you found me on Salvat, you’ve been a much better planner than you ever had been before.”

      Endric nodded. “My time with Urik did help me. I don’t know if that was the intention.”

      Pendin arched a brow. “The intention?”

      “My father. Tresten. Even Novan,” Endric said, nodding to the historian as he climbed aboard the ship.

      The rest of the Denraen, including Senda, were already aboard. She glanced out, looking out at Pendin and Endric, studying them. He waved, and she nodded before turning away and disappearing into the ship. The last time they had been on board a ship together, she’d been sick for most of the journey. Would the same thing happen this time?

      “All of them seemed as if they were trying to guide me towards something. I suspected then—and I still do—they wanted me to gain something from Urik. For a while, I thought maybe they wanted me to forgive Urik, but knowing now what I do, and the way Tresten had known what Urik was up to, I’m not sure that was entirely it.”

      “You think they wanted you to be able to plot the same way as Urik?”

      “I think that’s part of it. My father has always been incredibly well prepared, and he has tried to guide me in the same way, but some lessons are hard to take from those closest to you. I think they used Urik to teach me.”

      “Why would your father use Urik? After everything he did, why would Dendril want the person who had betrayed the Denraen to instruct his son?”

      “Because he had been completely betrayed by Urik. My father hadn’t seen him coming, and if my father wasn’t aware of Urik and his plans, then it meant that Urik was even more clever than my father.”

      “And despite all this preparation, despite everything you learned from Urik, you still aren’t ready for what you must do next.” Pendin motioned to the people waiting on the ship. “Everyone else can see it but you, Endric. Everyone else knows you’re ready to lead the Denraen, and it seems you’re the only one who refuses to acknowledge that.”

      “It’s more than acknowledging what I need to do,” Endric said.

      “What else is there?”

      “What happens to my father?”

      Pendin frowned. “The previous general retires. That is, if he survives.”

      “I have no intention of killing my father, which means that he retires. And then what?”

      “I guess I hadn’t given it much thought.”

      “You might not have, but I have. The moment I challenge him, the moment I pit myself against my father—”

      “Again.”

      Endric nodded. “Again. That moment is the moment I take away his purpose.”

      “Is that really your responsibility, to decide his purpose?”

      “If I’m to be the leader of the Denraen, shouldn’t I be concerned about my men? All of my men? That includes those who I’ve replaced.”

      Pendin laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “And here I have thought you were simply afraid.”

      Endric met his friend’s gaze for a long moment. There was a part of him that was afraid, though it wasn’t something he wanted to speak about. His fear came from not knowing what would be next.

      “I can see that you still aren’t certain,” Pendin said.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever be certain,” Endric said.

      “When you are, just do what must be done. Worry about the greater good within the Denraen, not just your father.”

      “That is what I’m worried about.”

      “What is it? The greater good or your father?”

      “Yes,” Endric said.

      Pendin smiled at him and nodded before heading toward the ship. Endric trailed after, climbing aboard and trying to put his thoughts out of his head.
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      It was late on the third day after leaving Boastin when another ship came into view. They had been sailing steadily, the captain making good time, the winds favorable and the seas relatively calm. So far, no one had gotten terribly sick, and Endric was thankful for that. Senda had remained below deck, not wanting to show any weakness, though every so often, Endric could hear her retching within the bunk she’d claimed. He left her alone, not wanting to embarrass her, though there was no embarrassment with seasickness.

      “Who are they?” Endric asked the captain as they sailed.

      He was a solid man who wore a plain brown shirt unbuttoned to his navel and breeches that ended right below his knees. He swayed with the rolling of the ship, completely unfazed by the occasional wave slapping against them. The captain kept his spyglass up to his eye, looking back toward the oncoming ship. Every so often, he would adjust the wheel, guiding them in a different way, and the other sailors would change the sails, allowing them more speed.

      “Pirates, most likely,” the captain said.

      “You have a problem with pirates?”

      “Not often, but there have been more troubles of late.”

      “Why of late?”

      “If I knew the answer to that, I wouldn’t struggle with them. We are swift enough that there shouldn’t be any way for them to catch us,” he said.

      Endric reached for the spyglass, and the captain handed it over. The other ship loomed large, almost close enough that Endric could make out the sailors on the deck of the ship. He counted six, each of them armed with swords, but two others seemed unarmed. One of them carried a staff, reminding Endric of Novan. None of them seemed to struggle with the waves.

      “Do you recognize them?” Endric asked, handing the spyglass back over.

      “No. I don’t even recognize their colors.”

      “Their colors?”

      The captain nodded. “There are plenty of pirates who prefer specific colors. Some have built up a reputation, and they can use those colors to intimidate other ships.”

      “And the navy and black that they wear?”

      “They aren’t anything that I recognize.”

      They weren’t colors that Endric recognized, either. It had been possible they would be a ship out of Gomald, but they were far enough away from the coast that Gomald ships shouldn’t be spending that much time here, and certainly not racing after a merchant ship. Endric was thankful the captain seemed competent, but every so often, he would glance back nervously. Endric didn’t blame him for the anxiety, but if it came to a battle, would the captain be prepared for it?

      “Keep us heading toward Coamdon,” Endric said.

      The captain shot him a look that spoke of his annoyance, but he didn’t say anything.

      Endric made his way to the bow, joining Novan. He kept one hand gripping the railing, but his other held onto his staff. “We have pursuit,” Endric said.

      “So I can see,” Novan said.

      “Do you have any idea who they are?”

      Novan chuckled and looked back behind him. “I am not the right person to answer that.”

      “No? I would have expected you to recognize various markings in your travels.”

      “I would, but the navy and blue they wear doesn’t have any specific connotation.”

      “You can tell their colors.”

      Novan reached into a pocket inside his cloak and pulled out a smaller spyglass than the one the captain carried. “Nothing quite so mystical as I imagine you considered.”

      Endric shook his head, laughing softly as a wave slammed into the side of the ship, sending Endric rolling with it. “I see the way that you use the teralin in your staff.”

      “You see it?” Novan asked.

      Endric needed to be more careful. It wasn’t that he minded if those within the Conclave knew about his attachment to teralin, and considering the way Novan had traveled with Tresten, it was likely he already knew about the way Endric could use the metal, but he had to be careful he didn’t reveal his abilities too soon. He didn’t need others to know exactly what he could do, especially if they might try to use it against him. He thought of Elizabeth and how she might try to incorporate him into whatever plotting she had in mind.

      “You know very well what I can see.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t play coy. You’re a part of the Conclave, and I have little doubt Tresten has shared with you my particular connection.”

      “You forget, Endric, that I was there when you first revealed your connection to teralin.”

      Endric smiled. That was true. He had forgotten that Novan was there. And how could he? He had only survived when he faced Urik the first time because of his connection to teralin. “What do you do when you cause it to flare like that?”

      “I don’t do anything,” Novan said.

      “Are you even aware that you use it in such a way?”

      Novan smiled. “If your question is whether or not I have an understanding of teralin and my connection to it, you could be a little more discreet.”

      “I was just trying to understand—”

      Novan cut him off by laughing. “I know exactly what you are trying to understand. And, impressively, you’re the first person who’s asked me. I don’t know if that’s because of what you have gone through or whether it’s tied to your connection to the Antrilii.”

      “I don’t know, either.”

      “From what I understand, you have a greater understanding of teralin than even many on the Conclave.”

      “I’ve seen the way it can be used,” Endric said.

      “You’ve seen Urik using negatively charged teralin.”

      “I’ve seen it other than Urik.”

      “What else have you seen?”

      “There is something to the merahl, though I’m not entirely sure.”

      Novan frowned. “The merahl? I would never have guessed that they were connected to teralin in such a way, but they are descendants of a greater race.”

      “You said that before, and I’ve heard that when I was in the Antrilii lands. What greater race are they descended from?”

      “Ask Tresten.”

      “Why Tresten?”

      “There is a connection to his kind, though it’s not something that he speaks of. None of his kind likes to speak of it much.”

      “The damahne.”

      Novan nodded. “That’s a safer term to use than many.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s one that few would recognize. And if they do recognize it, it indicates a different level of knowledge, and it would tell you the person you are talking to is safe to share with.”

      “Why is it that you fear others gaining awareness of the damahne?”

      “It’s not my fear. And it’s not that there isn’t an awareness. It’s just that there are so few compared to what there once had been, and that adds a different sort of challenge.”

      “Why are there so few? It’s different than the Urmahne beliefs that the gods Ascended, isn’t it?”

      Novan looked around the ship before he turned his attention back to Endric. “These are things that we shouldn’t be speaking about so openly.”

      “We’re far enough apart from others that they can’t hear us.”

      “Perhaps not, but it’s still dangerous to speak so openly about these things.”

      “Why?”

      Novan shook his head. “Because there is a danger to the damahne. As I said, there are so few remaining.”

      “How many?”

      “You mean, how many more than Tresten?”

      Endric nodded.

      “A few. If you’re lucky, and if you serve the Conclave well, you might get to meet them.”

      “And how many have you met?”

      Novan smiled slightly. “Not as many as I would prefer. I am a bit pushy, though, and that might be part of the reason they have kept me at bay.” He smiled again. “I know Tresten, and from what I can tell, he is one of the greatest remaining damahne.”

      There was a part of Endric that couldn’t believe that he was having a conversation with Novan about this. They were speaking about the gods, something he once would have believed impossible, and yet, there was no questioning what he had seen from Tresten. But if he was one of the gods, why remain hidden? The people needed the gods, especially with dangers like the Deshmahne out in the world. And if Tresten was a god, how was it that he had not known about what Urik had planned?

      Then again, he had known, at least well enough to know to distrust Urik. He might not have been able to ascertain Urik’s full plan, but he had recognized the need to get involved, and in doing so, he had helped disrupt anything Urik might have been after.

      “If Tresten is one of the damahne,” Endric said. “Why is it that he can’t intervene here?”

      “You would have Tresten be responsible for ensuring the safety of the guild? You would have Tresten responsible for removing the threat of the Deshmahne? You would have Tresten responsible for—”

      Endric raised his hand, shaking his head. “Fine. I see you view Tresten in a way that tells me that he shouldn’t be involved in these things.

      “He is one of the damahne. While that means that he is less than what the priests might believe, he is more than you or I. He serves an integral purpose to this world.”

      “What purpose is that?”

      Novan smiled at him. “Ah, but Endric, you’re not ready for that. Not yet.”

      “When will I be ready?”

      “When you stop fighting.”

      Endric grunted. “I’m Denraen. I don’t know that I will ever stop fighting.”

      “Then perhaps you will never be quite ready. Now. Before we reach Coamdon, you need to continue to work on proving yourself. The more you can be prepared, the better it will seem to the rest of the guild.”

      “I’m still not entirely convinced about this,” Endric said.

      “Which part?”

      “The need for me to serve as your apprentice. The need to create this farce as we try to infiltrate the guild.”

      “Infiltrate?” Novan asked, arching a brow.

      “Isn’t that what I’m doing?”

      “Why would you suggest you would be infiltrating the guild?”

      “It seems to me that you wouldn’t have any difficulty going to the guild and trying to get answers, but you need me for something. I still haven’t figured out what that is, but there has to be some purpose,” he said.

      “It certainly isn’t infiltrating the guild,” Novan said.

      “Then what is it?”

      “There are things that you might hear as an apprentice that I wouldn’t be privy to. You will need this.” He pulled a small silver ring from his pocket and handed it to Endric.

      Holding it in his hand, he studied it. There was a single mark on it, though it was small. “What is it?”

      “A way of noting that you are an apprentice. Wear it on whatever finger feels right.”

      Endric tested which finger it would fit and found that it was best on his smallest. Why would he need a marker if he was traveling with Novan? “You don’t intend to go to the guild all.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “You intend to send me as your apprentice, but you don’t intend to be there.”

      Novan smiled. “Very good. I’ve been away long enough that I’m not sure I can return. They would question it—though they won’t question me sending an apprentice. It’s the reason I don’t have the answer about what’s going on with the guild. They’ve gone silent for me, too.” Novan turned his attention back out to the sea, bringing the spyglass up to his eye. “And now that you’ve come to that conclusion, we need to use the rest of this journey to ensure that you are adequately prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “Prepared for whatever the guild might throw at you. I don’t know what it might be, but I do know they will challenge you, especially when it comes to you admitting that you know me.”

      Endric breathed out heavily. “What is this about, really?”

      Novan glanced over his shoulder. Endric followed the direction of his gaze, realizing that Elizabeth stood at the midsection of the railing, making it seem as if she weren’t listening, but the slight stiffness to her spine told Endric that she was attempting to do so.

      “Elizabeth wanted to investigate the guild, and there’s some reason that you don’t want her to be the one to do so, but you also agree that there is some need to do so,” Endric said. His mind struggled with trying to puzzle through the reasoning, but it had to be tied to Endric somehow. “And you didn’t want Senda to be the one. You made it seem as if it’s because she might ask the same questions as you, but it’s more than that. It would have to be.”

      “And what do you think it is?” Novan asked him.

      Endric shook his head. “I don’t know, but why won’t you tell me?”

      “Because you believe something that is not. There is nothing that I’m trying to conceal from you, and everything I’ve shared with you so far is the truth. You are the better option than Senda, and though Senda has a bright mind and there is no questioning her ability as the Keeper of the Secrets for the Denraen, it is exactly as I said before. The guild will recognize immediately that she would never be a good fit for my apprentice.”

      “And I would?” Endric studied Novan, unable to suppress his grin. “I have a hard time believing I am somehow a better fit to be your apprentice then Senda. I have a hard time believing there wouldn’t be dozens of other people who would be a good fit.”

      “You might be surprised,” Novan said.

      “Really? You don’t think I should understand the reason behind that before we reach Coamdon and the guild?”

      Novan leaned in. “As I said before, you need to be careful with the questions you ask so openly.”

      Endric looked over at Elizabeth. There wasn’t any way that she would be able to overhear them, was there?

      “Will you share with me before this is over?”

      “You will learn what you need at the time that you need it.”

      “Novan—”

      “I’m not trying to be difficult with you. In this, you should know that I’m protecting the guild.”

      “If you’re protecting the guild, why are you willing to bring me into it?”

      Novan glanced over at Elizabeth again before turning his attention back to Endric. “Because you are the only person I can trust.”

      Novan turned away, heading toward the stern of the ship, tapping his staff every so often as he went. Each time he did, there was a flare of teralin, and it was such that Endric wondered again whether or not Novan was even aware of what he did. He claimed he was, but the steady way he used teralin seemed almost as if he wasn’t.

      Turning his attention back to the sea, Endric stared out at the water. The waves lapping at the bow of the ship were not all that large, but occasionally spray would mist up over the railing and he would wipe it away. His boots didn’t provide the best footing on the deck, not nearly the same type of footing that the captain had by going barefoot, but so far, Endric hadn’t slipped.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something Novan wanted to tell him but didn’t feel as if he could. What would that be? And why would he not want Elizabeth to know?

      That was what this was all about. If nothing else, the entire reason Tresten and Novan had come to him was because they didn’t want Elizabeth’s involvement, but there had to be something else, another reason, and whatever it was had to do with a secret of the guild they didn’t trust to Senda.

      But they did trust Endric.

      Why?

      Endric looked over at Novan. The historian stood near the stern, staring out into the darkness. He held onto the staff the same way as he had at the bow of the ship and every so often, he would tap it, and light would surge along its length, enough to be visible to Endric in the growing dusk.

      He grabbed his sword, squeezing the hilt. Much like Novan’s staff, teralin flowed through it. Unlike Novan’s staff, Endric’s sword was entirely teralin, and he had used it ever since finding it. The teralin somehow helped him, though he still didn’t fully understand how.

      As he squeezed the hilt, he felt nothing other than the sense of the metal. His sword was positively charged, which gave him a certain flush. As he focused on the teralin, he wondered if there was other teralin nearby that he would be able to detect. He picked up on that from Novan’s staff, and there was some teralin below deck, which left Endric wondering if it was Senda or Elizabeth who had brought it on board. There was no other sense of it.

      He made his way along the deck, focusing on what he detected from the teralin, and as he did, he heard a shout from up above. Endric glanced up and saw a man sliding down a rope leading to the deck, and he hurried over to the captain, speaking excitedly.

      The captain glanced over at Endric. “The other ship is getting close.”

      “How close?”

      “Close enough to attack if they wanted to do so.”

      Endric hurried to the stern, staring out into the darkness. Novan stood next to him, rolling with the steady swaying of the ship. He had his smaller spyglass out, and he stared through it before handing it over. When Endric looked out, he could see the other ship was approaching and moving much more quickly than their ship.

      “How are they gaining on us so easily?”

      “They are smaller and sleeker,” Novan said.

      “That’s it? They’re smaller and sleeker?”

      Novan shook his head. “What else do you want me to say?”

      “There has to be some way that they’re gaining on us.”

      “And I’ve told you what that way is,” Novan said.

      Endric looked through the spyglass again, searching for anything that might help him understand how the ship was gaining on them, but he couldn’t tell, not easily.

      They were making swift time and moving quickly enough that he could tell there was something else speeding them along.

      Could they have some magical way of gaining on them?

      He hurried to the stairs leading down below deck and pounded on one of the doors. “Pendin. Get the rest of the Denraen.”

      Senda opened her door, looking out at him. Her face was pale, and she wiped her arm across her mouth. “What is it?”

      “An attack.”

      “Out here?”

      Endric nodded. “Pirates, according to the captain.”

      Senda spun and grabbed something from within her room before coming back out. When she did, she met Endric’s eyes as she gripped her staff. He didn’t say anything. There really wasn’t anything to say.

      “If it comes to a fight, I’m going to be ready,” she said.

      “If it comes to fight, I worry we don’t have the necessary numbers,” he said.

      They went back above deck, and he watched as the other ship approached closer and closer. He searched for signs that they had markings like the Deshmahne, but he saw nothing on them to suggest that.

      There had to be some secret to how they were moving so quickly, but what?

      As they drew close, Endric took a deep breath, readying himself for the attack. He unsheathed his sword, squeezing the hilt, hoping he was wrong.

      Then the other ship pulled up alongside. The men on board were all armed, all with swords unsheathed, and he knew they weren’t getting out of this without a fight.
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      Endric jumped over to the other ship without hesitating. It carried him into the middle of the deck, and he took a moment to steady his feet, bringing his sword up and to the ready. He looked around. It was a different style than the ship they traveled on, with the wood all painted a deep black. A pungent odor hung in the air and wind higher above tugged at the sail, sending it snapping.

      “Why are you chasing us?” Endric asked.

      He was instantly surrounded by four men dressed in black jackets and pants, strange lettering embroidered along the sides, and he noticed that they had no markings, no tattoos of any sort that would make him think that they were Deshmahne. Their swords were made of steel, and they gleamed in the fading daylight. The men all held their swords as if they were able to wield them well.

      He was a skilled swordsman and didn’t doubt his ability, but taking on this many men might have been a mistake.

      “Not here to talk, then,” Endric said.

      A dark-haired man with a lithe and muscular body darted forward. He swept his sword around in a sharp arc, and Endric blocked. He recognized the catah, though it was somewhat different than what he typically used. The man was quick, and there was a certain level of skill to the way that he fought.

      Two others joined, coming at him from either side.

      Endric fell into the patterns.

      Catahs flowed through him, and while he hadn’t been challenged nearly as often these days as he once had been, he was still able to focus on the catahs and use his knowledge to resist the attack. He moved through the patterns, flowing from one movement to another, blocking sword after sword, staying on the defense until he had a measure of his opponents. Facing three men was difficult, and for some reason, the fourth man stayed back, not pushing forward.

      That troubled him, but he didn’t have a chance to spend much time thinking about it.

      Endric swept through the next pattern and this time used a series of movements that played the men off each other.

      They were accustomed to fighting together.

      Endric grunted to himself and focused on his forms, thinking about how he had fought when faced with the groeliin. Three men were nothing compared to those creatures. Endric shifted from defense to the attack.

      He forced one of the men back and feigned slicing at one of the others before spinning and stabbing toward the man who’d attacked first.

      It forced all three of them back, disrupting their movements.

      Endric continued forward, flowing through his patterns, letting them fill him. There was a certain emptiness within his mind as he fought, and a certain power came to him as he let the catahs roll over him. There was only so much he could do when facing the Denraen, working with them and trying to train them. This was different, and the kind of challenge he hadn’t faced in quite some time.

      He knew he shouldn’t, but he relished it.

      He darted forward, slicing at one of the men, cutting him through the side. The man stumbled, and Endric continued to twist, kicking and knocking the man’s sword out of his hand.

      It left two attackers.

      He parried forward, knocking the smaller of the men back, using a series of catahs that were a combination of things he had learned from the Antrilii and from his father, and mixed with it were some movements of the staff. Altogether, it allowed him to fight in a much more fluid manner than they could keep up with.

      He cut through the next attacker and continued moving, slicing from one to the next. It left only the taller man. He shifted, switching hands with his sword, and as he did, he darted forward, changing the way he fought.

      Endric was taken aback for only a moment. His opponent was skilled, and it seemed as if he had been holding himself back, almost as if taking a measure of Endric.

      His movements were fast, and there was something about them that reminded Endric of the Antrilii.

      “You have some talent,” the man said, grunting as he brought his sword around, blocking Endric.

      Endric followed through the defense of the catah the man used and crashed his sword into the other man’s.

      “I would say the same about you, but you let two men with you fall.”

      “They needed the practice.”

      “And because they needed practice, you were willing to let them die?”

      “Will they die? You cut one on the thigh, a wound that is certainly survivable, and the other, you barely grazed.”

      Endric spun around and almost realized too late that the other man, the one he thought he had disarmed, had gotten back up.

      It was an interesting technique. They had played Endric, though not so much that he couldn’t recognize what they were doing.

      He took a deep breath, focusing on his forms, and sliced through a series of rapid movements, this time not holding back as he attacked, wanting to keep the second man from interfering. He cut through the man’s arm, and the man cried out, clutching his arm to his body.

      Endric spun back to the other man. “Now it’s just the two of us. Who are you and why have you chased us?”

      The man flashed his sword in an awkward angle, and as he did, it created a pattern Endric hadn’t seen. He blocked, but it placed his sword at a strange angle to do so, and the other man was able to counter, driving Endric back. He nearly stumbled, his boots slipping on the deck, but he managed to right himself.

      “Interesting. We haven’t encountered anyone like you on the sea before.”

      Endric darted forward in a series of movements, forcing the man to defend. As he fought, he searched for any evidence of markings that would reveal he was Deshmahne, but he didn’t see anything.

      Who were these men, then? How was this man so skilled? And why did he fight almost as if he were one of the Antrilii?

      Could it mean that he had abilities similar to the Magi?

      The man started to shift, twisting toward Endric in an attack. His movement was strange, and it once again took Endric back, but this time he adjusted, accommodating for the oddity of the attack, the way he twisted his sword down as he fought rather than holding it upright. Endric looked off to the side, twisting his sword up, and it caught the man off guard. He kicked, driving his heel into the man’s side, and the man went stumbling. If nothing else, Endric would end this fight so that he could get some answers.

      The man landed on the ground and flipped back to his feet. He smiled at Endric. “Interesting. You come out of Boastin, but you aren’t from Gomald. You fight with more freedom of thought than any of the Denraen we’ve ever encountered. And there is something… familiar… about you.”

      He started forward again, and his movements were fast, almost too fast for Endric to keep up with.

      It had been five years since he had spent any time with the Antrilii. Five years since he had needed to maintain his rigor of skill, and five years since he had confronted the groeliin. In that time, Endric’s skills had faded somewhat. He was still better equipped than anyone else in the Denraen to handle a fight like this, but he didn’t have the same regular training that he once had.

      And he was worse off for it.

      When the man flashed toward him, his sword moving in a blur, a flurry of movements that reminded him of when he had faced Urik, Endric knew a moment of doubt.

      He pushed it away, focusing on the sword techniques he had learned over the years, holding on to the lessons that he had learned long ago. If he could maintain those connections, he wouldn’t need to worry about what this man might do.

      Endric ducked down, twisting through a series of movements that were different than any catah he’d ever known, forming them in his mind as he hurried forward, wanting to end the fight quickly. In order to do so, he needed to be fast, and he needed to find some way to prevent this man from getting too close to him.

      How?

      Despite the question, Endric reveled in the fight. There was something pure about fighting like this, something freeing. He was in danger, but it was only by being in danger that he ever felt truly alive. It was much the same way he had felt when he had faced the groeliin. They terrified him, composed of death and destruction unlike any other creature he had ever faced, but at the same time, they challenged him in a way that nothing else did.

      The Antrilii had taken a vow to oppose the groeliin, but Endric suspected there was more to it than merely their vow. They also enjoyed the challenge, at least from what he had seen from them.

      He sprung back up, twisting around again, and this time saw two others facing him.

      Where had they come from?

      Both of them looked much the same as the first two he had dispatched, but were uninjured. By now, there should have been help from his ship, but where was it?

      Endric didn’t have a chance to think about that too much, focused on slowing these others, and he ducked down, darting forward with a jab of his sword, catching one of the men in the belly and sweeping his leg around to knock the other down. He kicked the sword free from his hand and stepped back, kicking the man in the head to knock him out.

      It left him with the first man yet again.

      He stood, watching Endric, amusement on his face.

      These others were meant as diversions, to test him and slow him, which meant they were sacrifices his actual opponent was willing to make. How could he be so willing to use his people like that?

      Endric jumped forward, spinning in a flurry of movements. In his mind, he envisioned the man as a groeliin, and he treated the attack as if he had to avoid fangs and claws, the same way he had needed to avoid them when facing actual groeliin.

      Thinking of him in that way made it easier, though the man was quick, possibly faster than any groeliin, and certainly as fast as any of the Antrilii he had trained with.

      Endric was forced back, stepping back into a series of defense movements, and he tripped over the fallen form of one of the other attackers. He jumped back, and suddenly there was the railing behind him.

      For a moment, he wobbled. The ship crashed through the water, moving swiftly.

      Endric pushed off, lunging at the other man and twisting away. He wanted only to feign an attack and was ready for the possibility that the man was prepared for him.

      He brought his sword around, blocking, and as he did, he blocked again, twisting through his movements, knocking the man back.

      For the first time since confronting him, he felt as if he had the upper hand.

      Endric darted forward, slicing through a catah, thinking as if he were going to catch the man on his arm, willing to cut him down, but the man managed to block, catching his blade and twisting it.

      Endric cried out, swinging his sword around, and felt the power of the teralin surging within it.

      He pulled on it.

      Endric wasn’t sure exactly what he did, but it felt as if it were the same as when he charged teralin. That power filled him, and he swept through his catah, moving more rapidly than he had before. When he connected with the other man’s sword this time, he sliced through the blade, shattering it.

      The man hesitated, and Endric used that hesitation to slam the flat of his blade into the man’s forehead, knocking him down.

      Three others surged toward him.

      Endric continued through his catahs, flowing through the movements, and as he did, he dropped two of them in one single slice. It left the third, and Endric stabbed, driving the blade through his belly. All were down, and Endric turned around, looking to see who might come after him next, but there was no one.

      He caught his breath, staring at the fallen man who had posed such a challenge to him, the first such challenge that Endric had had in quite some time, and he knelt in front of him. Endric tore a strip of cloth free from the man’s shirt and used that to bind his hands, and then tore another strip free to bind his ankles. When the man was completely secured, he made his way around the ship, doing the same to the others. With each of them tied, unable to strike, Endric finally stood and looked around. As he did, he realized that there was silence all around him, and it was silence that shouldn’t be there.

      Where were the Denraen?

      Where were Pendin and Senda? Even Novan? Any of them should have come to join him during this fight, but none had.

      As he looked over, he realized that the ship that he had been on was gone.

      Had they abandoned him?

      He looked for signs of a captain, anyone who could help steer them toward Coamdon, but he saw nothing. Endric didn’t know enough about sailing to be able to navigate. Without help, he would be stuck here out on the ocean, with strangers who had attempted to kill him, and at least one man who was more skilled than Endric had expected.

      He made his way below deck, looking for signs of anyone else, but saw nothing.

      The ship was different than the one Novan had hired. The entire hold was open, and he counted the rows of bunks. There were just enough for the number of men who had attacked him. Gods, what had he gotten himself into?

      He looked around the hold, searching for signs of anything that would help him understand what had happened here, and maybe help him understand how they had overtaken his ship, but he didn’t see anything.

      Endric had started back up the stairs when he heard voices.

      He froze.

      “Where is he?”

      “He tied us up and then disappeared,” a voice said. It was the man who had attacked.

      “Then he’s below deck.”

      “It’s the only place he could have gone,” the attacker said.

      “How did he overpower you?”

      “I don’t know. He shouldn’t have been able to.”

      “They were only Denraen,” another voice said.

      “The others were. This one is different.”

      “How do you know he’s different?”

      “The way he fights. I haven’t seen anyone like him before. He anticipated even my most complicated forms, almost as if he’d seen them before.”

      Endric stayed in place, trying not to move. He didn’t want to make a sound, not certain whether the men above deck were even tied up anymore, though it sounded as if they weren’t. How?

      Unless he had missed someone.

      He thought of the man who had been up in the mast on the other ship and realized he might have overlooked someone like that. If there had been someone up there, and they had slid down the mast, they could have untied the others.

      And if the others were untied, what did that mean for Endric?

      Probably nothing. He had defeated the other man once and shattered his sword, which told Endric he likely could do so again, but he wanted to know more about these people. Something was going on here, and while he wasn’t entirely sure what it was, he thought that he needed to understand to be ready for the next possible attack.

      “It’s not just the way he fights. Look at your sword.”

      “I know. It shouldn’t have been possible.”

      “You know what Master Slovan said.”

      “I know what he said, and I know how much I paid for this blade. Now it’s useless.”

      “It might be useless, but if you can find what that man had, maybe you can use something like that.”

      “Only if we can overtake him.”

      “You don’t think that you can overtake him?”

      “Maybe with an adequate weapon. Seeing as how I don’t have one…”

      “Look around you. There are a dozen different options for you.”

      “None of them would be any better than the one I lost.”

      “Can’t you fight two-handed?”

      Endric took a step back. He’d seen the man fight with both his right and left hand, and that had been hard enough. If he suddenly attempted to fight Endric with two swords, it would be even more difficult than facing the others. When they had tried to fight in unison, there were limitations to what they were able to do, but a man who was equally skilled with two swords would be challenging.

      Then again, didn’t he want a challenge?

      He did, but he also wanted to understand. He needed to know who these people were and why they attacked. Until he could figure that out, it wasn’t safe to expose himself.

      But there was no place on this ship to hide.

      He stood at the opening to the stairs, the sound of boots thudding overhead.

      Endric waited, listening to the movement until they drifted toward the stern. When he jumped free, he would be out in the bow, and from there he could either hide or had to prepare an attack.

      The sound of the boots stopped.

      Endric ran up the stairs and jumped out, spinning around to look at the bodies strewn on the deck. All of this destruction had been his fault.

      A man wearing a heavy cloak stood at the stern of the boat, but where was the swordsman Endric had faced?

      The sudden sense of movement caused him to spin.

      Endric jumped back, the railing at his backside.

      The man had dropped down from overhead and landed on the deck. He spun two shorter blades, moving them with comfort. He watched Endric, eyeing him warily.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “Like you said, just a Denraen.”

      The man laughed. “I’ve faced the Denraen. You aren’t Denraen.”

      “Who do you think I am?”

      “Are you Yaluza? Ghalabran? Holsh?”

      With each name, Endric shook his head. He had studied the known lands, and none of them matched these names. Could they be east, beyond the Great Valley and toward the Unknown Lands?

      Maybe they were islands. There were dozens of small islands that dotted the coast beyond Gomald, the largest of which was Salvat. Salvat was something different, but maybe these other places were smaller, though Endric thought that he would’ve heard of something like that, especially if they had the kind of power that made a man like this nervous.

      “As I said, I’m Denraen,” Endric said.

      “And I’ve said that I have faced Denraen.”

      Endric remained tense, staring at the man. He kept his sword ready though he didn’t have the sense that this man intended to attack him, at least not yet. With the railing at his back, Endric wouldn’t be surprised if he did, but it seemed as if he were delaying nonetheless. Why would he be delaying Endric? What did he think to accomplish?

      “And who are you?” Endric asked.

      “I am but a simple soldier,” the man said.

      It was Endric’s turn to laugh. “Simple? I’ve faced plenty of simple soldiers, and you are nothing like that. And who is he?” He motioned to the man standing at the stern. He hadn’t turned or moved at all. Something was unsettling about the fact that he merely stood there, his back to Endric, almost as if he were completely unconcerned about the fact that Endric was back on deck, facing his swordsman—a swordsman Endric had already defeated.

      “Perhaps not so simple,” the man said with a smile. He spun the swords, twisting them in a flurry of movements. “But then again, neither are you a simple Denraen.”

      “I don’t know what I need to do to convince you, but I am Denraen.”

      “And why are you traveling in such small numbers? Why are you with him?”

      “Him?” Endric asked.

      “Arand.”

      Endric frowned. “I don’t know anybody by that name.”

      “Perhaps you know him by a different name, but I know him by Arand. He is the man you traveled with, a man you were seen leaving Boastin with.”

      Could he be referring to the captain? Or could it be one of his crew? Endric didn’t recognize the name and wondered who this man might be referring to, and if it was the captain or one of his crew, what would they have done to have drawn this sort of attention?

      “I left Boastin with many men. You might have to be a little more specific, so I understand who you refer to.”

      “Tall man. He carries a strange staff. And he’s powerful. Incredibly powerful.”

      Endric blinked. Novan? That was what this was about?

      What had Novan gotten them into?
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      Endric stared at the tall man, unsure what to do. He was after Novan, and Endric was certain he was able to move in ways he should not be able to unless he were either Antrilii or Magi. He would have heard about Antrilii traveling the seas, and had he not known Novan, he wouldn’t have thought it possible there would be others with abilities similar to the Magi. Maybe Novan wasn’t the only one with such gifts.

      The ship rocked, the waves crashing along either side of it, and he resisted the urge to grab onto the railing. He kept his feet set, holding his balance, thinking of the oncoming waves as something like a battle, rolling with each one, trying to anticipate but not wanting to fight through the waves.

      He held onto his sword, ready for the possibility of attack.

      And who was this other man behind him?

      “What do you want with him?” Endric asked.

      He would buy time. If nothing else, the longer he spent talking to this man, the longer he convinced him to keep talking, the better chance Endric had at trying to understand what he was after.

      “He took something from us,” he said.

      “What did he take?”

      “It doesn’t matter. And soon, you won’t matter.”

      “Do you really think you can overpower me? You’ve already proven yourself incapable.”

      “That was when I wasn’t prepared.”

      “Do you think you’ll be better prepared the next time?”

      “You cannot defeat me. You aren’t powerful enough.”

      “You have an awfully high view of your abilities,” Endric said.

      The man stepped forward, spinning his blades. Endric ignored the swords and focused on the man, watching his movements. That was the key to stopping any swordsman. If he could anticipate an attack, and if he could be ready for the possibility that the man might dart forward, he didn’t need to watch the blades. He needed only to pay attention to the person holding them.

      “Why did you say that you have faced Denraen?” Endric asked.

      “I have faced the Denraen and have found them lacking.”

      “Faced them as in slaughtering them?”

      The man’s mouth screwed up into a frown. “What reason would I have in slaughtering them? No, I have tested myself against the Denraen, and none have proven worthy.”

      That meant sparring, not anything more than that, which meant this man hadn’t attacked and harmed Denraen soldiers. It gave Endric less reason to attack him.

      “Who have you tested yourself against?”

      “Does it matter? I have not found the Denraen to be any particular challenge.”

      “Yet I’ve told you that I am Denraen.”

      “If you are Denraen, you are nothing like the others.”

      “Perhaps, but I there are others who have abilities within the Denraen. I’m not the only capable one.”

      The man laughed and took a step toward Endric, spinning his swords in a steady circle as he approached. “I find that difficult to believe.”

      “Tell me what you’re after, and I will make this quick,” Endric said.

      “You will make it quick? I believe I should be the one making promises, and considering what you did to my men, I have no intention of making anything quick for you.”

      “Your men attacked me, and I was only defending myself.”

      “They attacked because you boarded our ship.”

      “Only because you pulled up alongside mine.”

      As Endric watched the man, he realized this man wasn’t the only person he had to be concerned about. It was the person behind him, the one standing at the stern with his back turned, who he needed to consider.

      What was he after?

      Endric pointed with his sword. “Who is your master?”

      “My master? That is an interesting question.”

      “If you think you have me subdued, why wouldn’t you answer?”

      “I am quite certain of it,” the man said.

      Endric chuckled. “Is that right? Then you shouldn’t have anything to fear. If I am so easy for you to defeat, there would be no reason for you not to share with me what you are here for.”

      “The man you were with stole something from us.”

      “You already told me that,” Endric said. “What did he steal?”

      “It was something of value to my people, but it would be of little value to any others.”

      “And who are your people?”

      More than anything else, Endric was curious about this man and where he was from, and curious about who he served. Other than the Antrilii, Endric had never encountered anyone quite like him. He had mentioned places that Endric had never heard of. He had thought the Denraen had given him the knowledge and experience that he needed to be prepared, but he was woefully underprepared when it came to this man and what he was after.

      “I am of the Assal people.”

      Endric frowned. He’d never heard of the Assal, but clearly, they had some abilities.

      “I don’t know anything about the Assal.”

      The man took a step toward him, and Endric was forced to slip forward into a catah, parrying in response. He continued through the motion, using his momentum to send the attacker back three steps.

      Once he did, Endric hesitated, staying a step back from the railing, keeping space so that if it was to come to it, he could maneuver more easily. Having nowhere to retreat put him at a disadvantage, but he also wanted the reassurance that no one else would come at him from behind.

      “That is exactly how we would like it,” the man said.

      “Are you going to tell me what was taken from you?”

      “Why should I? It seems as if you have no idea, which means that you are of little use to me.”

      “Perhaps, but I also know this man that you claim stole from you.”

      “How well do you know him?”

      “Well enough to know his real name,” Endric said.

      He wasn’t sure if that was true or not. It was possible Novan wasn’t his real name, though Endric had no reason to question that.

      Then again, he had never had reason to question Novan at all, and learning that he had gone by a different name with these people made him wonder. Maybe Novan was more than what he claimed, and already he claimed quite a bit, both in his service to the historian guild along with his service to the Conclave.

      “I doubt you know him know better than we do.”

      Endric flicked his gaze to the other man with them. There was something off about him. Why would he be simply standing there, staring out into the darkness? What was he after? What did he think that he could see?

      “Do you intend for us to fight again?” Endric asked.

      It seemed a reasonable question, especially as this man just stood there, and though he took a few steps forward, there was not much threatening in his posture, certainly not as he had been before. Either he didn’t intend to attack, or he was still trying to gauge how much of a threat he thought Endric would be.

      “I’m trying to decide whether or not it makes sense to destroy you,” the man said.

      Endric smiled to himself. He was nothing if not arrogant, and Endric couldn’t help but enjoy a little arrogance, especially coming from a swordsman who had a certain degree of skill. Arrogance was beneficial, and it helped with intimidating an opponent. Endric wasn’t easily intimidated—he’d been around plenty of men over the years who thought highly of their skill—but couldn’t help the fact that he found this man slightly amusing. With his skill, he couldn’t dismiss him completely, but Endric was far too skilled himself to be worried about him.

      “And what if I decide to destroy you?” he asked.

      “You’ve held back. That tells me that you’re afraid.”

      “I’m holding back so that I can determine whether or not it’s worth my effort to eliminate you.”

      “Worth your effort? You were the one who came over here. I’ll admit you surprised me with your initial skill, but it won’t happen again, now that I’m prepared for you. The only thing that interests me is that sword of yours.”

      “The fact that you know nothing about this sword tells me that you don’t know the man you pursue nearly as well as you claim. If you did, you would know that he has knowledge of that metal.”

      “I suspect he has knowledge of a great many things. He has proven himself quite the challenge.”

      “And why is that?”

      “We have much experience with historians in Assal,” he said.

      Novan had revealed himself to be a historian, which didn’t necessarily surprise Endric. He held onto that identity, even though he had served the Conclave. Novan viewed his role with the historian guild in the same way that Endric held onto his role with the Denraen, even when he was serving others.

      Perhaps that should have been enough to tell him that he needed to be more proactive with his role within the Denraen.

      “It sounds as if you don’t care very much for the historian.”

      “You wouldn’t say such things if you knew anything about Assal. But then, few bother traveling so far north.”

      “North?” The only thing north that Endric knew about was the Antrilii, and he would have known if this man were Antrilii. If he were, he would’ve known Novan by the name the Antrilii knew him by, and he would’ve had a very different experience with him. And if he were Antrilii, Endric wouldn’t have expected him to be traveling by boat. They stayed in the north, protecting it from the groeliin, and they would not have abandoned it simply to come chasing after Novan. “Where in the north?”

      “Assal is a chain of islands off the northern coast.”

      That was why he didn’t know anything about it. If they were off the northern coast, it could have been that it was unexplored, far enough north of any known land that they didn’t travel to it. Then again, if they were far enough north, and they had some exposure to the Denraen, why wouldn’t he have known about them?

      “Hidden from the rest of the world,” Endric said.

      “Hidden? No. We remain separate, as there is no reason for us to become involved in any more than we already are.”

      “How have you kept yourself separate from the rest of the world?”

      “It’s not so difficult. There are others who are as isolated as us, and few even think to question them.”

      Endric cocked his head to the side. Could he really mean…

      “You mean the Antrilii.”

      The man frowned. “What do you know of them?”

      He looked at the man’s swords and thought that he understood. While the man might not be Antrilii, could he have trained with them? Could that be how he had grown as skilled as he was?

      If that were the case, then he needed to be much more cautious. If the Antrilii worked with the Assal, Endric had no reason to turn them into enemies.

      “I suspect I know more of the Antrilii than you.”

      The man laughed bitterly. He stopped spinning his swords, at least, and he stared at Endric. “There are none within the Denraen who can claim to know the Antrilii, and those who know of them only know them peripherally. I’m certain you’ve heard of the Antrilii, but knowing them?”

      Endric smiled. “I’ve trained with them.”

      He watched the man as he said it, curious to see if he had guessed correctly. If he were right, he would get some sort of confirmation.

      It came with a shifting at the corner of his eyes. A twitching.

      He did know the Antrilii.

      “You trained with the Antrilii?” the swordsman asked.

      “You wondered why I was as skilled as I am? My father trained with the Antrilii, and he taught me, and when I came of age, I went north and traveled with the Antrilii.”

      “The Antrilii don’t allow anyone to train with them.”

      “Then how is it you studied with them?”

      “The Antrilii send swordmasters to us. We study with them, and we trade.”

      That explained things. The Antrilii had adequate resources in the north, but there were limitations to what they were able to find and acquire, and he could see them having a need to bargain for resources, especially with those who kept themselves separate from the rest of the world. To the Antrilii, that would be valuable, especially as they wouldn’t want others to know that they were as organized as they were. Prior to Endric traveling to the Antrilii lands, he hadn’t known that they had such an organized structure. Gods—he had been surprised to find an entire city there, protected from others finding it. It was a place where the Antrilii could remain hidden.

      The swordsman took a step toward Endric, shifting in a way that Endric recognized. As he thought about it, all of the man’s movements had been Antrilii fighting style, though with slight modifications. Why hadn’t he recognized it before?

      Then again, it had been quite a long time since he had been to the Antrilii lands, and it had been a long time since he had trained with them.

      “Did you harm the Antrilii?” the man asked.

      “Why would I harm one of the Antrilii? I am descended from the Antrilii.”

      The man stared at him for a long moment before laughing. “You aren’t Antrilii. I have seen many of the Antrilii. You’re far too slight of build.”

      Endric shrugged. “Blame my mother’s side of the family. My father looks more like Nahrsin, his cousin, and he looked much more like Dentoun, his brother.”

      He waited, curious if the man recognized either of those names. Nahrsin had not shared that the Antrilii sent their swordmasters outside of their lands, but then again, why would he? It wouldn’t be seen as an abandonment of the Antrilii responsibilities, especially if they were going so that they could support their people.

      “He speaks the truth,” the man at the stern of the ship said.

      Endric looked past his opponent, staring at the end of the ship, wondering who that man was and how he could even know. How could he have even heard?

      Unless he had some magical ability.

      Could he be Magi?

      “Why do you say that?” the swordsman asked.

      The other man turned and faced Endric, staring at him. “You are Dendril’s son.”

      Endric nodded, fixing the other man with a hard gaze.

      “Dendril? As in the Denraen general?”

      Endric nodded. “How is it that you knew my father was Antrilii?” He might have revealed the truth, but the man at the stern of the ship had known, even if Endric had not said anything. He didn’t need Endric to share his father’s name, which told him this man had already known it.

      “You aren’t the only one who has visited the Antrilii lands,” he said.

      Endric stared, wondering what he would need to do. If they had visited the Antrilii lands, he would have known about teralin, which meant either he was lying or the Antrilii didn’t trust him enough to share the secret of the metal with him.

      Either way, Endric didn’t know enough about these two to trust them. It left him uncomfortable. “What did the historian take from you?”

      “He took books,” the man at the end of the ship said.

      “A book?”

      The man nodded. “Not just one. What he has taken is incredibly valuable to my people.”

      Endric sighed. Now that was something he could imagine Novan stealing. And if Novan had stolen books from these people and they were after him, there was something much more valuable within it than what they would likely share with him.

      “What was your intention when you caught the historian?”

      “We intend to recover the books,” the man said.

      Endric ignored the swordsman though he knew that he shouldn’t, not entirely. He still didn’t know how talented he was. If he trained with the Antrilii, he might even recognize some of Endric’s attacking skills.

      “Did you intend to harm the historian?”

      “Would that matter?”

      “It would matter to me.”

      “Why?” The man remained at the stern, keeping one hand on the railing. Wind whipped around them, and they moved through the water quickly, almost much more quickly than Endric imagined they should be able to do. Then again, he remembered how this ship had caught up with them, slicing through the waters so quickly that they had not been able to outrun it.

      That was the secret. That was what they were trying to keep hidden.

      These people did have abilities.

      He stared at the man at the stern for a moment more. He had been up in the mast, sitting up above the sails, when Endric had jumped on board. He had remained there during the fight, which told Endric that he likely wasn’t a fighter himself, but the fact that he had been up there and they had moved so swiftly through the sea suggested he was the one responsible, especially as they continued to sail with significant speed.

      “He has helped me quite a few times, and I owe him a debt,” Endric said. He decided to answer truthfully.

      “Recover the books, and we would have no reason to harm him.”

      “What if he no longer has them?”

      “Then we will have to find them,” the man said.

      There was a threat within that, though it didn’t come out overtly, and Endric had little doubt they would have some way of finding Novan, especially as they had tracked him this far.

      “Return me to the ship, and I will find them,” Endric said.

      “I’m afraid we can’t do that,” the man said.

      “Why not?”

      “We are too far from the ship to return you.”

      “Then take me into Coamdon,” Endric said.

      The man stared at him for a moment. Endric tried reading him, but they were too far away, it was too dark, and there was something off about the man that made it difficult to read his body language.

      “What purpose did you have in going to Coamdon?” the man asked.

      “Apparently, my purpose was to find you these books.”

      He nodded. “We will escort you there, and then we will remain. You will find the books, and you will return them to us. And if you do not, we will come after the historian.”

      “If you come after the historian, know that you will have to come through me.” Endric directed that comment to the swordsman.

      “If it comes to it, then you will do what you have to do, and we will do what we must do.”
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      The ship pulled into the harbor in Coamdon, and Endric looked around, anxious to be off it. The last two days had passed slowly—almost too slowly. He had been on edge the entire time, unwilling to sleep or set his sword down, not sure whether these men would take the opportunity to attack him.

      In the days that he traveled with them, he saw enough to let him know there must be some Mage ability among at least one of them. The men Endric had attacked had been healed. Some had injuries that should not have been easy to recover from, but they were back on their feet, working the sails and the lines within a day, walking as if the injuries they’d sustained were nothing.

      Endric had said nothing, simply observing, curious if he would learn anything else, but the injured—and restored—men had not approached him. For the most part, they had avoided coming too close to him. Not that he blamed them. He had been the reason they were injured in the first place, and he maintained his guard as long as he could, prepared for the possibility that one of them might instigate more swordplay, but none did.

      By the end of the two days, he was exhausted. He was tired of maintaining focus and was ready for nothing more than sleep, but first he needed to get into the port of Coamdon, and then he needed to find a safe place where he could hunker down and get some rest, staying close enough to the shore that he could watch for the arrival of the other ship.

      Coamdon was a large city, spread out around a rocky coast, with the city stretching up the mountainous coastline. High up above the water was the main part of the city, and most of it looked as if it were a fortress, a massive central structure rising above the rest, surrounded by a sprawling wall. It was all made of stone—the same stone and coloring that led up from the shore, making it so that everything sort of blended together.

      Dozens of ships moved through the harbor, and enormous docks stretched out like fingers into the water. Most of the ships pulled up along the docks, though some anchored in the middle of the harbor, sending smaller dinghies into shore.

      What would these men do?

      He turned to the leader, the mostly silent man whose name was Varian, and who Endric suspected was the one capable of using Magi abilities. The other man would have similar abilities—at least based on his swordsmanship—but Endric hadn’t seen that yet. “How far ahead of the other ship do you think you are?”

      “Perhaps a day,” he said.

      “How did you get so far ahead of them?”

      He smiled but said nothing.

      Although Endric suspected it came from something similar to the Magi abilities, he couldn’t prove it. Then again, it probably didn’t matter anyway. If they had something similar to the Magi abilities, there was no reason that they would need to use them the same as the Magi. The Magi viewed their powers as gifts from the gods, and while Endric didn’t know if that were the case, there were others with similar capabilities, and they viewed them very differently. The Antrilii had gifts which they used to defend the north from the threat of the groeliin. Was that any better use of their abilities than what the Magi did?

      “Where will you be staying?” Endric asked.

      They started to pull up alongside one of the docks, and he was eager to jump off the ship and get away from them. Before he did, he wanted to be prepared for how he would find them again when he did recover the book. Novan had already done far too good a job at making enemies of them, and Endric didn’t want to exacerbate that. He didn’t want to run the risk of creating even more enemies for the Denraen to have to face.

      Besides, it was possible he could turn them into allies. If they were this skilled, and if they had swordsmen who trained with the Antrilii, maybe Endric could use them. Maybe he could somehow encourage them to come and join the Denraen.

      What was he doing, thinking like that?

      He tried to push the thoughts out of his head, but having soldiers with that sort of skill would be valuable, especially as they faced greater threats. He wasn’t convinced they were done with the Deshmahne, and if they had to encounter the Deshmahne again, having someone like this, with skills that rivaled those of the Antrilii, would make the Denraen that much more capable.

      “We will remain on board the ship,” Varian said.

      “And when I recover the books?”

      “When you recover the books, you can see to it that you bring them out to us.”

      “What happens if he doesn’t have them?”

      That was what Endric worried about most of all. It was possible that Novan wouldn’t even have it with him, and if he didn’t, then would there be anything he could do?

      Probably not. It meant he might need to fight, and while he normally didn’t mind fighting, he didn’t want to fight these people until he knew more about them.

      “Do what you can, son of Dendril.”

      They reached the dock, and the ship slowed to a stop. Endric barely waited before jumping off and hurrying down the dock, casting a glance back. The others on the ship worked to tie it up, wrapping lines around the massive dock poles and furling the sails.

      He studied the ship, wanting to be able to find it again, though with its narrow hull and black-painted sides, he doubted that he would have a hard time. It was unique.

      Endric reached the end of the dock. There were lots of people along the dock, most who looked to be ship workers, many with colorful and vibrant decorative tattoos, not the kind the Deshmahne possessed. Others could be merchants, or locals, and there was one band of acrobats he came across, their tight-fitting clothing revealing their muscularity.

      Some of the people making their way along the docks pushed carts while others were heading back toward ships and some were talking loudly to each other. Endric passed one group of men who stunk of ale, and he smiled to himself. This was a harbor city, and places like this would be full of people from dozens of different cities, so there would be no particular surprise at someone like him coming through here. It would be a good place to hide, and he wouldn’t have to worry about drawing too much attention or encountering anyone dangerous.

      Then again, none of the men he passed were armed, and he made no attempt at concealing his sword. He had no intention of doing so, not wanting to restrict access to the blade if he were to need it.

      At the end of the dock, he paused and looked back. From here, the harbor stretched out in front of him. It was enormous, and ships moved in and out, some under sail while others were rowed. He saw no sign of the ship he had been traveling on with Novan. If Varian told the truth, Endric had a day or so before they would even reach him. It was time he could use to explore the city, but first he needed to find a place to rest. Until he did that, it would be no use to explore. He was exhausted from the past two days and needed to rest before he could begin his quest to find Novan.

      He debated his options, but the best bet was finding a tavern with an inn attached. From there, he could find a bed for the night. He had some coins, enough to at least purchase one night, though he might not have enough to buy himself a place to stay for much longer than that.

      He wandered along the shore. The coast was rocky, and while there was a road running along the docks, with dozens of hawkers trying to sell various goods to the sailors, it wasn’t a prosperous part of the city. Endric looked up and realized that he would have to go deeper into the city to find anyplace safer.

      It would probably be cheaper to stay along the shore, especially if this was the worst part of the city, but Endric didn’t necessarily want cheaper. He had moved beyond that, and he would either sleep under the open sky, or he would spend a little extra and have a decent meal and a place to sleep where he didn’t have to worry about getting jumped by someone after his coins. Those kind of places wouldn’t be found along the coastline; they would be found deeper in the city, where the merchants tended to stay.

      The buildings higher up were a little nicer. The streets were still filled with people, and carts were pushed through here, mostly merchant wagons, none of them guided by horse, something Endric found surprising. The people were dressed in dingy clothing, and many of them stunk of fish and the sea, though there was an undercurrent of filth to everything. Endric hated that he felt that way and tried to ignore it, but it seemed to permeate everyone that he passed.

      He continued up and along the road, passing more people. With the way the road traveled, meandering up through the city, he had a sense that it was similar to Vasha, though there was not the same terracing. He passed a section full of what he suspected were homes, the buildings all pressed together.

      As he continued to climb, the people were better dressed, and there was less of the stench that hung over everything. Soon he noticed nicer storefronts, and then he passed another stretch of homes that were more spaced out.

      This was the nicer part of Coamdon. Endric looked up. High overhead, he could still see the fortress, though he didn’t intend to climb quite that high. He was content in this section of the city, which looked like it was likely going to be mostly merchants and nothing more. Surprisingly, none of the buildings were marked.

      It made it more difficult to determine where he could go, but he started to listen for sounds of music and laughter and voices, all of the typical types of sounds that he associated with taverns. Most of the taverns within Vasha and other great cities had inns attached to them, and that was what he wanted more than a tavern. While he wouldn’t pass on a meal, what he wanted was a bed, a place to rest, and a chance to sleep.

      Finally, he found a place. It was a narrow building, and it seemed to be built deep into the side of the mountain leading up toward the fortress, but Endric pulled open the door, hesitating for a moment. There were voices within, and the sounds of conversation slowly died off as he stood there. Endric hurried inside and took a seat. There were tables scattered around the narrow room, and a few lanterns gave light, something that was especially necessary considering there were few windows on the face of the building. A long counter stretched along one wall, and several people sat at the counter.

      This might only be a tavern and not an inn.

      Endric waited until someone made their way over to him. The waitress was a little older than him, and she had round cheeks and round hips, the kind of girl he once would have ogled far too long. “I’m looking for something to eat,” he said.

      “Well, we have food.”

      “And I’m looking for someplace to stay.”

      The woman stared at him. “You’re not my type.”

      “It’s not like that,” he said.

      “We don’t have rooms,” she said.

      “None?”

      She took a step back, watching him for a moment. “You’re not from here, are you?”

      Endric shook his head. “I came in from the north.”

      She stared at him. “From the north? And you come all the way up here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Most of the places the sailors prefer are along the coast.”

      “Those aren’t the kind of places that I’m looking for.”

      “Ah. You like something a little higher end. Well, I’m afraid that I can’t help you with that, either.”

      Endric shook his head again. “That’s not what I’m looking for, either.”

      “If you have coins, I’m sure that I can help guide you to the right place. We don’t have them here, but if you go down closer to the docks, some places are nicer than others. I might know the right kind of place for you to search, though I would take donations for my suggestions.”

      Endric forced a smile and shook his head. “Thank you, but I am not looking for that kind of suggestion. All I’m looking for is a place to stay.”

      “And I’ve offered you a few suggestions, but you seem to be too prudish for them.”

      Endric smiled to himself. It was the first time that he’d ever been called too prudish for anything. “Are there no inns in the city?”

      “If all you’re looking for is a place to sleep, there are plenty of places, but a man like you, you strike me as someone who’s looking for something a little bit more entertaining,” she said. She leaned forward and squeezed his arm, smiling to herself. “Maybe I might change my mind. A few more coins, and I might be able to spare some space in my room.”

      Endric only shook his head. “Just a meal, then.”

      She shrugged. “If you please.”

      She disappeared, heading back into what he could only suspect was the kitchen, and was gone for little while before returning with a plate heaped with meat and vegetables. “How much?”

      “Two silvers,” she said.

      “Two?”

      “It would’ve been less, but…”

      Endric snorted and fished into his pocket, pulling out his coins. Thankfully he had more than enough to pay for this overpriced meal. He started eating and flipped a coin toward her.

      “I said it was two.”

      “You’ll get one silver and be thankful for it. Already that’s more than this cost you.”

      She reached for his tray, as if to pull it away from him, but he grabbed her wrist.

      “I’m happy to pay another coin if you can tell me a safe and clean place to stay. That’s all I’m looking for.”

      He wasn’t sure that he would trust her at this point anyway, but now that he was here, and now that he was eating, he did want to know where he could go and sleep. He was tired, and dealing with someone like her only made that worse.

      “If all you need is a bed, you can go up to the temple.”

      “Let’s just assume that I don’t want to go to the temple,” he said. Endric didn’t know enough about Coamdon yet to know whether the Deshmahne had much of a presence here, but if they did, he wasn’t eager to go and expose himself to them, and he didn’t like the idea of needing to trust their hospitality.

      “Then you have to go closer to the docks, like I said.”

      Endric released her wrist and flipped the other coin to her. It was another silver, much more than what he really should pay, but at this point, he wanted to be left alone. If he refused to pay what she demanded, he might end up in a confrontation, and that was something he very much did not need. There wasn’t much of a Denraen presence in Coamdon, though there wasn’t much of a Denraen presence in many parts of the southern continent. Dendril had attempted to place men here, but there was a danger in staying here, danger that came from the presence of the Deshmahne. Because of that, Dendril had been unwilling to place too many men here, and when—and if—Endric became general, he thought that needed to change. The Denraen were tasked with maintaining peace everywhere, not only the north.

      He continued to eat, picking at his food, and when he was done, he looked around the tavern. It was quiet, much quieter than most of the taverns that he had spent much time in, and he couldn’t help but feel as if others were watching him. If there were the case, and if he had drawn that sort of attention, then it was time to get moving. He didn’t want to have people watching him, gaping at him, and so he got up and headed back out of the tavern and into the street. When he was there, he paused, looking out into the harbor. There was still no sign of the ship that he had traveled in on, but then again, he hadn’t expected to see it.

      He headed down the road, back toward the docks, finding that walking back through the crowd this way was much more difficult than it had been on his way up. As he wandered, he watched for places where he could stay, and waited, looking for something that he could use, but he was growing incredibly tired.

      Endric blinked, trying to keep his eyes open, and struggled. Why should it be so difficult?

      It had to be the two days that he’d spent awake, time that he had remained vigilant, constantly on edge, trying to avoid any attack, but this was almost too much for that. He staggered forward, stumbling, and caught himself. When he did, he looked around. Everything seemed blurred.

      His head was foggy, and his thoughts came slowly.

      Was this only fatigue?

      He thought of the waitress and the way that he had talked to her, and maybe he had been too abrupt.

      Or maybe she had put something in his food.

      Could he have been poisoned?

      Endric swallowed, but his mouth was dry.

      He needed to find someplace to sit down. He looked around the street, but it was difficult to make out anything. Where was he?

      Coamdon.

      His mind answered that, but it almost wasn’t enough. It was almost as if he couldn’t remember anything.

      Why was he here?

      The guild. That was why he had come. He was to be Novan’s apprentice. He was here to find out why the guild had gone silent.

      But why?

      He staggered forward again, taking another step, and he caught himself by leaning on one of the buildings. Someone shouted nearby, but Endric couldn’t tell where they came from. Everything seemed a wash of colors, blurred all around him, and he took another step, keeping his hand on the building as he did. His head started to spin, and he steadied himself, trying to maintain his focus, and failing.

      It felt almost as if he had drunk too much ale, but he had nothing to drink while eating. Maybe that was the problem. Could he be dehydrated? When was the last time he had anything to drink?

      It had been on the ship. It was one thing he hadn’t refused when offered. Varian and his men had passed around water, and as they had been willing to drink from the water skin, so had Endric.

      No. It wasn’t dehydration.

      What was this, then?

      He took another step, and this time when he staggered, he wasn’t able to right himself. He fell, sprawled forward, and tried to roll over. He heard the sound of people near him and thought he heard someone shouting, but Endric couldn’t make out the words.

      What was happening to him?

      He tried to get up, but he failed. His legs didn’t work the way they were supposed to.

      Endric leaned forward, everything spinning around him, making the colors that he saw, the blurriness around him, spin around him as well, and he leaned over, vomiting, spilling out everything he’d eaten.

      He retched again, and again, finally stopping.

      When he was done, he remained in place, panting.

      What had happened to him?

      He needed to get up.

      That thought raced through his mind, more than any other thoughts, and he knew that he had to get up, that if he didn’t, he would be found by someone, and there was always the danger that someone might attack him. They might not know that he was Denraen, but they might recognize that he had a sword and money and…

      His sword.

      Endric grabbed it, squeezing the hilt. Something was reassuring about holding onto it, and he could feel the way the teralin sang to him. Slowly, his mind began to steady, and he opened his eyes, looking around.

      Where was he?

      He had lost all sense of direction. People had moved around him, giving him a wide berth, not that he blamed them. With the fact that he had vomited all over the street, he would’ve given himself a wide berth, and he sat back, trying to gather himself, letting his stomach settle, but it took a few moments for it to do so.

      “Do you need help?” someone asked.

      Endric looked up. It was an older man, and he carried a staff that reminded Endric of Novan. More than that, he had a necklace, and on the necklace was a mark that he recognized. How long had it been since he had seen the mark of the historian guild?

      Could this man be an actual historian? There were plenty of people who were imposters, who used the guild as a way to gain access and power even though they weren’t of the guild. That was something even Urik had told him about long ago.

      “I’m not feeling well,” Endric said.

      The man offered his hand, helping Endric to his feet.

      “I can see that. And smell it. What happened?”

      “I don’t know. I was eating in a tavern—”

      The man laughed, cutting him off. “One must be careful in Coamdon. Oftentimes, if they suspect that you won’t pay, they add a little something extra to the meal.”

      “I paid,” Endric said. His mind was already beginning to clear. Maybe the combination of vomiting and the way the teralin reverberated within him had helped, but he still felt unsteady. He needed to rest, and now he no longer knew where it would be safe to do so.

      “Ah. If you paid and they still did this, then they didn’t like you.”

      “That seems a little harsh.”

      The man shrugged. “Perhaps it is, or perhaps…” As he trailed off, he looked down at Endric’s hand. Endric had forgotten about the ring Novan had given him, a marker to use as his apprentice. The man—possibly a historian—stared at it a moment. “Who are you?”

      Endric had a name prepared, but now that he was faced with using it, he almost couldn’t remember what he was supposed to say. Novan had wanted him to present himself as a historian, as a member of the guild, and while he didn’t know enough about the guild, he didn’t know enough about what Novan had wanted him to do.

      And now he was presented with an opportunity.

      More than that, it was possible that having a historian here, someone who might be able to provide him with a safe place to stay and who knew the city, might help him.

      “My name is Benran.”

      “You wear the mark of the apprentice. Who is your master?”

      Endric hesitated a moment. After seeing the response that Novan had elicited from Varian and the others, he wasn’t sure what sort of reaction he might get from this man, and he wasn’t sure just how much Novan was disliked. Maybe that was a question he should have asked before, so that he could be prepared for the possibility that Novan wasn’t cared for by most of the guild.

      Then again, Endric simply needed to get there. That was the entire purpose of coming to the guild. He was to present himself as Novan’s apprentice.

      “Novan. I’m apprenticed to Novan.”

      The man stared at Endric for a moment. “Well, then. Come along and let’s get you to the guild.”
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      The historian moved quickly through the streets, and he didn’t give Endric much of a chance to keep up. It was almost as if he didn’t care whether or not Endric managed to do so. The buildings along the street were a blur, and the route the historian took led them down nearly empty streets. That triggered a warning in the back of his mind, though he didn’t know why.

      “I didn’t get your name,” Endric said.

      He wanted something—anything—for the man to slow down so that he could keep pace with him.

      “I didn’t offer it.”

      “You know mine,” Endric said.

      “I know the name you have taken as Novan’s apprentice, but I still don’t know your name.”

      Endric frowned. Did this man know who he was? There was another possibility, and it was that all historian apprentices took on a different name. Maybe that was the key, and if it were the case, why would Novan not have shared that with him?

      “What’s your historian name?” he asked.

      That seemed a safer question and one that was more fitting, especially with the fact that this man seemed to believe that Endric was keeping something from him.

      “I am known as Poaln.”

      The man studied Endric for a moment, seemingly watching him to see whether or not Endric recognized the name, but he didn’t. He had not heard the name of any other historians other than Novan—and Urik.

      “Why have you come to Coamdon, Benran?”

      “We came to meet with the guild,” Endric said.

      “And what purpose would you have in meeting with the guild?”

      Endric said nothing, not certain how to answer.

      When he didn’t, Poaln smiled. “Could it be that Novan has finally decided to put up an apprentice for testing?”

      Endric blinked. If Novan intended to put him up for testing, there was no way that Endric would be able to succeed. He didn’t know nearly enough about the historian guild or had any way of answering the questions that would likely come. The only problem was that Endric didn’t have any alternative that he could offer. In order to be believable, he would need something, but he had nothing.

      “He has, hasn’t he?” Poaln said. “Novan has not presented anyone for testing before. He has rarely taken on an apprentice, so the fact that we have you here is more than a little surprising.”

      “I—”

      “Well, if Novan has finally decided to present an apprentice, you must be incredibly talented,” he said.

      Gods, but what had he gotten himself into? He was no historian, and there was no way that he would succeed, especially if they attempted to test him as if he were an actual historian.

      He had made a mistake. He should have waited near the docks for Novan, and now if he said something—anything—he would only draw more attention to the fact that he wasn’t really Novan’s apprentice. That might be even more dangerous than going along with this, though if he could only come up with a better reason for his presence here, it wouldn’t be such an issue.

      What was he thinking?

      The problem was, he wasn’t thinking anything. His mind was unsteady, weakened by the poisoning, leaving him uncertain.

      That was a dangerous mistake. Endric knew that and knew that he needed to have some other explanation about his purpose for being here, but he came up blank.

      “Where is Novan?” Poaln asked.

      “We got separated,” Endric said.

      At least that was the truth, and at least in that, he didn’t have to feel as if he were scrambling to come up with an answer. Perhaps had he not been poisoned, he would have been able to answer the other question more effectively, without struggling to come up with anything. As it was, he couldn’t help but feel as if his mind wasn’t quite working the way it was supposed to. He felt heavy, and with that heaviness, he struggled to put a coherent thought together.

      “If he intended to put you up for testing, then perhaps it doesn’t matter where he is. He wouldn’t be able to remain with you during the testing, but then again, as his apprentice, you would know that.”

      “Novan hasn’t told me much about the testing.”

      “Most of the time, master historians have gone against convention and shared details of the testing, but if anyone were going to follow convention, it would be Novan, wouldn’t it?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Endric said.

      Poaln chuckled. “Novan is fickle, and I’ll be honest, I would love to hear the story about how he found you. The stories of his other apprentices are quite well known within the guild, and most of them are nothing if not amusing. Well, maybe not amusing for the poor soul who had to suffer under Novan’s tutelage, but they are amusing for the rest of us historians.”

      “It was chance, more than anything else,” Endric said. He felt as if he were getting his mind back together and felt as if he could think a little bit more fluidly, but he still was slow. Was that a side effect of the poisoning?

      “It usually is, though there were some that rumor has it Novan sought out.”

      “I don’t know anything about his other apprentices.”

      “Nothing? I find that difficult to believe.” He paused long enough to watch Endric a moment. “Though perhaps Novan thought to protect you from the rumors. Not that I would blame him. Those rumors are ridiculous. At least, most of them are. I mean, how could we believe that Novan would treat any apprentice the way that rumors have it that he treated his last? Well, the one I thought was his last?” He smiled at Endric. “And it’s about time that Novan has decided that he has trained someone well enough to present them for testing. The damned man knows far too much to let that pass on with him.”

      Endric didn’t know quite how to respond. It seemed as if Poaln knew Novan, but he also respected him, and it also seemed as if Novan had quite the reputation within the historian guild. That didn’t surprise Endric. What did surprise him was the fact that Novan had taken on other apprentices.

      Endric needed to be careful here if he was brought forth into the guild for this testing. He doubted that he would advance very far, and if he failed, it was unlikely there would be much in the way of consequences, especially as it seemed as if Novan had other apprentices who had either failed their testing… Or, what it really seemed like was that Novan had not proposed any others for testing.

      That shouldn’t surprise him, but he did wonder why Novan wouldn’t have any other apprentices that he thought were worthy. Could there be something with Novan, something more than the fact that he served the Conclave?

      Endric had enough experience with Novan to know that he could be strange and fickle, so that wasn’t entirely surprising, but it seemed as if even the guild felt the same way about him.

      “Like I said, I don’t know anything about his other apprentices.”

      “Ah, that is too bad. It would be interesting to learn what Novan was thinking with the others. Then again, considering what happened to them, maybe it’s best that we don’t know what he was thinking.”

      “What happened with the others?”

      Poaln waved his hand dismissively and tapped his staff on the ground. Endric glanced at the staff for a moment, half expecting it to have a flare of teralin, but there was none. At least he didn’t have to worry about that, though it was somewhat surprising that he carried a staff the same way Novan did.

      “There wasn’t anything to be worried about with the others. Most of them weren’t well suited to the guild anyway, at least to hear Novan speak of it.”

      “Do you know Novan well?”

      “I’m not sure that anyone within the guild can claim to know him well. He is unique, and that uniqueness makes it incredibly difficult for us to get to know him.” Poaln flashed a tight smile. “Once the testing is over, we will have more time to talk.”

      “What’s involved in the testing?”

      Poaln waved his hand again and tapped his staff, using it to help him hurry along the road. “As I said, tradition would demand that we not share anything about the testing, and if your master has chosen to keep that from you, far be it from me to override him.” He glanced over at Endric. “Especially with Novan. I wouldn’t want him to learn that I challenge anything that he intended for his apprentice.”

      They continued up the road and Endric followed, still uncertain where he was being led and uncomfortable with how much Poaln intended for him. As they wound up the road, Endric stared into the distance, curious. This was higher up in the city than Endric had expected to go, and beyond here was the fortress, though that couldn’t be where Poaln was leading him.

      The longer they went, the more Endric began to question. Maybe that was where Poaln was guiding him.

      “Is that where we're going?” Endric asked.

      Poaln glanced back at him, frowning. “Novan didn’t tell you?”

      “Novan told me to come to Coamdon if we got separated, and from there I was to find the guild, and from there—”

      Poaln tapped his staff, nodding. “And from there, you were to be tested. I see. Perhaps Novan thought that you would be better prepared by not having any knowledge, although I worry that he had you far underprepared for what you might find here. Most of the apprentices who come for testing at least have an idea of what they’re getting in for, and most of them have at least been told where to find the guild.”

      Endric twisted the ring on his finger. He needed to be more cautious, and if he wasn’t, it was possible that he would end up with Poaln knowing that he was not truly an apprentice.

      “He told me how to find Coamdon, and he advised me on what I was to do when I got here, but more than that was kept from me, supposedly for my own good,” Endric said, smiling.

      Poaln shook his head. “I can’t say that I understand Novan, but he certainly does have his way about him, and to hear the guild masters speak of him, he is practically one of them.”

      Guild masters. There was a term that Endric hadn’t heard, and maybe that was who he was going to to be tested. If that were the case, then he would need to be prepared for them to determine that he wasn’t really an apprentice, though he wondered how long he would be able to pretend that he was. It was possible that he could mask it for a little while, but he doubted that he would be able to do so for long. Eventually, they would realize that he wasn’t who he said he was. Most likely, he would make some comment that would get himself caught.

      “Novan doesn’t speak of himself all that often.”

      “From what I hear about Novan, he is quite full of his abilities.”

      The way that he said it made Endric wonder if perhaps there was something more to what Poaln knew about Novan, but Endric didn’t see how that would be possible. Novan had kept his abilities secret, even from those around him. Even Endric didn’t really know the extent of Novan’s abilities. He suspected, but his suspicions had not been tested, and he wasn’t sure how he could even go about testing to determine just what Novan was capable of.

      “What can you tell me about the testing?” Endric asked.

      “Ah, the testing is something that cannot be easily explained. Even the historians who think to prepare their apprentices never adequately prepare them for what they will face during the testing. It’s impossible to do so, especially as the testing changes over time. It grows and becomes something else, something more, something that is practically alive.” He smiled at Endric. “Then again, even if Novan hadn’t been so circumspect and hadn’t been so determined to follow the protocols, it probably wouldn’t matter. I suspect that’s why most of the master historians don’t worry about sharing what they know of the testing with their apprentices. None of it really matters, not when it comes to the testing that changes with each apprentice.”

      “Why does it change with each apprentice?”

      “Well, each apprentice has a little bit different capability. That is the benefit of the guild. We don’t require everyone to share the same talents, and it’s not required that everyone even share the same interests. All that matters is an interest in observing and documenting, and remaining removed from intervening in the workings of the world.”

      With that, Endric did smile to himself. He knew that the historians were supposed to be unbiased observers, and he knew that they were supposed to simply document what they encountered, but he also knew that Novan was not unbiased at all. If anything, he might be the most biased of all of the historians, and with his role on the Conclave, he served a purpose that Endric doubted others did.

      “That is my interest,” Endric said.

      Poaln looked back at him, studying him for a moment. “We will see, won’t we?”

      “I don’t understand,” he said.

      Poaln tapped his staff on the ground as they continued along the road.

      Endric continue to follow, feeling as if he had missed something, and as they went, he stared up at the fortress high above him. He couldn’t detect anything from it, and he half expected to detect teralin, especially considering the staff Novan carried. Novan couldn’t be unique in his desire to carry a teralin staff. Maybe that was a secret that the historian guild was trying to keep, but he didn’t sense any. The only teralin he detected was from his sword.

      Every so often, he would reach beneath his cloak and grip the hilt. Doing so sent a reverberation of the positively charged teralin through him, and it helped to clear his mind. He needed that clarity of thought and worried that without it, the poisoning would continue to cloud his mind, making it ever more difficult to keep his focus.

      Then again, without the poisoning, would he have come across the historian?

      He didn’t know.

      It seemed a fortuitous happenstance that he managed to encounter the historian. He had needed to find the guild, though he had hoped to wait until Novan reached Coamdon to do so, to be better prepared for whatever it was that he might experience and be prepared for the guild.

      Endric studied Poaln. Could it be that he was responsible for his poisoning?

      He didn’t think that was likely and thought that it unlikely that he had even encountered Poaln before meeting him on the street, long after he had been poisoned and begun retching. That made it unlikely that he was the responsible one, but had he seen him before?

      Endric thought back to what he had seen in the tavern. Could Poaln have been there?

      He tried to remember everyone in the tavern and let his Denraen training take over, allowing him to visualize what he had seen. There were tables upon tables within the tavern, and most of them were occupied by people that he would have expected to be merchants, the cut of their cloth and the style of dress indicating that they had wealth, enough that they would be able to afford to eat in a tavern at the merchant level.

      Endric’s own clothing would have been dirtied, soiled from his time on the sea, and maybe that had drawn attention. It was possible that he hadn’t been nearly as careful as he should have been. He thought through everyone he had seen in the tavern, and there wasn’t anyone like Poaln.

      Endric stared at him for a moment. The staff. That was what he had to look for. It wasn’t necessarily Poaln’s features. They were pretty common, and he had dark brown hair and unremarkable cheeks, and even his eyes were a plain brown, nothing that would draw attention.

      A man like that could hide in plain sight.

      The ability to hide like that was beneficial for a historian. He could sit back, observe, and the only thing that would draw any attention would be the staff.

      And then there was the fact that he wore the mark of the guild. Novan never wore his, and it seemed an unusual thing for a man to wear openly, which left Endric thinking that perhaps there was a reason for it, but what would that reason be? Could he have seen the ring? That would be an indicator of his presumed position, and if he managed to see it, it was possible that he would know that Endric was supposed to be an apprentice. That would mean that his reaction in the street had been fabricated.

      Had he seen the staff before?

      It wouldn’t be that remarkable most of the time, but when it came to Coamdon, it might be unusual. There might not be all that many people in Coamdon who carried staffs the same way that Novan did.

      Endric thought about what he had seen and realized that there had been someone in the corner of the tavern, someone hiding along the door leading into the tavern, who he had paid little mind to. The staff was there, and he remembered seeing it, though any memory of the man who the staff belonged to was hazy. Then again, maybe that was the way it was supposed to be.

      If Poaln had been responsible for poisoning him, how? The food had come out of the kitchen, and the waitress had brought it directly to him, but maybe there was a way that it had been sidetracked.

      Endric rubbed his hand across his face, trying to work the poison out of his mind, trying to clear his head, but he struggled. Everything was still a cloudy mess within his head, and despite his best intention, he couldn’t get his mind clear, not the way that he needed to.

      Poaln paused and looked at him. “Are you coming, Benran?”

      “You were there,” Endric said.

      Poaln smiled at him. “I was where? In the street? I know that you were poisoned, Benran, but it should have worn off by now.”

      Endric blinked. He knew the duration of the poisoning.

      “How do you know that it should have worn off by now?”

      Poaln turned to face him. He tapped his staff on the cobbled street, staring at Endric for a moment. “Very good. Where was I?”

      “You were sitting near the front corner of the tavern. Your staff was leaning against the wall, and you were sitting with your back in the corner, arranged so that you would be able to see the entirety of the tavern.”

      Poaln smiled. “Excellent. And what was I eating?”

      Gods, but could Endric come up with what he had been eating? He couldn’t remember it that clearly and didn’t know if there was anything there that would trigger a memory for him.

      “I don’t know,” Endric said.

      “No? You could see that I was there, but you can’t recall what I was eating?”

      Endric took a deep breath. Was he able to come up with what Poaln had been eating? It had to be there within his mind, and all he had to do was come up with the answer, but what was it?

      He imagined the table, thinking back to the tavern, and focused on his Denraen training, trying to recall everything that he’d seen. It was one of the lessons that he had learned when first starting his Denraen training. He was to observe everything. It made it easier to report.

      This time, his need to report everything that he saw was even greater. Somehow, he had to come up with what exactly it was that he had seen.

      It would’ve been unremarkable, which meant that it hadn’t stuck in his mind, and yet somehow he needed to draw it out. It was there. Everything was there.

      Slowly, the table Poaln had been sitting at came into focus. He could see the man and saw his face much more clearly. There was the intensity on his face when Endric had entered and done his brief scan of the tavern. It had been little more than a quick survey, a way to be alerted to any dangers, and when his gaze had drifted past Poaln, he hadn’t viewed him as a danger, but then again, he wouldn’t. The historians weren’t any danger, at least not typically. Novan might be an exception.

      But with Poaln there, there had to be something that he had seen.

      Endric focused on the table. That was what Poaln wanted him to report on, and it had to be there. There had to be something.

      But there wasn’t. The table was empty. He had a single glass, but it too was empty.

      “Nothing. You weren’t eating.”

      Poaln stared at him. “Are you sure?”

      Endric focused on what he remembered and nodded. “I’m sure. You didn’t have any food.”

      “Very good. Now, what else can you recall?”

      “You had an empty mug, but I don’t know what was once in it.”

      “Not ale, if that’s what your question includes,” Poaln said.

      “I don’t know what I was questioning,” Endric said.

      “Ale can cloud minds, and I’m sure your master has told you to avoid it.”

      Endric nodded. Novan might not have told him to avoid it, but his father certainly had. Ale could cloud minds, and Endric had seen that often enough with those who worked and served with him. It was the reason that he had essentially stopped drinking it.

      “What else do you want me to tell you?”

      “You’ve done quite well,” Poaln said. “I honestly didn’t expect you to realize that I was there, at least not so soon. How is it that you made the connection?”

      Did he tell him the truth?

      “Your staff,” Endric said.

      “The staff? Interesting. I would not have expected the staff to be what alerted you to my presence. Why the staff?”

      “I think it was because no others in the tavern had any weapons,” Endric said.

      “Other than you,” Poaln said.

      Endric glanced down at his sword. “Other than me.”

      “Why is it that you carry a sword?”

      “Novan prefers that we have some ability to protect ourselves. We don’t always travel to the safest places.”

      “I’m not surprised by that. Novan strikes me as one who thinks to observe in places that he should not.”

      “He does,” Endric said. He had a sense that he didn’t need to reveal where they traveled. That wasn’t his to share. Novan was his master, not Poaln, and with Novan serving as his master, he would be expected to protect the secrets of their journeys and be expected to not reveal where they traveled and what the experience.

      “How skilled are you with the sword?” Poaln asked.

      “Skilled enough,” Endric said, smiling slightly. “Why did you poison me?”

      “You came to Coamdon,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You came to the headquarters of the guild. There’s only one reason for an apprentice historian to come to the headquarters.”

      “What if Novan brought me here for a different reason?”

      “He would not have brought you,” Poaln said. He said it so decisively that Endric couldn’t help but think that there had to be some reason, but if there wasn’t, then Novan hadn’t been entirely honest with him and hadn’t prepped him for what he would face, but then again, they had been separated, which prevented Novan from having the opportunity to share with him everything that he could. Maybe Novan had intended to tell him, or, more likely, Novan would have surprised him with that information the moment they reached the city.

      But if Novan intended to share with him the reason for coming here, and everything that he might encounter, why would he have believed that Endric had any chance of passing the guild testing? There should be no way for Endric to successfully make it through guild testing. He didn’t know anything about the guild, and while he had spent some time with Novan, he certainly hadn’t spent enough time to effectively pass a test that would place him into the guild if he were to succeed.

      It was possible that none of this was about him succeeding. Maybe all of this was about him simply having the opportunity to observe.

      And wasn’t that it? He was sent here to infiltrate the guild, if only to observe, and there would be no way to observe otherwise.

      “You still haven’t told me why you poisoned me.”

      “That is the first step in your testing,” he said.

      “The poisoning is the first step?”

      “In yours, but not in all. When I saw the ring, I didn’t expect you to truly be one of the apprentices. I would never have imagined you would be Novan’s apprentice, especially as we have never encountered one of his before, but when you presented yourself here, the first step is a test by a guild member, and it’s up to that guild member to determine the nature of that test.”

      “And you decided that I needed to be poisoned?”

      “I decided that I would determine the nature of your test.”

      “Did I pass?”

      Poaln stared at him for a moment. “Do you think that you passed?”

      Endric shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. You poisoned me, and then you were going to escort me to the guildhall, so I don’t know whether or not that means I passed or whether that means you were going to poison me again.”

      Poaln smiled at him. “Ah, I had no intention of poisoning you again, but I must admit I didn’t expect you to succeed. When you didn’t recognize me at first, I thought that perhaps you were going to fail. The staff was never meant to draw attention, and in most cases, it’s overlooked, no differently than my dress.”

      “I probably would’ve overlooked it, yet Novan carries a staff,” Endric said.

      Poaln watched him for a moment. “Does he?”

      Didn’t Poaln know Novan?

      He shrugged again. “As long as I’ve known him, he has.”

      “And how long have you known Novan?”

      “Many years,” he said. At least that much wasn’t a lie. He didn’t need to lie about his knowledge and experience with Novan. Most of the time, his interactions with Novan were sparse, but it seemed as if he had more interactions with Novan than the rest of the guild did. If nothing else, that put him at an advantage, and it was one that Endric would have to leverage, especially if he was going to succeed in this testing.

      “Many years. Do you know that it’s been many years since Novan has returned to the guildhall?”

      “As long as I’m have known him, he hasn’t,” Endric said. He hoped that was true, and he hoped that didn’t draw any more attention than his other statements, but when it came to the historians, they had a way of observing things, and he suspected that Poaln would have the same type of memory as Novan, one that allowed him to recall everything that he saw, or near enough. It was a trait of Novan’s that Endric had always marveled at.

      “You ask about the next step, and I will share with you this much. Once we reach the guildhall, the testing will continue.”

      “Why did you test me before I even agreed to it?”

      “You came to Coamdon. In doing so, you agreed to any testing of the guild, especially when you wear the mark of the apprentice.”
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      By the time they reached the fortress, Endric felt his strength returning to nearly normal. He no longer felt quite as weak as he had before, and he was able to hurry along the street, keeping better pace with Poaln. The other man didn’t attempt to slow and hurried along the street, racing at such a pace that had Endric still suffered from the effects of the poisoning, he doubted that he would have been able to keep up.

      Poaln had remained silent, and Endric hoped that he would share more about the testing and would reveal more about what Endric would get himself into, but he didn’t.

      Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe all that mattered was that he had passed the first step.

      Would Senda have passed?

      At the top of the path, a massive wall ringed the road that led through the rest of Coamdon and prevented access to the fortress or the rest of the city up above. The wall practically grew out of the mountain itself, and there was an enormous iron gate that hung open. If it were closed, it would be incredibly difficult to pass through.

      “What’s beyond the gate?” Endric asked.

      “Beyond the gate is the rest of Coamdon,” Poaln said.

      “Why does the wall and the gate separate this part of Coamdon from the rest?”

      “Coamdon is an interesting city. If you had spent much time in the south, you would understand.”

      “Most of our time has been in the north,” Endric admitted.

      “I suspected that,” Poaln said. “If Novan had been traveling the south, we would have seen him more frequently.”

      “Isn’t the south more dangerous these days?”

      “You mean with the Deshmahne?” Poaln shrugged. “Every place has its dangers, but the Deshmahne are priests, no more and no less than the Urmahne. As priests, they serve their people.”

      What would the Deshmahne service be like? How would that look to others?

      He couldn’t imagine that the Deshmahne would serve in any sort of way that would be beneficial, but then again, he was biased against the Deshmahne. That was his downfall, but so long as he was aware of his bias, he could accommodate for it.

      “I have heard stories about the Deshmahne but haven’t seen much of them firsthand.”

      “No, they are quite tight-lipped. Even with the guild, they are unwilling to allow us much access to them. We try, and there is quite a bit that we think that we could learn by observing the Deshmahne, but they don’t allow it, and the guildmasters have decided that we should not press and simply attempt to observe from a distance.”

      “Why not press?” That didn’t seem like the guild that Endric knew, even if he didn’t know the guild all that well.

      “Pushing runs the danger of having them exclude the guild altogether. We need access. That is the entire purpose of the guild. We document and record, and if we don’t have that access, then we can’t document and record. Much of the history involving the Deshmahne would be lost.”

      “Isn’t it already lost because we don’t have any way of reaching them?”

      Poaln forced a smile. “You make the same argument that many within the guild make. Novan has taught you well.”

      “Novan has shown me many things,” he said.

      “I can only imagine,” Poaln said. They continued through the gate, and as they did, Endric felt a surge of tingling across his skin. It was a strange sensation, and it was one that he had felt before, but always when he was working with teralin. There was no teralin near here, and if there were, he would be aware of it.

      Why would he have detected that?

      Was there something in the guild that had done that?

      He looked over at Poaln, searching for any sign from the other man that he had felt the same thing, but he didn’t see anything. Then again, Endric didn’t expect to. Poaln had poisoned him and had pretended that he had not, so even if he were to have noticed something, Endric wasn’t sure that he would reveal it.

      “How long has the guild been here?”

      “The guild has been here for many years, though not all know that the guildhall is here.”

      “Why not?”

      “The hall holds volumes that have been recorded over many years. Such documentation is incredibly valuable, especially to those who recognize the value in such history.”

      “Has it always been in Coamdon?”

      “The guildhall has moved over the years, but it has always been in a place where it can be defended.” Poaln pointed to the walls surrounding the city, along with the gate. The placement within the city was almost as much of a barrier as anything. Were it not for the presence of the Deshmahne on the southern continent, Endric thought that Coamdon was an ideal place to house records that were intended to be kept safe and secure.

      But other places might be even better. He could imagine those records in Vasha, or perhaps even in Thealon. They would not be in any danger then.

      And then there were the records that he knew existed within the Conclave. He had only visited once, but within the library, Endric suspected that there were dozens upon dozens of journals that documented many historical events that were unknowable otherwise.

      “Come on, Benran, and you will continue your testing.”

      Endric looked up as they approached the fortress. There was something quite imposing about it. It was enormous, with moss growing along stone that crumbled in places, and he wondered how old the fortress was. It had to be centuries old, and if it were, why had it been created here in the first place? And who had built a fortress like this?

      They were questions that came to him, but he didn’t want to ask them, not wanting to engage Poaln in those sorts of questions. That wasn’t his purpose in coming here. His purpose was in trying to understand more about what Novan wanted from him.

      They reached an enormous door made of oiled wood, and Poaln grasped the handle, slamming against the door three times in quick succession before pausing, and then he slammed it again three more times.

      “You don’t have a key?” Endric asked.

      Poaln turned to Endric. “Only those inside are allowed access.”

      Endric frowned. That didn’t make any sense. “They keep it locked?”

      “As I have said, the records within are incredibly valuable. Novan would understand and feel the same way.”

      Eventually, the door opened, and a lean face looked out, glancing from Endric to Poaln. The man was gaunt, and his eyes were hollowed, with age spots along his cheeks. He had thinning hair that he slicked back, and his fingers were crooked and wrinkled.

      “Poaln. You have returned with someone for testing?”

      “Master Hames. I have returned. I found this apprentice within the city.”

      “You found him?” Hames said.

      Poaln smiled and looked over at Endric. “His name is Benran, and he is apprenticed to Novan.”

      Master Hames stood with his hand on the door, staring at Poaln for a long moment before turning his attention to Endric. “Is that correct? Novan has not sent an apprentice to the guildhall for testing before.”

      “That was my reaction, as well,” Poaln said.

      Endric stood quietly, waiting for whatever it was that they would ask of him. If it was only the testing, he thought that he could continue with it, especially after what he had experienced with Poaln. It had been a test of his observational ability, and that made sense considering he was expected to know how to observe and how to make appropriate documentation of what he observed.

      “Novan wanted me to come to Coamdon,” Endric said.

      He wanted to look back at the harbor, wishing that Novan were here, but it was too late for that. He was already along this path, and he needed to continue. If he didn’t, what would happen? There would be no way to present another apprentice on behalf of Novan.

      They would not find out why the guild had gone silent, and they would lose out on learning why that line of information failed. It was important, at least according to Senda, and that meant it needed to be important to him.

      Endric waited for Master Hames. The door slowly came open, and the old man motioned for them to enter.

      Endric followed Poaln in, moving carefully. The air was musty on the other side of the door, and he couldn’t shake the sense that there was a certain dampness within it. Considering what was housed here, the dampness seemed strange. Wouldn’t it be damaging to the works of the historians?

      When the door closed behind him, Endric stared at it for a long moment, thinking that perhaps he was making a mistake. He couldn’t shake the fact that he didn’t know whether he should be here.

      “Come with me,” Master Hames said, guiding them down the hall.

      Endric followed. The building was entirely made of stone, and every so often, doors interrupted the hallway, but they were infrequent. Lanterns were set every dozen feet, and his boots thudded along the stone. He imagined they were heading deeper into the mountain, into a space that was dug out of the stone. It reminded him of the Magi palace, though that seemed to be carved out of the stone whereas this seemed to be dug into the mountain itself.

      Did that mean that he would encounter teralin?

      He didn’t detect anything, certainly not any teralin that would tell him that it was within the mountain. He was attuned enough to it that he thought he should pick up on it, but there was none.

      Then not teralin.

      It would be unusual to find that here, anyway. Teralin was considered rare, certainly rare enough that it shouldn’t be within every mountain, though it was spread throughout much of the north. There was the collection of teralin beneath Thealon. And the mountain within Salvat was all of teralin. Maybe it was much more widespread than he had once believed.

      Either way, the metal was powerful, and it granted abilities, which made it dangerous, especially in a place like this, so close to the Deshmahne, men who would use teralin for dark purposes.

      He tried to push those thoughts away, focusing on why he was here and what he would learn while here. There was no one else in the hallway, and he wondered how Master Hames had even known they were coming.

      “Are there others within the guildhall?” Endric asked.

      Master Hames turned back to look at him. His eyes were dark pools of shadow, and he seemed incredibly frail, almost as if he would fall apart as he looked at Endric. “There are others within the guildhall, but they remain in their work.”

      “What’s the next step in the testing?” Endric asked.

      “There is nothing that you can know,” he said.

      He didn’t like the sound of that. The Denraen part of him didn’t like surprises, though Endric had never been much of a fan of them regardless. “How will I know when the testing continues?”

      “What makes you think the testing has ever ended?”

      Endric frowned as he looked around. Was all of this part of it? It was difficult to know, mainly as he hadn’t known that Poaln was testing him to begin with, and if it was all part of some test, he needed to try to figure out what they intended for him. He could come up with nothing. Maybe that was part of the test. Maybe this was designed to challenge him in a way that the others did not.

      What did he know about the historians?

      Everything that he knew came from Novan, and he wasn’t necessarily the best example of a historian. Then again, that wasn’t true, either. Endric knew more about the historians than just what he had learned from Novan. He had spent considerable time around Urik, and Urik was more of a traditional historian than Novan, and there was quite a bit that he could have learned from him.

      If nothing else, Endric knew that Urik had valued his time within the guild. From what Endric knew of Urik, he had regretted the fact that he had needed to betray them. He had felt an attachment to it, and that attachment had been enough for him to want to continue to serve the guild, even after he had left.

      What would Urik have been able to share with him?

      Endric couldn’t come up with anything. As he continued to follow Master Hames through the hallway, he looked around, thinking that there had to be something here, some mystery that he was missing, but he didn’t know what it was. Whatever it was meant that he could pass the next step in his testing and could continue on, and once he passed the testing, then what?

      Endric didn’t need—or want—to be accepted within the guild. All he needed was to understand what had changed, and when he did, then he could leave and return to Vasha to… Do what?

      The only thing in Vasha was to challenge his father, and when he returned, that was the expectation. For now, it might be best that he was here. Better that than forced to challenge his father, to push him out of his role.

      They reached the end of the hallway and Master Hames guided them through a staircase and upward. At the top of the stairs, Poaln nodded to Endric. “This is where I leave you.”

      “Why here?”

      “My role is done,” Poaln said.

      Endric hesitated. “Why did you test me? I know that you saw the ring, so I’m assuming you realized that I was an apprentice.” He thought back to what he could remember of Poaln sitting in the tavern. He hadn’t been alone, had he? There was someone else with him, someone dressed in a dark jacket and pants, and they had their back to him. Endric couldn’t make out who that other person had been, but they were the reason Poaln had been in the tavern.

      Was his desire to test Endric all part of a distraction?

      He had to be careful not to read too much into it, but Poaln’s reaction had been strange. He had poisoned Endric as a way of attempting to test him, and Endric didn’t know if he would have survived had he not thrown up.

      If that were the case, then why had Poaln brought him here?

      This was the guildhall, wasn’t it?

      Unless it wasn’t.

      There was the strange dampness in the air, and Endric had to believe that didn’t quite fit with what he knew about the guild. Why would they keep their records in a place like this?

      He took a step back, glancing from Poaln to Master Hames.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid that I don’t understand,” Poaln said.

      “Who were you meeting with?”

      Poaln frowned. “Who was I meeting with? Benran, I’m afraid that you are conflating the testing. I was in the tavern alone.”

      Endric closed his eyes, thinking about what he’d seen. It was difficult to reach back and pull those memories to the forefront of his mind, but he knew that he was right. Now that he was able to remember that he had seen Poaln, it was easier to recognize that there had been someone else with him.

      “You weren’t alone,” Endric said.

      Poaln sniffed. “Wasn’t I? And what do you think I was doing there?”

      Endric tried to remember, but he had barely glanced in Poaln’s direction in the first place, and certainly hadn’t spent enough time staring at him to know what he might have been doing there.

      Maybe there was nothing.

      Had Endric looked in that direction again?

      When he had taken a seat at the table, he had scanned the tavern once more. When he did, he had seen Poaln then, too. It was then that he had a clearer vision of who Poaln had met with, and he remembered the dark hair and the narrow brow. There seemed to be more that he should remember, but it didn’t come to him.

      His gaze turned away, but before it had, he had seen a flash of paper.

      That was why Poaln was there. He was trading for something.

      Had he poisoned Endric because he was concerned about the possibility that he had observed it?

      “Who was the man you were meeting with?”

      Poaln smiled broadly. “You get ahead of yourself.”

      Master Hames watched Endric, frowning. “What is it that you observed, Benran?”

      Endric shook his head. “I’m not entirely clear what I observed, but the man he was meeting with passed paper over to him.” Endric thought about what he had seen, and he pointed to Poaln’s left pocket. “He put in there.”

      Master Hames held his hand out. “Let us see it.”

      “Master Hames, this is incredibly irregular,” he said.

      “Perhaps, but you are the one who brought him here and not his master, so one must assume that you were a part and privy to the testing. If he is correct, then he will have fully passed the first stage.”

      Endric blinked. Was this nothing more than further testing? He hadn’t thought so, and thought that his recognizing that there was something more that Poaln had done in the tavern was hard, but not that it was part of his testing.

      Poaln reached into his pocket and pulled out a slip of paper. He handed it over to Master Hames with a flourish. “As you will see, I have a blank slip of paper, nothing more.”

      Master Hames glanced at the paper before handing it back. “Was he correct?”

      Poaln flicked his gaze over to Endric. “He was.”

      “And you agree that he should move on?”

      “I will leave that to the masters.”

      “If the masters concur, you would have no objection?”

      Poaln shook his head. “Why would I object?” he asked, looking over at Endric.

      He tapped his staff on the ground, and while there was no flash of teralin, the gesture still reminded him of Novan. He nodded to Endric and then started back down the stairs, leaving Endric with Master Hames.

      “What was that about?” Endric asked.

      “There are layers to the testing,” Master Hames said.

      “And I just passed one?”

      “You have passed three layers,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The first layer is recognizing that a historian is present. The second layer is another test, one chosen by the historian, and then the third layer is what you have just seen.”

      “Why is that the third layer?”

      “That’s the third layer because it is,” he said.

      Endric chuckled. “That’s quite vague.”

      “We are historians of the guild. Of course, it will be vague. Now, I would have you come with me.”

      Endric followed Master Hames down the hallway until they stopped at a room. Master Hames pushed the door open and waited for Endric to go in. “This will be your quarters while you are here. This will be where you stay until the testing is complete.”

      Endric glanced into the room. There was a bed and a basin of water. There was nothing else. He stared longingly at the bed, wanting nothing more than to sink into it, but he felt a certain hesitancy. While he wanted to sink into the bed, he didn’t know whether it was safe to do so.

      He decided to take the opportunity and went into the room and waited for Master Hames to leave. When he was gone, Endric turned to the bed and settled onto it. He sat there for a moment before getting up and jamming his sword in front of the door, positioning it so that no one could break in. Teralin was a relatively hard metal, and it would be difficult for them to break in without him noticing.

      He sank into the bed, resting.

      Endric lay back, and sleep claimed him quickly.
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      Strange dreams plagued Endric during his sleep, and he jerked awake, barely able to remember where he was. It took a moment to remember that he had been brought to the historian guildhall, and even once he did realize that, he took a while to come to terms with what that meant. Why was he here? What was he going to find?

      Answers. That was the reason that he had come, but what kind of answers would he come up with here?

      He rolled over and looked at the door. The sword was still jammed in front of it, and it didn’t seem to have been moved, which made him more relaxed. At least he didn’t have to worry that someone had tried to force their way in, but even if they had, he liked to think that he would have reacted in time. His Denraen training should have given him enough reflexive speed to get up, and he thought that he should be able to, were there the need.

      Endric pulled the sword out and opened the door, looking down the hallway. There was no one there, and he wondered how many people were even within this building. If this was the guildhall—and Endric wasn’t completely convinced that it was—then there should be others here.

      And if this was all part of some testing, then he would expect that those who intended to test him would be here as well.

      None of it made sense.

      He was thankful for the rest and glad that he was able to have those moments to catch up on sleep, but he still didn’t know what exactly he was here to do. Poaln had brought him and then left him. That much he knew. He also knew that he had somehow passed whatever testing that Poaln intended for him, but more than that, he felt as if he were still confused.

      Was this what Novan had intended him to do?

      That was what plagued him. He didn’t know, and if this was it, why would Novan not have shared that with him? Why wouldn’t he have revealed that he intended for Endric to be tested by the guild, and that he wanted to present him for something more?

      Endric looked around, but there still was nothing to see. He glanced back into the room, debating whether he should stay there before deciding to make his way down the hallway. At the end of the hallway, he reached the stairs that he had been guided up by Master Hames. There was another level above him, but he remembered that there was more of a level below.

      That was where he would go.

      He started down the stairs and paused at the bottom, listening for sounds of others. He didn’t hear anything that revealed the presence of anyone else, but there were plenty of doors lining the hallway, and behind those doors, he thought that he would be able to find other historians. Maybe that was how he was going to discover what Novan wanted him to know.

      Should he go knocking on each of the doors? That would only draw the wrong kind of attention. What if he went the other way?

      He headed away from the stairs, making his way down the hallway, and as he went, the air started to change, becoming warmer and drier, and by the time he was at the end of the hallway, he felt that it was incredibly dry. It didn’t make sense. Then again, he had felt something similar to this before. The mountain beneath Vasha was warm and dry, but that came from teralin.

      Endric didn’t think there was teralin here, but maybe he only couldn’t detect it.

      The hallway ended in a massive arched doorway.

      A double door blocked the entrance, but Endric tested the handle, half expecting that it would be locked and surprised to find that it was open. He pushed it open. The other side of the room was nothing like he expected.

      An enormous hearth filled one end of the room, and it glowed with crackling flames. Heat pushed out from that hearth, filling the room. Rows of shelves lined the walls, and stuffed into each of the shelves were books, some of the shelves overflowing. There were chairs situated in the middle of the room, too. They were plush, and they were angled toward a low, heavily lacquered table set between the chairs.

      A man sitting on one of the chairs glanced up as Endric pushed open the door. He frowned at Endric for a moment, and his gaze seemed to quickly take in the ring on his finger. He nodded. “You are here for testing?”

      Endric stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. What else was there to do?

      “I am,” he said.

      “And who is your master?”

      “Novan,” Endric said.

      The man frowned at him. “Novan? I didn’t realize that he proposed anyone for testing.”

      “I guess it’s rare,” he said.

      The man stared at him. He had piercing gray eyes and deeply tanned skin, but he wore a plain drab-colored robe, one that would stand out anywhere else, but in this place, it seemed as if nothing would really stand out.

      “Where is Novan?”

      “We got separated. I was on the way to Coamdon, and he told me to complete the journey.”

      That was near enough to the truth that it shouldn’t matter.

      “So Novan is planning to come to Coamdon?”

      Endric nodded. “He will be here.” And considering that he had slept, it was possible that Novan would be here today. Would Novan know to come looking for him, or would he wait, wanting to search for Endric? If he did, there would be no sign of him within the city. Endric had barely had any time in Coamdon before he had gotten caught up with Poaln. Novan might think that he had been stranded on the ship, or somehow injured, killed by the attackers.

      “Interesting. I think that most of us will be quite interested in seeing Novan once again.”

      “I’ll make sure to let him know.”

      The man smiled at him. “Who was your first test?”

      “Poaln.”

      The man grunted. “Poaln? He takes quite a bit of joy in being the first. It’s a wonder that he allowed you to leave.”

      “I’m not sure that he wanted to hold me back,” Endric said.

      “Probably not, but he does enjoy his ability to pick up on apprentices who come to the city, and he takes every opportunity that he can to test them. I suppose you’ve heard that about him?”

      Endric shook his head. “I only came to Coamdon yesterday.”

      “One day. Ah. It’s unfortunate that you encountered Poaln so quickly, then. Most would have a few days within the city to come to terms with what is expected of them.”

      “I’m not sure that I even know what’s expected of me. I’m still trying to understand what will happen with this testing.”

      “With the testing, you will continue to prove your worth to the guild. Not all pass, as I’m sure you know.”

      “What happens if I don’t pass?”

      “If you don’t pass, then you will not be able to progress within the guild.”

      It seemed as if there was more than that, that the man was keeping something from him, though what would it be? “Novan hasn’t told me what would happen. He hasn’t shared whether I will be able to continue to work with him if I don’t pass the testing.”

      “Novan following the rules? Interesting,” he said.

      That was a different response than the one that he had gotten from Poaln, who had thought that Novan would remain strict with the rules of the testing. How many people knew Novan?

      Maybe the better question was how many people really knew Novan?

      From Endric’s experience, not many did. Novan was mysterious, even within the guild, and perhaps that was to Endric’s advantage. If the others didn’t know anything about Novan, they wouldn’t be able to know who he would select as an apprentice, and they wouldn’t be able to know whether Endric was truly an apprentice or not.

      “I’m sorry to have interrupted,” Endric said.

      The man waved his hand. “You haven’t interrupted. You are welcome within the library, especially now that you are here for testing. If you fail, there is no harm in your presence here. And if you pass? Then you will be granted access to the library all you want.” He smiled, and Endric couldn’t help but feel as if there was a little bit of menace within the expression.

      Endric made his way along the row of shelves. He stared at them, looking at the books before pulling one off the shelf and flipping through the pages. When he was done, he moved on to another, and then to another. All were similar. They were all journals, and they reminded him of what he had seen from Novan. The historian made notes in something similar, and these were similar to the journal Novan had given him to practice documenting. They were historian journals.

      Endric continued to make his way around the inside of the library, scanning the rows of books. Someone must have gone through all of these, and he could imagine that they had spent countless hours reading through them. Senda would have loved to be here, but something like that simply had no appeal to him.

      But for Novan, he knew that would be incredibly appealing.

      Endric simply wasn’t a historian. He had no interest in becoming an actual historian, and he wondered what he was doing. Spending his time in the library, and submitting himself for testing, seemed almost as if he were going much farther than what he really needed to do.

      Would his father approve of this?

      Most of the time, Endric didn’t worry about what Dendril might think, and while he had known that his father approved of his coming here, he knew that Dendril would have preferred Endric to have stayed behind in Vasha.

      “Do you see anything that intrigues you?” the historian asked.

      “I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” Endric admitted.

      The man appeared behind him and frowned, studying Endric. He was taller, much taller than most men, and as Endric thought about it, he realized that Poaln had been tall, too. Even the wizard and old Master Hames had been quite tall, which surprised Endric. Were all of the historians like that?

      “You begin where your interest guides you,” the man said. “In the case of Novan, I suspect that he continues to remain intrigued by the Urmahne, at least based on the journals he sends to us.”

      That was news to Endric. “Novan sends journals to you?”

      The historian nodded. “One of the responsibilities of the historians is to record their knowledge, and they are required to send their work on to the guild.”

      Endric had wondered what Novan did with the journals he kept, and now he knew. He hadn’t kept them, stacking journal after journal up somewhere. He had sent them to the guild for keeping. But from what Endric knew of Novan, he had a hard time believing that the historian would have been willing to part with the documentation he made.

      There had to be duplicates.

      “How many of these are the originals?”

      The historian smiled tightly. “Does Novan not send the originals?”

      Endric shrugged. “I don’t honestly know what Novan sends to the guild. It just seems to me that he—and others—would be reluctant to send on their original documentation.”

      “Why is that?”

      “If they are anything like me, they would want to reorganize their thoughts, and there would be notes, a different type of recordkeeping than what they would want to share with others.”

      The historian nodded. “You are absolutely correct. Most historians like to keep theirs. It’s part of the reason that the originals are as valuable as they are. They may not be nearly as organized as what we ultimately see, but they have something else that many of these works,” he said, sweeping his hand around the inside of the library, “do not have. They have a sense of interpretation. Historians are trained to keep our interpretation out of our works, and simply to document what we observe, but most of us have a hard time not raising questions about what things mean, specifically as we observe them.”

      “And with everything that you are given the opportunity to observe, you would have a greater understanding and perhaps a greater ability to interpret the events going on around you.”

      The historian nodded. “Very true.” He looked around before turning his gaze back on Endric. “And what of your documentation? Do you have a particular style that you have acquired?”

      Endric had only begun to practice with his documentation, and he hadn’t put much time into it, so he didn’t know that he had much of an answer, but he nodded anyway. It was the expected response.

      “Very good. It’s good for you to gain a technique,” he said.

      “Novan would have me copying his style, but it doesn’t suit my way of thinking,” he said. He thought about what Novan had instructed him to do, the way that he had asked for Endric to document, but it didn’t feel quite right. It was strange that he was able to determine that so quickly, but he wanted to sound authentic with this historian, and in that, he thought that he could at least share a truth that he had discovered.

      “It often takes apprentices quite a long time to realize that they don’t have to do everything that their masters teach. Often, some apprentices never learn that. They think that they need to do everything that they learn from their masters, and fail to realize that they can come up with their own methods. Oftentimes, their methods are as effective, or perhaps even more so, especially for them. Each person thinks through things differently, which lends a certain flavor to the guild.” He made a point of sweeping his hand around the library again, and he motioned to the books. “When you come to read through them, you will begin to pick up on specific styles. Eventually, you will come to know which historian you are reading from simply by the nature of their works. It doesn’t take long for you to become incredibly capable with that.”

      “I guess it’s something to aspire to,” he said.

      “I imagine that you would already be able to identify Novan’s works,” he said.

      “You might be surprised,” Endric said.

      “Is that right? Novan doesn’t allow you to read through his records?”

      “He would prefer that I make my own notes, and as I do, he would prefer that I make my own way.”

      “There is wisdom in that,” the historian said. “When two people observe the same thing, it’s easy to have your observation clouded by another. What is more difficult is learning how to observe in an unbiased fashion. Removing that bias is difficult, and many times, people never realize how much their own bias interacts with what they observe.”

      The historian followed Endric through the library, and as he was watched, Endric couldn’t help but wonder if there was something that the historian was trying to get out of him. Maybe it was nothing more than his desire to learn about Novan, but why?

      “Novan will be here soon,” Endric said.

      The historian nodded. “That’s what you said.”

      “And then my testing should be over.”

      The historian shook his head. “The testing is only over when the guild masters have decided that it’s over. When it comes to testing an apprentice Novan has sent, I imagine that you will find yourself more rigorously tested than others.”

      “Why?”

      “Novan has something of a reputation, as I’m sure you’re aware. He has unsettled a great number of the guild.”

      “I’m not aware,” Endric said. He turned to face the historian, a debate warring within him. Was he to pretend that he was the demure apprentice to a historian, or should he be more open about the fact that he could handle himself in a fight? There was no question that he was armed, and he would be expected to have some skill, especially as he carried his sword openly throughout the guildhall.

      Endric couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling that he had. Maybe it was only in his mind, but it seemed almost as if the guild wanted him unsettled, and strangely, they continued to push him, though at the same time, they gave him a certain measure of freedom and space.

      He needed to understand just what it was that Novan thought to learn by sending him here, but there didn’t seem to be anything. Why would he have wanted Endric to come here, especially if he knew that Endric would be subjected to a testing?

      “Novan is unique within the guild, though not as unique as he would have many believe,” the historian said.

      “And what does that have to do with anything?”

      “Only that Novan thinks to involve himself a little more directly in events of the world.”

      “Novan observes, nothing more.”

      The other man laughed. “Novan doing nothing more than observing? Now I know that you are trying to confuse me. I don’t know Novan all that well, but I know him well enough, and I’ve traveled through places that he has been before. His influence is obvious, especially to those who know how to observe.”

      Endric thought about his earliest experience with Novan. When he had encountered him on the road while traveling with the Antrilii, had he thought that Novan was more than an observer? He certainly had come across as someone with knowledge, but that didn’t mean that he interfered.

      “I’ve never seen Novan do anything other than observe,” he said.

      The historian chuckled softly. “Perhaps, but perhaps not. As I said, I have some experience with Novan, and most of it tells me that he finds himself to be of more importance than the rest of the guild.”

      Endric couldn’t argue with that. Novan did view himself quite highly, but then, there was reason for him to feel that way. “I think that I’m going to return to my room,” he said.

      “And then what?”

      “I don’t know. Wait for the next test.”

      The man flashed a smile and made his way back to the table and chair, turning his back on Endric, who waited for a moment, scanning the inside of the library, before turning and leaving.

      When he was outside, he hesitated. He could return to his room, or he could explore more of the guildhall, but more than that, there was something else that he thought he should do. He headed toward the main door leading into the guildhall and tested the lock to see if he was trapped here, but found that it was open. He stepped outside, taking a deep breath, filling his lungs with the sea air.

      Would he disrupt Novan’s planning too much if he left? It wasn’t that he couldn’t return, but staying here, remaining within the guild and trying to understand exactly what it was that he was here for, didn’t feel quite like a good use of his time, especially if Novan was coming in by ship and quite possibly would be arriving soon. He needed to find him before Varian, and the others did, and he needed to warn him. More than that, he needed to try to get a sense of what else would be expected of him.

      He made his way back down the road, passing through the gate. As he did, the same chill washed over him that he’d felt before, a strange sensation that he found unsettling.

      When he had gone a ways along the road, he paused and turned back, looking up at the fortress. From here, it practically blended into the rock wall. It had a sense of age to it, and the moss crawling along the sides and the crumbling stone made it seem decrepit, but inside was a different matter. There was a sense of age there, but it was far better maintained.

      How did they defend this place?

      Was it merely that others didn’t know about it? It seemed a difficult way to ensure the safety of the records the historians claimed had significant value. There didn’t seem to be any fighters surrounding it, and without having any way to defend it, what prevented someone who wanted to gain access to those archives from doing so?

      From what Endric could tell, there was no way to stop someone from gaining access. Why so secretive about this place, then?

      Something didn’t feel right, and Endric had honed his instincts over the years to recognize that when something didn’t feel quite right, it probably wasn’t.

      As he stared up at the fortress, he had a sense that someone watched him, though there were only a few windows along the outside. Why would they be watching? What would they be looking for?

      No one had made any attempt to stop him, which told him that he had been free to go, but did his leaving mean that he had abandoned his testing?

      He would find Novan, and then he would discover what else he might be missing.

      He had turned away from the fortress, continuing down the road, when something struck him in the shoulder.

      Weakness quickly washed over him, and he realized too late that he had made a mistake.
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      When he came around, Endric realized that he was back in the fortress. It wasn’t so much the look of the walls as it was the stench within it that gave it away. There was something of a musty odor, and it clung to everything, filling the room. Mixed within it was something else, a strange, pungent aroma.

      He was in a darkened room, a single lantern giving a soft light, and his entire body ached. It seemed almost as if his body didn’t want to work the way it should, but maybe it was just whatever they had used to sedate him that made him feel that way.

      He didn’t see anyone else with him.

      He tried to remember what he had experienced, trying to remember what he had been doing, and could only remember that he had been making his way from the fortress. He had been attacked, something striking him in the shoulder, but what would it have been?

      Considering the way he felt, and his dry mouth and achy body, he had to believe that it was some sort of poisoning. Again.

      In the time since he had come to Coamdon, he had been poisoned, tested, and now attacked. What were they after?

      It was more than merely a testing for his capacity to join the guild. That much Endric was sure of, especially now. And there was the strangeness of the guild itself.

      “You’re awake,” a voice said.

      Endric tried to sit up, but his wrists were bound. He glanced over and realized that his ankles were bound, too. He should have known well enough to test for any restraints the moment he came around, but he had been trying to understand what had happened to him.

      He jerked on his restraints and chains rattled, holding him in place.

      This wasn’t something that he could break out of through sheer force.

      Now there was something else that he would need to do. He would have to be convincing, play the part of Novan’s historian, and persuade them to release him.

      Hopefully he could be persuasive.

      “Why have you done this?”

      “We have done nothing,” the voice said.

      There was something familiar about it, though it took Endric a moment to place what it was. He had heard the voice before.

      “Master Hames?”

      The old man came close, approaching Endric carefully. He stayed at the edge of his vision, barely in the light coming off the lantern hidden somewhere off to the side, and Endric tried to catch his attention, but he couldn’t see him, not clearly.

      “And who are you?”

      “I’m Benran. I’m Novan’s apprentice.”

      Master Hames laughed softly. “Novan doesn’t take on an apprentice. And he certainly wouldn’t take on someone like you.”

      Endric shook his head. “I am his apprentice,” he said again, trying to be more forceful this time. He didn’t know whether that would be any more effective than merely trying to argue with Master Hames, but he wasn’t going to sit back and just give up. He needed to object, to argue, and to find a way to plead his case.

      Maybe he could convince Master Hames to get close enough that he could grab him. His hand was free enough that if he could get a hold of Master Hames’ shirt, maybe he could jerk him down and force him to let him go free.

      “You were observed coming off an Assal vessel. The Assal are dangerous. Somehow, you have proven yourself to them. There was no mention of Novan.”

      Endric frowned. They had watched him that long?

      How well connected was the guild here? It seemed impossible to believe that they would have been able to keep track of all of the comings and goings throughout the harbor, but if they knew that he had come off the Assal ship, then they had been watching much more closely than he realized.

      They would’ve known about him from the moment he stepped on the shore.

      How?

      Better yet, why?

      For them to have done that, they would’ve had to keep track of everyone moving in and out of here, and he had to wonder what it was that would make him intriguing enough to track. And maybe it wasn’t anything about him. Perhaps they simply didn’t follow everyone who came in and out of the Coamdon harbor, but that seemed excessive, even for the guild.

      “Is this how you treat all apprentices?”

      Master Hames smiled at him. “Only those we have questions about,” he said.

      “Why do you have questions? I’ve told you answers to everything that you’ve asked.”

      He leaned in front of Endric, close enough that Endric could smell his breath but not so close that Endric could grab his shirt and pull him down. The old man was careful, almost as if he knew what Endric wanted.

      “You have passed the testing so far, but even Novan couldn’t have prepared you quite so well. Who are you?”

      Endric closed his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. “I’m Benran,” he said. “I am Novan’s apprentice.”

      Once again, Master Hames laughed. He had a dry laugh, and it grated on Endric. “Benran. There has been no word of anyone name Benran joining with Novan.”

      Endric looked over. “And do you think that you have Novan observed quite so closely?”

      Master Hames smiled tightly at him. “Yes.”

      The comment sent a chill through Endric. Was it possible?

      Novan wouldn’t have planned for that possibility, would he?

      Endric’s mind raced with what he could think of Novan, and what Novan might have planned. He would have expected there to be questions about Endric’s serving as his apprentice, but would he have anticipated that the guild would’ve kept an eye on him?

      And what did any of this have to do with the silence coming from the guild?

      Maybe it wasn’t silence. Perhaps it was suspicion.

      “Why would you be watching Novan?”

      “We watch all of the guild members,” Master Hames said.

      “We? I suppose by that, you mean the guild masters.”

      Master Hames smiled. “The guild masters have a responsibility to ensure the integrity of the guild.”

      Endric chuckled. “The same integrity that you allow others to claim? Is it that integrity that you think to defend, the integrity that makes others argue they are a part of the guild to gain its benefits?” The only reason he knew about that was from Urik.

      Master Hames studied him for a moment. “You do have some knowledge of the guild, don’t you?”

      “I keep trying to tell you that I do,” Endric said.

      “And you have some observational ability. You might have made an excellent guild member.”

      There was a certain sense of menace within the comment, and Endric jerked on the restraints, trying to break free, but there was nothing that he could do. If they were teralin, it might be something that he could get out of, but these weren’t. They were iron or steel, some metal that he would have no chance of breaking. He was strong, and his Antrilii heritage made him stronger, but he wasn’t so strong as to be able to tear through iron.

      “Why are you doing this?” he demanded.

      “There is something that I have yet to determine,” Master Hames said. “If given enough time, I suspect that you will crack. You would have no reason to do otherwise.”

      Endric stared at him. “This is an interrogation?”

      He could hardly believe that was what they were trying to pull on him. An interrogation. They were members of the guild; they weren’t soldiers. They weren’t anything other than historians. They shouldn’t pull anything like that.

      “As I said, you will provide answers,” Master Hames said.

      “And what if I don’t have any answers?”

      “That would be unfortunate. Most unfortunate.”

      Endric jerked on the chains again, and as he did, he felt a stirring within him.

      It reminded him of when he felt teralin, but this wasn’t from teralin. This was something from within.

      What was it that he felt?

      Maybe it was his anger at being captured.

      Endric certainly felt anger, and if he were free, if he had his sword, he would have used it without hesitation, attacking them for their willingness to capture him like this.

      He jerked again, trying to feel that same sense within him. It was there, he was certain of it, but what was it?

      There was nothing, no response that would help him understand.

      He pulled again, this time yanking as hard as he could, putting every bit of energy into it what he could draw, and as he did, that same stirring returned.

      He’d felt it before. There had been other times during this journey that he had experienced that same stirring, and it reminded him of what he had felt while on the Assal ship, fighting with them. Had he not been able to connect to that part of him, he didn’t think that he would’ve been able to withstand their attack.

      Whatever it was made him stronger.

      Endric knew that, even if he didn’t know how.

      Master Hames stood off to the side, working with something that Endric couldn’t quite see. The pungent aroma increased, and Endric picked up on it, taking a deep breath, and thought that he recognized it.

      Poison. He was certain of it.

      It would be the third time he would be poisoned since coming to Coamdon.

      The historian guild wouldn’t use poison, of that he was certain.

      That meant Master Hames wasn’t a part of the guild.

      It meant that none of this was part of the guild.

      And if it wasn’t a part of the guild, then what was it?

      Novan had known about something here. It was the reason they were coming here, and having Endric pretend to be his historian apprentice was part of it, but there had to be something more to it than just that.

      Endric yanked on the chains again.

      He was more confident than ever that they were beginning to come loose. Either that or something within him was making him strong enough to tear free. It seemed impossible to believe that he could break free from metal chains like this, but that was the only thing that he could think of happening.

      Master Hames continued to work near him. Endric needed to get free before Master Hames finished mixing whatever poison he was using.

      Endric yanked again, and he could feel the chains beginning to wobble.

      “I think we are about ready,” Master Hames said, turning to Endric.

      “Ready for what?” he said.

      “Ready for answers. There is much that you can explain to us, Benran,” he said, smiling.

      As Master Hames turned to him, Endric yanked one more time. He put everything that he could into it, letting this distant sense of power flow through him, and he jerked on the chains.

      The chains snapped.

      He spun his arm around as he sat up, connecting with the side of Master Hames’ head. The man collapsed, and a needle dropped from his hand, rolling across the floor.

      Endric grabbed the chains at his ankles and pulled on them, angrily yanking on them in the same way he had yanked on the chains holding his wrists, and they snapped.

      They were steel. They should be solid, but he had torn through them.

      How was that possible?

      He would have to get answers to that another time, but for now, he would get answers from Master Hames. He moved off the hard cot they had set him on and hoisted Master Hames onto it, not worried about binding him. The old man would pose little threat to him. Endric gathered the syringe that had rolled across the ground. As he picked it up, he examined it. As he suspected, a greenish liquid filled it, and it smelled awful.

      Was this the same poison they had used to sedate him in the first place?

      It would be different than what they had used on him in the tavern. That had only made him nauseated, but would it eventually have caused him to collapse, much like whatever they had used on him as he was attempting to leave the fortress?

      Endric stood off to the side, waiting for Master Hames to come around. He was an old man, and frail, and Endric had not shown any restraint in lashing out at him, having no reason to do so.

      Slowly he came around. He looked over at Endric, his eyes wide as he did. “How did you…”

      Endric shook his head. “You don’t get to ask the questions,” he said.

      Master Hames tried to sit up, but Endric took a step forward, holding the syringe, using it as a threat. He would have no qualms about using the same poison on Master Hames that he had intended to use on Endric.

      “First off, let’s talk about what you intended to use on me. What is this?”

      Master Hames’ eyes drifted to the syringe. They narrowed slightly as he looked on it, and Endric smiled to himself. He was afraid of it.

      That told Endric enough. If Master Hames were afraid of it, then it would be potent—and dangerous.

      Endric took another step forward. He held the syringe out, pointing it at the master. “What is it?”

      “A sedative.”

      “That can’t be all that it is. If it’s only a sedative, you wouldn’t be nearly as terrified of it. I can see it in your eyes. I have some experience with men scared as you.”

      Master Hames looked up at him, his eyes narrowing again. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’ve told you. I am Benran, Novan’s apprentice.”

      “No apprentice would make a comment like that.”

      Endric smiled darkly. “He would if he was a soldier before he was apprenticed.”

      Master Hames’ eyes widened. Endric didn’t think that was sharing too much, and even if it was, it no longer mattered. Any attempt that he might have of maintaining the façade for testing was gone.

      And perhaps it should have been gone long before. Endric had known that something was off, and he should have trusted his instinct before, but he was determined to complete this assignment.

      Maybe that was the problem. He wanted to complete someone else’s assignment rather than deciding for himself what he would do.

      The thought made him smile, and Master Hames winced, crawling back on the cot, moving away from Endric, who smiled again. He suspected that he looked terrifying, especially with the grin he could feel spreading across his face. He was determined to understand what was happening here, but he would not do it Elizabeth’s way, and he wouldn’t do it Novan’s way.

      He would do it his way.

      And his way was different.

      That didn’t mean it was any less effective, but Endric was a soldier. Everything that he had experienced told him that. There was no reason for him to try to run from his identity. He was a soldier, and he was incredibly skilled.

      That didn’t mean that he wasn’t something else. That didn’t mean that he couldn’t be the plotter that Urik was, and it didn’t mean that he couldn’t be the observer that Novan was, and it didn’t mean that he couldn’t still serve his role with the Conclave. All that it meant was that he knew his identity.

      He always had.

      Wasn’t that what he had struggled with over the last few years? He had continued to serve, even if it was under his father. Endric had been willing to lead, had taken squads out of the city, and had willingly done what was necessary, but even in that, he had still served. He had followed his father’s orders, taking commands from him rather than finding his own way and making his own decisions.

      And his father had shown him time and again that he was ready to step down. He had said it. That should’ve been enough for Endric to know what he needed to do, but somehow, he had ignored it.

      Even during this journey, Endric had seen evidence of his father’s need to step down. He had seen it in the fact that there were highly skilled men out in the world that Endric, as second-in-command of the Denraen, had no knowledge of. He had seen it in the fact that the Denraen had no real presence in the south. There were the Assal, a potentially dangerous threat who trained with the Antrilii. And he had seen it in the fact that the historian guild—a source of information to the Denraen—had been impacted.

      All of that should have been enough for Endric to know that he needed to challenge his father for leadership, but it was the fact that Endric was ready to lead that mattered most.

      And he was ready.

      “Why are you smiling?” Master Hames asked. He watched Endric, and there was terror in his eyes.

      Endric couldn’t help but feel amusement at the fear he saw. “I finally understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “Understand the reason that Novan wanted me to make this journey.”

      Master Hames watched him for a long moment. “You really do know him, don’t you?”

      “You doubted that I did?”

      “Novan does not take on apprentices,” he said.

      Endric shrugged. “He took me on,” he said. And there was truth in that. Novan had taken him on, and whether it was a formal apprenticeship or whether it had more to do with how Endric could serve the Conclave, Novan was responsible for Endric’s involvement. Wasn’t that an apprenticeship? “And besides, what do you really know about Novan?”

      “We are the guild. We are the—”

      Endric stepped toward him, holding the syringe outward. “Be careful with what you say. Choose your words cautiously. Either you were with the guild and you no longer are, or you aren’t and never have been. I would know the truth.”

      One of them was the key. They weren’t part of the guild now, of that Endric was certain, but there was enough here that made Endric suspect that they once had been.

      Something had changed, and maybe that was what Novan had sent him to investigate.

      “We are the guild,” Master Hames said.

      Endric smiled. He took the syringe, pressing it against Master Hames’ arm, and pushed on the plunger just a little. It was enough to send a droplet, possibly a little more, into the man.

      “I’ll be honest and tell you that I don’t know what this poison is, but considering that you intended to use it on me, I have no hesitation to use it on you. Now, if you tell me the truth, I might avoid injecting the rest into you, but again, I don’t have any real hesitation about doing so. If I need to squeeze the rest of this into you, then I will.”

      He waited. Master Hames looked up at him, as if studying his face to determine whether Endric was telling the truth. Endric stared down at him, giving him his sternest Denraen expression, the one that he knew he needed to master to intimidate soldiers, though Endric wasn’t always that skilled at intimidating soldiers. It wasn’t something that he often wanted to do, preferring to have a rapport with them.

      With Master Hames, he felt differently. He wanted to intimidate him and wanted him to believe that Endric was telling the truth about what he was willing to do.

      And he was telling the truth.

      He leaned forward, pushing on the syringe, and Master Hames raised his other hand. “I will tell you.”

      “You aren’t with the guild.”

      “We are the guild.”

      “You may be a guild, but you aren’t the guild. At least, you aren’t any longer.”

      Master Hames shook his head.

      “And why are you in Coamdon?”

      “Because we are the guild—”

      Endric smiled and squeezed on the end of the syringe a little more. “I believe we’ve already established that you aren’t the guild. Now you will tell me why you are here. Why this building?”

      It hadn’t fit with anything, and Endric had known that it didn’t quite fit, and while he had allowed himself to question, he hadn’t questioned nearly enough.

      “There are those within the guild who view the responsibility differently than others. We have challenged that role.”

      “You will have to be a whole lot more specific than that. Why are you here? What are you after?”

      He stared up at Endric, watching his face.

      “If you’re trying to determine whether or not I will finish this, you should know you wouldn’t be the first man that I’ve killed.”

      Master Hames blinked as he stared at him. “No. I can see that I wouldn’t be.”

      “Now. Why are you here in Coamdon?”

      “To intercept the guild move,” he said.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “The guild changes locations periodically.”

      “Novan has told me that,” Endric said.

      “Then you know that when there is concern about the guild having been compromised, they change locations, bringing resources to a different place, to ensure the safety of the guild records.”

      “And the guild has decided that now is such a time because you have challenged them?” Master Hames nodded. “And you feel as if you could interfere with this and that you could acquire the records that they were transferring?”

      Master Hames hesitated a moment before finally nodding.

      Endric breathed out. That was what this was about?

      It explained why Novan had wanted him to be his apprentice.

      Novan had wanted the soldier.

      What did it have to do with the Assal? They had been after Novan for something similar, but it couldn’t be the same, could it?

      “And the guild is moving its headquarters to Coamdon?”

      He shook his head. “The guild is moving away from the south.”

      “Because of the Deshmahne,” Endric said.

      Hames nodded.

      If that were the case, then Novan would have known, and he would have wanted to have support, but why wouldn’t he just have asked the Denraen for help with this?

      Maybe Novan had asked his father for help, and none had been offered, or maybe there was something more to it.

      Endric still needed to find Novan to better understand, but at least he thought that he understood why he was here. He needed to ensure that the guild maneuvering went off without any complications.

      And, maybe more than that. Maybe he was needed to help ensure that the guild recognized those who would attack it and would try to do harm to it.

      Endric wished that Novan had been more transparent with his need, but maybe Novan hadn’t known the extent of what was taking place here. Normally, Endric would have a hard time believing that, but when it came to this part of the world, he suspected that Novan wasn’t nearly as connected as he was in other places. Novan spent more of his time trying to travel through the northern continent, and maybe he had been spending too much time with Tresten and the others for him to know the happenings within the guild. It was possible that he had only decided to come this way because he had heard about something within the guild that didn’t seem quite right.

      He let out a heavy sigh. When he removed the needle from Master Hames’ arm, the other man blinked. His eyelids were heavy, and Endric felt no remorse at the trace amount of poison that had to have seeped into him.

      “How many others are here?”

      Master Hames didn’t answer. He blinked again, and it was almost as if his lids were too heavy for him to keep open.

      Had the poison already set?

      Maybe it was too late. Endric might have been too aggressive with the poisoning, but he had needed a threat, one that was realistic enough to intimidate someone like Master Hames, someone who initially hadn’t believed that Endric posed much of a danger.

      It might’ve been easier had he come here and revealed himself as Endric. If he had, maybe this could have been avoided, but then, he might not have known that there was a faction of the guild that was attempting to cause problems for the rest of it.

      “How long will the poison last?”

      Master Hames blinked slowly. “It’s… fatal.”

      Endric laughed bitterly. “You’re kidding.”

      Master Hames blinked, and his eyes seemed far too heavy, and he blinked again.

      He took a breath, and then no more.

      They were going to use a fatal poison on him?

      He looked around the room, needing to get out of there. If they were that willing to attack, and that willing to use a dangerous poison, then he needed to get away before they did something else.

      He pulled the door open a crack and peered down the hallway. It was a narrow hall, and he saw no one moving. Endric closed the door again, looking around the inside of the room. If he could find his sword, he wouldn’t feel nearly so naked.

      Master Hames had a stack of vials near the corner of the wall, and Endric checked on those, finding that most of them had to be poison. He shook them, looking into them, waiting to see if there was anything within them that he might be able to use.

      He wasn’t a poisoner. He was a soldier.

      He made his way around the room. The cot was pressed up against the far wall, but there was some space between it and the wall, and in there, he found his sword. They had rested it on the floor, likely thinking that he would have no need for it, and with the chains holding him, they must have believed that he would not have posed any threat.

      He grabbed his sword and buckled it back onto his waist, then took another look at Hames before shaking his head. It was a shame that a guild master would need to die in such a way, but it was equally a shame that they had felt the need to attack him. Had he not done what he had, he would be the one lying there dead.

      And now he knew more than he had before.

      Endric stepped into the hall, unsheathing his sword and making his way through the hallway. He moved cautiously, pausing every so often to listen for any signs of movement, but there were none. There was nothing other than the sound of his breathing.

      Where in the fortress had they brought him?

      Endric tested the handle and wasn’t surprised that it was unlocked. Why would they have locked Master Hames in here? They had believed that he was in control of the situation, and had believed that Endric was chained and completely incapacitated.

      The other side of the door let into the library. How many of these journals were stolen? How many were the books the Assal were after?

      Endric hesitated. At least now he knew where he was, if not why they had brought him here.

      He paused. Two men were sitting at the table near the fire. For a moment, they didn’t notice him, but then they seemed to realize that he was there and they leaped to their feet.

      Endric shook his head. One of them was the man he had spoken to when he had first found the library. He had been fine, and Endric had no interest in cutting him down, but at the same time, he would have no hesitation to do so, especially with how willing they had been to poison him.

      “You have no reason to do this,” he said.

      “Where is Hames?” the first man asked.

      “I’m afraid Master Hames won’t be joining you,” Endric said.

      The man’s brow furrowed, and he glanced beyond Endric to the doorway.

      It was reason to make Endric hesitate.

      He slammed the door closed and put himself in front of it. If Master Hames wasn’t dead—and given their reaction, he wasn’t entirely certain—then he wasn’t about to get surprised by someone popping out of the doorway. It was possible that he had only been sedated, and it was equally possible that he had lied about the effect of the poisoning. If that were the case, then Endric had to be prepared for the possibility that Hames would spring through the door. If he did, Endric wasn’t going to be caught off guard.

      The two historians both carried staffs.

      He didn’t know why they did, but it was enough like Novan that he found it amusing. It was unlikely that they would be skilled in the same way that Novan was skilled.

      Endric pointed his sword at them, shaking his head. “You don’t want to do this,” he said.

      The one historian stared at the sword before flickering his gaze up to Endric. “We aren’t afraid of some historian apprentice.”

      “And would you be afraid of a Denraen soldier?” Endric asked.

      With that, he darted forward, slamming his sword into the staff of the first one and spinning, slapping the next soldier with the flat of his blade. Both men fell back, but neither went down.

      “Denraen?”

      Endric nodded. “I am Denraen. I offer a warning. Set down the staffs and I won’t harm you. I know that you are part of the conspiracy within the guild. I know that you intend to abduct the records as they are transported. I could not care less about any of that.”

      One of the historians glanced at the other and Endric took that opportunity to jump forward, sliding with speed as he slammed the hilt of his sword into the man’s stomach and spun around, sweeping his leg down, ducking beneath the staff and jamming his fist up underneath the jaw of the other historian.

      Both men collapsed, and neither got back up.

      Endric hurried through the library, glancing at the shelves and wondering how many of these were journals that the historian guild would want to recover.

      He needed to get out of the fortress, find Novan, and then they could return here for whatever answers they needed.
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      The docks had a more ominous feel to them now that Endric had experienced the attack in the fortress. He looked at everyone more suspiciously than he had before, and made a point of staring at anyone with a staff, worried that perhaps they might be a historian willing and able to attack him.

      So far, he hadn’t seen anyone who posed any danger to him, but how long would it be before he did?

      He had hurried from the upper levels of the city down to the docks, and now that he was here, he wandered along the shore, staring out into the water, searching for signs of the ship that Novan was on.

      He didn’t see it.

      Could Novan have taken a different direction?

      It was possible that after the Assal attack that Novan had decided to turn back, but why? Wouldn’t he have followed the other ship?

      There was another possibility. What if this wasn’t even the same place Novan and the others traveled to?

      In the midst of the harbor, he saw the Assal ship. They waited, much as Varian had promised. Endric still didn’t fully understand why they were there and what Novan might have taken from them, but there had to be something.

      A cluster of people in the distance caught his attention, and Endric studied them, trying to determine if they were anyone to worry about, but he saw nothing that was suspicious.

      He couldn’t keep thinking that he might get attacked at any moment. The entire city couldn’t be infiltrated by guild members.

      Unless it had been.

      Hames had claimed that they were aware of Endric the moment he got off the ship. They had sent word up to the fortress, and Poaln had found him.

      That told Endric that someone was keeping an eye on the docks, at least.

      And how had they picked up on him?

      Did he look all that distinctive, or was it merely that he had come off the Assal ship?

      Maybe that was the reason the Assal ship stayed out in the harbor, putting space between itself and the potential for people within Coamdon to attack.

      Without Novan, there might not be any easy way to figure this out. It wasn’t that he was worried, but how long was he willing to leave the fortress alone? There was the danger of them moving the records that had been there, especially now that Endric had attacked.

      Was there any way to prevent them from doing so?

      Not without help.

      Endric surveyed the shore and kept expecting to see Novan, but there was no sign of the historian or their ship.

      That left only one option.

      He walked to the end of the central dock and motioned to one of the transport dinghies. “How much to take me to a ship out in the harbor?”

      “Three coppers,” he said.

      Endric grabbed the coins from his pocket and handed them to the man, and then he climbed into the small dinghy. They rowed out from the dock and Endric watched the shoreline as they went, looking for signs of movement that would tell him who was watching, but he didn’t see anything specific. There had to be someone there, and he knew there had to be some way for the fake guild to be watching for him, but he didn’t see anything clearly.

      Every so often, he would turn around and look out into the harbor so he could watch the Assal ship as they got closer to it.

      He half expected to get attacked the moment he boarded, and had to be ready for that possibility, but if they wanted the book they believed Novan had taken from them, they would have to give him a chance to get to them.

      As they pulled up to the Assal ship, Endric looked up. Varian stood on the deck, watching him.

      “Are you sure about this?” the dinghy oarsman asked.

      “I am,” he said, looking up at the ship.

      The man shrugged. They pulled up alongside, and he kept the dinghy in place as Endric stood and grabbed for a rope that was lowered down to him.

      Endric took it, climbing up onto the ship, and he waved to the dinghy captain as he disappeared.

      Varian stood near the railing, watching Endric. “You can’t have recovered the books yet.”

      “Can’t I have?”

      “The historian hasn’t arrived in the city yet. So there is another reason for your presence here,” he said.

      Endric smiled and nodded. “There is another reason, and there is something that I think that you might be interested in.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I could use your help,” he said.

      Varian stared at Endric for a moment. “You could use my help?” Endric nodded. “And just what is that?”

      There was a reason that the people in the fortress feared the Assal, though Endric only suspected the reason. Could the Assal be responsible for the journals somehow?

      “It seems as if there is a rift within the city,” Endric said.

      “What kind of rift?” Varian asked.

      Endric looked behind Varian and saw the swordsmen. He watched them, though he made no effort to unsheathe his sword. The others on the ship continued whatever tasks they were assigned, paying no mind to Endric.

      It was all quite workmanlike, and there was something strange about it, though Endric knew that it shouldn’t be. He recognized that the Assal had an organization, and they were prepared. He still didn’t know how they had healed those with them who he had injured, but he suspected that it had something to do with a connection to Mage abilities, even if Varian would not reveal that to him.

      “The kind that divides the guild itself.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Endric nodded. “I have experienced it firsthand. I’m not entirely sure what has caused it, but it seems as if part of the guild is battling with another part.”

      Varian turned away and made his way over to the other man, and they spoke softly to each other. Endric waited, uncertain why they would seem so interested in the rift, but maybe it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they would be willing to help him. Endric wasn’t entirely sure what kind of help he needed, only that it would involve confronting the remnants of the guild, but what would he do?

      He waited, and after a while, Varian made his way back to Endric. “Can you show us what you encountered?”

      “You want to see the fracture within the guild firsthand?”

      “If there is a fracture, then we would need to confirm that,” he said.

      Endric shrugged. “If I show you this, you will leave the historian alone when he arrives.”

      “That was not the agreement.”

      “No. It’s getting your books. And I think I found what you’re looking for.”

      Endric glanced over at the others. The swordsmen had begun to speak to some of the other soldiers. It didn’t take long for them to finish their preparations. They had readied a small rowboat, though it was larger than the dinghy Endric had taken over to their ship. They motioned for Endric to climb in, and then the others with them all piled in as well. They rowed quickly toward the nearest dock. Endric’s noticed how the ship seemed to blend into the water. It was a wonder that they had managed to see it coming in the first place. Against the darkness of night, a ship like this would have been incredibly difficult to see, and he still was surprised that they had managed to do so.

      He turned his attention back to the docks. The Assal knew something.

      What was it?

      “Why did you really come to Coamdon?” Endric asked Varian.

      Varian glanced over at him, his gaze steady. “I told you why we came.”

      “No. You told me that the historian took the books from you, but that was all that you shared. That isn’t the entire reason that you’re here. The moment that I told you that the guild was fractured, you became much more interested in participating in this. What is it? Why are you here, really?”

      Varian smiled at him tightly. “Does there really need to be another reason?”

      Endric shrugged. “Yes.”

      “You know nothing about the Assal, do you?”

      Endric shook his head. “That’s something that I intend to correct.”

      Varian grunted. “You might be the first of the Denraen to care. Most who even know that we exist think of us as little more than a novelty. We are considered outsiders, which is very much the way we like it.”

      “As do the Antrilii,” Endric said.

      Varian tipped his head forward, nodding slightly. “And had you not known of the Antrilii, and had I not believed you when you claimed to train with them, I would tell you none of this. As it is, what I share with you is something of the Assal that we have kept from many.”

      “And what is that?”

      “We are sailors.”

      Endric glanced back at the ship. “If that’s how you keep a secret, I’m afraid that you aren’t doing that great a job with it.”

      Varian shook his head. “That’s not it. We are sailors, but we are sailors for hire.”

      Endric frowned. “Smugglers?”

      “Not smugglers. Not the way you would think. We take commissions, and we are willing to be hired for those jobs.”

      Endric studied Varian for a moment, his mind beginning to piece things together. He glanced up at the city and saw the fortress in the distance. He laughed softly. “Let me guess: One of those jobs was a transport of books for the guild.”

      Varian nodded. “Very good.”

      “What happened?”

      Varian smiled at him. As he did, Endric felt a strange stirring. It reminded him of the same stirring he had felt when he had broken free from his restraints when Master Hames had held him. Whatever that was seemed to flicker within him, some sort of sense that triggered deep within him. It was power.

      Endric was sure of it, and he was equally certain that whatever the source of that power was, it was related to the Magi ability.

      How were they able to use that?

      It had to be the same, but then, how was it that he recognized it?

      The Antrilii connection.

      Their willingness to train with the Assal made sense. The Antrilii must have known about their connection, and they must have known that there was something similar, something shared between their people and the Assal, and because of that, they had been willing to work with them.

      It made Endric want to return to the Antrilii and ask Nahrsin about it, but there was something of greater importance.

      “I can feel what you’re doing,” Endric said softly.

      Varian stared at him. “What was that?”

      He stared at Varian before flicking his gaze to the swordsmen. “The two of you at least have some connection. It’s that connection that is the reason the Antrilii work with you.”

      “How is it that you know this?”

      They were getting close to the dock and Endric suspected that Varian wouldn’t share much more if he didn’t speak honestly. “I already told you. I’m descended from the Antrilii.”

      Varian tipped his head to the side as he studied him. “Yes. Perhaps you truly are.”

      “How is it that your people have this connection?”

      “I believe that all peoples have this connection.”

      Endric shook his head. “Not all. Not even all of your men have it, do they?”

      Varian watched him before shaking his head. “Not all.”

      “You have some way of determining those who have it, though.”

      Varian nodded.

      Endric took a deep breath. “Is that why the guild hired you?”

      He watched Endric for a moment. “The guild has hired us for years. They know that we are trustworthy, and they know that we will complete the jobs and we will not steal from them.”

      “But something’s changed.”

      “What do you know of it?”

      “Only what I learned when I reached the city. The fracturing of the guild.”

      “If you are correct, it would explain much. It would explain why the jobs have changed.”

      “How have they changed?”

      “There are some of my people who have been tasked differently.”

      “Differently?”

      “The jobs have changed, and we have been asked to transport items to Coamdon that we normally would not.”

      “This isn’t the guild headquarters.”

      Varian shook his head. “No. This is not the guild headquarters.”

      “How long have you known?”

      “We have been aware of it for quite some time. We haven’t understood why Coamdon was involved, only that there has been something about Coamdon which has been the source of much difficulty. We have come here for answers.”

      “Answers, and not just for what you claim the historian took from you?”

      “The historian did take from us, but it’s the answers that we truly need. Our contract with the guild is quite profitable for us. If we lose that, then we lose much.”

      “That’s your only reason for coming here?”

      “If we have been betrayed, we want to know. That is why we are here,” Varian said.

      Endric understood that. If they had been betrayed, he could easily understand why they would want to get to the bottom of what had happened. And more than that, they would want to know who was responsible for it.

      “Did a job go awry?”

      Varian frowned. They pulled into the dock before he had a chance to answer, but Endric suspected that was the real reason.

      The fake guild had done it to them, and they had come to take care of it.

      Strangely, Endric wasn’t sure if they had enough men. Considering the resources the guild, whether real or not, had in the city, they were enough to identify the danger of the presence of the Assal.

      And they already knew that the Assal had reached the city. They had commented on that to Endric.

      Which meant that they knew that they had been discovered.

      It all began to make more sense. The guild might not even have known whether or not Endric was apprenticed to Novan as he claimed, but having seen him come on the Assal ship had been enough to make him a danger to them and their plans. If they had stolen from the Assal during a transport, then they would be concerned about what the Assal might do.

      Endric climbed out of the small boat and waited for the others to join him. He waited, and as he did, he saw movement on the dock.

      He pointed to it, motioning to Varian. “It seems they know we’re here.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Endric nodded. “They were aware of me the moment I came off your ship, and one of them even commented about the fact that I had come in with the Assal.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      “That they recognized you or that there are potentially so many people keeping tabs throughout the city?”

      “It would be a little bit of both,” Varian said.

      “The entire city can’t be involved, but there are probably enough involved that we need to be careful,” Endric said.

      “Yes. But what exactly do we have to be careful about?”

      “Tell me what you’re after.” Endric watched a handful of men making their way toward them along the docks. None of them looked particularly imposing, but the fact that they were heading straight toward them made Endric uncomfortable. They had to be working on behalf of the guild, but what did they intend to do?

      The guild weren’t soldiers, but they had people among them who were willing to poison, which meant that they were willing to use their knowledge.

      “I think it’s time for you to be truthful with me, Varian.”

      “I have been truthful with you,” he said.

      “What are you after?”

      “We lost a shipment,” Varian said. “Several shipments. And we have tracked them to Coamdon. We intend to reclaim those shipments and return them to their rightful owners.”

      “And their rightful owners are the rest of the guild?”

      “It took a while to realize that we had been betrayed by those who would have us believe that they serve the guild. They do not.”

      “And the man you saw me with in Boastin?”

      “He was one of them.”

      Endric chuckled. He had a hard time believing that Novan was responsible for betraying the guild. If nothing else, he might be too protective of the guild, and from what he had seen during his time in the fortress, he knew that Novan was not a part of this.

      “I know that you believe the person you saw me with was a part of what happened, but I assure you that he was not.”

      “We know what we saw.”

      “And if I can prove otherwise?”

      “You have already agreed to acquire something on behalf of us.”

      “And I will help you recover your shipment.”

      Varian watched Endric for a moment, and finally he nodded. “Then we can have an agreement.”

      “You don’t know what my terms are.”

      “I suspect what you will ask.”

      Endric smiled. “And what is that?”

      “You would like to understand the Assal.”

      Endric considered for a moment. That was what he wanted to know about, and he thought that there would be value in the Denraen knowing about the Assal.

      “If I help you with this, then you will send men to the Denraen,” Endric said.

      Varian studied him. “That is not an agreement that I can make.”

      “Then I’m not sure that I can help.” He motioned past the cluster of Assal soldiers, indicating the men heading in their direction. “I will warn you, the men coming our way are particularly nasty, and they have a predilection for poison, so I hope your men are prepared for that.”

      Varian looked along the dock. His jaw clenched as he seemed to be weighing his options. “If you help us with this, and you help us recover our cargo, we will consider.” When Endric started to argue, Varian raised his hand, cutting him off. “That is the best that I can offer. It’s more than I should be willing to offer, but for this…”

      Endric would have to take it.

      “Let’s go, then.”

      He squeezed past the others and joined the swordsmen. “If we’re going to fight together, I would know your name,” he said to the man who led them.

      “My name is Akar.”

      “Well, Akar, seeing as how I know what a skilled fighter you are, I think that you will be given a particular challenge here.”

      “What challenge is that?”

      “The challenge is ensuring that we get past these men.”

      The nearest of the line of men approached, and Endric saw one of them holding up a dart. That must’ve been how they got him the last time.

      He rushed forward, raising his sword, and let out a deep, bellowing scream.

      It gave the men a moment of pause.

      Endric smiled to himself. They weren’t soldiers. They were historians, or perhaps they were something else, but they weren’t fighters, not like him.

      Akar joined him, racing alongside, and he also let out a scream, though his was a high-pitched sound that pierced Endric’s ears.

      He reached the first of the men and punched, driving his fist into the man’s stomach, forcing him to double over. He chopped at the arm holding the dart, batting it into the water. He spun from that man and moved on to the next, driving his foot up and connecting with him in the stomach. He moved through the line of men, punching and kicking, avoiding using his sword.

      When he was done, and all the men had fallen, he paused to take a survey.

      Akar wiped the blood off his blade. Three men were lying motionless on the ground around him.

      “You didn’t want to cut them down?” Akar asked.

      Endric shook his head. “They aren’t soldiers. I’m not entirely sure what they are, other than they serve this false guild in some way.”

      “If they serve this false guild, then they deserve to die.”

      “It’s been my experience that there aren’t too many people who deserve to die,” Endric said.

      “And it’s been my experience that those who betray their oaths do,” Akar said.

      Endric motioned for them to follow and they headed along the docks, reaching the shoreline. He paused to take stock of the people around them, curious as to whether or not they might face another attack, but there was none.

      That didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be another, only that he didn’t see anything now.

      Varian approached him, and as he did, he grabbed the back of his neck, his eyes going wide.

      “Down!” Endric shouted.

      The other Assal all dropped to the ground and Endric saw a dart sticking out of the back of Varian’s neck.

      Endric spun around, searching for where the attack had come from. It had been behind them, but where?

      There were two dock hands. That had to be who had been responsible.

      How many people did the false guild have working with them?

      It was hard to believe they could have so many people that they would be attacked everywhere along the dock, but that was what seemed to be happening.

      Endric grabbed Varian and pulled him along the dock. They stayed low, wanting to avoid another attack, but even if another one came, he didn’t know if they had enough capability to withstand it.

      He nodded to Akar. “We need to get to higher ground.”

      The other man looked down at Endric as he dragged Varian. “We need to remove them as a threat,” he said.

      Endric shook his head. “There are too many. Up. The fortress.”

      He nodded to the top of the hillside, where the fortress loomed large. He didn’t like the idea that he would be returning there so soon after having escaped, but what choice did he have? They needed to get away from the guild influence, and that seemed to be the only place that they could go.

      More than that, the fortress would have the books the false guild had stolen. That was what Varian and the others were after. If he could help the Assal, and if they could hunker down, they should be able to defend themselves against whatever it was that the false guild might intend.

      Then they would have to reach the shore again.

      Maybe Akar was right. Maybe they did need to remove those who worked for the false guild. But not all of them.

      “Have your men take him up to the fortress.”

      “Not you?” Akar asked.

      “Not us. The two of us are going to search for those who serve the false guild.”

      A hint of a smile spread on Akar’s face. “Good.”

      Endric grunted. “I’m not sure that you will think it’s that good when we work our way through the city, trying to avoid attack.”

      “They would not dare to attack us.”

      “You might be surprised,” Endric said.

      He waited for Akar to talk to his men. Once he finished speaking, they all gathered, working together as they dragged Varian away, moving him up the street. They kept low, and once they joined the crowd, they were able to maneuver more easily.

      “How many of your men are skilled swordsmen?”

      “They are all skilled swordsmen,” Akar said.

      Endric motioned to two men making their way along the dock, and he and Akar slipped down toward them. Endric swept his leg underneath one, driving his fist into his chin to knock him out, while Akar slammed his sword through the other man’s belly.

      He wasn’t going to tell Akar how to fight, but he did wish that he would exercise a little more restraint. He didn’t like the idea of cutting down all of these men, but maybe it would be necessary.

      They moved back down to the end of the dock. From there, Endric looked around. “We’re looking for any who might be watching us,” he said to Akar.

      “Such as those three?” Akar asked.

      He followed the direction that Akar pointed and saw two women and a slender man watching. When they realized that Endric and Akar had seen them, they turned and headed toward the street.

      Endric raced after them. There was movement behind him, and he cast a brief glance over his shoulder to see Akar fighting two others. Endric couldn’t pay any mind to them. He needed to get to the other three.

      He reached the man first, and with swift kick to his backside, he went staggering.

      Endric looked at the women and used the flat of his blade, knocking both of them unconscious.

      When he was done, Akar reached him.

      “There were three others,” Akar said.

      “Three? I only saw two.”

      “A third joined them after they followed me,” he said.

      Endric nodded to the three he had knocked out and began to bind them, tearing strips of cloth free to tie them up.

      “Are you sure that will be effective?” Akar asked.

      “It usually is,” Endric said.

      Akar frowned at him. “Usually?”

      “Well, you managed to get away.”

      Akar smiled tightly. “I did have a little help,” he said.

      “I’m aware of that,” Endric said.

      Akar joined him, and the two of them bound the two women along with the man, and they dragged them into an alley along the street.

      “What do you intend to do with them?” Akar asked.

      Endric closed his eyes for a moment, trying to think through what he would do with them. It had to be something more than simply leaving them here, but at the same time, they worked on behalf of the false guild, so he didn’t want to leave them behind.

      “We have to leave them for now,” he decided.

      “And then what?”

      “Once we finish this with the false guild, then we can decide what we will do.”

      “If they were responsible for stealing from the Assal, then they will pay for what they have done.”

      Endric stared at Akar for a moment. He wasn’t going to argue with him. He would leave it to Akar to deal with them, and he wouldn’t feel bad about it. They had done more than simply steal from the Assal. They had caused discord within the guild, and that discord had drawn him into it.

      “We’ll leave them here,” he said again.

      “What now?” Akar asked.

      “Now we wind our way through the city. Uncover how many are out here. And we remove them as a threat before we head to the fortress.”

      “What happens when we get there?”

      Endric glanced up, but the fortress wasn’t visible from where he was, not here.

      “I don’t know.”
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      Endric and Akar made their way through the city. As he wound his way along the street, this time with somebody watching alongside him, he was thankful that Akar was with him.

      When they turned a corner, reaching an intersection, Endric caught sight of two people at the far end of the street. They were seemingly moving casually along the street, but there was something not quite right about how casual they appeared, and Endric had the sense that there was something that they were trying to hide.

      He motioned to Akar.

      “I see them,” he said.

      “We should—”

      Endric didn’t get a chance to finish. A dart whistled through the air toward them, and Endric dropped, dragging Akar with him.

      The dart buried itself into the wall behind them.

      Endric spun around, grabbing the dart and flinging it back toward one of the men. He sent a surge through himself, drawing on that strange trembling of power that he had felt when he had freed himself from the chains, and the dart reached the man before he had a chance to react. It sunk into the center of his chest and he collapsed.

      The other person with him froze.

      Endric took that opportunity to race forward and grab the other person before they were able to turn. He wrapped his arms around them, holding them against him, and he clamped a hand over their mouth.

      “Scream and it’s the last sound you’ll make,” he said.

      The man nodded.

      “How many are there in the city?”

      Akar was making his way along the street, heading toward them. Endric motioned for him to wait, not sure if there were other surprises.

      He removed his hand over the man’s mouth, giving him a chance to answer.

      “More than you can track,” he said.

      Endric jammed his thumb into the man’s back. If nothing else, he would get him to answer. “How many?”

      “I was hired. That’s it. Anything that looked suspicious, I was to—”

      Endric pushed forward again. The man cut off. “Suspicious? That’s the only reason that you jumped us?”

      “I saw what you did down by the docks,” he said.

      Endric smiled. “Good. Then you know that I won’t have any hesitation to terminate you if it comes to it. How many more are there between here and the fortress?”

      “I don’t know. They don’t tell me.”

      “That’s too bad,” Endric said. He reached into the man’s pocket and found one of the darts, which he jammed into his arm. The man collapsed, and Endric dropped him to the ground, looking over at Akar. “There will be others,” he said.

      “I would expect nothing less.” Akar scanned the street, his eyes surveying everything, taking in the entirety of the street.

      Endric couldn’t help but be impressed by the way that the Assal handled everything. He didn’t seem too perturbed by the fact that they were heading through the street with an unknown number of enemies, and he didn’t seem concerned by the fact that he needed to fight alongside Endric, someone who had bested him once before.

      “I think we need to move,” Akar said.

      A flutter of movement at the end of the alley caught his attention and Endric reached down into the man’s pocket again, grabbing three darts that he found there. As they hurried along the street, he caught sight of more movement, and he flicked one of the darts. It went streaking down the street, connecting with someone. They collapsed with a soft gasp.

      As they reached another intersection, Endric looked back to see two more coming.

      He sent the two remaining darts toward both of them. One of them stuck into the man’s leg while the other—a woman—managed to duck out of the way.

      “Do you think that is really necessary?” Akar asked.

      “We can use their weapons against them,” Endric said.

      Akar smiled. “That is not a terrible idea. “

      “Keep going. I’ll catch up with you,” he said. “Head toward the fortress. I’ll meet you there.”

      He had started to turn when Akar grabbed his arm. “No. We’re doing this together.”

      Endric considered a moment. Akar might be right. Going together might be better than trying to run off on his own. If he went with the other man, he would have someone to watch his back, and until he knew exactly what they were going to encounter, that made the most sense.

      He nodded, and together they spun around, weaving back toward the two people Endric had knocked out with the darts. When he reached them, he grabbed unused darts out of their pockets and continued along the street, every so often pausing to look and see if there were others. At one point, they came across two men watching the street, and Endric sent one of the darts streaking into the man. The other ducked out of the way, but Akar ran forward and caught him, dragging him back and knocking him down.

      “What do you want to do with him?” he asked.

      Endric shook his head. What did he want to do with him? It didn’t seem as if it made sense to harm him, especially not when they didn’t know enough about what they were dealing with, but they needed to prevent him—and others—from following.

      “Bind him and let’s hide him off to the side,” he said.

      Akar made quick work of tying up the man, then he dragged him over to an alley, leaving him lying there.

      “How will you know where we left them?” Endric asked.

      Akar’s eyes narrowed. “I will know.”

      Endric stared at him for a moment. He had a sense that he would know. “Come on,” he said.

      They continued along the street, weaving their way around, and passed from the lower section with its rows of shops to a nicer section, one that Endric thought was more of a merchant section. He paused and looked around, seeing no sign of anyone trailing them.

      “What is it?” Akar asked.

      “This is where I was poisoned the first time I came through here,” he said, motioning to the tavern where he had stopped.

      “You think they will be watching?”

      Endric shook his head. “It was one of the false guild members who did it. I’m still not sure if it was a test or if he was trying to truly poison me, but either way, they attacked me.”

      As they slipped past the door of the tavern, Endric’s gaze lingered for a moment, and then they were continuing onward, heading up the road leading to the fortress. He saw no sign of the other Assal.

      “Where do you think they are?” Akar asked.

      “They should have gotten here before us.”

      “Unless they were tracked.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t have separated from them,” Endric said. Akar shot him a look. “Come on,” Endric said. They continued along the road leading up to the fortress. When they got there, the gate was closed.

      It had not been closed before. Akar grabbed the gate, pulling on it, and glanced over at Endric. “What do you expect us to do now?” His gaze drifted upward, to the top of the wall. It would be difficult, if not impossible, climb to reach the top of it.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “If they’re over there—”

      Endric nodded. He grabbed the gate, holding on to it for a moment. He jerked on it but found it stout, unsurprising considering that it was made of iron. He shook the gate, looking up at the fortress, feeling as if they were stuck. Somehow, they had to get free, and they had to get through here, but how?

      There didn’t seem to be any way.

      Akar glanced over at him. “We can climb.”

      Endric looked along the wall before turning his attention back to the gate. He shook his head. “You can try, but I don’t think it’s safe to even consider climbing. “

      “If the false guild is over there…”

      Endric examined the gate. The strange stirring surged within him. It was the same sensation, and he still had no idea what it was from, only that it created strength in him.

      Was it tied to the teralin? It didn’t seem to be, but could he use that connection, his ability to draw from the teralin, to break the gate open?

      He pulled.

      “What are you doing?” Akar asked.

      Endric yanked again, and the sensation jolted through him. His arms went numb from the attempt, and he half expected to dislodge his shoulder and tear his arm free.

      “You won’t be able to break through this,” Akar said.

      Endric continued to pull, ignoring the other man.

      He jerked on it, this time focusing on what he felt whenever he pushed on teralin and helped change the polarity. That was the same sensation that he thought he was feeling here, and while he had no idea what it was, there was no questioning that there was a similarity to it.

      Power trembled through him.

      It was the only way that he could describe it, and it felt the same as teralin. It was a trembling, at first, but it surged deeper within him, drawing from somewhere within his body, and he pulled again.

      It didn’t do anything.

      He considered giving up, but decided to try a different approach. Rather than pulling on that sense of teralin, could he push?

      Endric shoved on the gate. He used that connection within him to do so, and it trembled, tingling within him for a moment before suddenly exploding outward.

      The gate snapped open.

      Endric stood frozen.

      “How did you do that?” Akar asked.

      Endric stared at the gate. “I have no idea.”

      “Are you sure that you are Antrilii?”

      Endric glanced over at him. “What else would I be?”

      “I’ve heard stories of others with power who can manipulate metal.”

      “This isn’t that kind of metal,” Endric said.

      “Are you sure?”

      Endric patted his sword. “Quite. I have some ability with metals, and this is different.”

      Akar stepped through the gate and cast a glance over at Endric a moment. “Keep—”

      A dart stuck into his neck, and he grabbed it, pulling it out. His eyes widened for a moment before he collapsed.

      Endric grabbed Akar, dragging him back. He looked up to see the row of windows along the fortress, and people standing within them. There would be no way of reaching the fortress, not without experiencing a series of attacks, and depending on what poison they used, it might be fatal.

      Endric crouched next to Akar, checking to see if he was still breathing, thankful that he was. Was this a fatal poison or was this more of a sedative?

      If they anticipated that the Assal were attacking, Endric suspected they would use fatal poison. If that were the case, it meant that Akar needed help, but it was the kind of help that Endric didn’t necessarily have within him.

      He could drag Akar back into the city, but if he did so, there was a risk that he wouldn’t find anyone who could help. He ducked behind the wall, staring down at Akar, feeling actual remorse for what the man had experienced. He would’ve come so far only to fail.

      Even though they had battled, Endric didn’t want to see him die, not like this, and not here. And if he did, and if there was no way to reach the fortress again, the false guild would win.

      That angered him more than it should.

      He sat there, silent.

      “I had not thought to see you here.”

      Endric jerked his head around and sprang to his feet. “Novan?”

      Novan stood before him, gripping his staff, the hood of his cloak pulled up over his head.

      “Where are the others?”

      “They remained on the ship. I warned them that Coamdon could be dangerous.”

      Endric started laughing, glancing down at Akar. “Moreso than I realized.”

      Novan crouched next to Akar, setting his hands on the man. “What happened?”

      “Poisoned dart.”

      “How?”

      “The false guild.”

      Novan glanced up at him. “False guild? You’re certain of this?”

      “Completely. They thought me to be your apprentice, and they brought me in for testing, but I think it was all part of a ruse to find out more about you.”

      Novan breathed out. “There were rumors, but nothing more than that.”

      “Rumors of a fracture within the guild?”

      Novan glanced down at Akar. “Who is he?”

      “I thought you knew him.”

      Novan shook his head. “I don’t know him. I assume a friend of yours?”

      “He’s one of the people who attacked us.”

      Novan looked up him. “And now you’re traveling with them?”

      “They are from Assal.” Endric watched Novan, looking for a sign of recognition, but Novan kept his features composed. “They claim that you stole something from them.”

      “It would not have been me. I understand the role the Assal play for the guild. They take it quite seriously.”

      “They do,” Endric said. “The false guild stole from them. Is that what you wanted me to discover?”

      Novan stared down at Akar. He was moving his hands in a strange pattern, and Endric frowned as he watched. Was there a reason for the pattern? Why did Endric feel tugging within him as he watched Novan swirling his hands around?

      “The false guild is here, not the rest of the historian guild?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “I’ve been busy traveling, Endric. It’s often difficult for me to know when there is activity.”

      “This is the false guild,” Endric said.

      Novan stood and tapped his staff on the ground. The teralin along the surface surged, and strangely, it flowed into Akar.

      “Then it’s up to us to resolve this.”

      “The Assal tried, but they didn’t get very far,” Endric said.

      “That’s unsurprising,” Novan said.

      “Why?”

      “The guild has many secrets, Endric. Not the least of which is a way of defending itself.”

      “Poison, I take it.”

      “Poison is but one of them.”

      Endric motioned to the fortress. “We won’t have any way of gaining access.”

      “I believe that I can do something about that,” he said.

      “What do you intend to do?”

      “I intended to help the Assal recover their cargo. I assume that’s what you were doing?”

      “That had been my intention,” Endric said. “There is the challenge of reaching the fortress. He was attacked when we tried, and we weren’t able to get very close.”

      Novan tapped his staff on the ground again. As before, teralin surged along it. “That is something I should be able to help with.”

      Novan took a step forward, and Endric hurried up to him, trying to catch the man. “Novan, what are you doing?”

      “Help the Assal to stand,” Novan said.

      Endric glanced down at Akar and realized that he was starting to come around.

      Was the poison not fatal?

      It was possible that it had not been, but more likely was the fact that Novan had done something. What would he have done to help Akar?

      And how had he managed to help Akar?

      More questions about Novan.

      Endric reached under Akar’s shoulders and propped him up, helping him get to his feet. Akar blinked and looked at Endric.

      “What happened?”

      “You were poisoned.”

      “I remember, but how am I still here?”

      Endric shook his head. “It seems that the historian helped you.”

      He nodded to Novan, wondering what Akar might do, especially as he blamed Novan for stealing from them.

      “Is he one of them?”

      Endric shook his head. “He’s the historian who was with me.”

      Akar frowned. “That’s not the historian we’ve looked for.”

      Endric grunted. “Then you were mistaken when you attacked us.”

      Akar chuckled. “Perhaps we were. Perhaps we were.”

      “That’s all you can say?”

      Akar shrugged. “There’s not much more that I can say.”

      Endric could only shake his head as they followed Novan, staying a step behind him. Endric was concerned about the possibility of an attack, but with each step, Novan tapped his staff, and light surged along the length of it. There was power with it, though he wasn’t certain where it came from or how Novan even managed to do it.

      A dart streaked out of one of the open windows, heading straight toward Novan.

      “Novan!”

      The dart struck a barrier and dropped to the ground.

      Endric frowned. How was that possible?

      They continued forward, Novan leading, and with each step, he tapped his staff. Each time he did, there was a surge of light from the teralin, and it tugged at something deep within Endric, that strange sensation that reminded him of when he shifted the polarity of teralin. The barrier—for that was what it had to be—remained in front of him, and he marched forward, moving slowly, steadily, unmindful of the darts that were sent in their direction. None of them hit. For that matter, none of them even came close to hitting.

      When they reached the door to the fortress, Novan looked over. “And now this is where you will be needed, Endric.” He glanced over at Akar. “And possibly you, if you are from Assal.”

      Akar nodded. “I am from Assal.”

      “Have you trained with the Antrilii?”

      Akar’s brow furrowed but he nodded.

      “Good. I have done about as much as I can, and I think now it’s time for the two of you to prove your worth.” He said the last with a hint of a smile.

      He tapped his staff on the door. The power of the teralin surging through it flowed out of the staff and into the door. It slammed open.

      Endric leaped forward, sword unsheathed, Akar at his side.

      He wasn’t ready for what greeted him on the other side of the door. There were a dozen men, each spinning a staff, ready to attack.

      Endric smiled. This he could handle.

      He darted into the middle of the historians, avoiding staff after staff as he ducked and sliced, cutting through them. He felt in his element, even though he was facing off against men who should not be fighting him, and even though he was using the sword to face off against the staff, a weapon with a much greater reach. One of the men struck him on the arm, and he grunted, angrily spinning, slicing his sword through the staff, shattering it.

      Nearby, he was distantly aware of Akar fighting. He was having a similar time, carving through the historians, knocking them back.

      And then Novan joined in.

      Endric had fought alongside Novan before, but seeing it again, seeing how skilled he was with his staff, always surprised him. He pushed forward, his staff moving quickly, almost too quickly for Endric to follow, and as he fought, he knocked back the historians. He made a point of hitting each person on the head, and when he was done, he tapped his staff on the ground, almost as if recharging it. It was a strange thing to observe.

      The fight was over.

      “Is that it?” Akar asked.

      “There’s a library at the end of the hallway,” Endric said. “And there are other levels.”

      “These were the guardians,” Novan said.

      “The guardians?” Endric asked, glancing over.

      Novan nodded. “They are the guardians of the records. They should not have been here.”

      “Why not?”

      “There should be no reason for them to have been in this place. The guardians should have remained faithful to the guild.”

      “And if they believe that they did?” Endric asked.

      Novan frowned. “Let us end this.”

      Endric guided them down the hallway to the library. He paused, looking for signs of movement. Before pulling open the door, he glanced over at Novan. “There was a Master Hames here.”

      Novan’s expression soured. “He was exiled from the guild.”

      “Exiled?”

      “He attempted to leverage the guild knowledge.”

      “How so?”

      “He thought to sell it,” Novan said.

      “And I suppose others don’t feel that is appropriate?”

      Novan stared at Endric for a long moment. “The guild observations are not for sale. They are to be shared, but edited. Not all are worthy of knowing what the guild has observed.”

      “And so the fact that he wanted to sell them…”

      “He was exiled. If he brought others with him, it would be a grave injustice to the guild.”

      “He’s gone,” Endric said.

      “Gone?”

      Endric nodded. “He was trying to use a poison on me, and I managed to escape. I used it on him.”

      “What kind of poison?”

      Endric grinned. “How do you expect me to know? I’m not a historian.”

      “No, but I suspect that you would have succeeded if you wanted.”

      “I did pass the first few tests.”

      “What kind of tests?”

      “Test of observation.”

      Novan smiled to himself. “Do they really think to copy so much?”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because that is an actual test for the guild. It is one of the earliest tests for an apprentice. They must prove that they are capable of making observations, especially under times of duress. Not all are able to do so.”

      “It seems as if I did,” he said.

      Novan smiled. “I am not surprised. I imagine your Denraen training helped you.”

      “It did.”

      Novan stared at the door. “Are you ready to end this?”

      Endric threw the door open. He stood there, hesitating, before stepping inside. There were another dozen men inside the room. Some of them had staffs, likely indicating that they were the guardians, but others held darts. There were enough that if they attacked, Endric wasn’t certain that they would survive.

      “Novan,” a voice said.

      Endric blinked. He recognized that voice. It was Master Hames.

      “Hames. You were responsible for all of this.”

      “You made a mistake in coming here,” Hames said, starting forward from the back of the room.

      Novan shook his head. “It was your mistake in allowing me to learn about your plan.”

      “Learn? I made every effort to prevent anyone from learning of it. The fact that you came here, sending your apprentice.” He looked in Endric’s direction, glaring at him.

      Novan smiled. “Did you even figure out who he was?”

      “I didn’t need to figure out who it was. You hired a soldier to protect you.”

      “Do you think any soldier could pass your testing?”

      “I am not surprised that you would have prepared him.”

      “Ah, but I did not prepare him. He was prepared long before he ever met me.”

      “What is this about?” Hames asked.

      “Your mistake,” Novan said. “You allowed Endric, son of Dendril, Denraen general, to learn of your plans. And you made the mistake of trying to harm him.”

      Hames’ eyes went wide.

      “Yes. You recognize the name. A shame you didn’t recognize the man.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You aren’t leaving here. You don’t have the necessary support.”

      “Don’t I?”

      Hames smiled. “We have assets throughout the city.”

      “Assets that I believe Endric and his Assal friend eliminated, at least many of them. And I have assets throughout the city, too.”

      “Coamdon is ours.”

      “No. Coamdon is not yours. And your mistake was thinking that it could be.”

      Endric looked over, curious what Novan was getting at. He didn’t have the opportunity to wait too long. Hames raised his hand, and the people with the darts suddenly attempted to throw them, but Novan tapped his staff once on the ground. Power exploded from it. It slammed into the others, throwing them back.

      Novan stalked forward to Hames. He slammed his staff against the exiled historian’s chest. “You have made a grave mistake.”

      “Who are you?” Hames asked.

      “I am but a historian. And it is much more than you will ever be.” Novan turned and looked at Akar. “I imagine we will find the rest of your people somewhere in the fortress. We can rescue them. And if we have time, they can be saved. And then you may gather all of these books, and they can be returned to your ship, and you can complete your task.”

      Akar nodded. He headed out of the library in search of his people.

      Endric stared at Novan. “I have questions.”

      “I know.”

      “Will you answer?”

      “I have yet to decide.” Novan considered him for a moment. “And you? Have you come to a decision?”

      Endric breathed out before nodding. “I have.”

      “And what did you decide?”

      After everything that he’d been through to uncover what he had, he wondered if there had been the need for Senda and Pendin to even have made the journey. Perhaps Pendin had needed to. It afforded his friend the opportunity to connect to his mother, something that Pendin had needed to do for some time. And Senda… she had served a different purpose by reminding him of what he really needed to be doing.

      “That it is time for me to return to Vasha.”

      Novan smiled at him. “Very good.”
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      The return to Vasha went quickly. It was a relief to be reunited with Senda and Pendin, and there were questions throughout the journey back about what Endric had experienced, but he avoided answering some of them. When it came to the Assal, Endric wasn’t sure what to say. They made no secret about the fact that the Assal had been hired by the guild, and Novan had allowed Elizabeth to know that there had been a fracture within the guild, and that fracture had been the reason that the guild had gone silent. She pressed him for information about where the guild truly could be found, but Novan refused to answer. Each time she tried to find out more, he demurred, and after a while, as she pestered him, Endric began to find it amusing more than anything else.

      The Assal had loaded their ship, said their goodbyes, and Akar had made a promise to visit Endric in Vasha. It was enough.

      Novan got ready to depart shortly after they returned to the northern continent. He said his goodbyes, and while Endric didn’t think it would be long before he saw the historian again, he wondered if he was going off to meet with Tresten. Now that he understood a little bit more about Novan, and the secrets Novan kept, he thought he understood better why he was the one to serve the Conclave.

      “Are you ready?” Novan asked before departing.

      Endric glanced at the other Denraen, along with Senda and Pendin. There had been a comfortable silence during their return, nothing more than that. “I’m ready to return,” he said.

      “I don’t know when you will be next called to serve the Conclave,” Novan said.

      “That’s fine,” Endric said.

      “You won’t wait expectantly for it?”

      Endric shrugged. “Would it matter if I did?”

      Novan smiled. “No, but then again, the fact that you aren’t waiting anxiously tells me much.”

      “Safe travels.”

      “And the same to you,” Novan said.

      When they reached Vasha, Endric stared up at the terraces, hesitating for a moment. Elizabeth hurried back into the city, and he wondered what she would report to the university. Pendin watched her go and wore an expression filled with mixed emotions.

      “Are the two of you…” Endric began.

      Pendin sighed before turning back to Endric. “We are what we are,” he said. “I suppose that’s all we can be.”

      “She cares about you.”

      “I know that she does, but that doesn’t change what she’s done.”

      “What has she done?” Senda asked.

      “Senda,” Endric said.

      She shot him a withering look. Senda had been frustrated by his disappearance and had worried about him, and when they had been reunited, she had shown her anger in a way that only Senda could do. Endric had done nothing to oppose it, for what was there for him to do? He deserved her anger, if only because he had foolishly jumped on board the Assal ship.

      “No,” Senda said. “He has moped around throughout the entire journey and was no better when you were gone. His mother sent him south, wanting to help him recover, and he did. He blames her for that?”

      Endric glanced over at Pendin, smiling slightly. “She has a point.”

      Pendin shook his head. “I know she has a point, but it doesn’t make it any easier to deal with.”

      “Which part? Senda or your mother?”

      “Either.”

      Senda glared at him. “It’s time for you to grow up. Both of you.”

      Endric frowned. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “We’re here again, back from another mission, and nothing has changed for you. You continue to fight your responsibilities, much as you always have.”

      “Senda—”

      She shook her head, staring at him. “No. I’m going to say this. You have served long enough, Endric. And situations like this have shown that it’s time for you to step up. I know you have taken on the role of Raen, but I don’t know that is enough, not anymore. Things have changed, and—”

      Endric took her arm and pulled her toward him, silencing her with a brief peck on the lips. “I know,” he said.

      She looked up at him. “You know what?”

      Endric nodded. “I know.”

      Her eyes widened as they continued into the city, no one saying anything more, but Pendin finally glanced over, looking up at Endric. “What do you know?” he asked.

      Endric chuckled. “It’s nothing,” he said.

      They reached the second terrace, and when they headed in, greeted by the Denraen standing guard, Endric had a sense of home. It had been a while since the city felt like home, and he wondered if it had anything to do with his decision, or whether it just had to do with the fact that he had been gone for so long.

      Maybe it was simply that it was time. It was time for this to be his home. It was time for him to take up the mantle that he had long known should be his, and to step forward and lead.

      He made his way into the officers’ quarters and found his father in his office, much as Endric expected him to be. These days, his father stayed in the office most of the time, at least while Endric had been in the city. His father looked up when he entered, not having bothered to knock.

      “You returned.”

      Endric took a seat on the other side of his father’s desk. “We discovered why the guild had gone silent.”

      “And?”

      “There was a fracture. Part of the guild splintered and the rest of the guild had gone quiet so that they could determine what had happened.”

      “I take it that Novan was a part of this?”

      “We found him. Or I should say that he found us. Him and Tresten.”

      “Tresten. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him.”

      “He’s well, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “I’m not sure that I would ever be terribly concerned about Tresten and his safety.”

      Endric glanced up at the wall behind his father. His greatsword Trill hung from the wall, and it served as something of a reminder of who his father was—or had been. Endric wasn’t sure whether that man truly reflected his father anymore. He had aged, and with that, he had changed. Endric had resisted his role for so long that it had been easy to overlook the way that his father had changed, but he could ignore it no more. His experience outside of the city had shown him that.

      “I imagine you will take another patrol out soon?” his father said.

      Endric shook his head. “I was thinking of something else.”

      Dendril looked down at the table. He made a note on his paper. “What is that?”

      “I intend to remain in the city for a little while. It’s time for me to add another verse to my song.”

      “Training?”

      Endric leaned forward. He took a deep breath. For so long, he’d worried about what would befall his father, but even that didn’t matter, not as he thought it did. His father would always have a place, regardless of whether it was in the Denraen or with the Conclave. Seeing Tresten had shown him that.

      “Father.” When Dendril didn’t look up, Endric cleared his throat. “General Dendril.”

      His father looked up and clasped his hands on the desk.

      “According to the customs of the Denraen, I present to you my intention to challenge you for the leadership of the Denraen.”

      Endric didn’t fear to face his father. He knew he was more than a match for him. That had not been his concern for years. Instead it was his father’s reaction.

      “Son,” he said, smiling. “It’s about time.”
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      Thanks for following Endric’s story. After writing The Lost Prophecy series, I knew I needed to know more about Endric’s origins (so if you want to read about Endric later in life, grab The Threat of Madness). He’s one of my all time favorite characters, and I hope you’ve enjoyed his journey.
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed The Teralin Sword series, check out the first book in a new series, The Elder Stones Saga: The Darkest Revenge.
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      Ages ago, powerful beings known only as the Elders left their mark on the world, gifting powerful stones to their followers. Through these stones, some have been gifted by birth with great abilities, while others search for them as a way to access that power. Scattered around the known lands, wars have been fought for them, and won by them.

      On the outskirts of the city, living within an ancient stronghold, Haern longs for a life beyond what he knows—and away from the long shadow cast by his father. When an attack on the city renews a decades old battle, Haern volunteers to leave the city and find the one person who can lead their people to victory. His inexperience might kill him, but his instincts might be the reason they succeed.

      For Daniel, a member of the ruling family, life in the palace is easy and his path is clear. Eventually, he will rise up to sit on the council and lead the people of the city. An injury to someone he cares for changes everything for him, and he must go to the one person he despises most for help. If he fails, he’ll learn what it means to lose everything he cares about.

      Though born to power, Lucy longs for an understanding she can’t find in books. When a horrible attack leaves her forever changed, her quest for understanding leads her to those responsible—and a means of stopping them.

      All paths lead toward the Elder Stones, for the one who controls the stones controls power.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      THANK YOU SO MUCH for reading Soldier Song. 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!

      

      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.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by D.K. Holmberg

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dragonwalker

      Dragon Bones

      Dragon Blessed

      Dragon Rise

      Dragon Bond

      Dragon Storm

      Dragon Rider

      Dragon Sight

      

      The Teralin Sword

      Soldier Son

      Soldier Sword

      Soldier Sworn

      Soldier Saved

      Soldier Scarred

      

      The Lost Prophecy

      The Threat of Madness

      The Warrior Mage

      Tower of the Gods

      Twist of the Fibers

      The Lost City

      The Last Conclave

      The Gift of Madness

      The Great Betrayal

      

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      Chased by Fire

      Bound by Fire

      Changed by Fire

      Fortress of Fire

      Forged in Fire

      Serpent of Fire

      Servant of Fire

      Born of Fire

      Broken of Fire

      Light of Fire

      Cycle of Fire

      

      The Endless War

      Journey of Fire and Night

      Darkness Rising

      Endless Night

      Summoner’s Bond

      Seal of Light

      

      The Book of Maladies

      Wasting

      Broken

      Poisoned

      Tormina

      Comatose

      Amnesia

      Exsanguinated

      

      The Shadow Accords

      Shadow Blessed

      Shadow Cursed

      Shadow Born

      Shadow Lost

      Shadow Cross

      Shadow Found

      

      The Collector Chronicles

      Shadow Hunted

      Shadow Games

      Shadow Trapped

      

      The Dark Ability

      The Dark Ability

      The Heartstone Blade

      The Tower of Venass

      Blood of the Watcher

      The Shadowsteel Forge

      The Guild Secret

      Rise of the Elder

      

      The Sighted Assassin

      The Binders Game

      The Forgotten

      Assassin’s End

    

  

cover.jpeg
BOOK b/
OLDIE!
wNGg\

WYORK: Tﬁx’ﬁﬂmc AUTHORS

K HOLMBERG -





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg
THE ELDER STONES SAGA BOOK 1

DaRkeST

o
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

D.K. HOLMBERG





images/00003.jpeg
PUBLISHING





