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                Mirian Castrella, a student in her final year of a magical academy, unexpectedly finds herself caught in a time loop and haunted by strange dreams of the Elder Gods. Her plan had been to become an artificer to support her struggling family, but when the Akana Praediar army betrays her country in a surprise attack, everything changes. Instead, she finds herself delving into the dark secrets of the world, mastering magic, finding allies, and uncovering a vast conspiracy.

However, just because the time loop can save her life doesn’t mean it can save her from everything. Mirian must navigate a dangerous world changed by the magitech revolution. Her quest to save the world from the apocalypse will lead her to battle magi and beasts, into the unfathomable underground Labyrinth, across distant lands, and into forgotten ancient ruins. Only through becoming a master arcanist who understands the true nature of the world can Mirian hope to stop the apocalypse she relives through time and time again. If she fails, everything she loves will be lost.
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                Mirian stood by the prow of the passenger ship, letting the wind whip at her as she waited for shore to appear. Already, she was impatient to get to Vadriach City. Her mother may have loved ships, but she couldn’t see the appeal. They rocked around too much for her to do much work, and the smell of rotting kelp and salt got tiresome.

It was the 170th time loop. She’d spent two loops in Akana Praediar already. She hadn’t used any soul magic or illusions; the Republic Intelligence Division knew how to detect those. She hadn’t caused any explosions or airship chases or stolen tens of thousands of doubloons; she still wasn’t sure how closely Ibrahim was watching for her, or how many other time travelers were in play.

Instead, she’d just laid low, getting a feel for what ‘normal’ felt like. She’d walked the streets of Mercanton. She’d scouted out the RID headquarters in Vadriach, then gotten a sense of the University’s wards. Unfortunately for her, they were a lot more robust than those in a place like Torrviol, and she’d discovered laws on spellcasting were much more strict in Akana Praediar.

At last, Vadriach City appeared on the horizon.

It was a sprawling city, bigger than Palendurio and Cairnmouth put together. It also had several towers that nearly rivaled Torrian Tower in height, all of which had been built in the last decade. The coast was full of docks, warehouses, and spell-engine powered cranes, with ships arriving and departing constantly. The only city that was bigger was Mercanton, which boasted the most factories of any city on Enteria.

Mirian hoped their prodigious industrial might could be put to use. Their spell engines could be used to model the leyline collapse. She was also praying the spell engines might be put to some use in regulating the leylines. She could channel at 107 myr, putting her well over the threshold for ‘archmage.’ However, a large arcane eruption or leyline breach put out arcane power measured in tens of thousands of myr.

That was why her first priority was seeing if she could recruit any of the other time travelers. She could marshal an army, kill a myrvite titan, and duel an archmage. But she couldn’t even conceive of a way of stopping the apocalypse alone.

Another thing was bothering her. As best she could tell, removing the Elder device in Troytin had somehow extended the end of the world by six days. There was something else, beyond simply the leyline collapse, at work.

She didn’t have the slightest idea what.

“Mirian? Oh, there you are,” came a voice from behind her.

This cycle, Mirian had decided she was tired of journeying alone, so she’d recruited a student from the Academy to come with her. She had all sorts of justifications, like how it would introduce extra changes into each cycle, making her harder to track, or how the other student knew the country better than she did, but in the end, she knew herself well enough to know they were excuses. She’d asked Selesia to come with her because she reminded her of a simpler time, and she was a kind, friendly person she could talk to.

Selesia came and stood by her. “It’s really something, isn’t it?” she said, speaking in Eskanar because Mirian needed the practice with the language.

“It is. Amazing what people can build.”

It had been surprisingly easy to convince Selesia to come with her. First she was shocked to learn her crush was actually a Prophet, then elated when Mirian took her on a short flight, then disappointed that Mirian no longer wanted their relationship to be anything but friendship, then excited for a month-long adventure where she could skip school with no consequences.

Once she understood that part, things that would have normally been shocking—like purchasing counterfeit papers from the criminal Syndicate—didn’t bother her so much.

Together, they watched the city grow larger until Mirian could make out the spell engine-powered wagons moving about the streets. They used them enough that Mirian could feel a subtle pressure on her aura as she walked the streets from all the excess D-class mana not burned in the engines. Akana Praediar seemed like Baracuel, but a few steps past what a normal person considered ‘sane.’

“So what’s our, uh, mission?” Selesia asked.

“This time, we’re looking for another time traveler. A wizard named Jherica. Except they might be incapacitated.”

Selesia leaned on the railing. “This is so weird. Like, I should be in classes, but… it’s so strange. I didn’t expect to come back home for another two years.” She sniffed. “Not that Vadriach is much like home. Takoa is much more reasonably sized, and you can’t smell it from a mile off-shore.”

Mirian smiled. That was another thing she’d found while scouting the city: a lot of Akanans were stuck-up snobs who acted like other people’s existence were a personal affront to them. Selesia hated it just as much as she did. It would be nice to have someone to help keep her sane.

There was another good reason to be in Akana Praediar.

Ibrahim had somehow figured out how to recruit the arch-necromancer Atroxicidi to his cause. It was likely that within the next few cycles, the entire eastern half of Baracuel would fall to Dawn’s Peace and the undead army the other time traveler now commanded.

Mirian badly wanted to study one of the undead soldiers and figure out how it worked. However, even getting close to a necromancer with that kind of power was a needless risk. If anyone would know how to bypass the protections of the temporal anchor, it was a legendary necromancer who had killed several archmages.

As soon as they docked, Mirian was waiting by the plank. Desperately, she wanted to just levitate down, but that would get the city guard called on her, and that was what she was trying to avoid.

“So did you come often to Vadriach?” Mirian asked Selesia when they finally made it down the plank and onto the streets. She’d packed light, as always.

“Only once as a kid, but then I passed through regularly when I was going to Riverside Academy. Since, you know, it’s upriver from Vadriach. Uh, don’t roll your ‘r’s when you talk, it’ll stand out.”

“Right,” Mirian said. She’d picked them up new clothing in Palendurio that was more of an Akanan style, but walking through the streets, she still stood out because of her slightly darker skin. Still, there were plenty of people from all over the world in Vadriach. Selesia had advised her that it would only really be a problem if she went to somewhere like Ferrabridge or further west where the prejudice was a lot worse.

“You ever apply for the Academy here?”

“No, I didn’t bother. You either have to be a prodigy or have connections. Oh, we should go two blocks north! There’s a great restaurant, owned by… well, he’s a distant relative. You’ve never had genuine Takoa food, right?”

“Never have,” Mirian said.

“How’s your spice tolerance?”

“One-half of Professor Torres’s,” Mirian said. Then to clarify, “She special orders her dishes with scarlet fire peppers.”

Selesia laughed. “Okay, I won’t do that to you. How’d that happen, anyways? East Baracuel likes spices, south Akana likes spices, but in between them, spices are heretical! I’d die if I had to live in Mercanton. They think sugar is a substitute for flavor.”

“No idea,” Mirian said.

When she’d first stepped foot in Vadriach City, Mirian had looked at the grime and trash everywhere and wondered why anyone wanted to live there. The answer, though, was several blocks away, where the streets were pristine, the churches beautiful, and the parks full of laughing children and monuments to the glory of Akana Praediar. Then, another dozen blocks away, trash piles again. The Akanan Capital was a hell of a mixed bag, it seemed.

They ate lunch at Selesia’s restaurant, then made their way to a post office.

Selesia took the lead, having been coached by Mirian over lunch. “I’m looking to send a letter to one ‘Jherica,’” Selesia told the woman at a desk. “They’re a member of the University.”

The woman looked at her. “Is that the first name or last name?”

Selesia grimaced and shrugged.

The bureaucrat gave an annoyed sigh, then got out a thick tome from beneath her desk. She flipped back and forth between a few pages, then raised an eyebrow. “Professor Sio Jherica?”

“Yes, that’s the one!” Selesia said, brightening.

The woman gave out the address, and they left with a polite thanks. Then they headed towards the river and Vadriach University.

Naturally, the University was in the nicer parts of town. The campus was surrounded by meticulously groomed lawns. Mirian expected to see the gardeners using precision measuring sticks on the blades, but it turned out the gardeners used a spell engine that used a rotating force blade and a collect material spell.

As soon as they walked onto the campus, the spell engines appeared everywhere. Instead of using ropes and platforms for their elevators, they used large force disks. The towers and domes were capped with bronze, and small maintenance engines on the roofs both kept the metal from tarnishing and were used to clean the gutters. The campus even had a miniaturized tram system that regularly shuttled students around. There were enchanted fountains that offered up water on command, and apparently, an underground conveyor system that paralleled the storm drains and sewers, and was used to move around both goods and trash. At night, the entire campus was lit up with blue and white glyph lamps.

It was a showcase of what future cities might look like. It was also a display of the wealth and power of the university.

The annoying part was the security. Anyone could wander onto campus, but to use a lift, a tram, or even to enter a building without a force barrier popping into place, one needed a glyphkey. Fortunately, Mirian had recently cracked the glyph security of the Allards. The keys they gave out to students was much easier to break. She’d done it in a few hours last cycle, then made herself and Selesia a key while they were on the train from Torrviol to Cairnmouth.

The professors had a special part of campus where an idyllic little neighborhood had been constructed for them. It was, naturally, surrounded by gates, fences, wards, and had servants roaming about it. The wrought-iron fences around the neighborhood were warded to detect levitation or any tampering.

However, the security flaw was in something Mirian had begun to call being ‘spellbrained.’ People too immersed in magic tried to find magical solutions for everything, and didn’t think about what non-magic could do. She wasn’t sure if she’d invented the phrase or picked it up from someone. Either way, she was glad the Labyrinth had taught her a bit about that particular lesson.

They waited around campus until dinner time, when people were more likely to be indoors, but before the night patrols around the perimeter started. Mirian then had Selesia grab onto her back.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Selesia said, voice quiet.

Mirian burned a bit of soul energy from the repositories in her soulbound book and used it to fuel the Last Fires of the Phoenix dervish stance. She gripped the wrought iron poles of the fence and hauled herself up them, Selesia in tow, then vaulted them over with a ‘hup!’

Selesia made a squeaking noise as they landed. “God you’re strong,” she said.

Mirian smiled. “Alright. Keep quiet. If I read the map right, Jherica’s place is that one.” She pointed to a squat building with a patio and garden.

There was a window around back, hidden from the view of the other houses by a well-kept garden. Mirian peered inside. The glyph lamps were lit, but there was no movement. She headed for the patio and the back door.

The door’s lock was warded, and used a different kind of glyphkey that was more complex. The door’s hinges weren’t. Mirian used a magnetic spell to burst them open, then they pushed inside. She propped the door back in place.

“God, my heart is pounding, but you’re so calm. How much breaking and entering have you done?” Selesia whispered.

“Too much,” Mirian muttered.

They made their way upstairs. There was an absolutely foul smell. Selesia made a gagging noise. They found the bedroom by smell, easily. Sure enough, there was Professor Jherica, lying on the bed. He looked peaceful, like he was just asleep. So Troytin had told the truth about at least one thing in his final hours.

“What happened? Why does it smell so bad?” Selesia asked.

“He’s been asleep since the cycle started four days ago. He’s probably suffering from dehydration. I’m surprised he isn’t dead yet.” She didn’t mention he’d pissed and shit himself repeatedly. It seemed a bit rude to point out.

As Mirian approached, she examined his soul. It spoke of nasty internal injuries, likely all associated with his coma. Specter’s lethargy curse had been relatively primitive. That was what she’d expected to encounter.

Instead, this curse was in Jherica’s head, deeply integrated into his soul. She visualized it as thin dark lines swirling about, like black threads moving in a luminous sphere. That they were moving about his soul and tiny would make them impossible to pick apart. For all that she used it, Mirian still knew relatively little about soul magic. The similarities, though, were oddly reminiscent of the memory curse someone had applied to her as a child.

I need to get these agents to teach me what they know. They must have a way to break the curse. She stared at Jherica. She’d almost ended up like this. The agents, or a necromancer. But one I can trust. She shook her head. That wouldn’t be easy to find.

“I can’t heal him,” Mirian said. “So we do plan B.”

“We have a plan B?”

“Oh yes. I’ve become quite paranoid. I always have backup plans now. And backup plans for the backup plans.” Mirian glanced up at the ceiling. Sure enough, there was a small, perfectly round hole, just like the one in her own ceiling. “First, though, I want to sweep his house. He’ll survive another hour. I want to know what kind of resources he starts the time loop with.”

Selesia gave her a look. “That’s kinda creepy.”

Mirian returned the look. “I have a playing card called ‘the fate of the world is at stake,’ and I’m going to play that one right now. I use that card to justify all sorts of things.”

The young woman furrowed her brow. “That’s not how playing cards work.”

Mirian shrugged and started looking through Jherica’s belongings. “I don’t actually know how cards work.”

“What!?” Selesia said.

“Not going to learn, either,” she said. Jherica’s spellbook was in his nightstand, which was convenient. His spells reminded her of Professor Endresen’s. There were a great deal of spells related to lensing, alchemistry, and material divination. Not much in the way of combat. Of course, she would have no way of knowing what he’d been learning before Troytin got him cursed. Nor how it might change him.

Jherica had several notebooks. He’d been doing research related to complex spell engines. Him, and half of the University. His biggest resources, though, would be in his contacts. A useful ally, if he’s not insane like Troytin or Ibrahim.

“Okay,” Mirian said, satisfied. “Let’s see if the church or RID can undo this.”

They headed out the back door and Mirian triggered one of the many ward alarms.
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                    As a reminder, there's a glossary and map that has most of the cities and places mentioned. In cases like the Florin Principality, you can actually see buildings representing Florin City on the southern tip of Baracuel (southwest of Rambalda) even though I didn't label it. It's been there all along! At some point, I'll update the map and glossary again, but at this point, there aren't so many new characters or places and I'm prioritizing writing new chapters.


                
Chapter 174 - Assassination

                Mirian and Selesia found themselves eating a late dinner at one of the ‘bars’ near the University Hospital where Jherica had been taken. Mirian was still a bit disturbed about how prevalent alcohol was in Vadriach. However, it allowed them to have a quick meal at one of the small tables on the street, so it made for a good lookout post.

“It’s kinda fun. It’s like we’re in a spy novel,” Selesia said. “Have you read any of those?”

Mirian smiled. They’d had a conversation like this before. Several, in fact. “They used to be my favorite.”

“Oh, neat! Wait, used to?”

“I don’t really read for pleasure any—hold that thought. Stay here and act normal. If anyone asks, I’m in the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

A sleek looking spell carriage had just passed by, heading towards the hospital. The driver had a soul-disguise on. Mirian abandoned her food and walked down the street, casually, like she was just another of the pedestrians. She watched as five people, all wearing Akanan-style dark suits, piled out of the carriage. One took a position near the back while the others went in. Mirian could see the wand holster next to the pistol holster. If they were trying to be subtle about being agents, they were doing a terrible job.

Mirian went around to an alley and summoned her hidden remote spy spell. When she’d checked the wards around the hospital, there didn’t seem to be anything detecting the spell. She moved the invisible observer up to the third floor window, staying in the shadows while she waited.

It didn’t take long. Four dark-suited men walked into the room along with a priest. Mirian put more mana into the sound amplification glyphs.

“…very obviously a curse, though not one I’ve ever seen. We suspected a necromancer immediately,” she caught the priest saying. “The damage to the kidneys and liver has been healed, and we’ve been hydrating him. Without the ability to wake him up though, his life is still on a timer.”

“Very good,” one of the men said. “We’ll handle it from here.”

The priest raised an eyebrow. “Is RID trained in the healing arts now? I thought this was investigative.”

“It is investigative. We’re going to check the body. As you said, we won’t find anything. Then we file a report. Routine procedure, but necessary.” The man gave the priest a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “You know how bureaucracies are.”

“Then there’s no problem with me staying to observe the patient,” the priest said.

“There are,” another agent replied. “Investigative techniques are considered secret. We have a letter of investigation from a judge,” he said, pulling out a scroll.

The priest broke it open, then scoffed. “This is absurd. Judicial overreach doesn’t even begin to—”

“Take it up with the judge. We’ll be out shortly. Please don’t turn a routine procedure into something more than it needs to be,” another agent said, stepping closer to the priest.

He looked at the four men, face turning grim. “Disgusting,” he said, turning on his heel.

The first agent followed the holy man to the door, then locked it when he was out. He cast a quick anti-eavesdropping ward on the door. He didn’t bother with the windows. One of them just glanced out and didn’t see anything. Sloppy, Mirian thought.

“Euric?” one of the men asked.

“We can be quick. It’s one of ours,” one of the agents said. Euric, apparently. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but thinner than the others. Apparently, he was also the curse expert.

“So who authorized it?”

“Endless night is earmarked for assassinations only. That’s not our department, and none of you have clearance.”

“‘Endless night’? Who the hell names these things? That’s the kind of name my teenage son would come up with for a spell.”

“Five fucking hells,” another agent said. “Then we need to start an internal investigation.”

Euric bent over Jherica’s body, squinting at him. His hand was pressed up against his chest, no doubt making sure his focus had good contact with his skin. “There will be. A quiet one.”

“Quiet? This isn’t some dune-fucker from Persama. This is an Akanan citizen.”

Mirian’s lip curled in disgust at the slur. She kept listening.

The short agent scratched his nose. “You know as well as I do there’s a lot of reasons for a secret judicial order. It’ll go through the process.”

“This man doesn’t have time for the process.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Euric said. “He’s dead.”

“You’re not going to break the curse?”

“I can’t. No one can. This one isn’t a normal lethargy curse or daze curse. If I picked it apart, the distortions to his soul would cause lethal brain damage. That’s why it’s earmarked for assassinations. As far as we’re concerned, this investigation is over. He’ll expire within the week. Let’s get out of here before that priest kicks up a fuss. He seems like the type to do that, and I don’t want to deal with it.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” the short one said. The group headed for the door.

Mirian cut the observation spell and walked around the block the long way, then rejoined Selesia who was impatiently tapping the side of her drink. “Mirian! You took so long. I was worried.”

She’d been gone a few minutes at most. “Sorry.”

“Well? Your food got a bit cold.”

Mirian used a raw spell to start reheating her plate. She spoke in Friian, just in case. “They can cast them, but they can’t break them, apparently. Either that, or the agent was lying. Or, if there’s a way to break the curse, it’s been kept hidden from him.” That was about as much as she was willing to share with Selesia. She could break the curse, but she didn’t know what it would do to him in the long term. Possibly, he would have brain damage that persisted through the loops. Better to wait, and do it right.

***

They spent a few more days in Vadriach. Mostly, Mirian scouted out the Republic Intelligence Division headquarters there and got to know the areas around the Senate building. It was the nexus of political power in the country, so it seemed like a good idea to at least understand it.

Then, they headed north to Mercanton.

Akanan trains were far more packed than Baracueli ones. Mirian and Selesia found themselves standing, which felt wrong to her. On the plus side, they had modern spell engines that could really move. It only took a few hours to reach Mercanton.

It was hard for Mirian to put into words how big Mercanton was. The city seemed to sprawl out endlessly, with houses and factories covering all the hills. In history class, she’d learned that Akana Praediar’s coasts had once been covered in ancient forests. It seemed hard to believe. There was no trace of any greenery.

Along the river were the towers. Vadriach’s towers were built as tributes to the classic styles of architecture. Mercanton’s towers were just designed to be large and tall. Cities like Palendurio and Alkazaria were settled things; a few houses or public buildings might go up from time to time, but the populations were relatively steady. Mercanton had cranes everywhere, and it seemed on every block someone was building something. Mirian had grown somewhat used to the crowds of the large cities in Baracuel, but Mercanton’s crowds and chaos were on another level.

“I hate this city,” she muttered to Selesia in Friian.

“Not a strong enough word,” she said. “The rest of Akana is so much nicer. Well, Ferrabridge is gross too.”

Getting off the train involved a great deal of pushing and shoving. Mirian had to restrain herself from simply blasting people away from her.

“Is it really normal for people to be like this?” she hissed.

“In Mercanton? Yes,” Selesia said.

Once they were away from the train station, the crowds went from ‘infuriating’ to ‘merely intolerable.’ They made their way over to Merchant’s Avenue, dodging spellcarts that rattled over the wide streets.

At some point, Merchant’s Avenue must have had merchants lining it, but now it was full of stubby towers packed with rich-looking apartments and storefronts that looked like they’d charge a silver sigil note just to look through the windows. A few dozen blocks later, the streets looked more normal, going from paved to cobbled.

Celen’s apartment wasn’t hard to find. There were only so many wainwright shops on the avenue. A neighbor mentioned he lived on the top floor, and how it was strange that he hadn’t seen him at all the past few days. “Must be busy scribbling away. I doubt he’s visiting family, he usually tells us so we can water his plants. Friendly chap. How do you know him?”

“Oh, he helped me out when I was in a pinch once,” Mirian said. “As you said, friendly man. Easy to talk to. Was going to repay the favor, if he’s around.”

His apartment was even easier to break into. He didn’t have so much as a ward on the lock, so Mirian used a bit of force magic to open it.

“Oh God,” Selesia said, turning her head as soon as the door opened and making a retching noise.

Celen was slumped over a writing desk, dead. He had the remains of a fireball wand still stuck in his mouth. There wasn’t much left of his head. So this is what Troytin meant that he’d succumbed to despair. “You can stay outside if you’d like,” Mirian said gently. “I’ll be a moment.”

Selesia nodded, and closed the door. Mirian had to pause and remember what a normal person’s experience was. Death and gore had become so commonplace to her now.

She walked closer to Celen. Above his writing desk was a hole in the ceiling. Hmm. He was up early. Or very late. She examined the corpse more closely. The fireball was obviously self-inflicted. As a time traveler, it simply couldn’t be an unexpected ambush, because the next time, he’d expect it.

It could be a body double, but she imagined Troytin, who likely knew what Celen looked like before he attacked, would have checked for that sort of thing.

Mirian stood for a moment, contemplating the implication. As a student, she’d learned to use her time wisely, always striving to make every minute count. Most of her family’s money had gone into her education, and so she’d valued every class, and known to study and study more when she had the time. When the time loop had started, she’d instinctively transfered that understanding, trying to maximize the value out of each cycle. Presumably, there were a limited amount of cycles. Professor Endresen had made clear that all action on the universe cost energy, and infinite energy was impossible.

The macabre scene aside, here was another approach: end each cycle immediately. For Celen, perhaps only a few hours had passed since he’d decided the easiest way to escape Troytin. A few hours, and he could go through hundreds and hundreds of loops. Thousands, maybe, though Mirian prayed it wouldn’t last that long. Then, maybe he could stop and see if the other time traveler had forgotten about him, or circumstances had changed.

She couldn’t help but feel bitterness, though. It seemed cowardly. You could have fought him. Tried to warn others. Tried to change your own fate. It’s the apocalypse. It’s bigger than just you. You—we—have a duty.

But there was nothing she could do about him. If Jherica proved permanently crippled, she could at least remove his temporal anchor. But for better or worse, Celen was out of her reach. His soul would go wherever their souls went in between cycles, along with the needle in it.

She investigated the apartment.

It wasn’t clear to Mirian how Celen knew magic, or how much he knew. Aside from the wand, few of his possessions had anything to do with magic. He had a great deal of books, but almost all of them were fiction. He had a selection of classics, translated into Eskanar, bound with nice leather and gold leaf. He also had a few dozen novels she’d never heard of, the cheap kind you got from a bookstore when you didn’t want to read anything serious. There were some papers and ink on his desk, but they were utterly ruined. Another pile of papers had been burnt to ash, probably by the same fireball wand.

His kitchen was a bit of a mess. His bedroom was impeccably tidy. Celen seemed normal.

I guess we all were when this started.

They left shortly after.

***

“You’re free to leave. I can hand you a stack of sigil notes and you can visit your family,” Mirian reminded Selesia.

“I’d rather stay. I’d rather know, you know?”

Mirian did, and she respected the younger student for it.

It was the 21st of Solem, the day of the assassination. They were sitting on a balcony of a rented apartment that overlooked Dale Boulevard and Founder’s Park. The park was absolutely packed, because Prime Minister Jondar Kinsman would be speaking soon.

Selesia had told Mirian that Kinsman was popular, many, many cycles ago. Logically, she’d known that.

Seeing it was something else entirely. Not only was the park filled, Dale Boulevard was filling up as well. From their dress, Mirian could tell these were the people who made up the foundation of the city: factory workers, dock workers, artisans, artificers, servants, cooks—many of them still were dressed for work, having rushed to the park during their lunch.

Mirian had done some basic divination, falling back on the techniques she used when typical divination spells would be detected. That meant her reconnaissance was limited, but she could get a general idea of the wards they’d set up to protect the Prime Minister. The park had fire suppression wards dotting it already, so most of what was set up was a contingent barrier scheme, run by spell engines. If a bullet or slashing spell came at him, the wards would trigger, putting up a force shield. 

It was critically flawed. Magebreaker ammunition would pass right through it. There’s no way his security detail is that stupid. Does that mean his bodyguards have been compromised?

Mirian had a lens spell ready, but nowhere to point it yet. There were just so many people, and so many tall buildings surrounding the park. She knew Nicolus’s uncle had said it was a rifle bullet that killed him, but that didn’t narrow things down at all.

A commotion started on the far end of Dale Boulevard: the Prime Minister’s spell carriage, surrounded by the Republic’s Protectors, a special division of the army that guarded high elected officials. The crowd parted, and a cheer rose up as Johndar Kinsman emerged. Immediately, he began working the crowd, shaking hands and acknowledging greetings, a big smile on his face. The way he walked projected confidence, but the way he bent down and shook the hand of an eager supporter projected compassion.

He made his way to the stage they’d set up. The Republic’s Protectors looked alert as they scanned the crowd, while a sorcerer cast a sound projecting spell.

“Friends and countrymen!” Kinsman said, gripping the podium as he surveyed his audience. Wild applause erupted. Then he gave an easy laugh. “Bit of a small crowd, don’t you think? Well let’s get started. You didn’t come here to see me, you came to hear what I represent. Akana Praediar faces a crisis. You all know it. You all feel it.”

His demeanor shifted, and with it, the crowd. A hush fell over them.

“Akana has ascended. Our ancestors dreamed of conquering the frontier. And it is conquered. You conquered it.” More applause and shouts of encouragement. Kinsman nodded, eyes scanning over the crowd. Mirian had to tear her gaze away and remind herself she was looking for the assassins. “Then you built this,” he said, arms gesturing wide to the city. “Cities that span the horizon. Towers that pierce the sky. Factories that have turned our country into one unrivaled, unquestioned in its dominance. You built these towers. By your hands, by your labor, by your love, you have transformed this country. The power to overcome the myrvite terrors of the night—we gained it. Our spell engines have reshaped the world.”

As he let those words linger, the crowd held a collective breath. Mirian looked around. Hundreds of people were leaning out from balconies. Near the back of the crowd, there was so much movement as people jostled for a place. No, it won’t be a last minute perpetration. These people are planners. They’re in place already. They’ve been in place, Mirian thought. The assassin wouldn’t be in the crowd. The windows, then? Or maybe the rooftop?

“So where is paradise?” Kinsman asked. “With your hands, you build, so where are your towers? Our country is unrivaled in wealth. So where is it?”

The crowd already knew the answer, but they yearned for him to say it.

“These factory owners have hoarded it, then created a new untamed wilderness. A jungle of rules and legalism that has devoured far more Akanans than any frontier ever did. The generals have hoarded it, then created justifications for our vast armies. They say we must fear Persama. Why?”

Murmurs of approval filled the park. Mirian kept looking around. She tried to find the glint of a gun barrel, or maybe a group of agents. At her distance, though, there was no way to see soul disguises. She embraced the Dusk Waves stance to better be able to react, and let soul energy run by her senses. She needed to take in every detail.

“I’ll tell you what, they better get a hell of a lot better at swimming before I start to worry!” Kinsman said, and laughter melted the tense mode. “Well, the Senate is dragging its feet, staring at that jungle of laws and the fields of weaponry, feeling mighty uncomfortable about giving them up. Some of them are waiting for Mr. Aurum to give them marching orders. But someone needs to tell the Senate they don’t serve him, they serve you! Here is my promise: to put an end to the war in Persama. Akana is in the business of business, not war. To put an end to the maze of legalism that prevents justice from being done. To make sure a fair day’s work gets a fair day’s pay. And I say—”

And then a rifle shot boomed out, echoing across the park like thunder, and Kinsman fell dead.

            
Chapter 175 - War Fever

                Mirian was expecting the bullet, was watching for it, but it still caught her by surprise. Kinsman had a strong voice that carried people along with it, and the suddenness by which it was interrupted was almost as shocking as his sudden collapse.

There, Mirian saw. Opposite the podium, she saw a rifle barrel being withdrawn from a hole in a glass window. Then the window melded itself back shut.

Shocked cries and yelling began immediately. Several priests in the crowd began shouting and moving forward to heal him. It wouldn’t work, she knew. The shot had pierced him right through the skull and blown a red smear across a stunned woman standing behind him. She also collapsed, either from the bullet fragments as they went through the Prime Minister, or from shock.

From the same direction as the shot had come, an eastern Baracueli man stumbled out of the building, holding a rifle. He looked dazed.

Immediately, several people at the back of the crowd began shouting and pointing. It was impossible to hear what they were saying from her vantage, but Mirian could guess. The next part, Mirian knew. The Baracueli man, Theodoro, would be torn apart by the enraged crowd.

“Meet me at the rendezvous,” Mirian said to Selesia, and cast total camouflage and levitation. She leapt off the balcony and sped towards the area. As she neared Theodoro, she tapped into the titan catalyst like she would a focus, and dipped down.

Theodoro blinked, and as one Akanan man tackled him, another ripped the rifle from his hands. He let it go without any resistance. He tried to say something, but the shouting drowned him out. Some people started beating him, while others tried to pull them away, while others still shouted for the city guard to come quickly. Mirian hovered just above them.

The influence was subtle, but with her vision of his soul, she could see it clearly: thin black lines all around his head. Someone had cursed his mind. Mirian cast detect life next and turned her gaze to the door he’d stumbled out of. There were three people in that room. Mirian went for the door, but found it already bolted shut. She hesitated.

The people securing this room would be small players. Right now, the conspirators would be fleeing. She needed to go after the biggest target.

Mirian flew up to the sixth floor window where she’d seen the rifle barrel emerge. The room was dark—unnaturally so. Even without divination, she could tell there was a spell sapping light from the room. With detect life, she could see the assassin hastily disassembling something. The rifle, likely. She flew up to the roof and dismissed her levitation spell. No doubt, she’d tripped all sorts of city wards with it, but there was enough chaos it was the least of the city guard’s concern.

From above, she watched as the assassin moved about inside the room, then made for the stairwell. Glancing back down, she could see people from the crowd pointing in her direction. They’d likely noticed the light distortions from her camouflage spell.

Mirian crept over to the opposite edge of the roof and peered down. On the other side of the building was a spell carriage. As the assassin emerged from the back door, he immediately entered the back of it and the driver hit the glyphs.

Mirian used another short burst of levitation and landed gently on the back of the carriage. Her camouflage worked better when she was in the open air. Hopefully, no one noticed the light distortions she was making and did anything rash.

“…divination device is giving a strange reading. Surveillance six, check it out,” she made out someone saying from inside the carriage.

Ah. Whoops.

She flew off again, this time grabbing onto a different spell carriage that was just behind the one with the assassin. She had to fly to three different carriages as the one she was following wove around the streets, doubling back and zig-zagging through the maze that was Mercanton before it finally parked in front of a nondescript building. The first floor windows were boarded up, and the building looked derelict.

What are the odds this safe house has the same design as the one in Torrviol? Mirian wondered.

She ducked into an alley and began to apply the soul-disguise bindings that would make her appear as Adria. A few minutes later, she stepped out of the alley and made her way to the front door.

Sure enough, there was a pit trap triggered by a false door, with the real door behind the coat racks. Mirian supposed that most people wouldn’t be visiting Akanan spy safe houses more than once.

A man sitting next to a heavy rifle case with a small glass of whiskey turned as she entered. One of the people next to him started and reached for a revolver.

“Nikoline? What in the five hells are you doing here?” the first man asked. Frowning, he said, “And why are you still wearing that damned face.”

The agent next to him hesitated. “Mavwell, you know her?”

The first man, Mavwell, apparently, grunted.

Mirian gave him the kind of predatory smile Specter gave when she wasn’t wearing her mask. “I wanted to congratulate you. I saw the shot,” she said.

“Don’t you have your own task to attend to?”

She shrugged, and poured herself a glass of the whiskey. “It’s all handled. The objective is secured. At last, I can escape that little rat’s nest.” She sat down across from Mavwell and didn’t say anything. Specter loved making people talk by saying nothing.

Mavwell looked at her. “If Old Kudzu finds out, he’ll be pissed. You know he doesn’t like things out of place.”

Mirian made a mental note of the nickname. “I was thinking. A war is a perfect time to kill someone. Accidents happen all the time with that many guns around, and no one notices just another body.”

The assassin sighed. “You know that trust is the underlying principle that makes operations work, right? Paranoia is for the little people, out there,” he said, gesturing.

Mirian didn’t say anything, just wet her lips with the whiskey. It tasted awful. She didn’t know how anyone stood the stuff.

Mavwell kept looking at her, his blue eyes trying to drill through her skin. “You think there’s going to be an internal power play? That could bring the whole operation down. It would be a stupid, unnecessary risk. This is about building the new world. It’s bigger than one person.” He swirled the whiskey in his glass around, then added, “Yes, you’re right of course. There will always be someone stupid enough. Someone who doesn’t know their place. But that’s why people like me exist.”

They sat in silence. The conversation hadn’t gone like she’d expected, though Mirian wasn’t sure what she’d expected. She pushed her luck. “That was a neat trick with the patsy,” she said. “He just walked out like a little lamb to the slaughter.”

The assassin grunted. “Westerun’s little project. Gwenna seduced him, then they spent months tinkering around with that head of his. Twenty years of research, and the best they could manage was to make him docile and confused for a few minutes. They could’ve achieved the same result by just shoving Gwenna’s tits in his damn face.”

Mirian gave a subdued chuckle, feeling like that was the right response.

Inside, her mind was howling. She knew that name.

Westerun.

***

Mirian left the safe house at a languid pace, hoping it hadn’t been obvious how much her heart had been pounding. She’d copied Specter’s flexible-disguise illusion spell. Once in the street she used it, then after several blocks of weaving around to lose any tails she’d acquired, she cast total camouflage and rapidly levitated a few blocks away. Then she dismissed the spell and her soul bindings and made for the rendezvous. She frowned, feeling the depletion of the soul repositories in her spellbook. She’d charged them with soul energy from the myrvite pens in Torrviol at the start of each cycle, but she needed to find a way to replenish them while in Akana. Perhaps there were myrvite smuggling operations here, too. Or I can continue pursuing energy transformations. If there’s a way to step down soul energy to cause it to transform into mana, then perhaps there’s a way to reverse the process too.

She made her way back to the apartment where Selesia waited. The girl was sitting by the window, but the blinds were closed. 

“So what happens next?” she asked.

Mirian sighed. She’d watched it happen twice now, once from Vadriach and once from Mercanton. “Do you want some tea? I’m going to make some. Sassafras tea, right?” It was a traditional tea brewed by the Takoa. She knew Selesia liked it. They had a type of black tea, too, but it was too stimulating. What Selesia needed was something calming.

Selesia didn’t say anything. She could guess why. She boiled the water in the teapot with a quick spell, adding the leaves and dried sticks to it, then sat down while the drink steeped.

Mirian continued. “Already, the broadsheets are printing information about Theodoro, naming him as the assassin. They’ll have talked to the RID, who will have told them Theodoro was part of a blood-cult that seeks to destroy Akana Praediar. A blood-cult, funded by the Palamas family and other rich Baracueli, that ordered the assassination, and that they suspected as being behind the arcane explosions across the country for the past decade. It doesn’t matter that it’s all complete fiction. A thousand newspapers all print the same story. Everyone starts talking about it. They’ve all heard the same thing, so they all believe the same thing. Tomorrow, they’ll learn of the attack on the Akanan Embassy in Palendurio. In Baracuel, the planned coup involves arresting the Palamas, so they’re never supposed to be able to speak in their own defense.”

Mirian paused, and used heat displacement to cool the tea, then poured Selesia a cup. The girl held it close to her, letting the smell waft up and the warmth move through her hands, but not drinking.

“The Senate already has the war resolution written up. It passes nearly unanimously. One senator speaks out, questioning how a bullet fired from ground level managed to strike Kinsman at a downward trajectory, and questioning why the RID kept this investigation about the blood-cult secret instead of warning the Senate. He’ll be found dead in two days, and the assassin will be another Baracueli man, who is also conveniently killed before he can say anything. There’s more arcane eruptions, mostly in Ferrabridge. The conspirators didn’t plan for that, but they do take advantage of it. Marshal Cearsia’s army group is conveniently redirected to invade Torrviol, the supposed epicenter of the eruption attacks. Meanwhile, the shock, the horror, the fear that they are under attack—it all adds up to a war fever. People flock to the recruiting centers, lusting for war. Lusting for revenge. I’m sure there’s plenty of people with questions or doubts, but they’ll all stay quiet until its too late.”

Selesia shivered. “That’s all it takes?”

“Yeah,” Mirian said, and took a sip of the tea. “Though it’s not something spontaneous. I thought Ibrahim attacking Alkazaria might derail some part of their plan, but the conspirators just push through. If anyone notices the strange contradiction of Persama attacking Baracuel when they’re supposed to be working together against Akana, they find a way to rationalize it. Or the newspapers simply don’t print anything about it.”

“When they invade… what about all the Akanans in Baracuel?”

“The papers, and presumably the agencies helping move the type in the background, stoke hatred and paranoia. Baracueli broadsheets talk about Akanans preparing to burn parts of Palendurio. Here, the broadsheets caution people to watch their Baracueli neighbors. There’s a few fires in Mercanton, probably planned, then some more of the arcane eruptions across Akana. The mobs form shortly after.”

Mirian stood and brushed aside the curtain.

Selesia still clutched her tea to her chest. “I can’t imagine myself joining such a thing. Even if I thought it was true.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t,” Mirian said. The streets were full of people talking as the news of the assassination still spread around Mercanton. Some wept openly. Some stood there, numb. Others could barely hold onto their rage. “It’s not that everyone gets the war fever, just… enough. There’s… a sort of inertia to the world. These patterns people follow. It’s hard to describe, but even when I change things and see a new event, I’ve started to think ‘I’ve seen this before.’ I changed the course of events in Torrviol, but how do I change something so big while also stopping the apocalypse?”

Selesia looked at her. She looked sad.

“There was… another time traveler. He took control of the conspiracy, but it was easy because he basically just wanted them to keep doing what they were doing. Now I have some names, though.” She hesitated. “Who is ‘Old Kudzu’? Does that name ring a bell?”

“Not at all,” Selesia said.

Lecne and Arenthia had told her to start thinking about philosophy. It seemed strange to Mirian that it was something she needed to consider. She’d always had a sense of justice. She tried to do what was right. It didn’t feel like she needed to have a name for that. “I have to figure out what direction I’m trying to steer this ship,” she said, gesturing at Mercanton. “Soldiers need orders. People need guidance. A lighthouse to show them the way in this time of fog. But there’s so… many of them. And there’s so many people who’d rather steer the ship into the rocks than even think about giving up the wheel.”

Selesia was silent for a time. Then she said, “It’s nothing new. All this bad stuff. It happened to the Takoa, the Semnol, and the Mianol. It happened during your Unification War. It happened during the collapse of the Persaman Triarchy. As far back as you can go, there’s always ruthless people trying to get power. I dunno the details or anything, it just seems it’s part of human nature.”

Is it? Mirian wondered. She thought back to when she’d first been getting Rostal to train her. She’d worked with the young students of the local school. She thought of Zayd. She found it impossible to understand how children, full of such joy for life, could become monsters like Mavwell or Specter. It seemed to her like philosophy became a trick, where people used big words and fancy concepts to justify the unjustifiable.

But I suppose I should look into it anyways. None of this will be solved by ignorance, she thought, watching the pain of Kinsman’s assassination spread further through the city.

In a sense, it made her feel sympathy of the Akanans. So many people felt such sorrow and rage.

In another sense, she hated them. You’d all visit more death on others when you know, you know, how terrible it is. It seemed too easy to point people in a direction and tell them lurid tales about their supposed enemies. Why are they so easily fooled? she wondered. But then again, she had trouble faulting them. After all, she’d trusted what she read in the Torrviol Broadsheet. It was only through the time loop that she could definitively prove the lies and conspiracies.

How do I get them to see, then?

To that, Mirian had no answer. She closed the blinds, and shared tea with Selesia.

            
Chapter 176 - Revisit

                Mirian didn’t like keeping to the shadows, but reminding herself of the strategic necessity helped her overcome her periodic urge to start flinging spells.

The next cycle, she left Selesia behind. She didn’t want the girl to get caught in the crossfire of whatever came next.

Prior to Kinsman’s speech, Mirian did what she’d done to find the spy’s headquarters in Torrviol so many cycles ago: she arrived near the building where the mind-cursed Baracueli patsy would be deployed and tracked where he came from.

Sure enough, he arrived in a spell carriage with three handlers. One of them was a very attractive woman with dark hair and quite a provocative dress. Gwenna, Mavwell said. The carriage took off, but not before Mirian telekinetically placed a tracking glyph inside it.

Mavwell, meanwhile, had already been in position for hours in the blacked-out apartment. Mirian took a position on one of the balconies near him. Right before the shot, she used magnetic shaping to subtly warp the barrel of the rifle so that the end was too small for the bullet to travel. There was the loud bang, but this time, Kinsman was left standing.

For a brief moment, he froze, mid-speech. His bodyguards looked around.

What the hells are they doing? They should be putting up layers of defensive spells!

There was another shot, startling Mirian, and Kinsman’s head exploded. Mirian turned towards the noise. There was another window, covered in curtains, but with detect life she could see the figure who had been there rushing about. A second gunman. Of course. They wouldn’t leave such an important event to chance.

Mirian followed the second assassin. She could always track down the spell carriage later.

***

By the next cycle, Mirian had followed the carriages moving agents both backwards and forwards in time. She’d uncovered several safe houses and learned the names of more agents. It was becoming clear that, like in Baracuel, this wasn’t some errant cell. The RID had deployed its agents in force.

What she really wanted to do was descend from the sky in front of Kinsman with a prismatic shield and then pull the assassins from their buildings with hold person and show everyone who the real culprits were. However, that would very clearly indicate both her presence and her objective to any other time travelers who were paying attention. She had grown powerful, but she couldn’t assume another traveler hadn’t surpassed her power. After all, Troytin had thought he was untouchable right up until it was too late. Jherica and Ibrahim were also proof that some of the loopers had started with an advantage in power.

Instead, she stayed cautious, continuing to track where the Republic Intelligence groups were coming from.

For her next attempt at stopping Kinsman’s death, she made a small spell engine that she buried in the park at night. It was designed to trigger when the wards above ground triggered, and would supplement Kinsman’s defenses with a strong magnetic shield.

When the 21st came again, Mirian sabotaged the wheels on Gwenna’s spell carriage four blocks out, which would prevent Theodoro from plausibly being blamed for the attack. Then, she quickly flew back and altered the barrels of the two guns she knew about, then moved to the front of the crowd where she could better monitor the situation with the bodyguards.

This time, three shots rang out, but the magnetic barrier stopped the one she hadn’t known about. As the panic set in, Kinsman’s bodyguards actually managed to start erecting shields.

That was when Mirian noticed a woman near the front of the crowd pull out a curse wand.

Mirian narrowed her eyes and used a blast of raw force to knock the wand out of her hand, then with lightning speed she snatched it out of the air and hid it in her coat before the fourth assassin could even react. She then tried to look like she was just another part of the panicking crowd while keeping an eye on the woman. How many damn assassins are ready to take a shot? Mirian wondered.

As the pandemonium continued, the woman looked around, clearly panicking herself. Then she started pushing through the crowd, moving north. Mirian followed. The woman used a glyphkey to enter one of the buildings bordering the park. With detect life, Mirian could see her talking to three other people.

Intuition told her what would happen next. Mirian manifested her mythril amulet beneath her shirt. Unless they had a particularly strong divination detector, a bit of distance and her spell resistance would keep them busy. Mirian mentally noted the location of the building. She could investigate it next cycle.

Kinsman was being evacuated to his spell carriage, surrounded by a half-dozen shields. She’d finally done it. With the assassination prevented and the scapegoat not present, perhaps the war—

There was an earthshaking explosion, and Mirian’s ears rang.

Kinsman’s spell carriage had been detonated.

Mirian felt a burning rage swelling in her. She suppressed it.

***

Two cycles later, Mirian abandoned the project. She could disarm the bomb, stop the riflemen, steal the curse-wand, and the conspirators would still kill Kinsman. The last cycle, it had been in the night with a heart-attack wand two days after the attempt in the park. The cycle before that, they’d managed to get a dazed Theodoro in position and sneak him into Kinsman’s room with a bloody knife after they’d stabbed him to death.

His security detail was clearly infiltrated, and too many people in the RID were against him. There was no way to stop it all and be subtle about it. Disguised as Specter, she’d talked to more RID agents, but they were all small players. It all came back to Old Kudzu—whoever the hells that was—and Westerun.

Mirian made her way down to Specter’s hideout on the night of the 1st of Solem. She made a new spell combining displace light, modify voice and major disguise that she called shadow form. It would wreath her in crawling darkness and prevent light from revealing her features. And, it would change her voice to be deeper. She hoped it would be sufficiently intimidating.

She used silent zone to suppress opening the hatch, then carefully removed the celestial focus around Specter’s ankle, as well as the pistol she kept beneath her pillow. The spy awoke with a start as she felt the gun being zipped away by telekinesis.

“Wha—who the fuck are you?” Specter said, seeing Mirian sitting at the foot of her bed.

“Nightfall, cerulean, masquerade,” Mirian said.

Specter reached under her pillow, and, finding nothing, her eyes darted towards her desk. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I don’t take orders from you, you take orders from me,” Mirian snapped. “I’m here on behalf of Old Kudzu.”

Specter blinked, then swallowed. “I… was under the impression that Arturus and Matteus… had an agreement. Of course, you know my loyalties.” Matteus. Allen Matteus? The head of the Republic Intelligence Division? No wonder the entire thing is infested with assassins. The RID is even more compromised than the Deeps.

“We do, which is why you’re not dead already,” Mirian said, keeping her voice low. “Here’s a riddle for you: Where would Westerun run?”

“Westerun?”

“He thought he’d made a breakthrough in mind control and made an… inadvisable move. Allen’s had enough of his shit.” It seemed like a plausible lie to Mirian. After all, if they were all willing to murder their way into starting a war, what was stopping them from eliminating a few rivals?

“That can’t be right,” Specter said. “He’s committed. Like I… he’s committed. Are you sure your intelligence is right on this?”

“Absolutely. Where are his unofficial bolt-holes?”

Specter swallowed again. “I don’t know.”

“If you’re protecting him…”

“I’m not,” she snapped. “You know I’m not. You know I’m loyal.”

There was that word again. Loyal to what? Mirian wanted to shout. Specter had betrayed Baracuel, assassinated a Praetorian, and was willing to burn the country in the conflagration of war. Mirian stayed silent, eyes boring into Specter.

“Where did he leave from? He was in Vadriach, working with the University, right?”

Mirian suppressed a smile. “Of course,” she said. “Perhaps you can help with something else. Think of his colleagues at the University. Would any of them choose Silou over God and country?”

Specter’s eyes darted towards her desk again. “There’s too much blackmail on Tyrcast. He wouldn’t. Talk to Gottard. He’s the obsessed one.”

Mirian nodded, then sent a force blade through Specter’s neck.

She set fire to the rooms like normal, then levitated back up the ladder hidden in the closet, leaving behind the underground shelter. Once outside, she contemplated what to do next. She was still angry, she knew. If she went back to Akana Praediar now, she wasn’t sure she could stop herself from doing something stupid. That, and I spent too much time in Mercanton. Falling into a routine was dangerous. She had to stay unpredictable. 

Mirian headed back to the dorms.

The next morning, she said, “Hey Lily, want to go see Beatrice?”

***

Lily was a lot more difficult to convince than Selesia, but she eventually yielded. Guilt, rather than a sense of adventure, ended up swaying her.

“Look, it’s been a year since we’ve spent a meaningful amount of time together,” Mirian said, which was a lie, but one of those lies with a bit of truth to it. It had actually been several years.

So it was that they found themselves trekking north to Frostland’s Gate. They spent the first part hiking slowly while Mirian regaled her roommate with stories of the loops, and talked about some of the conversations they’d had.

“You’ve changed so much,” Lily finally said. “I… I can’t even imagine. I mean, at first I was just thinking woe-is-me it’s so unfair, there’s all these things we’ve done, but I don’t get to remember them. Then you talked about how I started to see things from your perspective, and I realized how self-centered I was being, but… I just don’t know what to say. How many years has it been?”

“A little over twelve years,” Mirian said.

“Gods above,” Lily hissed. They walked through the forest in silence. “I think I need another break,” Lily said. She wasn’t used to so much physical exertion. 

“I’ll fly us for a bit,” Mirian said.

Lily’s eyes grew wide. “You can fly? I’m so envious.”

Mirian picked her up with lift person and started levitating them towards the pass. Lily looked below as the trees passed beneath them. “This is amazing,” she said.

“It does have some benefits,” Mirian admitted.

As the Littenord mountains drew closer, Lily said, “But no one remembers what you’ve done. Why aren’t the other time travelers… I mean, you told me about Troytin, but…” Lily gave a heavy sigh.

“My friends from before can’t remember. It’s safe to talk to you all. I still like it. But you’re right, it isn’t the same without someone to share memories with. And the other time travelers… well, with enough time, we can move armies. Take control of governments. Which means, the fate of nations is at stake. So there’s a problem of trust. How can I trust another time traveler if they’re just potential competition? It shouldn’t be that way, I know. I don’t think the Ominian understands why we can’t just work together. I think They intended it,” Mirian said, though as she said it, she had that terrible feeling of doubt beneath it. After all, the cycle was longer now. “Anyways, it’s easy to trust people who can’t hurt you. It’s hard to trust people who can.”

“That’s just life, though,” Lily said. “Normally, at least. Sometimes you trust the wrong person, and they break your heart, or screw up your life.”

Mirian smiled. “That’s true, isn’t it?”

As they approached Littenord Pass, Lily said, “Uh, Mirian, I’ve been doing mana cost calculations in my head. Exactly how much mana do you have?”

“A lot,” Mirian said. “I can levitate both of us for about four more hours.”

Lily’s jaw dropped. “With my spell resistance? Mirian that’s insane!”

“Yeah,” she said. “Also, don’t worry about the greater wyverns ahead.”

“Wyverns?”

“You’ll see,” Mirian said.

Lily looked at her. “Two days ago you were freaking out over Alchemistry. This is going to take some getting used to.”

***

Once they got over the initial explanations and Beatrice stopped freaking out over her sister missing classes, she was happy to see Lily. They got settled, then Mirian said, “Beatrice, I’m going to grab your supplies out of your room, then get the artifacts at the end of the Vault. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Uh, my room’s locked.”

“I know, won’t be a problem.”

Beatrice blinked. “What do you mean ‘the artifacts at the end of the Vault’? Mirian, it’s dangerous down—where are you going?”

“I’ve done it before, don’t worry.”

When she returned, lugging a backpack crammed full of Elder artifacts, Beatrice was waiting. “Look, Prophet or not, you can’t just…” She stopped as Mirian opened up the pack and gaped at the artifacts. “Wait, that’s impossible. You can’t go down to the Labyrinth alone and… do… that.”

“If you know exactly what every room layout is and have practiced a few dozen times you can.” The relicarium box had, of course, been empty. She’d brought the rest though.

They set up in Elsadorra’s workshop since she was always happy to accommodate them in order to get her hands on a discovery like the Vault artifacts.

Mirian started taking notes in a mundane book. She’d transcribe any critical details on her soulbound spellbook, but there were only so many pages in the thing, and she’d already dedicated several of the back pages to leylines.

First, there was the powerful acid, stored in a strange crystalline cylinder. She couldn’t fathom a use for it, but Elsadorra quickly became obsessed with it. It seemed to have unusual properties.

Next, there was a rod of glowing metal that absorbed colossal amounts of heat without seeming to warm up itself. With careful measurement, Mirian could divine that the metal was heating up, just imperceptibly. One of the smiths started excitedly talking about ‘thermal capacity.’ There were definitely uses for something like that, but working with a metal like that would be a challenge. Shape metal didn’t seem to affect it. Mirian decided to call it ‘solite’ after the Persaman word for a mythological golden star.

There were several tesseracts, each scribed with tri-bonded glyph formations. Mirian could now decode the function of a few of them. Beatrice, Cediri, and one of the artificers who’d worked on Mirian’s wyvern-glider started running the sequences through tests once Mirian showed them how to scribe the tri-bonds on spellbook paper.

“The ultimate goal of this project is to figure out a way to regulate massive amounts of arcane energy,” Mirian reminded them.

Then there were the tools.

They were also four-dimensional objects, that much was clear. Several were also constantly in motion, like kinetic sculptures. Unlike the Divine Monument, though, she could physically manipulate them, which was a rather mind-blowing experience. When she’d first encountered them, they’d all tried various channeling techniques and energy inputs to stimulate them. These early experiments had resulted in nothing.

There wasn’t much to do except try everything. Professor Endresen had taught Mirian several techniques for investigating arcane physics, and she applied those now. Each tool would be exposed to different glyphs and different energy types, following a long list of combinations. If simple inputs didn’t work, they’d increase the complexity. After that, they’d start using different materials. If the tools weren’t related to energy, perhaps they were related to elements or compounds.

Over the course of weeks, they made two critical pieces of progress. The acid seemed very good at dissolving almost anything they put in there, leaving piles of inert powder. ‘Acid’ was probably the wrong word for it, though, since it wasn’t behaving as a simple chemical. The substance wasn’t actually reducing its own mass after it was done reacting.

It turned out one of the tools was related to it, though. When they retrieved the powders, one of the Elder devices could reconstruct the powders back into crystals. These crystals, though, were perfectly formed.

“I need to bring Jei up here to see this. And probably Seneca too, she’d be able to help us with the chemistry.”

“Why not bring it all down to Torrviol?” Beatrice asked. “Contractually, that’s what we’re supposed to do.”

“Maybe,” Mirian said. The problem again was the other time travelers. The Labyrinth had given her an advantage, but that advantage might evaporate if a hostile traveler started looking into them and found more relicarium. Whatever relicarium existed was a limited resource. She’d used a cube’s worth to get herself a way to carry information through the loops, but looking towards the future, it might be needed to help construct some giant spell engine to change the leylines. After all, they only had so much time. If the others knew, would they be patient, or would they just use it to get an advantage over the other loopers?

Frostland’s Gate was easy to keep secure, and isolated enough no information could reach someone like Ibrahim. Torrviol was distant, but not so distant or isolated that she felt safe bringing Vault artifacts there.

“I’ll need to think about it,” she finally concluded. “There’s other factors at play.” Mirian looked at everyone in the Elsadorra’s shop. If only there was a way…

But she couldn’t plan for what she hoped was true.

“It’s been nice,” she said. “I need to go north though.”

“North?” Lily said.

“Yeah, I need leyline data from up there.” She gave Lily a soft smile. “Enjoy the rest of the cycle. I’ll see you around, alright roomie?”

Lily looked out the window in the direction of the howling tundra, towards the Endelice Mountains. “Take care of yourself,” she said.

Mirian headed back to her room to prepare.

            
Chapter 177 - Into the Endelice

                In between bouts of research, Mirian had made several preparations for her journey north. She’d enhanced the enchantments on her cloak and bedroll, created a small enough leyline detector that it fit in her pack, and set enchantments into her regular clothing as well. She’d also had the cobbler make her a pair of actual snowshoes, which were a lot easier to use than ones made of ice.

The Endelice Mountains were legendarily nasty. But something was stirring in her. She was tired of watching people making the same mistakes. Tired of seeing the same cruelties and conspiracies. Tired of needing to worry about other prophets. Mirian had a lot of practice at controlling her temper, but she could still feel the hot embers of it inside her.

She decided to go as far as she could, not out of necessity, but because she wanted an excuse to unleash. For all the terror of it, it had felt good to fight Apophagorga. 

She set off north, and didn’t look back.

Mirian quickly made her way out of the valley that protected Frostland’s Gate and hit the frostlands for which the town was named. Coniferous trees quickly gave way to endless stretches of snow. Now that it was Duala, true winter had started piling up snow like dunes. Mirian had given herself seven days to push north as far as she could. The largest eruption had already taken place, but she’d also made herself a crude map that would keep her away from the places she already knew had smaller arcane eruptions.

She set off across the snow-drenched tundra, alternating between walking and levitating. Out in the open, the winds were brutal, sending blinding snow swirling about. Even with her enchantments freshly charged with mana, she could feel the chill of the harsh winds stabbing at her.

As she marched and flew through the tundra, she found a surprising amount of life hiding in the icy desolation. The approaching winter had coated all the world here in deep snow, but there were still plants clinging to life beneath the drifts, still animals huddled in their burrows waiting for a spring that wouldn’t come.

Five hours into the first day, Mirian was surprised to find she’d assumed the Lone Pine dervish form without consciously deciding to do so. She was fit enough that her legs didn’t ache yet, but she was being hard-pressed by the slog. Always, she was fighting the wind, both when she levitated and when she walked.

At night, she dug a shelter in the snow, then pulled out the leyline detector. She’d added the simple sequence of glyphs that repelled myrvites on a set of parallel mana conduits, then added a detect life celestial spell that would wake her up if a creature with a large enough soul approached.

Sure enough, the blare of a trumpet woke her up at night. Mirian immediately summoned her spellbook and cast prismatic shield. A frost wyrm burst through the snow and lunged at her, circular mouth biting at the shield. She started with a soul-binding to make sure her repositories were charged. Kinetic and thermal spells did little against their armor and ice-coated scales, so Mirian unleashed greater lightning.

Booming thunder echoed across the tundra, the flickering bolts illuminating the night. The wyrm fell over, dead.

Mirian surveyed the night with detect life. There were small burrowing creatures nearby, but no predators. Still, she’d have to move camp; the frost wyrm corpse would attract swarms of scavengers, many of which would attack her if they thought they could get away with it.

She levitated a mile further north, carved out a new burrow, then hunkered down to sleep again.

***

Mirian was attacked twice more that night, leaving her with less sleep than was ideal, but enough for her to carry on. The glaciavore attack near dawn was close enough to when she wanted to set off that she carved up a chunk of the beast and used fire spells to cook it. In the long term, glaciavore meat would damage her liver, but there would be no long term. Six days remained.

By noon the next day, she’d at last made it to the edge of the forest that sat at the foothills of the Endelice Mountains. Here, the conifers weren’t the typical pines and firs found further south. Their sap was blue, and shimmered slightly, as if with moonlight. The tangle of roots over the ground was thickened by a blanket of fungal hyphae that resembled hoarfrost. From time to time, the fungus made a loud creaking noise that echoed through the woods. The mushroom-trees that were up here didn’t have broad domes. Instead, they were pointy, and mottled blue and white.

That was as much as Mirian had learned in her myrvite ecology classes. Few expeditions had been sent this far north, and fewer still had returned. Viridian had theorized that, given the low solar energy and extreme temperatures, a different paradigm of ecology existed in this forest. Frost wyrms and glaciavores took a lot of energy, and that energy had to come from somewhere. The population density of the large predators only made sense if ambient mana was being taken up at a higher rate by the myrvite flora here.

As Mirian walked through the strange world, she thought he was right. When she passed the pointy mushroom-trees, she could feel subtle changes in the currents of ambient mana. She wasn’t detecting the ambient mana directly, of course, but how it pushed up against her aura in different ways. By looking at her aura, she thought she could see eddies and currents flowing through the forest.

She kept walking. The shelter of the forest left paths where the snow wasn’t so deep, so she was able to hike most of the day and let her auric mana recover. A glaciavore tried to sneak up on her while she set up camp, but she killed it, leaving her with an easy dinner. Interestingly, the glaciavore’s cold aura didn’t cause the plants up this way to freeze and burst open. She wondered what properties of the myrvite trees let them do that. Something with the sap, perhaps?

She slept, waking near midnight as several frost scarabites passed by. They approached the ward, but then scrambled away, somehow knowing she wasn’t easy prey for them.

Well before sunrise, a snow-crown reindeer walked by. Its massive antlers had a faint golden glow to them, illuminating it with its so-named ethereal crown. It watched Mirian, and Mirian watched it. Then, it headed back into the forest, rejoining a few dozen others of its herd that were grazing. As dawn’s light crept above the horizon, they moved along.

As the foothills rose, the forest shrank, then faded altogether. Spread out before her were the towering Endelice, rising up from a sea of gleaming blue glaciers. The sight was otherworldly, but she’d seen it before as she and the Ominian trekked up this way in her dreams. Still, its beauty, not just its temperatures, could freeze her. She inhaled in the sharp, frozen air as she took in the view, then continued on.

Mirian took shelter in a hollow beneath a great cliff. There, she had to repair several of the glyphs enchanting her clothes; the temperatures were cold enough that the enchantments had been overtaxed and broken. As she continued on, she began to channel a warmth spell instead of just relying on charging the wards from time to time. 

Another night and day passed, and she reached the true Endelice. Between every mountain was a great glacier. The ice groaned and creaked, the sounds echoing off the cliffs. Mirian levitated up atop the nearest glacier and began to make her way across the ice. She ditched the snowshoes, instead affixing crampons to her boots so the steel spikes would dig into the glacier as she walked.

Above the Endelice, greater wyverns, larger than any she’d seen, circled above. One spotted her walking across a glacier and dove at her, but she sliced it apart with electric force blades as it came down. The wyvern hit the ice hard enough to send small cracks through it. I didn’t know they could get that big, she thought.

By the fifth day, Mirian felt like she was fighting the Battle of Torrviol again. It seemed impossible for so many predators to be in the mountains, but they felt as endless as the glaciers and the jagged peaks. She was sleep deprived and even with the Lone Pine form, her muscles ached. Her skin was raw and cracked from the endless frigid winds, and above, the sky stormed with thick clouds that had blotted out the sun; the world was now lit only by the faintest light that bled through the storm and the flicker of arcane eruptions.

And yet, she’d never felt more alive.

She flew again, soaring through the thick blankets of snow falling from the sky, using a low powered force shield to keep the gales at bay, then landed on a mountainside and kept trudging onward. The ambient mana here had changed. It felt thicker here; her aura had shrunk from the pressure. Somewhere in the distance, a wyvern roared, the bellow echoing off the glacial ice, even through the howling winds.

Mirian stubbed her toe on something, then looked down. A rock, she thought at first, then no, glaciavore carapace. She looked around, eyes straining as they peered through the dark blizzard. More glaciavore carapace was scattered about. Almost as if…

Mirian caught the glimmer of a strong soul in her peripheral vision and whirled, putting up a prismatic shield just in time. A massive creature, like a centipede only as tall as an elephant and covered in blue and white carapace, came scrambling at her, six huge fangs protruding off the side of its mouth. It clamped down on the shield, and the shield lit up with radiant cracks. Its dozens of spiny legs skittered about the snow. The upper ones stabbed down like scythes, sending more luminous fissures through the shield.

An ice carnipede.

She sent a powerful force blast at the creature, then levitated back. When it charged again, she levitated to the side and used electric force blades to slice at the front legs. She severed one of them, and jolts of electricity sent others spasming. 

Mirian knew she could fly away. But she didn’t come here to run. A giddiness joined her adrenaline. With one hand, she opened up with greater lightning, hitting the ice carnipede with a constant blast of electricity. The colossal creature writhed under the assault, but she could see its soul realigning to fortify its own spell resistance.

She grinned and switched to her mana siphon mixed spell as she levitated to escape another lunge.

The siphon failed to grab hold onto the soul. Hmm, so the binding can only stick if there’s an opening. Then I’ll make one, she decided. Mirian had studied several curses at this point. There was Specter’s wand, the heart-attack wand of the Palendurio assassins, and the wand of the Mercanton assassin who was the back-up plan. She had come up with the spell enervating soulblades. There was no point testing it on small creatures that fell apart to the force component, but here was a perfect test-case: a soul strong enough to resist an archmage.

Mirian cast it. The blades were invisible, but with her soul-sight, she visualized them as sharp shadows slashing at the bright soul of the carnipede. The carnipede twisted and hissed, jabbing its scythe-legs down, cracking the ice beneath the snow. It reared up, and a jagged wave of ice erupted from beneath it, stabbing towards Mirian.

She levitated above it easily, her prismatic shield deflecting the icicles that flew up after her. A fascinating natural spell, she thought. She slashed again, and parts of the carnipede’s soul became jagged around the edges. This time when she cast mana siphon, she was able to twist away pieces of its soul with her binding. Rapid necrosis spread through the section of the carnipede she’d just attacked as its soul there dimmed and blackened under the assault. Mirian turned the new mana against her foe, sending another blast of greater lightning at it.

This time, the carnipede turned to run.

“Where are you going?” Mirian shouted above the gale. She used an enhanced lift person to grip the beast and pushed upward on its front, dumping the rest of the siphoned mana into the spell. The carnipede—which had to weigh several tons—flailed as its front end was toppled over. It twisted and flailed, but its thick icy armor gave it poor flexibility. When one side was forced over, the rest of it came with it. It landed on its side, legs scrambling for purchase on the ice.

Mirian switched to lift object, picking a boulder from above. This one did weigh at least two tons. She lifted it over the center of the carnipede, then brought it hurtling down.

There was a loud crunch! of ice and carapace as the boulder smashed into it and the carnipede let out a hissing scream. Mirian used soul siphon alongside mana siphon, using both spells to recharge her, then brought the extra mana to bear again. This time, along with greater lightning, she hammered it with electric blades at the limbs and force drill at its exposed underbelly. She didn’t relent the assault, even as it scrambled back upright, only continued to hammer it with a half-dozen force spells, all while continuing to channel lightning. When it seemed weakened, she picked the two-ton boulder up again and smashed it down on the creature's head.

This time, it stilled, and its soul began to dissipate.

Mirian breathed in the air, so cold it felt jagged. This is a good spot, she decided, and went up a few hundred feet where there was a nice outcropping. There, she used shape stone to carve out a cave in the mountainside to shelter in while she started taking data from the leyline detector.

On the last day, she alternated studying the readouts and looking out at the vast mountainous landscape. It felt vaguely familiar. This place… she could hear the Ominian saying, as they’d passed over these lands in her dream. It was harsh beyond belief, completely inhuman, and yet, beautiful beyond description. The way the glowing arcane fires sent glimmers across the deep blue glacial ice was like nothing else.

***

The next loop, Mirian brought Jei up north too.

Lily kept looking at her while they walked through the forest. “But she’s a professor,” she said, even after Mirian had explained.

“I am merely taking undeniable evidence to its logical conclusion,” Jei said.

“It’s super weird, though,” Lily muttered.

“I’ve gotten used to it, at least,” Mirian said. “Do you mind if I speak Adamic to Jei? It’s easier for her to talk.”

“You know Adamic?” Lily said.

“Apparently I learned it as a kid before I was taken north for adoption, and then a Deeps necromancer secretly put a memory curse on me, except the curse seems to have trouble interacting with the subconscious, so I kept my knowledge of the language, and can sometimes access fleeting memories. Typical kid stuff,” Mirian said.

Lily gaped at her. “That’s… so cool! I mean, that sucks. You’re adopted? I didn’t… I mean…. Okay so Beatrice and I used to pretend we were secret royalty when we were kids, and we’d talk about what we’d do when we were brought back to the royal court and what kind of dresses we’d wear.”

Mirian laughed. “I didn’t know that,” she said. “Make sure you bring that up when we see Beatrice.”

“Oh, she’ll kill me if I do,” Lily said, smiling.

Mirian turned to Jei and swapped to Adamic. “Anyways, I was up in the Endelice Mountains, and I noticed ambient mana readings were different up there. It got me thinking—is that unique to the Endelice Mountains, or does ambient mana vary significantly? In Akana Praediar, it’s different, but I think that has more to do with how many spell engines they’re using, and how much D-class mana is leaking out.”

Jei considered this. “Ambient mana in Zhighua is much the same as in Baracuel,” she said. “But that reminds me of an old tale. The… hmm, Adamic doesn’t have a good translation for the concept. Let’s use the term ‘sky-emperors.’ The sky-emperors were not regular emperors. They had special mandates, and gained their title by accomplishing some feat of legend. In one tale, Sky-Emperor Sun Shuen traveled deep into Jiandzhi. Ah, wait, that name also translates. Sun Shuen went to the Land of Spires, deep in the jungles of Zhighua. There, she found a place where the ambient mana was different. The term ‘ambient mana’ is more literally, ‘world aura’ in Gulwenen. Deep in the forgotten lands, Sun Shuen contemplated the world aura. After she did, the sky blessed her with that aura, and she spread that blessing to Zhighua. Her reign was one of great prosperity. It helped renew the Zhiguan Empire.” Jei paused. “Are you still bad at history? This was some four thousand four hundred years ago. Before the First Prophet.”

“I’m not as bad at history, I’ve learned… well, not enough, clearly. Thank you. Wouldn’t she be an empress though?”

“The Zhighuan titles weren’t gendered. Emperor was the primary ruler.”

“Hmm. So these sky-emperors were… extraordinarily powerful. And did great things. Legendary things. Kind of like the Prophets?”

Song Jei gave Mirian a soft smile. “I hadn’t made the connection before today. In school, we were taught that time distorts history, and the farther back you go, the more exaggerated the stories become. But perhaps there is some truth to those old legends. Some westerners will crow about how that none of the Prophets were Zhighuan is proof of our inferiority. If it was proven that a Zhighuan Prophet came before the First, I would find great amusement in that. Perhaps one day, you will know for sure.”

Mirian smiled. “Interesting.” She contemplated the tale as they walked. Lily and Jei made small talk as Jei awkwardly tried to make Lily feel less awkward. It didn’t seem to be working. “The ambient mana up north could be different because of the unique ecology. I think that’s how Professor Viridian would frame it.”

“Indeed,” Jei said.

“But, it also could be different because of the massive amount of arcane energy discharging from leylines up north. That was my initial hypothesis.”

“Also a reasonable explanation,” Jei said.

“But perhaps there are places where the ambient mana… I like that phrase, ‘world aura.’ If the world aura is different…” Mirian went back into reverie. The Ominian had taken her up north many times. She hadn’t been able to think of why. “Is it a clue?” she muttered.

It was worth investigating.

            
Chapter 178 - To the End of the World

                Once they were in Frostland’s Gate, Mirian fetched the Elder artifacts from the Labyrinth, then briefed everyone on the research they’d done so far.

Song Jei took one look at what Mirian had been calling the ‘special’ acid dissolving a rock and said, “It is not acid. Sefora can explain. This is Elder…” She hesitated, struggling to find the words in Friian, then switched to Adamic. “The chemistry of the constituent parts doesn’t match what you’d expect by applying an acid. This is either unknown alchemistry, or some form of Elder technology. I doubt we can reverse the process of creating it, but we can put it to use.”

Mirian pondered that. “It’s strange to think of the Gods having… technology. Making discoveries and advancements as we do. It feels like they’ve always been above such things.”

Jei shrugged. “Perhaps they didn’t. Perhaps they were born with perfect knowledge of the universe. But I doubt that. Or they wouldn’t need tools such as these,” she said, gesturing at the Labyrinth artifacts. “Regardless, I’d term this substance as a separator, not an acid. Use it to figure out what each glyph’s base elements are, then put spell organs in it to figure out which ones match. The process will be time consuming, but the information can be stored in simple proportion tables.”

Mirian smiled at Jei. “I’ve always admired your brilliance,” she said.

A small smile flickered across Jei’s face. Then she said, tone still serious, “That is something Lily could help with. In fact, if we can find a container the separator won’t destroy, it can be divided up so multiple experiments can be carried out at once. Many townsfolk could be put to use, if you can get them to see the importance of helping a Prophet.”

Mirian could instantly see how helpful that would be for investigating unknown glyphs. She hesitated to get so many townsfolk involved. Ever since Troytin’s attacks after the Battle of Torrviol, she’d been wary of recruiting large groups of people. She had done it for Apophagorga out of necessity, but used deception to hide the nature of that recruitment until near the end of the cycle. Spreading knowledge about her nature as Prophet also spread changes. There was loss of control. A lack of trust.

But Jei was right, especially here in Frostland’s Gate where she was isolated from the rest of the world and its dangers. Recruiting more people and training them on experiments could produce far more results in one cycle than a small team. It introduced a higher likelihood of errors, but they could run the same experiments multiple times to check results. It would be especially useful for simple but time consuming tasks. She looked at her favorite teacher again and smiled. Song had such grace and wisdom.

She thought of Jei sacrificing herself by ramming her airship into Apophagorga and looked away. 

“We can start recruiting people immediately. I can put on a little show in the center of town.”

***

Mirian’s conjured illusion of the Ominian was a big hit and a powerful motivator. The fact that she’d gone into the Labyrinth alone and returned from the end of a Vault and already knew most of the people in town before they’d even said a word to her further convinced people what she was saying was true. After that, there was something of a snowball effect: the more people believed her, the more they did the work for her to convince the holdouts.

Soon enough, half the town was helping in some way. Mirian could direct the hunting teams to precise locations to gather up myrvites for testing, and Frostland’s Gate had far more arcanists per capita than a usual village.

The special separator liquid quickly destroyed any container it was put in, then started decomposing the table underneath as well, much to Elsadorra’s dismay. Mirian started distributing modified copies of the gather liquid spell that worked, but moving the separator around only with spells proved horribly inconvenient. After some thought, Jei ended up using her crystal-weaving spells to create small diamond glasses, which the separator didn’t dissolve.

“It’s a single element, so the separator doesn’t act on it,” she said.

Within a few days, Beatrice was certain the separator liquid was isolating new elements. “Any alchemist would kill for this stuff,” she said.

Jei spent a great deal of time using the powdered elements with the Elder crystal fabrication device.

“In principle, it’s not dissimilar to Zhighuan crystal spells,” she explained to Mirian after some experimentation. “However, those spells have limits to the kinds of crystals that can be grown, and even the best-formed crystals will inevitably gather small impurities. With this device, as long as the elemental powder is provided in the correct ratios, and remains purified, the resulting crystals from this device should be flawless.”

Mirian immediately saw the implications. “We could create perfect conduits. Not only perfect conduits, massive ones.” She got to work calculating how long it would take for a device to create a mana-conduit crystal large enough to move the amount of arcane energy in a leyline. Jei checked her work.

“Sixty days,” she muttered when the calculations were finalized. That was the minimum amount of time needed to grow the crystal, and it assumed the device was in use at all hours of the day with no breaks. And the resulting crystal would have to be the size of an ice carnipede, so it couldn’t exactly be moved. “There must be a way to shorten the time.” Perhaps multiple devices could be used simultaneously. That means scouring other parts of the Labyrinth. Which may not be a bad idea; I could always find more uses for relicarium.

Jei nodded. “I can experiment with the device, and teach others to use it. We can also investigate different potential conduits. The Zhighuan crystal spells are specific to a known mineral. These devices don’t seem to have that limit. They may allow us to break new ground.”

Mirian nodded. “I’ll leave you in charge of that, then.”

On the 1st of Duala, Mirian headed north again.

***

Over the next three cycles, they made significant progress on glyph research and conduit tests. At least one more substance from the Vaults seemed to a be a perfect conductor, though it was hard to say if that was true or merely a limitation of their measurement instruments. They also isolated several new elements purely on accident, just from taking various rocks and myrvite organs and dissembling them with the Elder separator liquid. In other circumstances, that would have been a fantastic development for their careers. As it was, it was hardly helpful. Despite all the strange crystals they were able to grow, corundum remained the most efficient mana conduit. They discovered several common rocks from which aluminum could be extracted, which would be useful for obtaining the raw materials, but no ways to make the crystal formation faster.

There were some hints that some of the tri-bonded glyphs they were learning could regulate arcane energy in novel ways, but it was hard to say how that might be used to regulate a leyline. The leylines themselves fluctuated drastically in how much energy was moving through them at any given time, and snaked about as they traveled in the deep underground. Then, there was still the issue of how to get to them.

“I know where several leylines will breach the surface,” Mirian told Jei one evening. “Presumably, a device could be created at the location ahead of time and send the energy into a new place.”

“The device would have to withstand several thousand myr of arcane energy,” Jei said, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

“Yes, I don’t quite have a solution for that. Nor the spontaneous energy transformations that cause blast waves and fires. The other possibility is that, at the bottom of the Labyrinth, there’s direct access to the leylines.”

Jei looked even more incredulous. “Assuming the Labyrinth floors progress linearly, wouldn’t that be ten floors deeper than anyone has ever gone, including a Prophet?”

Mirian sighed. “Something like that. There’s several different estimates about what floor of the Labyrinth it would be, and some leylines appear to run deeper than others. But you can see the problem. That’s why I’m approaching the problem tangentially. Eventually, I have to figure something out. If by some miracle I’m able to bend Akana Praediar to my will, I’d still need to have something for them to build.”

“What of the Divine Monument?”

“It could be directly connected to the leylines, or it could be unconnected but the magnitude of the explosion disrupts them anyways. Since the explosion is propagating mostly in the fourth dimension, it probably hits the leyline much harder than one would guess based off the distance.” Mirian frowned. “That’s another thing I need to work on. It’s hard to know what to prioritize. And then there’s Ibrahim and Atroxcidi. If I have to start organizing a defense of Baracuel, I’ll have lost. I think he can do it, given enough time. He nearly had the Praetorians dead when I first intervened. That puts me on a deadline.”

“I agree with your choice not to engage him directly,” Jei said. She looked over at the pile of Elder artifacts they still couldn’t find a purpose for. “It’s possible those tools are designed to engage directly with Elder technology. Have you tried using them on the Divine Monument?”

Mirian smiled at Jei again. She loved how smart she was. Selesia and Nicolus were both smart too, but they didn’t have her maturity. But Mirian hesitated to say anything. Jei had dedicated herself to Mirian absolutely, sacrificed her life multiple times. And she was her teacher. It felt strange to even consider asking her to be more than that. 

“What?” Jei said, seeing Mirian’s look.

“Ah, nothing. Sorry. I’ll definitely have to try that. Next cycle, maybe. There’s… something north. A difference in the ambient mana. It’s strange to say, but it’s like there’s someplace up there calling to me.”

Jei looked at her. “Have I told you of Sun Shuen?”

“You did.”

Mirian thought of the Ominian, guiding her north in her dreams. They have not shown you that place for nothing. The Ominian clearly found great beauty in the world of Enteria. But it’s more than that. She thought of where they stopped. A great expanse of glimmering blue glaciers, with a single peak in the middle of the ice.

“We’re not making much progress this cycle anyways. I’m going to leave for the north earlier. Going to go farther. I think the Ominian wants me to see something.” She wondered if the others had the same dreams of the frostlands. If they ever felt the urge. Perhaps they saw the same visions, but like Troytin, twisted it to mean what they wanted, rather than what the Elder God was trying to say.

***

This time, Mirian packed more dried food into her bag and a few extra mana elixirs and left just after the myrvite stampede.

She passed the place she’d fought the ice carnipede. She’d expected the beasts to relent as the temperatures plunged and land grew even harsher, but she found more of the huge wyverns circling the skies and some sort of colossal aurochs covered in great plates of ice. It seemed those aurochs were the regular prey of ice carnipedes, though the carnipedes themselves had to swarm a single aurochs to bring it down. The aurochs had a cold aura that made glaciavores look like a cozy fire. They also seemed to be able to feed on the ambient mana itself, which they did by opening their mouths and sucking. From a distance, Mirian saw what looked like a miniature forest, complete with fungus and vines, inside their mouths. Once the pressure of the ambient mana dipped, the giant aurochs closed its mouth and lumbered on.

It was fascinating, but also not what she’d come to find. She continued onward.

Her skin began to crack from its constant exposure to dry air, and she found herself needing to drink much more water. When she exhaled, it created a little cloud of snow as soon as it left her enchanted warmth bubble. Twice, the giant wyverns attacked her. Twice, ice carniepedes tried to ambush her. Mirian crushed them and continued north.

Soon, the terrain became treacherous enough that she needed to constantly levitate. The glaciers were full of deep crevasses. Between them were scoured ridges of rock and sharp peaks. She was thankful for the jagged rock, though; it was all that sheltered her from the scouring winds. She started to be thankful when some carnivorous myrvite attacked, because it meant she could use her mana siphon spell to fuel her levitation for an hour or two and counteract the constant drain that came from maintaining the enchantments and spells that kept her from freezing.

Siphoning so much B-class mana from the souls of myrvites gave her practice in stabilizing her aura. With the Lone Pine form, it was easier to keep her auric mana under control, even with the corrosion. She began to drink a mana elixir at noon each day so that she wouldn’t run out. Her control over her soul was good enough now that she could soothe the worst of the distortions.

Still, as the days went by, her progress slowed. It took more and more mana just to push herself through the gales, and to ward away the cold. The further north she went, the fiercer the winds grew. The temperatures plunged each night, and she could only sleep for a few hours at a time before her enchantments were drained and she woke, shivering.

Each night, she took new measurements on the leyline device. By the 1st, her measurements picked up a steady stream of arcane energy still swirling about. She’d reached the point where the colossal eruption took place on the 19th. When the snow relented, she could see massive craters where the world was scorched.

On the 3rd of Duala, she had to spend an entire day in a cave she’d hollowed out between a glacier and the rock just to recover. By then, she’d stopped seeing the giant aurochs and greater wyverns. When she used detect life, there was her—

—and a great nothing.

Without magic, no human stood a chance at life up here. As it was, even her magical prowess was being tested. Each day, the winds wore at her barriers. Each night, the plunging temperatures shattered her enchantments. Each step she took was across slick ice or up jagged, frozen rocks. Each flight she took, she had to fight against an endless storm.

The journey wore at her, but she continued to feel subtle changes in the ambient mana. She no longer used compass spells to guide her, but knew she was traveling the right way by the feel of the world.

Long ago in lecture, she’d learned that ambient mana was almost perfectly uniform across Enteria. It was exciting to see, to feel, that the lessons had been wrong, that world held secrets yet undiscovered. How many things was I taught that have turned out to be wrong? she wondered as snow blew past her. And how many more have I yet to discover were wrong?

As she peered out into the white snow, swirling as it descended, she thought, None of this will be solved without an understanding of the truth. It’s enough that others will try to blind me; I must not blind myself.

The world was gray; even the horizon was veiled by the falling snow. All around her were mountains, but she could hardly see them. The visible world had shrunk. Exhaustion ran through every part of her, and her aura waned.

Mirian pushed on.

And then, on the 8th of Duala, the snow finally stopped falling, and the winds died down. Mirian found herself out on a vast glacier, held in a bowl of mountains.

There, in the center of that bowl, the clouds parted for the first time in weeks, and a single ray of sunlight pierced the world.

The glaciers shone with a beautiful glimmering mix of azures and turquoise, like the very land had become a great jewel. Swirls of white snow drifts curled about the ice like sparkling filigree.

It took her breath away. Mirian stopped to cherish it. Then, where the sunbeam descended, she saw a spire of stone in the midst of the glacial field. Memories of dreams came rushing back to her. I’ve seen this place before, she knew. Only, the mountains around her had been taller, and the spire in the middle of the glaciers hadn’t been so eroded.

With new resolve, she flew forward. The Ominian may not have known the path, but They had seen this moment, she was sure of it. Hope swelled in her. There must be a way.

It took her another full day to reach the rock. She spent the night sheltering in a glacial crevasse, and in the morning, she spent time trekking across the ice lest her mana be depleted entirely. Several times as she trudged across the ice, she thought she might collapse. Her soul repositories were long depleted, her mana elixirs, long gone. Every muscle ached, and she just wanted to rest.

Almost there.

The clouds had parted further, revealing a pale sky.

The stone spire was nearly vertical. Mirian spent much of her remaining mana just levitating up it. Then, she sat atop it, and assumed the meditative pose that she’d learned as a child so long ago. She thought of Rostal and his teachings. She thought of Grandpa Irabi. She thought of another man, looking down on her with kind eyes and infinite patience.

She breathed.

The ambient mana here was thick. She could feel it as it brushed up against her aura, swirling as the two kinds of mana mingled. She closed her eyes to feel it better. Outside, the frozen air on her skin was tempered by the sun’s rays. Mirian let her protective spells fade, so only the enchantments were left. The sudden cold air stabbed at her lungs, but she reveled in it.

As she sat, she began to sense a pattern to the movement of the world’s aura. What if that’s a better term for it? she wondered. Is that where ambient mana comes from? Is the world a living soul?

The sting of the air sent shivers through her. Mirian opened her eyes. She gazed at the vast expanse around her. Rocks, untouched by life. Ice, eternal and cold. Sunlight, raw and bright. Air, linking it all. Here, where life was absent, the ambient mana flowed like rivers, cascading around the air, swirling and dancing. Her spells had seen no life for days now. This was nature too, the true primordial state of it. If the theorists were right, life had come from this desolation.

Not desolation at all, she realized. The nonliving world was the foundation upon which the rest was built. It was life and nonlife, linked in cycles. But the foundation was laid first.

The world didn’t have to be alive for it to have a soul.

And there was such beauty in it. All life on Enteria could die, and the world would still be worth saving, just on the chance that some might arise again and see it. When the Ominian walked it, he didn’t just admire the flora and fauna, but even the rocks and sky.

THIS PLACE…

Their words echoed in Mirian’s head as she closed her eyes again, adjusting her connection to Apophagorga’s catalyst so she could peer both into the depths of her soul and the wider world as its mana brushed against her aura. Her skin burned with the cold, the icy air stabbing her lungs, but she could endure. When even the lone pine perished on the mountain, the mountain itself endured. She sat now atop proof of that statement, a spire of rock that had survived thousands of years as the glaciers around it scoured its surface again and again. Centuries from now, or perhaps millennia, the glacier would deposit the dust of this rock spire, and it would find its way into the roots of some plant as it reached for the sun. Such a tree would build itself out of that light, blocks of soil and air gathered up and ignited through some chemical processes that even Sefora didn’t understand.

Around her, the world was stirring. The ambient mana was responding to her, and her aura was changing.

She fell back on intuition, on instinct. If she’d tried to calculate the pattern, she’d never have seen it, but when she fell into meditation, when she just breathed it, it came to her. 

The jagged stone became smooth in the river until it was polished. The ambient mana around her was a pressure that her aura was fighting, but why fight it? Like the air she breathed, like the water in her veins, like the minerals her body needed, this was another part of the nonliving world, and her soul needed it. She beckoned it inward. Her soul’s currents shifted, first slowly, then faster, and her aura swirled with it.

Mirian breathed in again, taking this air at the end of the world deep into her lungs. The lone mountain did not feel pain.

All around her, the enchantment glyphs on her clothing began to snap apart, letting out little gouts of spark and flame. She let them extinguish themselves, and her soul spun faster. Something in her had shifted, permanently. Her soul spun in a new way, and when she opened her eyes again, it was like the world was in a sharper focus.

It was her arcane sense, she realized. Always, it had been dull before. Now, she could feel textures and temperatures in the mana around her. It wasn’t all the same, she realized. Logically, she’d known that, or mana wouldn’t have had different classifications, but feeling it made her gasp.

The world was still, and yet, it trembled.

Mirian blinked, and cast her gaze to the sun. It was starting to set. She’d been on this spire for hours. Frostbite crept into her fingers, hunger into her bones, and yet, it didn’t bother her. Her body would die, as it always had at the end of each cycle. Her soul would persevere.

Mirian watched as the sunset caught the world aflame, and then that flame echoed deep into the night as the auroras spread across the sky. Tomorrow, the world would end. But Mirian would carry this place, this moment, with her through time.

To the Ominian, she thought, I think I understand.

She hoped They were watching. She hoped They were smiling at beautiful Enteria.
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Chapter 179 - The Golden Tower

                Mirian woke, feeling more relaxed than she had for a long time. The elements had ravaged her body last cycle, and so it was nice to feel warm, for the air not to burn as she breathed it. Even the water dripping down from the ceiling felt nice in comparison. She lay in bed just a bit longer, the mediocre mattress feeling like a queen’s bed in comparison to the jagged rocks she’d been putting her sleeping roll on top of.

Eventually, she sighed and threw off the covers, then fixed the hole in the ceiling.

Lily woke to the noise of her moving about, then stared at her. “Mirian?” she said, slightly alarmed.

“What?” Mirian asked. She hadn’t done anything alarming yet!

“Your eyes,” she said. “They’re… different.”

Mirian looked at her. Then, resigned to having to explain all this stuff again to her roommate, conjured her soulbound spellbook (Lily let out a yelp at this) and cast a mirror spell. She tilted her head back and forth as she examined herself. Lily was right. Her eyes had been a dull gray, but now they were more like silver. They had a subtle shine to them, as if something deep within them were glowing.

My soul, she realized.

She embraced the titan-catalyst and saw the great gyre of her soul spinning, shining. The change was dramatic. Her aura was rapidly expanding, more so than it usually did. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, she was having an effect on the nearby ambient mana. Am I absorbing it? she thought in amazement. She would have to do more testing to be sure, but it seemed like it.


Her stomach grumbled. As was now usual at the start of the cycle, she was absolutely ravenous.

“I’ll tell you what’s going on over breakfast,” Mirian said.

***

That cycle, Mirian brought the Labyrinth artifacts back to Torrviol. She did the trick with the glider again, using the prevailing winds to rush her back to town while Beatrice and her crew traveled by foot. Meanwhile, Jei prepared the groundwork for their research efforts.

They tested the Labyrinth artifacts by the Divine Monument, running into failure after failure. When Torres managed to get one of the devices to respond near the Monument, there was jubilation—but it quickly turned sober when there was no measurable effect they could discern.

Professor Seneca and Professor Endresen stayed up late with their teams, doing all sorts of experiments on the new elements. While Seneca focused on the chemical properties and reactions, Endresen tried to find specific effects on arcane physics. There was no doubt in Mirian’s mind they were making incredible discoveries—but simply expanding their knowledge of physics was insufficient. 

Mirian developed a new style of handwriting, working to cram in as many diagrams and as much text as was feasible in her spellbound book. Clearing the pages was an annoying process that involved using several celestial runes and a binding in conjunction with high-grade soul energy, but once scoured, she could reuse Holy Pages. She managed to condense ten pages of notes down to five, then filled four more with the chemistry and physics notes.

Meanwhile, Mirian used Nicolus, Valen, and Professor Marva to create and monitor a network of informants, as well as the priests in town to look for any soul-disguises. Mirian had taken care of the spies, but that wasn’t what she was really worried about. If there were other time travelers scouting her out, she wanted to know. Mirian had found a place deep in the Torrviol Underground, and slept there at nights, protected by layers of arcane and celestial wards.

Her attention turned back to Akana Praediar. It was time to return.

She interrogated the imprisoned spies. Spies like Idras had little pieces of useful information here and there. Diehards like Nathanial still told her little. Even when she faked breaking him out of prison while disguised as Specter, he was tight-lipped.

More importantly, she and Nicolus had reestablished contact with his Uncle Alexus, which had reminded Mirian that Alexus had attended a party at the start of the month that had included Sylvester Aurum.

Sylvester Aurum. The richest man in the world. The very same one Prime Minister Kinsman had demonized in his speech.

The gala was on the 5th. Mirian would have to depart Torrviol immediately, and rush the paper forgeries. Nurea would be useful for that last part, since she already had Syndicate contacts in Cairnmouth. And Nicolus would be useful for establishing contact with his uncle.

After that, she’d hunt down Westerun.

***

Alexus Sacristar was nothing like his brother. He had none of the regal posture or serious demeanor. Instead, he had thinning hair and a jovial tone. He liked to shake hands, smile, and tell risque jokes that weren’t actually funny.

“Sire Nurea! So good to see you, how’re the folks? And Nicolus, ah, look at that muscle! Still can’t believe you’re all grown. How much for the hair?” he asked, ruffling Nicolus’s. “And, uh… Mirian, was it?”

Nurea glared at him, serious as a grave. “Did you get us in?” They’d sent a zephyr falcon ahead with instructions for Alexus to find a way to get all three of them into the gala.

“The two of you, yes. Ah, the thing about it is, the Akanan Foreign Affairs folks actually do know quite a bit about Persaman nobility, so they didn’t quite buy your little concocted story. I passed it off as me falling for a scam so I didn’t get us all banned for stepping on Lord Saiyal’s edaeza on the northeastern province.” He paused. “Do you know what that is?”

“Land claim?” Mirian asked.

“Ah. No. I mean, that’s the literal translation, but it’s rights to govern the land semi-autonomously as long as tribute’s paid to the central government. Edaez rights are traced back through family ties to the governor position or holy titles of nobility granted during the Triarchy. Of course, there is no central Persaman government anymore, but the warlords are using the edaeza system to give their fiefdoms a bit more legitimacy. Oh, don’t call Saiyal or any of his buddies warlords or you’ll be very unwelcome at any future high-society event.” He said this all very quickly, then broke into a smile again. “You’ll need another way to get in.”

Nurea scowled. “But the entire point of—”

Mirian cut her off. “I’ll find a way.”

“You brought actual clothes, I hope?”

Mirian had bought an absurdly overpriced dress from a shop in Cairnmouth, so she nodded. Nicolus and Nurea had their own fancy outfits from before the cycle.

“Great! And notes of Baracueli noble traditions are all the rage in high fashion right now, so Nicolus won’t be thrown out any windows until after he opens his mouth.” He slapped Nicolus on the back, who grinned at him. “I ever tell you the one about the Uru fishermen visiting Florin? No? So two fishermen from Urubandar are visiting the Principality…”

They headed back to the apartments Alexus was renting so they could prepare for the gala, and Mirian ignored Nicolus and his uncle as they started laughing about in-jokes she couldn’t make heads or tails of. Her mind was running through her memories and the Ominian’s Mausoleum. Sometimes, a small change could have large echoes in the timeline. Sometimes, events seemed nearly unalterable. But the gala would be full of some of the richest and most powerful people on both sides of the Rift Sea. She wondered how much could be changed just by pulling strings here.

***

The gala was on the two highest floors of the subtly named Aurum Tower. Sylvester Aurum had constructed the tower in a central point in Vadriach. The spire had a view of the University from one side, and another side looked out over the city so it could see the Senate building. From another, they could see the trains moving back and forth from the Akanan countryside, trains loaded up with grain, trade goods, and myrvite parts.

Like Vadriach University, Aurum Tower used the latest spell engines to create a spectacle.

The tower was made of dappled black stone. Near the bottom, it almost looked castle-like with thin, small windows. As the tower climbed, the windows grew larger, until up by the penthouse, there were large panes of glass that nearly took up the whole wall. Outside, the building was covered in swooping metal decorations that swirled up to the pinnacle. Each was gilded and then glyphwork enhanced, illuminating the top of the tower in shining gold. More glyphs along the windows both reinforced the construction and caused the windows to swirl with ethereal light on the outside, illuminating the silhouettes of the guests, but not revealing their identities to anyone looking in.

The lobby was equally grand, with different colors of marble and abstract metal sculptures mixing both modern and ancient architecture. A fine blue and white carpet led them to the elevators, which, like Vadriach University, were force disks that carried people up luminous shafts that ran through the center of the building.

The same glyphs that reinforced the windows also would cause problems if the windows were tampered with. Shape stone also wouldn’t do. At the lower levels, the stone was under such compression Mirian worried about the physical effects of removing parts of it, and anyways, apparently they’d used steel bars to reinforce the construction or somesuch. The doors were protected by private security, and Mirian quickly noted the use of illusion-detection glyphs. When she peered through her focus, she could see several soul-bindings in use among nondescript but well dressed men near the entrance. One of them she actually recognized. Hmm. Sylvester seems to have an actual RID agent working for him.

Mirian watched from a nearby building as Nicolus, Nurea, and Alexus made their way to the entrance. The streets had filled up with fancy spell carriages. Lord Saiyal arrived, accompanied by a large entourage of well-dressed men and women, also of Persaman descent. Mirian only knew what Alexus had said of the man. He was a staunch ally of Akana Praediar and Baracuel, and controlled many of the lands that fossilized myrvite was mined from.

Next, she noticed a much fancier spell carriage, one with a sleek design and gilded carriage. Josephine Rosen and Magnus Tyrcast stepped out. The next carriage contained Lester Rosen, Josephine’s father, and the second most powerful industrialist in Akana.

As the parade of well-dressed party-goers continued to flow in, Mirian noted a black spell carriage pulling up. A thin man with gray streaks in his hair and a dark jacket embroidered with green spiraling leaves stepped out. Allen Matteus. Old Kudzu. Idras had finally told her where he got the nickname. “He’s got his tendrils in everything,” he’d said. “You can try trimming it, but he’ll just grow them back.” 

It struck Mirian as strange. She’d first assumed the conspiracy would involve secret meetings and dark backrooms, but the heart of it was out here in the open.

Mirian considered using total camouflage to get in, but with the tight doorway and numerous guards, the light distortions would be detected. Another possibility was soul-binding herself to look like Adria, but with the actual director of the Republic Intelligence Division here, it was too likely her bluff would get called.

What I really need to be able to do is a stone mole fourth dimensional hop, she thought. True teleportation would be incredibly energy intensive, but stone moles were able to do the jaunts with very little arcane energy, so there had to be a way. Now, however, was not the time to try out experimental magic.

With most of the guests now inside, Mirian circled around to the back of the tower. There, she saw workers unloading spell carts into a small service entrance. Well-dressed servants were receiving the boxes. Could it be that simple? she wondered. There were no agents with soul-disguises there, and her divinations didn’t reveal any of the common glyphs for illusion detection. Instead, they had the same glyphkey and force barrier system the University had. Mirian observed them, then cast major illusion so that she looked like one of the male servants. She extended the illusion so that it looked like she was carrying an ornate box, then summoned her spellbook inside the box. She then approached the door, assuming the Sinister Hand Of Shadow form, which extended her aura so that her spell resistance was projected around her. With the both mythril amulet and spellbook manifested, the spell resistance would easily defeat the barrier.

She pretended to use a glyph key, and simply walked in, the force barrier fizzling slightly as she passed by. One of the glyphs powering the force barrier began to crack, but used a quick spell to displace heat from the glyph, stabilizing it. She ceased using the Shadow form, and dismissed both her spellbook and amulet as she approached the elevator. The service elevator didn’t use any of the fancy force disks; it was a solid wooden platform raised by four chains run by a spell engine, using a clever counter-weight system. Still, she didn’t want to accidentally disable some critical conduit.

Another servant joined her on the elevator. “I don’t think we’ve met,” he said.

“I usually work at a different location, but they wanted more people. Couldn’t exactly say ‘no,’” Mirian said, assuming a deeper voice.

“Hm,” the man said. Five more boxes joined them, and then someone at the elevator controls hit a switch and the platform ascended.

The elevator emerged two floors below the main event, where more servants were moving around a packed kitchen. There, lines of waitresses picked up various delectable looking hors d'oeuvres and moved towards the gala. The waitresses were all beautiful young women dressed in fine stockings and short skirts. What would be improper on a lady of high class is mandatory on the commoners serving her.

Mirian found a side room, then used Specter’s flexible-disguise illusion, shifting her illusionary disguise to be that of one of the waitresses. Professor Marva would be proud of the speed and quality of my disguises, Mirian thought with a smile. She took a tray, then followed another waitress.

“Are you new?” the other woman asked, voice low.

“I am,” Mirian said.

“Word of advice I give to all the new girls. Always smile at everything they say, but if they proposition you, pass it off as a joke and leave. It won’t be worth it, and sometimes the price is far higher than you think.”

Disturbing, Mirian thought. The level below the gala had several spell engines running, all being monitored by arcanists. More servants were bustling around, though it wasn’t entirely clear to her what they were doing. On at least one table, servants were preparing favor gifts for the attendees.

The two of them moved to another staircase. There, light and sound displacement spells darkened the stairs, presumably so the well-lit and noisy service area wouldn’t pollute the party above. Together, their heels clicked up the dark stone stairs and they emerged onto the gala floor. Mirian had two simultaneous reactions that caused her tray of fancy snacks to wobble: one was the ostentatious displays of lights, force barriers, and illusions, and the second was the D-class waste mana all the spell engines generating those spells were putting out.

This level of the gala had some hundred people chattering away in groups, making little islands as they clutched champagne glasses around gilded tables, or scattered about as they lounged on ornate furniture. A set of dancers performed by one of the walls. An illusion engine duplicated the dancers while a second engine cast illusionary mists. Together, they merged to create a performance that made the dancers move about like materializing and dematerializing spirits.

Meanwhile, the entire penultimate floor was lit by the shifting lights of an illusion show. The Akanan colors of white and blue figured prominently, though because it was Mr. Aurum’s event, so did gold.

Whenever an empty hors d’oeuvres plate or beverage was set down—no matter where—a small force spell plucked the offending dish up and levitated it towards the ceiling. There, it was shuttled back into a tiny hole where it went back to the kitchens to be washed. That meant every glass and plate had its own tracking glyphs on it, and there would be even more spell engines working in concert to achieve the effect. Exorbitant doesn’t even begin to describe it.

She recovered and set her serving tray down on one of the bars, then ducked behind one of the brighter illusionary displays. As she did, she let her servant disguise drop and let her actual dress show.

Mirian was wearing a long flowing dress of modern eastern Baracueli fashion. It was black and violet with silver patterns of embroidery, the thread set in the same fractal patterns one might find on an eastern temple. Violet, because she’d always liked the color, and silver to match her eyes. The silver also complemented her mythril amulet, which she wore openly now. The dress was strapless in the modern Akanan style, and included a small enchantment that floated a small ribbon of translucent cloth around her bare shoulders. The outfit was completed by elbow-length silk gloves.

A decade ago, she would have felt self-conscious wearing something so ostentatious and revealing, but her time in the loop had weathered away those anxieties to nothing. Mirian delicately snatched one of the champagne glasses from a nearby waitress’s tray. Heads turned around the room as she strode into the center of the gala. 

            
Chapter 180 - Threads to Weave Into Strings

                Mirian strode through the room with her head held high. She quickly found the Sacristars, who were talking to a man Alexus seemed to know.

Nicolus’s jaw was open as she approached. “Damn, Mirian,” he said. “I knew you—but I didn’t know—I mean—”

Sire Nurea let out a soft exasperated noise. “It’s like I taught him nothing,” she complained to the air.

Alexus let out a chortle.

“Lady Mirian, if you would,” she told them.

“My lady,” Nicolus said, giving her a curt bow that somehow managed to be sarcastic.

“Lady of what?” one of the businessmen at Alexus’s shoulder asked, mirroring Nicolus’s bow.

“I find it a bit crass to discuss such things, don’t you?” Mirian replied haughtily.

“Lady Mirian,” Alexus said, without missing a beat. “This is Clement Stalswrot. Friend of mine. He’s just made some large acquisitions.”

“Oh?” Mirian said, giving him a small smile. It was easier to play her role if she thought of the people here as game pieces to be manipulated, rather than human.

She saw Clement’s mouth twitch and his eyes briefly scanned her. “Just a small thing,” he said dismissively.

Alexus laughed. “A small thing, he says! Too modest, I’m afraid. He’s gotten ahold of most of the myrvite hunting rights from Westshire to the Hikstoluck! A lot of wilderness out there, but with all these factory expansions, it’s a surefire investment.”

“Interesting. Why didn’t the others buy it up first?” she asked, gesturing at the rest of the party.

“Ah, that’s the trick, isn’t it?” Clement said. “A good businessman can’t be revealing his tricks. Suffice to say that what people believe about an investment is far more important for its price than what it sells for on the market.”

Alexus let out a guffaw and slapped the man on the back as he doubled over at what, apparently, was a clever joke. Even Clement seemed a bit taken aback by his reaction, and a bit of his drink splashed.

“So Akana will keep moving west?”

“Of course, Lady Mirian.”

“And then where will it go?”

Clement’s eyes twinkled. “By then, we’ll be living in a new world, the world we’ve laid the foundation for.”

Mirian considered the conversation and how to maneuver it. “People are so set in their ways in Baracuel. There’s maximum quotas south of the frostlands, and bits of wilderness cut into neat little ranches. There, the spellward is the king on the throne. Here, though, you eschew such limitations. How many myrvite organs do you ship down the Hikstoluck River?”

“Twenty tons per annum,” Clement said.

Mirian reeled at the number. “And that’s just the spell organs? Is that you, or the whole industry?” 

“Oh, just me, my lady,” Clement said, smiling again.

Mentally, Mirian was calculating just how many beasts that would be. A bog lion mane was about three pounds once shaved, while a chimera skull was usually between one and twenty pounds, depending on the size of the creature. A cockatrice heart was only two-fifths of a pound. Depending on what the breakdown of the myrvites they were killing out there was, Clement’s operation was killing and shipping some 50,000 myrivtes per year. No wonder the Ennicus family couldn’t compete, she realized. She had seen some of the operations out west, but only now did she truly comprehend the scale.

“See, Nicolus, that’s what I’ve been saying,” his uncle said. “Akana is the future. Baracuel is too tied down by the past. That’s the kind of numbers a Bardas could only dream of!”

Shortly after that, Clement excused himself to join another circle of businessmen, and Alexus whispered, “He spread rumors of a Mianol uprising and that Westshire reformists were going to ban myrvite hunting west of the mountains. Used his broadsheet business in Westshire to help spread that. Then he used shell companies to pick up all the rights on the cheap before his rivals figured out he was behind it. Vicious as a Florinian portmaster!”

“Brilliant,” Nicolus muttered.

“Psychotic,” Mirian said. Akana’s invasion of Baracuel is just another opportunity to seize valuable resources to put to market, she realized. She went to one of the windows and looked down. Below, glyphlamps illuminated people scurrying about like ants. Here, above the fray, what happened to the little people was of no concern to them. Then how to convince them? As separate as they thought they were, they were still a part of Enteria. And when the foundation crumbles, there is no tower they can build high enough to preserve themselves.

As she turned away from the window, idly setting her drink down for the spell engine to pick up, she caught sight of several figures moving towards a window. Lord Saiyal and Magnus Tyrcast were among them, along with Tyrcast’s wife, Josephine Rosen. Her father, Lester, appeared to be talking to Lord Saiyal.

She moved towards them. She kept the two in her peripheral vision and went to stand by the window, gazing out at the city. She wanted to know what they were talking about before she started making changes. As she listened, the city of Vadriach caught her eye, tens of thousands of glyphlamps glittering from buildings and from the spell carriages roaming the streets. It was hard to comprehend just how many people there were.

And all of this is possible because of spell engines, she knew. Before the invention of the spellward, people had been forced to live in small communities. Farmland had to be hidden behind walls that were routinely patrolled. For thousands of years, there had only been a few great cities able to sustain a periphery that could bring in enough food for them. The rest of humanity had been small and scattered. Now, it had burgeoned into this.

Lester Rosen was getting up there in age. His hair had given up on silver and was now settling into white, while his wrinkled skin reminded Mirian of cracked leather.

Lord Saiyal said something to Lester that she didn’t catch. Lester replied. His voice had a creakiness to it. “I’ve always thought the Gods made a mistake when they decided not to charge for the price of a sunset,” Lester was saying. “Even a breath of air should cost a beadcoin. Then, people might value what they have more. And oh, how I’d like to buy the breaths of those who don’t know the value. How I’d like to put them to better use.”

“Plenty of people to buy from,” Lord Saiyal said in heavily accented Eskinar. He paused to take a drink, then said, “You heard what that crowned-rat was saying?”

Mirian adjusted her view so she could just see the reflection of them on the window. She could see Lester sneering. “Can’t even wipe your ass without hearing about him. Withdraw? He’d hand your whole country over to the rebels, and then what would fuel the factories? A menace, an absolute menace.”

Kinsman, she realized. They’re talking about Prime Minister Kinsman.

“In Alatishad, if there’s a rat infestation, we find cats to hunt them down,” Lord Saiyal said. “Surely, you have methods of pest control here?”

“Oh, we do, we do,” Lester said.

Just then, Mirian caught a piece of the conversation to her right. Another group of businessmen had picked up the same topic, and she heard one say, “—well, someone ought to do something about him.” Murmurs of agreement followed.

On impulse, she looked back through the party. Through a faint illusion of ribbons dancing in the breeze, she saw him: Allen Matteus. He would stop, shake hands, talk briefly with a group, then move along. Getting a sense of the mood, she realized. The pieces were all starting to come together in her mind, like how she visualized the pieces of a magical device assembling before she started building an artifact. The conspiracy was here, but at these heights, it didn’t have a name anymore. Matteus took no orders. He would simply roam about the party and take away one idea, that very idea that was circulating all about the party like a disease: that Kinsman was universally loathed. He had to go.

The idea would seem unanimous. After all, Matteus wouldn’t be shaking hands with any of Kinsman’s supporters in the streets. Either he didn’t know, or didn’t care for the opinions of people that little.

Mirian turned back to the window. From here, the people below were literally small; they were specks, ants, that could roam around in this hive. As long as they produced, they could crawl around any which-way they wanted. If there seemed to be a problem, they could poke at the hive and stir it up, then point the swarm at something they wanted.

An individual person looked up at the golden tower scraping at the clouds, looked around at all the endless buildings and streets, and knew just how little they were. How could they change any of it? They were so small, and the world so big. Best to go along with the flow.

Up here, there was a sense of community, however perverse. Through handshakes and smiles, the people here knew they had each other’s backs, and when they looked down, they saw a world made small, shrunk to the size of toys they could manipulate. Even if out in the world they vied to win the most coin, here, there was class unity. Playing dirty was just part of the game.

“May I ask your name?” a woman’s voice asked, snapping her out of her reverie.

Mirian turned to see Josephine Rosen in a beautiful blue dress. She too had a ribbon circling her bare shoulders. Josephine was nothing like her father. Where he seemed like dried leather, she was soft silk. Her hair was done up with elaborate weaves and ornaments.

“Lady Mirian Sulalnahr,” she said as they both curtsied at each other.

Josephine furrowed her brow. She wasn’t recognizing the name, and likely, that was unusual for her. “My husband here couldn’t help but notice you standing there,” she said.

Archmage Tyrcast blushed, which was something she’d never seen him do before. Usually, he was too busy acting like everyone in the world should be thanking him just for being in the same room. “Told you it was probably just a coincidence with the placement of the spell engines,” he muttered. 

Mirian looked at Tyrcast, keeping her posture formal and her attitude aloof. A third of her knowledge of these events came from Nicolus, a third from a book on Akanan high society and etiquette, and a third from those mystery novels she’d read so many years ago. The protagonist of them had sometimes needed to attend an event to meet suspects.

“Well now I’m curious. I haven’t heard of the Sulanars,” Josephine said, butchering the pronunciation.

“Oh, we’re one of the oldest families in Baracuel,” Mirian replied. That was the second background story she’d come up with, since her first about being Persaman nobility had apparently been caught. “Sadly, my great great grandfather picked the wrong side of the Unification War. But that’s old news. I’m fascinated by some of the developments here. It’s just the kind of innovation that eastern Baracuel needs.” If she talked as if she was a powerful ally in east Baracuel, just waiting for a strong ally, she hoped the warmongers in the gala would push for some sort of alliance. She could start to figure out who knew the most of the conspiracy.

“I dare say,” Josephine said. “We went on holiday there a few years back. Far too much sand and little color for my liking. And the spell engines they’re using are rudimentary, aren’t they, dear?”

Tyrcast was staring at Mirian again. She could guess why. His aura was refined enough that he could sense how the ambient mana was interacting with Mirian. As best Mirian could tell, she’d actually started to absorb ambient mana now—in amounts small enough it was hard to notice—but no doubt Tyrcast’s arcane sense was picking up something new and enthralling him.

“Dear?”

“Hmm? Ah, yes. Yes, Baracueli spell engine production is in a dire state. They’re still assembling the things by hand instead of assembly lines. A bit primitive, still pretending like the old crafting professions are some noble thing rather than a relic of the past. Might as well still employ wainwrights and coopers,” Tyrcast said, back to his usual scorn.

Mirian found the subsequent discussion of spell engines mildly interesting, but Tyrcast wasn’t exactly revealing his trade secrets. She was about to make an excuse to leave when Allen Matteus made his way over. Josephine was all smiles as he said hello, but Tyrcast’s attitude immediately changed. He wasn’t groveling, precisely, but the way he spoke made it clear he saw Matteus as his better.

“And who’s this fine lady?” Matteus said, turning to Mirian.

“Mirian Sulanar,” Josephine said, mispronouncing it again.

“Sulalnahr, surely,” Matteus said.

“That’s correct,” Mirian said, putting on a smile. Inside, alarm bells were ringing like she was being stalked by a bog lion. There was something predatory about Matteus that was hard to put a finger on.

“How interesting. I didn’t know there were any of those left.”

Mirian waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, plenty of people did their best, but we survived. Go far enough east in Baracuel, and people stop paying so much attention. We’re slowly rebuilding what we lost. Hard to do when your rivals are in power. How I wish that would change.”

Matteus looked her up and down and gave her soft smile. “Best of luck,” he said, and walked away.

Hmm. Maybe I made the bait too obvious, she decided. Or maybe he’s going to go investigate first. One doesn’t become the head spymaster without a bit of caution.

Another man walked by, this one wearing a formal jacket with military epaulets. Mirian had studied the Akanan symbols of rank when she was preparing to infiltrate the airships. Those indicate a rank above a regular marshal. That only meant he could be Grand Marshal Maximus Caldwell. So he attends, but not Marshal Cearsia.

Something had been bothering Mirian. In Baracuel, the Luminate Order still didn’t like the idea of women joining it, but it was something of a holdout. Women still occupied top positions in the army, in businesses, and in academies. Yet here, she noticed with the exception of Josephine, most of the women here were finely dressed, but saying little. The words the maid had said to her repeated in her mind. It’s not just the poor people of the streets they scorn, she realized.

The Akana Praediar she’d read about in history class was one of brave men and women conquering the frontier to break with the old oppressive traditions of the Twenty Kingdoms of Baracuel. It had been their rebellion against the noble houses, against kings, that had eventually led to the Unification War.

Mirian saw a woman coming down one of the spiral staircases that led to the top floor, escorted by a man dressed as a servant, only he had two wands at his side. He saw Mirian lingering and said, “Ma’am, if you would follow me?”

She cocked her head, confused. At first, she thought perhaps she’d been discovered, but no, something else was going on. She realized this wasn’t the first woman she’d seen coming and going from the top floor. Ah, she thought. Uncle Alexus mentioned Mr. Aurum is still single. She followed the servant.

While the penultimate floor had been dense with illusions and busy with circles of wealthy men and women, the top floor was relatively calm. The floor was mostly dark, except for a soft blue lighting. The tables they would all use for dining later were set, but empty, leaving an unobstructed view of the city. In the center of the south facing window, looking out across Vadriach, was a man wearing a pristine black suit decorated with gold thread. To his left and right, there were several figures. Male and female servants, but each carrying wands in sheathes. They were dark silhouettes. Contrasting them, Mr. Aurum had tailored his suit so that the lights up here caused a special material suit to fluoresce so that the elaborate patterns sewn into it glowed.

Mr. Aurum’s back was still to her. Mirian took her time as she examined the man, embracing her focus to get a better look at his soul. It was as most souls were: a chaotic mess of streams. No holes, no bindings. Just a man.

As she walked forward, Mirian contemplated the appeal of such wealth. An army of servants at their beck and call, a gorgeous view of the city, all from such a height that they really did feel like masters of the world. The most expensive luxuries provided at the snap of their fingers. Mr. Aurum could even afford for arcanists to be his servants, and force them to dress how he pleased so that everything he saw conformed to his pleasures.

And how does one go about convincing such a man he should bow to the greater good? she wondered.

Sylvester Aurum turned as she approached, heels echoing in the otherwise quiet room. He had a posture that was perfectly formal, and yet relaxed. His smile was disarming. Mirian could easily imagine him walking into a room full of businessmen and putting them at ease in an instant.

His poise slipped just for a moment as he saw Mirian. “I’m afraid I don’t recognize you.” Mr. Aurum had a deep, melodious voice. He raised an eyebrow at his servant.

“You said she had a purple dress in Baracueli style,” he murmured.

Mirian put on a fake smile. “I couldn’t exactly say no to a meeting, could I?” she said. Given a few more minutes, her subterfuge was about to be discovered. All it would take is comparing her name with the guest list. She decided to go with a gambit. “It’s not his fault, I snuck into the gala. I wanted to see what the heights of Akana looked like myself,” she said, walking past Mr. Aurum to gaze out the window. “And I must say, it’s quite the view.”

In her peripheral vision, Mirian saw one of the arcanist maids reach for her wand. Mirian was ready to react at a moment's notice, but only if the spells actually started flying.

Instead, Mr. Aurum let out a laugh. “That’s the first interesting thing anyone has told me tonight,” he said.

There was an opportunity here. She decided to seize it. Mirian turned and smiled at him, putting on as much charm as she could muster. When his eyes ran over her, she knew she had at least a few minutes to talk to him. “All this,” she said. “What will you do when you have enough?”

“A man can never have enough. There’s always a new frontier.”

She’d talked to enough of the RID conspirators to have something of an idea of how they wanted it all to go. In private, they were quite open about their hopes and dreams for the expansion of Akana. “First, redraw the map of Baracuel so they no longer are so annoyingly independent. Then, Persama, through proxies like Lord Saiyal. Then Zhighuia, I assume, since its already weak and in turmoil, again, through some sort of proxy since they’d chafe at the direct control. That gives you enough fossilized myrvite for generations. Tlaxhuaco then becomes isolated, though there’s no rush dealing with them. Then what?”

“There’s more to Enteria than the known world. The spellward defeated the common myrvite. The leviathans and storms can only hold us back for so long.”

And what if myrvite titans roam the unexplored places? she didn’t say. She looked Mr. Aurum in the eyes so she could gauge his response, and took a step closer. “And what of the leylines?”

She could see the light glisten off his eyes. “What of them?”

“You know the arcane eruptions have nothing to do with Baracuel. The leylines are growing unstable, far more rapidly than anyone realizes. The eruptions have started in my homeland too. I’ve paid my arcanists to tell me the truth, not the lies they think I want to hear, and they predict a leyline will breach the surface in just a few more weeks. Entire cities could be wiped off the map.”

Concern briefly crossed Mr. Aurum’s face. His eyes glanced over at one of his arcanists before he reasserted his composure.

Mirian looked at him, eyes widening. This, she hadn’t expected. “Something happened, didn’t it? Worse than the Ferrabridge eruption?”

Mr. Aurum turned away. “Tell her,” he said.

One of the women stepped forward. “Two days ago, a leyline breached near Westshire. It destroyed a train and killed everyone on board.” She stepped back.

“Allen asked my newspapers not to publish such a thing, as it might spread unwarranted alarm. I did as he asked, because he’s a good friend,” Mr. Aurum said. “We will overcome this thing,” he said.

Mirian took another gamble. “Have you and Tyrcast considered that two airships of significant mass putting pressure on the leylines might cause further disruptions?”

This time, Mr. Aurum was startled. “How did a beautiful creature like you… are you one of Allen’s?”

“No. I have my own sources. And my own proposal. What if you could power spell engines without fossilized myrvite?” She stepped up to Mr. Aurum so she was near his ear and dropped her voice to a whisper. “What if you could harness the power of a leyline?”

She was pleased when she saw the visceral shiver run down the industrialist’s body.

“Impossible,” he said.

“Now now. That sounds like a man finding his limits. I like someone with a bit more ambition.”

She could see the man’s neck tighten, and his breathing quickened. She’d found the right strings to pull. He forced a laugh. “You’ve piqued my curiosity. Well then, let’s hear it.”

Mirian smiled, and began to talk.

            

            
                
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from UraniumPhoenix
                        

                    

                    Thanks for all the answers and suggestions to the last week's question! Last week was super busy, but this week I should have time to get around to checking the rest of the comments. My too-read list was already ridiculously long, and now it's that much longer. There just aren't enough hours in the day!


                
Chapter 181 - The Kindly Doctor

                    
                        
                            
                            A note from UraniumPhoenix
                        

                    

                    Patch Notes:

Chapter 179 has had a slight edit to more clearly reflect Mirian's soul changes after the Frostlands meditation. Near the start, it now reads (changes in bold):


 Her aura was rapidly expanding, more so than it usually did. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, she was having an effect on the nearby ambient mana. Am I absorbing it? she thought in amazement. She would have to do more testing to be sure, but it seemed like it.



And now, to the chapter. Enjoy!


                

            
            
                “You did what?” Nicolus asked as they departed the gala.

“Convinced Sylvester Aurum he should begin research into large-scale multi-conduit mana regulators, as well as take leyline data from every factory he has in Akana Praediar. I don’t know if I can get him to call off the invasion, though, that seems like it’s more something Matteus and that Field Marshal are behind.”

“Invasion?” asked Alexus, who had only had a partial understanding of what was going on.

“Don’t worry about it,” Nicolus said. “But wait—how did you do that?”

“Very carefully,” Mirian said. “Now here’s what I need you to do…”

***

Gold Standard Industries was a massive company, and even with Sylvester Aurum issuing the command, it took time for the gears to start turning. Mirian disappeared back into the shadows. Rumors had already started swirling around that Mr. Aurum had become infatuated with someone, or perhaps a prodigy artificer had joined the company, or perhaps something more nefarious was at play. In her last meeting with Sylvester, Mirian suggested he get his papers to all print contradictory material. That would muddy the waters well enough.

Then, she vanished, using illusions, camouflage, and bursts of levitation to evade the people trying to track her. Perhaps in another loop, she could direct the research and production efforts more directly, but she was still wary of other time travelers. There was no way she was going to stick around in an easily targetable location next to a man that had such a spotlight on him.

On the 8th of Solem, Nicolus found his way to Mirian’s workshop. “He’s not hard to find,” he said. “Matteus drinks with him regularly. So do several RID and Vadraich professors. He just doesn’t like standing near glyphlamps, if you know what I mean.”

Mirian immediately paused her work on her designs. “Take me to him immediately,” she said.

“Immediate—wow, okay. Well, follow me then.”

It was time to confront Silou Westerun.

***

Westerun lived in a nice, but not ostentatious, house, with a well-groomed garden and no servants at all. With all his connections in high places—both in Baracuel and Akana—Mirian had assumed he would live in a palace like Aurum or Tyrcast, but no, it was smaller even than Jherico’s house.

Mirian started with a diplomatic approach. She went up to the front door and knocked.

Silou Westerun wasn’t portly, but he wasn’t thin either. He had wavy dark hair with the first traces of gray, and his outfit was that of a professor who’d been given a dress code but didn’t really care all that much about his appearance. “Hello?” he said, squinting his face into the approximation of a smile.

Mirian held out her hand. “Mr. Westerun? I’m a wizard with Torrviol Academy, and I’d like to talk to you about your own research into magic. Do you have a moment to talk?”

Westerun looked her up and down. His smile vanished. “Oh dear,” he said, ignoring her hand. “No. Please leave.”

Mirian kept her hand on the door, preventing it from closing easily. “I have to insist,” she said.

“We can schedule a meeting for another time,” he said. “It’s late, and I’ve had a long day.”

“I can keep the meeting short.”

He started trying to push the door closed harder. “Not tonight. Must I call the guards?”

“Surely you’re not scared of an unarmed woman?” Mirian asked.

“This is my property and I simply have nothing to say to a stranger. Talk to the University.”

“You’re not on their payroll, you just collaborate with them as an independent contractor. Should I talk to the RID instead?”

Westerun glared at her.

“You recognize me, obviously. I should have known.”

“Of course I know you, Mirian,” he snapped. “Now go away.”

“Absolutely not,” she said. “Shouldn’t you be pretending to be a kindly doctor? How do I undo the memory curse?”

Westerun reached for an amulet beneath his shirt, but Mirian had already scouted his house with divination. She had her mythril amulet already manifested, and she extended her aura to disrupt the enchantment on his. He scratched his chin, then brought his hand down to subtly press the glyph switch.

“Well?”

His jaw was clenched. Then, through conscious effort, he unclenched it and went back to smiling. “I suppose you caught me being a bit grumpy. Come, have a seat! How do you take your tea?”

“Unpoisoned,” Mirian said. “And one spoonful of honey.”

Westerun laughed. “You know, you were a lot cuter when you were a child. How are your parents?”

“My adoptive parents? Busy vacationing in Florin,” she said, and took a seat on one of his chairs in the living room. She watched Westerun carefully, examining both his hands and his soul. Right now, he was delaying her because he thought his alarm spell had activated. “You’ll have to tell me about my real parents. How do you undo a memory curse?”

“I’m afraid they can’t be undone, my dear. It’s like lighting a piece of wood on fire. Once it’s changed to charcoal, there’s very little to be done about it.” He set a teapot on the stove.

“It’s some sort of binding that the Luminate Order isn’t familiar with. I know it’s still active, so I know that analogy is bullshit. Did you really bind the memories of a bunch of children? How do you sleep at night?”

“Very, very soundly. What I did, I did for the greater good. Perhaps you’ll understand when you’re older.”

Mirian thought of Gwenna, who’d used Westerun’s techniques to put Theodoro in a dazed state. “Your experiments are about memory manipulation and mind control. The world can only thank the Ominian you haven’t succeeded in getting as far as you want.”

Westerun brought out two mugs, then shaved off some dried tea into them. The tea pot was starting to make noise as the water boiled.

“I blocked your amulet from activating,” she told him.

Finally, he looked up in alarm. Then, he grabbed and flung the tea pot at her. Mirian easily deflected it with a burst of raw force, not even bothering to move. The ceramic shattered.

“The world is going to end soon. It turns out, I’m the only thing standing in the way of that. What happened in Mahatan when I was a child?”

“A bunch of rebels started massacring civilians. We saved you,” he said, as if he hadn’t just thrown a jug of boiling water at her.

“If that were the whole story, you wouldn’t be scared of me. You recognized me immediately, and wanted nothing to do with me. That’s not what usually happens when a friendly doctor sees his old patient. Who were my birth parents? What actually happened?” When Westerun just stood there behind the counter, staring at her, she snapped, “ANSWER ME!”

The man jerked back as if struck. Mirian hadn’t meant to shout, it had just come out of her.

The doctor took another step back. “What I did, I did for Baracuel and Akana. I saved your life, and I saved a lot more lives than that. That you must remain ignorant of what we did is a small price to pay for those lives. What happened in Mahatan should stay like a shadow hiding under shade.”

Mirian suddenly had a vivid flashback of the man saying that to her as a child. She’d had another tantrum at school, and he’d met her out beneath an old tree. He’d talked about not thinking too hard about things she struggled to remember. He’d showed her how her shadow vanished when she was beneath the shade of the tree. Another bout of rage flashed through her. She took three deep breaths before she continued. “And is brainwashing Theodoro also for the greater good?”

“Yes,” said Westerun instantly.

Mirian sighed. “You’re not going to tell me anything useful, are you?”

“I can tell you all sorts of useful things. But I won’t betray my country.”

“Won’t betray Baracuel? You’re just like Nikoline. She said the same thing, while preparing to burn Torrviol. What’s the point of lying to me?” She tilted her head. “Or are you lying to yourself?”

“I am, and always will be, a patriot, and a man of God.” Westerun said. “There’s a glorious future ahead. A beautiful future. And you can’t stop it.”

Mirian shook her head and summoned her spellbook. The man’s eyes grew wide when it suddenly appeared in her hands. “The future goes on for a few more weeks, and then all life in Enteria is exterminated. There is the blade of the Fourth Prophet,” she said, summoning it and jabbing it through the wooden floor. “Here are the Holy Pages. I’m asking you these things, not just for myself, but because you’re intertwined with several critical precursor events that affect three entire countries. You’ve worked with the RID and the Deeps, and have meddled with the course of history. The current path leads to annihilation. It will be easier if you help me. I don’t know how many loops we have to get it right.”

“No,” Westerun whispered, though it wasn’t even an answer to her question. It was more than she could see fear overwhelming him. “No no no no no!” he said, backing away until he hit the counter. He reached for his amulet again, but Mirian ripped it off him, then worked through a list of divination spells to double-check that there weren’t any other security features she needed to worry about.

“Pull yourself together,” Mirian said, exasperated. “I know several methods of helping you calm down. Would you like to try one?”

Westerun pulled a knife from the kitchen drawer. He didn’t throw it, though, instead, after a moment of hesitation, he plunged it into his own neck.

Mirian watched as he bled out. Great, she thought.

“That won’t actually stop me, idiot. I can just try again.” She used gather liquid to clean up the mess, then incinerated the body and started searching his home.

***

Mirian arrived at Westerun’s house again, this time in an illusory disguise. Like Specter, he had a small focus on an ankle bracelet, which was going to be a problem. This cycle, after the gala she’d stalked Westerun for a few days, figuring out who his contacts at the University were and when he met his ‘apprentice,’ the RID agent named Gwenna who was manipulating Theodoro. A lot of his research was secured in the RID headquarters, which would be a pain to break into. More of it was apparently in the Baracuel Intelligence Gallery back in Palendurio. That gave her plenty of heists to plan, but she couldn’t exactly do those while also exploiting Aurum’s industrial empire from the shadows.

“Hello?” he asked, answering the door.

“Mr. Westerun! Sorry to intrude. The name’s Micael, I’m a big fan of your research. I was hoping to collaborate. I’ve discovered some new runes and a new scribing technique, and I think we can help each other.”

Again, he couldn’t mask his emotions, and Mirian saw that brief fear pass over him. “Ah, I’m a bit busy at the moment. Some other time? That does sound interesting. Let’s make an appointment.”

They both smiled at each other as they hashed out a meeting time. Then, Mirian used magic to watch through the walls as the man scrambled around. He burned a desk full of notes—she’d already read them last cycle—and kept touching his amulet. She’d used a subtle spike of heat to crack a key glyph in the sequence, so it wasn’t working. She then followed him from the shadows as he snuck out the back and went straight to an RID safe house.

Mirian went over the eavesdrop.

“—must be using an illusionary disguise, because I know my own handiwork. He has the memory impediment, but he’s not one of the patients. And his soul is impossibly bright. I suspect—I shouldn’t say.” Then he turned and looked at her through the wall. She noticed the wand he’d taken from one of the RID agents.

Damnit, a detect life spell. There wouldn’t be a meeting. Worse, if word got out about someone with an abnormal soul and memory curse running around, the RID would be after her, and it might mess with her ability to gain the fruits of Aurum’s research progress.

She shook her head, sadly. She was going to have to kill them all.

***

The next cycle, Mirian tried interacting with Westerun’s colleagues, making sure she didn’t meet with him directly. Unfortunately, the very nature of the work meant everyone was using celestial focuses. A report made its way to Westerun, and Mirian had to kill him again. The RID had already been alerted, so she had to withdraw from Vadriach until the end of the cycle. Only once the invasion was underway and Vadriach was dealing with constant arcane eruptions did she return to the city, just as she had ever since that first gala.

She headed straight for the factory where prototyping and testing was done. It was Mr. Aurum himself who found her this time, pouring through the notes and diagrams of the production process.

“You need to talk to the Zhighuans,” she said as he approached her from behind. She knew it was him because everyone’s posture in the room changed when he entered. “They understand crystallography far better than your people. Your copper purification process is superb, though. I wonder if we could mass produce orichalcum… would have to get the RID or the church involved, though, wouldn’t we?”

“Who are you?” Sylvester Aurum snapped.

Mirian turned. “A new Prophet. Which reminds me—have any other time travelers come to you? Or people with an uncanny ability to predict the future? No?”

“Explain the meaning of this,” he said, voice full of command. Behind him, several of his bodyguards had wands already drawn. They were exchanging worried glances at each other.

“The world ends in an hour,” Mirian said, walking away from the table to examine the prototype. “It turns out, the leyline problem is far more proximate than I implied. Though in retrospect, you should have known. I’ve dug up at least three research reports at the University that warn about the possibility.” There were other implications in those papers about the cause of the instability. The pattern of eruptions being more common along rail lines and cities appeared to hold true here, too. She needed to talk to Professor Viridian about it.

She examined the glyphs on the spell engine, quickly running through what the function would be in her mind. “These are only going to work if a leyline can be broken apart first. Perhaps it can have the energy spread out—but how to do that when the leyline is constantly in motion underground? The device can’t track it.”

Mr. Aurum blinked at her. “You—what do you mean an hour?”

“Stand back. I want to test your device.” Mirian said, summoning her spellbook. His bodyguards raised their wands.

“Test?” The magnate seemed both angry and stunned.

Mirian looked at the bodyguards. “Put your wands away. Didn’t you hear what I said? I’m going to channel arcane energy into this device, that’s all. Gods above.” They didn’t. Mirian sighed and turned her back to them. If they tried a direct attack, they’d run into her spell resistance, which would give her a chance to respond. But if they were content to watch her, she didn’t care.

She began to channel.

Here, at the edge of her power, the changes to her soul became most apparent. As her auric mana moved into the single glyph representing ‘arcane force,’ some ambient mana was also drawn into the spell, increasing its power and causing the mana in the room to stir as well. All the nearby arcanists would feel both the pressure of her spell, and like a thin breeze were passing over them. She heard one of them swear.

The crystal conduits in the prototype device began to glow, and the copper conduits paralleling them started to heat up as impurities caused the arcane energy to transform into light and heat. The heat imbalance caused fans on the device to activate, blowing the cool air of the room through the prototype, but the airflow was insufficient. As Mirian increased her power, the fans whirred, blowing papers off the table as a wind stirred inside the warehouse. There was a crack, and then an eruption of molten copper as crystal shards splintered and steel crumpled. Mirian conjured up a quick force shield to catch the shrapnel.

Silence descended on the warehouse, broken only by the distant shouting from outside.

Mirian went over to one of the tri-point measuring devices set up to monitor the experiment. “That was only 120 myr,” she said, then rubbed her forehead. She ran through the numbers in her head. ‘Myr’ was not a linear scale, so she couldn’t just do simple multiplication. “We would need some seven hundred of these to even tackle a small leyline. But you need time to tool the factories, train the artificers…” Mirian ground her teeth. “Dammit, I need more time!” She smashed her fist down on the table. Belatedly, she realized she’d embraced the Last Breath Of The Phoenix form and dented the metal top.

Everyone was staring at her.

“All this power, Mr. Aurum,” she said, gesturing at the factory. “But it won’t save you.” She looked at him. His neck was taut. He was trying to keep his expression calm, but there was a boiling anger in there. I know that feeling.

“You deceived me,” he said. Then, “This isn’t the end. You’re lying!”

Ah, he’s one of those types, she thought. She didn’t really want to talk to him. She levitated away, leaving through a high window. In a little bit, what he thought or felt wouldn’t matter in the slightest.

***

For the next cycle, she didn’t go to the gala. She’d already repeated her tactics too many times. She risked falling into a routine that another Prophet could exploit. She tried with Westerun again, this time, getting Nicolus to approach him, using several code phrases to imply Nikoline sent him.

The problem was, Nicolus was still a sixth year student and didn’t realize when he had a tail. Nurea was good, but she was just one person. Mirian’s divination picked it up, but by then, the RID had a group closing in around them.

Nicolus grimaced as Mirian explained, then said, “Ouch. Sorry, Mirian. Uh… can you get us out of here?”

She had to roll her eyes. “Of course I can.” Already, she was thinking about what she would do after they escaped. Perhaps this is the cycle to infiltrate the RID and get some of Westerun’s notes. The nest is already stirred up.

***

One more try, Mirian thought, watching Selesia enter Silou Westerun’s house through a special lensing spell. This one used a tri-bonded sequence to let her look at both light and soul energy at a distance. This required overlapping two lensing spells, but neither seemed to interfere with the other. It was a reminder that while she perceived soul energy as an image in her mind, it wasn’t at all the same as matter reflecting light.

She watched with anticipation. She’d spent several days coaching and practicing with Selesia, and she’d thought the subterfuge would be great fun. Mirian had even used an illusion to make herself look like the man so the practice felt real. Selesia was carrying a letter of introduction purportedly written by Specter, and it had all three code words integrated in to confirm it. The idea was that Specter had recruited her, noticed her knack for rune magic, and sent her along.

Now, Mirian was three blocks away, peering out a window. Westerun started by making tea. Then they started to talk. Mirian wasn’t listening in since she didn’t want to risk Westerun picking up the listening device. She knew from examining his spellbook he did have a divination spell that would detect the associated glyphs.

The conversation continued, and Mirian felt herself relaxing. It’s working, she thought—just as Selesia suddenly put her hands to her throat and started seizing up.

She snapped the lensing spells off. He’d poisoned her. He’d fucking poisoned her.

Mirian had been working on a new levitation spell, and deployed it now. It used force energy to push the caster in the same direction as their movement on a horizontal plane. It was incredibly mana inefficient, but it also let her travel as fast as she could push, rather than being limited by the strange rules that surrounded the antigravity force.

A rage seized her.

She crossed all three blocks in a matter of seconds. Then she blew apart the west wall of his house.

Selesia was shaking on the floor. Vomit was trailing from her mouth, and she’d turned pale. Mirian looked at her soul and knew instantly at least one of the poisons he’d used: bloodleaf. This time, though, she knew how to heal it.

Westerun saw her, and he looked like he’d seen Carkavakom Himself.

He might as well have.

Mirian used her well-practiced quickened spell techniques to simultaneously cast two of Luspire’s most destructive fire spells, snapping into place a heat shield in front of herself and Selesia only after the spells were already beginning to ignite. With a roar, Westerun’s entire house erupted in a column of fire.

Belatedly, she realized she was screaming profanities at him in Adamic, just as she had as a child. She settled to the ground, kneeling next to Selesia. She was seizing up, her soul blackening. Westerun’s house, minus the small section of carpet Selesia was lying on, was a smoldering black crater. Smoke billowed from the trees in his garden; the fire had been so intense, it had ignited them, and ignited the two houses adjacent to him.

Mirian gingerly picked up Selesia’s body and flew them south, alternating cure poison and healing spells through her as she gently worked the poison out of her.

“I’m… sorry. I… failed,” Selesia managed.

She shook her head. “It’s not your failing. And we don’t need him.” Rostal didn’t teach me those Adamic curses. Neither did my tutor. The memories are still there. I’ll find another way.

“W-where…?”

“I need to take some measurements in south Akana. I’m taking you home, to Takoa.” She smiled at Selesia, feeling none of the serenity she was trying to project. “I’d also like to meet your family and let them know what a brave daughter they have.”

Selesia, however, had passed out. Mirian landed them on top of a departing train, then used illusion spells to cloak them. She snuck them inside, then continued to work on healing Selesia as the train headed south for Takoa.

            
Chapter 182 - The First City
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                Selesia finally woke up as they were entering the Semnol lands. Like Takoa, they were one of the semi-autonomous governments, sort of like what Florin was to Baracuel, but technically part of Akana and subject to some of its laws. Mirian hoped she didn’t have to learn anything about it. She had enough useless information jumbled up in her brain.

“Hey. Doing alright?”

Selesia groaned. “I feel like a tree stump in its second year of decay,” she said.

“Bloodleaf is a nasty poison. I have runes needed to cure it specifically because I’ve seen it before.” She’d scribed it for use on herself, but given the strength of her aura now, she would probably just bump the temporal anchor in her soul against the wall of its housing, instantly removing her from the loop. The poison did more damage the stronger the aura, and given how difficult it had been to cure Selesia, she needed to avoid the poison. Poisons in general were annoying because they required specific rune sequences to counter. Technically, healing was supposed to use specific sequences too, but Mirian usually just used raw soul energy on the wound most of the time. Apparently, this could lead to dire consequences for a person in the long term, but she didn’t have to worry about that.

The train began to slow as it approached Semnol’s Tidewater City, the name of their capital. Mirian had them get off, using illusions to mask them both, then hide in a nearby pastry shop. Sure enough, several RID agents boarded the train they’d just left. She stopped by an artificer’s shop for supplies. In a nearby cafe, she quickly scribed and assembled three devices, then had them get on the next train.

“The RID has magical telegraph lines between the major cities, which they maintain at great expense,” she explained to Selesia. It had given Troytin the ability to rapidly mobilize the RID across the continent. She still didn’t fully know what he had gotten up to in Akana. “We’ll lose them soon enough.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because there’s going to be three more mysterious fires in Tidewater. They’ll be looking there.” She’d assembled three ‘seeds of chaos’ devices while they’d waited for the next train.

“Oh. That’s… kinda terrible, isn’t it? What if it lands on someone’s home?”

“They should land in the commercial district on one of the big warehouses, but yes, it’s a risk,” she acknowledged. “Selesia, if you ever get stuck in a time loop, just know it’ll play absolute havoc on your morality. Especially if you start justifying things for the greater good. There’s very little I can’t justify to myself when the world is at stake.”

“I guess so,” she said, and then got a pensive look as she watched the countryside pass by. After a while, she noticed what Mirian was doing. “What is all that?”

“Notes on what the RID has been doing with mind magic,” she said. “When I couldn’t get Westerun to talk, I snuck into their headquarters a few times. Akana seems to have offered Westerun a better deal, so this isn’t what they did to me, but it builds on it. Westerun and his team figured out how to impede memory, but all these documents imply it took a lot of time, and worked best on a malleable mind.” When Selesia gave her a questioning look, she clarified, “Children.”

“That’s so gross,” she said.

“Yes, though they seem to have killed roughly a hundred test subjects continuing the research. Gods know who they murdered. This seems to be the source of the sleep curse on—another person I’ve seen.” Jherica, she thought, but didn’t want to say out loud. “They stumbled on it. It turns out, controlling what a person thinks or does is difficult, but damaging their mind is relatively easy.” Mirian sighed. “This could have been a series of experiments that helped us understand the brain and how to repair it, one of the things priests struggle the most to heal. Instead, it’s yet another project about domination.”

Mirian thought of Troytin. She thought of the rich men swarming the Golden Tower. She thought of General Corrmier as he tightened his grip over Palendurio.

Her voice became heavy with contemplation as she said, “Those who wish to dominate others must never be allowed to take power.”

Selesia shivered. “Woah,” she said.

“What?” Mirian asked.

“Your face got all stone-like, and when you said that, your eyes kinda glowed. I mean, it’s one thing to consciously know you’re a Prophet, and another to… feel it.” 

***

When they arrived in Takoa’s First City, Mirian immediately fell in love with it. It was reminiscent of the larger Akanan cities, but there was a way the people carried themselves that made it feel more like she was walking into open arms. It wasn’t that people smiled more, but there was something about the subtle way they acknowledged her as she passed them on the streets. The multicolored braided cords they wore gave them all a little more color, and the city was brighter for it.

The buildings also had more care put into them. In Mercanton, what mattered was how fast a structure could be put up. Here, each building had some sort of artwork and natural feature attached. One store had a mural depicting Saint Shiamagoth shielding Takoa during the Fifth Akanan War. Another’s surface was covered in the kinds of curving wooden statues Takoa favored, each an abstract symbol or animal. Little gardens were everywhere, next to every shop and street.

This far south, the grip of the seasons loosened. The trees here had never lost their leaves, and Mirian could pretend, if only for a moment, that she had finally escaped the eternal fall and winter of the loop.

Selesia’s family was very kind to her, and her mother didn’t say anything even after she saw that Mirian had spent an hour scribing glyphs in the guest bedroom to ward it.

As she began to work on her leyline detectors, Mirian kept an eye out for anything suspicious. She deployed the first one on the southernmost tip of Akana in a port warehouse. Another, she levitated northeast of town on a large hill. She brought another one several miles back west by train, deploying it a few miles outside one of the small villages that dotted the coast.

Then, she worked to get a fancy spell engine like the one Viridian had used brought down from Vadriach University. It was a mapping engine, and the same coordinate system that allowed one to indicate roads and rivers worked perfectly for showing the paths of the leylines. Getting it to add the intensity of the leylines was a week-long project. By the end of it, Mirian was seriously considering writing the designer a strongly worded letter just for the satisfaction of it.

Selesia and her parents watched when she finally activated it in their living room, having input the coordinates of her most recent data and all the measurements she’d recorded from using Sylvester Aurum’s little empire to collect data for her.

A complex map of illusionary glowing lines appeared above the device, overlaid with another map showing a large portion of Enteria. Dozens of illusionary leylines snaked beneath the continents, glowing different colors based on their intensity. Mirian hit a switch, and the map moved through snapshots the leylines near the start of the cycle, in the middle of it, and near the end.

She started narrating her thoughts, more for herself than anyone else. “Hmm. It’s Akana Praediar that has the most arcane energy running through its leylines. That energy then moves east.” She switched back and forth between the snapshots.

“It changes a lot, near the end,” Selesia said.

“Yes. As the energy moves eastward, the Baracueli lines reroute.” She squinted at one of the lines linking Arborholm to Torrviol. “Fascinating. You can actually see the influence of the Akanan dreadnought airships pushing the leyline. There’s a confluence of arcane energy beneath the Monument. It’s not one line, but dozens. The frostlands and Endelice leylines connect to it.” Mirian’s heart started beating faster. She could see other places where more leylines than usual were meeting. One network was beneath Alkazaria. Under Palendurio, there were so many leylines feeding into it, it was like there was a pool of energy beneath it. More Monuments? She could see why her efforts to find the inferred gate under Palendurio hadn’t worked. It was significantly further west than she’d thought, and deeper underground, beneath the water level.

She continued to verbalize her thoughts. “If the Torrviol Monument is destroyed, the breakdown is much faster. But either way, the leylines start shifting, and the changes propagate down south. I still need to get readings from down there.” Damn Ibrahim and that necromancer, she thought. Then something else struck her. “This is interesting. The leylines emerging from Tlaxhuaco are significantly less intense. The chain of disruption doesn’t touch them.”

“Is that weird?” Selesia asked.

“Maybe. I’ve also started taking data on ambient mana.” Ever since her experience in the Endelice, she’d realized she needed to stop taking for granted what she had been taught was ‘true’ and investigate it herself. “There’s the buildup of it in the frostlands. Then in Akana, there’s a significant disruption. Gods above, I didn’t realize the scale of the spell engine use. I don’t understand, though. Why would the remnant D-class mana deplete the ambient mana in an area?”

She looked at her latest readings from the leyline detectors. The southernmost detector was picking up significantly more ambient mana than the northern ones. “If this gradient continues farther south, the same increased ambient mana seen in the frostlands is also in Tlaxhauco.” Mirian thought of the strange simulation room near the end of the Frostland’s Gate Vault. “It’s all connected. I just need to model mathematically how.” It was time to start recruiting the professors in Torrviol.

Selesia made a face. “I’m, like, pretty sure I just learned in lecture that ambient mana is uniform. But it’s not, is it?” She turned to her mom. “You remember the First City?”

Her mother nodded. “That’s when we first knew to start getting you arcanist lessons. You felt it.”

Mirian raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t this First City?”

“Yes,” Selesia’s mother said, “But that’s just the traditional name for the heart of Takoa. Wherever we call home is the First City. But long, long ago, there was another First City, the one for which all the others take its name. Those who still venerate our ancestors and the old ways make a holy pilgrimage there.”

A rush of excitement filled Mirian. “And there’s… a difference in the ambient mana there?” I have to study it. Is it possible to repeat what I did up in the Endelice?

***

The rail lines heading northwest out of Takoa’s port city only had a few cars for people. The rest were dedicated freight. Selesia joined her again, while her parents stayed behind. They understood what was going on, but they preferred to keep a sense of normalcy.

Despite the refrigerating enchantments cooling the train cars, Mirian could smell the piles of dead myrvites every time a train heading west passed by. She started calculating how many tons of myrvite meat was moving along the tracks. It was clear to her that Clement’s numbers on harvested myrvite organs were no exaggeration. But what will they do when they run out?

Akana Praediar was a large continent, and for centuries, the few people living on it had mostly stuck to the coast, leaving the interior untamed. There were a lot of myrvites, but without some sort of scheme like Baracuel’s spellward partitions and hunting permits, these sort of harvests couldn’t possibly last.

They passed a pulp mill, which came with its own terrible stench, then a lumber yard. Mirian gaped at the scene. Stretching for what had to be miles were piles and piles of logs. The forests too, she realized. One of the old maps in Bainrose had called this area the Shian Woods, but now it was farmland and pastures. “How long ago was this all forest?” she asked Selesia.

Selesia scrunched up her face in thought. “Uh… it’s been like this ever since I was young. I think maybe my grandma said she used to play in them?”

Mirian had trouble wrapping her head around it. It seemed impossible to conceive of such a large area transforming so completely. After a time, the landscape seemed unchanging. It was just fields and fields, and one seemed much the same as the others. “I don’t know much about the First City. Uh, the first First City,” Mirian said.

Selesia laughed. “That’s normal. I don’t even think they teach about it in other parts of the country. It’s an old Takoa legend. During the God’s War, people fled and tried to hide. Everywhere, they died in terrible infernos that spewed from the Gates of Fire. The old cities all were turned to ash, and the people were forced to scatter far from the Gates. Then, the Ominian directed Saint Shiamagoth to protect Their people, and He descended upon what would become the First City. While the Ominian defended Enteria from the sky, Shiamagoth shielded them on the ground. So now, when you reach a certain age, you take a pilgrimage to the spot He stood at and pray.”

Miran furrowed her brow. “The Gates of Fire?” She mentally thought about the translation. “Ah, the Infernal Holes that were part of the Cataclysm. I guess ‘hole,’ ‘portal,’ and ‘gate,’ are all the same word in Friian.”

“I don’t think it’s a translation thing. The words for ‘gate’ and ‘hole’ are separate in the old Takoan language. Ah, don’t ask me about it though, we only learned a bit in elementary school, and when I stopped talking to my grandma in it, I sort of forgot most of it.”

Mirian breathed in, thinking of her dreams. The air still smelled pungent. “The Ominian showed me the wall of fire from the God’s War. It was so vast—it stretched across the stars. They didn’t show me how They stopped it. It seems impossible, even for a God. As it approached Enteria, I could feel—I could feel the despair.” She shivered. “If They could stop that, though… how can They not stop this?”

Selesia obviously didn’t have an answer.

As the landscape passed them by, Mirian fell into a reverie. How important are those old histories? How much was myth, and what truths still hide in the old legends? And does any of that help me stop the apocalypse? She couldn’t help but suspect knowledge of the Elder Gods and the old Prophets had to contain clues.

Soon enough, they reached their station. The small town they arrived at must have been only a few decades old, but it somehow already looked downtrodden. As Mirian pulled her leyline detector through town on a spellcart, several people gave her dirty looks.

“You look too Persaman,” Selesia explained.

“Ah. That again,” Mirian said with a sigh. There was no point even acknowledging them. Whatever she did, nothing would change.

Once they were far enough down the road, Mirian started levitating them and the leyline detector, leaving the spellcart behind. They flew past an abandoned mine, heading west near the coast.

“Why’d they abandon such a holy city?” Mirian asked as they flew.

“Dunno. It was like, a thousand years ago. Or maybe a few hundred. A long time. I don’t think anyone knows anymore.”

Eventually, they began to see trees again. They passed over a thick swamp, full of tangled brush and cypress trees sitting atop their little root spires. Mirian saw a crocodile floating down below, as well as several birds she didn’t recognize.

“That was annoying to pass through by boat as a kid, let me tell you,” Selesia said. “I think I got bitten by maybe a hundred insects.”

An hour later, the swamp dried as the landscape ascended into shallow hills.

“Just ahead. There. That’s the pyramid.”

Mirian had to blink a few times as they approached the ‘pyramid’ Selesia had just pointed out. At first, she couldn’t see it as anything except a big grass and tree covered hill. Then, she began to understand. It wasn’t a true pyramid, but a hill that had been shaped and then reinforced with stone. Bits of that stone facade were now scattered about, though the top of the dirt mound had long ago been lopped off. Erosion had torn big strips off the artificial hill, but she could imagine what it once looked like. They landed, and Mirian looked at her feet. An old obsidian tool was sticking out of the ground. Farther up, fragments of pottery and brick jutted out of the tufts of grass. A few dozen feet away, there was the foundation of a house, the stone weathered away and the walls all fallen. Little by little, she began to see the traces of the ancient city.

Then, she closed her eyes, and little by little, she could feel a stir in the ambient mana. It was nothing like the abundance of mana up in the Endelice, but there was something here.

At the start of the cycle, she hadn’t at all intended to come here. Over the years, she had often wished for a straightforward path, an easy road to follow. But that’s not how life works, she knew now. The Ominian had shown her. When she had first stumbled into Palendurio, she could never have predicted the path that would lead her to confronting Apophagorga. If there is no road, I must wander, and in wandering, I will create the path.

Mirian breathed in the air. It had a humid, weighty feel to it. Few traces remained of the great city, but as Mirian walked, she felt the weight of time bearing down on her. When the wind whispered through the leaves and the grass, she could imagine it was old voices of long dead generations speaking to her.

“This place is beautiful,” she told Selesia. “Please. Show me your city.”

Selesia smiled back at her, and they began to walk.

            
Chapter 183 - The Desolation

                Selesia led the way, with Mirian levitating the leyline detector behind them. “Over there was the forum,” the younger woman said, pointing to a grove of trees. “This was the temple, which was the seat of government too. Down that way were docks. Takoa and Tlaxhuaco would trade quite a bit, though I guess they would stick to the coast, then quickly island-hop to avoid sea serpents. We would trade for a bunch of things, but it was Saint Xylatarvia’s gift that we valued the most. Priests would go on holy journeys to get a small piece.”

I wonder how Xylatarvia went from goddess to saint in their eyes, Mirian wondered. “Xylatarvia’s gift?”

“Some sort of sacred jade,” Selesia said, waving her hand dismissively. “I don’t know if I really believe all the old tales. Like, there’s no such thing as a talking tree. I doubt they had court birds who advised the king. Maybe some of it was true, or based on something true. Like the king had pet birds he really liked.”

Mirian’s brow furrowed. Xipuatl’s soul focus looked a lot like jade. Elder reliquaries, he called them. I still don’t know why. A reliquary is a container for a holy relic, but he was insistent on the translation from Tlaxa. Why would Tlaxhuaco have more of them than Takoa? No one seems to know how to make a focus anymore. The Luminate order said it was a lost art. So where does the material come from? There’s no way everyone killed enough elder titans; titan catalysts have different properties. But how would such a critical technology be lost?

Her thoughts cast back to the shrine at the end of the Frostland’s Gate Vault. There had been eight statues of the Elder Gods. The Ominian had been absent, and the eighth god had been one she’d never heard of.

What does it all mean?

“…and this is where Saint Shiamagoth touched the world.”

There were a variety of flowers Mirian had never seen planted around a thick slab of quartzite. The stone swirled with blue and white minerals—a rare variety, she knew.

“It used to be at the top of the pyramid, and a lot bigger. When I was taking my pilgrimage here, I had to help clean it. That was when I first sensed this place was different.” Selesia looked out from the top of the mound and smiled. “It was the strangest feeling, the first time I felt it. The arcane sense, though I didn’t know it at the time. I thought it was the saint’s touch. In that moment, I knew I was special.” She chuckled. “Took a few years at the academy to disabuse me of that notion.”

“You are special. There’s memories I have of you that I know you’ll never have… but I treasure them,” Mirian said gently. “I just wish you could have shared them.”

Selesia swallowed hard. She didn’t seem to know how to respond to that.

Mirian closed her eyes. “You had a lot of innate talent if you sensed the ambient mana difference back then. It’s a subtle thing.” She had been right. It was there. It was like seeing little sparks dancing through a dark room. They flitted around, small and faint. When she tried to focus on them, it was like they faded from her gaze. In the Endelice, she had seen a clear pattern. She had felt the lesson the Ominian had sought to teach her. It had come to her naturally.

For three days, they stayed in the ruins of the First City while Mirian took readings and attempted to see the pattern. Then, with food dwindling, Mirian decided they should head back. She left the leyline detector to take further readings. They journeyed back towards civilization. There was still plenty of time in the cycle to make and deploy several other detectors and finish up the late-cycle readings she needed on Akana Praediar.

***

They headed back southeast to reach the train line, then back to Takoa. Selesia was feeling melancholy and wanted to stay with her family. She offered to collect the readings of the four detectors nearby. Mirian thanked her, and headed back along the north line to Vadriach alone. Out of habit, she grabbed several broadsheets as she was gathering new detector supplies. A few ‘wanted’ posters described her, though they hadn’t gotten a good look at her face. She had no problems buying tickets for a private car, then heading west.

The Vadriach Line trains had clever glyph sequences that targeted certain stenches for removal. Even with them, she still could smell the freight trains when they passed by. And the freight trains were constant. The only place that would have more cargo coming in was Mercanton.

Over the next few days, Mirian rode the trains up through the Western Plains. As she traveled, she kept one leyline detector active, just so she could get a solid reading on ambient mana. The readings leveled out at a fairly normal range, but she felt something wrong.

It took her some time to figure out what it was. She paused her work to meditate as they traveled. There was something in the air. It wasn’t like the flickering sparks she’d felt in the ruins of the First City. Instead, it was like an absence, like something was being sucked away.

As they passed the headwaters of the Hikstoluck River, Mirian began to understand.

There were fields covered, not by fallen trees, but fallen myrvites. She watched as they passed a train unloading piles of myrvite bodies. There were open-air warehouses where workers butchered them. Rows of chimeras, stacked in piles, stood next to rows of plains drakes, which stood next to piles of cockatrice—and it didn’t end. Spellcarts moved about the area, moving bodies around, which were cut apart and stacked in new piles of meat, spell organs, and detritus. The stench was unbearable.

Here, she could feel it. There was some energy level between arcane and celestial that her titan catalyst helped her pick up on, and it was there that her senses could feel a sensation that she could only describe as unnerving. There was a wrongness to it. Mirian had no love of myrvites, but she could hear the Ominian’s voice.

THIS PLACE, They had told her.

With a shock, she suddenly recognized the area. The twisting rivers had changed it, but the nearby hills still followed a pattern she’d seen in her dreams. Instead of birds and storm raptors circling in the skies, there were clouds of insects that even the wards couldn’t fully repel. Instead of herds of plains drakes and ebonfire bison, there was this desolation.

She felt sick, and it had nothing to do with the smell.

The Ominian didn’t save Enteria only for us, she thought.

***

It took several more trains, each more rickety than the last, but Mirian finally made it to the far Akanan city of Frontier. It was aptly named. At least out west, the world still felt intact; there were spellwards around the cities and towns, but that meant there was still wilderness that existed to repel. She took her measurements, then began the long journey back.

As she made her way back, an article from a paper she’d picked up in Vadriach caught her eye. Infiltration of the Arborholm military base? Her heart began to pound. She was quite sure that was a new event. Someone’s up there, then. After the airships, for sure. But to do what with?

She studied the papers again, this time paying close attention to the details. The articles could vary quite a bit depending on how much of a stir Mirian had made, but she tried to think back to her first scouting expeditions, before she’d had an impact. Several of these have changed, and I doubt a bit of arson and the RID hunting for a fugitive would have changed this much in broadsheets coming out of Arborholm and Ferrabridge.

That led her to another question: why were there so many time travelers based in Akana Praediar? That made Troytin, Jherica, Celen, and now a mysterious fourth.

It does explain why Troytin established himself in Torrviol. Perhaps it wasn’t just an effort to displace me, but also to prevent rivals in Akana from being able to reach him. Except, wouldn’t that leave his operations there vulnerable to anyone remaining? How fast did he remove Jherica and Celen? And was the fourth traveler his rival, or ally?

She needed more information.

The rest of the cycle, as she went to check her leyline detectors, she paid close attention to the papers, and a close eye on the people around her. There appeared to be some anomalies around the assassination of Prime Minister Kinsman, but it was hard to say for sure. There were still stories running about a mysterious culprit who’d assassinated a ‘paragon of the community.’ Mirian couldn’t help but sneer as she read the bloviating, chummy pieces about Westerun. If she hadn’t known any better, she’d have thought he needed a shrine next to Shiamagoth. It was clear that the RID was eager to hunt her down, which may have influenced who they had deployed at the assassination.

Still, the other Prophet could be at work here. That played with her nerves. The rest of the world had become this harmless thing she didn’t have to worry about—but other Prophets were different. They could actually hurt her.

And help, she reminded herself, but the blow that Troytin had struck against her so many years ago still lingered. He had left a scar on her ability to trust. Worse, Mirian wasn’t sure if that was a boon or a curse.

At the end of the cycle, she thanked Selesia. The girl looked so sad as she said goodbye. And so young. 

“I don’t mean to be a burden. It’s just… you were this cool student I wanted to ask out, but couldn’t work up the courage to talk to. And it’s so strange to learn that… it happened. That we might have been together, and been happy, and it all would have worked out. But because of the loop, it never will.”

 “I carry all the memories with me still,” Mirian said to her. “I will remember it all. I promise.” It wasn’t much of a balm to the other woman, but it was what she could offer.

***

When she woke again in Torrviol, Mirian showed the Sword of the Fourth Prophet to the Luminate Temple just after breakfast. The first tri-point meter the Academy brought out to test her on, she overloaded. A special tri-point meter used to measure the power of archmages had to be fetched from Luspire’s quarters. When she channeled a 127 myr lightning bolt, destroying the target and setting several fires, Mirian’s claim of Prophet was undeniable.

“Cancel classes and direct the students to begin building defenses per this document,” she said, handing Professor Cassius an annotated map. “An army will likely be coming through Torrviol on the 28th. However, the Baracuel Army will be busy with an invasion in the south. I’ll explain more later,” she told Luspire. “Schedule a meeting of all the professors of the Academy to meet on the 5th. Anyone with skill in artifice, I need your help building a spell engine. The nature of the crisis will become clear after it's built and I have presented my findings to you all.”

Archmage Luspire predictably bristled at this. “Prophet or no, I am in charge of the Torrviol Academy. I will take your suggestions into consideration,” he said.

Mirian smiled at him. Without breaking eye contact, she called, “Nikoline Brunn!” and used lift person to drag the spy over. With her soul bindings, Specter was easy to pick out, even behind her illusions.

“What is the meaning of this?” Luspire said at the same time a shocked Specter said, “Unhand me!”

Mirian embraced the titan catalyst and sheared away the soul bindings of her disguise. “Here is your manipulator,” Mirian said, as Nikoline’s hair and eyes began to transform. “I respect you too much to try to bind you with puppet strings. You’ll find the real Adria in the catacombs, murdered by this traitor.” She cut away the focus at Specter’s ankle along with her other weapons. As she handed the focus over to a shocked Priest Krier, she called out, “Magistrate Ada! We have a spy ring to break up.”

***

The days passed in a whirlwind. With Torres, Jei, and several other professors and artisans, they assembled a complex illusion engine. It wasn’t quite the same as a Vadriach spell engine, but the difference was they’d made it in five days instead of a month, and with a team of ten instead of a team of fifty. It was limited in functionality, and the map of Enteria was a primitive two-dimensional display, but it would serve its function.

Luspire had eventually grit his teeth and allowed the meeting to proceed, though he was still going to be grumpy about it. Mirian had promised not to manipulate him, but she knew him too well. When she told him, “You know, I’ve met Tyrcast, and I think he’s a fraud,” that made the old archmage perk right up, and suddenly, he was just a little less resistant to her requests.

They met on the third level of the Bainrose Library, Mirian’s spell engine projecting the leyline data, map, and ambient mana levels of three different times in sequence. Mirian gave her presentation to the group in concise, technical language as she explained the eruptions, the leyline cascade, and then the collapse.

“…I haven’t gone down into Persama, but it’s simple to extrapolate from what we can see here. As the leylines reform, they move away from the spot directly below the Divir Moon, and the moon falls to Enteria. What is unclear is why the resulting magical detonation is so large. Either way, nothing survives.”

Silence gripped the room. Professor Endresen was the first to break it. “Well, that solves the physics mystery of Divir, doesn’t it?” she said, a bit too cheerful for the room. “Well, it doesn’t explain… is there an anti-arcane force? Or is it more like magnets in how it repels the moon?”

“The Elder Gods seem to have created a material that is repelled by the leylines. The Akanans discovered some in the Labyrinth, and used it to make the airship dreadnoughts that will be attacking us on the 28th,” Mirian replied. “However, studying such a material is no guarantee that we can create more. And either way, it’s the leyline collapse we need to prevent. It may be possible to use Sylvester Aurum’s factories to produce leyline regulators in sufficient quantity to change the direction of a key leyline. If one leyline can be used to cause a cascade of changes in the others, it may be possible to prevent the reroute. Though that assumes we can rapidly train dozens of arcanists on Zhighuan crystal spells and we can actually get the regulators down to the leyline, which has never been done.”

The room became quiet again as the circle of professors around the table contemplated the problem.

“The Divine Monument is connected,” Luspire said.

“Certainly. But even with tools drawn from the Labyrinth and all the knowledge I’ve collected, it is an Elder device beyond anyone’s comprehension. We can continue working towards a breakthrough, and should, but we also must consider the possibility that it offers no salvation.” Mirian was desperately hoping she was wrong about that and the breakthrough was closer than she thought, but she didn’t voice that. She wanted to see if any of the gathered arcanists had thought of something she hadn’t.

Viridian was looking at Luspire. Luspire was doing his best to ignore the silver-haired man. Finally, the Archmage said, “Fine, Selkus! Say it. And Mirian, make sure the Luminates don’t steal him away.” Under his breath he grumbled, “The last thing I need is the Order’s ire too.”

Selkus Viridian gave his kindly smile to the room and stood. “In my younger days, I became curious about the question of where the waste mana in spell engines went. I believe this data confirms my hypothesis, and in fact, makes the warnings I gave at the time seem quite understated.”

Atger and Holvatti let out noises of exasperation, but Mirian put up her hand to silence them. “Why would the Luminate Order take you?”

“Because I was and am a practitioner of the traditional druidic magics of Baracuel,” he said simply.

Mirian blinked. “Well, you’ve kept that secret quite well hidden. From me, at least. This isn’t the first time I’ve met with you. Why haven’t I heard about this?”

Luspire muttered, “Oh for fuck’s sake.”

Viridian continued to smile merrily. “You probably didn’t delve too deeply into decades-old academic feuds. Suffice to say, my research caused a great deal of stir, and then a great deal of retaliation. The Luminate Order opened up an official investigation into whether or not I was practicing necromancy, while the King’s Academy fired and disavowed me due to pressure from the donors. After a decade of academic exile, my good friend Medius Luspire graciously allowed me to work here as long as I promised not to speak of my research or my hobby. A promise I’ve kept until now.”

Mirian found herself grinding her teeth. This was just like finding out that the Arcane Praetorians had known about the eruptions taking place for fifty years. “And your hypothesis?” she snapped.

“The D-class mana from an engine becomes undetectable a few hours after its release. The common assumption is that it decomposes back into ambient mana. However, using myrvite plants that contain different classes of mana, I was able to show that mana types can bind with each other, much like the chemical bonds dear Sefora here studies, and that mana density can change. Simply put, I believe the D-class mana output by spell engines is binding with nearby ambient mana, then descending into the Labyrinth and leylines, overloading the system. Only, I erroneously thought the problem would only manifest itself in the eruptions, not the annihilation of all life on Enteria.”

A chill settled over Mirian.

“I see before me a brilliantly done study that confirms my investigations in a way I never dreamed possible.”

“Damnit, Selkus, we all know your study was—” Holvatti started, but Luspire shot him a withering glare and he shut up.

Several other professors seemed as shaken as Mirian.

Viridian continued. “We can see clear evidence that in areas with higher spell engine usage, there’s less ambient mana and higher leyline intensity. The system has reached a tipping point. The implications are obvious. Likely, its too late for my suggestions to actually solve the crisis—the tipping point has already been reached—but it’s clear what must be done to prevent another crisis from occurring even if this one is solved.”

Mirian already knew what he was about to say. Viridian did love his dramatic flourishes, and he had been building to this one with the care of an artist finishing up a masterpiece on his canvas. Only, the implications of his conclusion were terrifying. Civilization had a certain inertia to itself. It was like with Troytin and the Deeps—going along with their plans was easy. Getting them to stop what they were doing was nearly impossible. Here, though, she wouldn’t be fighting the Department or their allies in the coup. She would be fighting every merchant who made money on the trade and every citizen who used a spell engine for anything. They would have to tear down all the spellwards that protected people. The world would be thrown from a predictable order into unfathomable chaos. A critical discovery had been right in front of her, she just hadn’t wanted it to be true.

“We must put an end to the use of spell engines,” Viridian concluded, and then sat down.
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                    My friend Emmideer is doing her own timeloop story: Atzi! Emmideer is the person who convinced me to give Mother of Learning a try, infecting me with the progression fantasy virus, and the resulting butterfly effect led to this story.

Atzi is basically the opposite of Mirian: an absolute disaster of a lizard, without a single pieous bone in her body. A train-wreck made scale-and-flesh that you can't look away from. I don't really have to say more; read the first chapter and you'll know exactly what kind of person she is.

If you're hungry for more timeloops, cool worldbuilding, and a fun story, check out Atzi. I will personally be berating Emmideer to write faster until it's finished! She's a true timeloop sicko, so I'm excited to see where her story goes.
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Atzi





Atzi is the last person who should be stuck in a timeloop. 

But a timeloop means pretty women to seduce! Wealth to spend! Magic power to steal! This lizard may be easily distracted, talentless, and lonely, but she's still a looper.

A shame she must contend with selfish gods warring, mad mages casting apocalyptic spells, skeletons, demons, and a hole in the sky. The world destroyed, again and again, when all she wants to know… is why her crush killed her.

- - - - 

New chapters currently twice a week, Wednesday and Saturday















                
Chapter 184 - The Druid

                As soon as Viridian was done with his dramatic proclamation, the room erupted into conversation. Mirian sat in her chair, thinking. Luspire was rubbing his forehead like he had a headache. Torres had gone pale. Jei was sitting there stoically like someone had just told her the weather would be overcast. Holvatti and Atger had begun to shout some sort of counter-argument that involved flaws in methodology, while Runer and Endresen argued back at them. There were, Mirian knew, various petty feuds among the professors, though she had deliberately tried to avoid learning about them because they seemed so infantile.

Mirian went back through the illusion displays. She had no doubt in her mind that Viridian was right. The leylines might fluctuate in energy naturally, but there was no historical precedent for a disaster like this. The arcane energy had come from somewhere, and the question of spell engine leakage had been a longstanding one.

What she didn’t need was to get a headache from incessant bickering.

“Enough,” she said, amplifying her voice.

The room turned to her.

“Viridian, how long does it take for an arcane energy buildup like this?”

“I believe there’s an ecological component to this, too,” he said calmly. “The disruptions in myrvite populations are also contributing to the energy buildups, though I can only say how that works on the local organisms here. At the current rate? Perhaps a decade.”

Mirian let out a breath she’d been holding. “That changes the equation. We don’t need to end spell engine usage overnight. But we will need to drastically curtail its usage, then find a way to dissipate energy buildup faster than more energy is being added. This still doesn’t help us actually solve the current crisis, just prevent the next one.”

“But there can be no other way to move that much arcane energy!” Holvatti protested. “We have to use spell engines to do it.”

Torres glared at him. “And every ten spell engines we used would require us to use another eight spell engines to compensate for their output. Neither the fossilized myrvite supply nor the industry of either Akana or Baracuel can handle such a task. New problems require new solutions.”

“Of course you’d say that,” Atger said.

“Professor Atger, kindly leave this room,” Mirian said, voice calm but deadly.

“What? I—”

Luspire rolled his eyes. “Do it, Jurrian. And next time, don’t act like a child.”

Jurrian Atger looked around the table, then went beet red. He angrily scooched back his chair then left.

As the door closed, Jei spoke. “The reason a wand conduit works is because it allows no other path for the arcane energy. This lets casters get sloppy with energy manipulation, which is bad. But it also shows us that arcane energy, once in conduit of sufficient capacity, can be redirected without external energy. This is the theoretical basis to proceed.”

Torres said something to Jei in Gulwenen, and she replied. Torres stood. “I agree with Song. Research in conduit formation and the design of passive siphon-conduits must be our priority. Sefora and Holvatti, you could collaborate to test for new conduits that might be able to more efficiently carry the arcane force. Jei and I can work on the design of a passive conduit.”

Mirian sighed. “This isn’t the first cycle we’ve done something like this. Seneca, you’ve already tried a lot of crystal variations, using a device from the Labyrinth that can grow perfect crystals every time. None of them have beat corundum.” Mirian hesitated. “Though I do have a theory. Just as small inclusions can change corundum from sapphire to ruby, perhaps orichalcum or mythril inclusions can increase corundum’s arcane capacity. There are still plenty of things to test.” She surveyed the room. “Archmage, I would like you to lead the efforts on the Divine Monument. And I’d like you to bring Endresen into the project.”

She continued, assigning roles that would change up the dynamics from previous cycles. As long as initial conditions changed, so would their thinking, and they might find something new.

Finally, she ended with, “And Viridian, we need to talk.”

Viridian’s eyes sparkled. “Of course,” he said.

***

As the denizens of the Academy scurried about, Mirian met Viridian in the Myrvite Studies secure area. He seemed surprised when she had a glyphkey already.

“The Akanan spies have them. I usually take one for convenience if I’m sticking around Torrviol.”

“Ah,” Viridian said. “Do I actually need to explain any part of this building to you?”

“No.”

“That simplifies things. You are familiar with soul magic?”

“Of course.”

“Excellent. No doubt, a priest has told you that you need a focus to do soul magic?”

“Yes, but I know you can manipulate your own soul with internal bindings like what Marva does, and with dervish forms.”

“Ah,” Viridian said. He looked a bit disappointed.

“I’m quite used to discovering things I’ve been taught are wrong at this point. If you’d like, I can pretend to be surprised when you reveal whatever it is you’re getting at.”

“No, no, that’s alright.” He let out a big sigh. “Well, I’ve spent a great deal more time researching and practicing druidic magic than came out in my heresy trial. Just a suggestion, but if you end up reforming the Luminate Order, could you do something about the ridiculous necromancy laws?”

“Already part of the plan,” Mirian assured him.

“Good, good. Conceptually, the druidic practices are straightforward. With training, you can manipulate your soul to interact with the soul of a live myrvite. Through tapping into its catalyst while it lives, you can influence both its soul and magic. It was developed by a society that had access neither to catalyst refinement techniques nor soul focuses. To be honest, it may end up being of little use to you, given how much more efficient runes and glyphs are for casting multiple spells. I simply find the practice fascinating, though.”

“Not everything we learn has a use that is immediately apparent.”

“Quite true.”

They walked into the greenhouse. Mirian noticed that there were enchantments everywhere. No doubt they needed constant charging. “You’ve already put your theory into practice,” she noted. “No spell engines here.”

“I had to twist Medius’s arm about that, but he eventually relented. When I started growing rare myrvite flora that Academy could sell to fund its other operations, the good Archmage gave me a lot more of a free reign. And we had already agreed he wouldn’t discuss how I did it. Obviously, you’ve picked up on the method.”

“You communicate directly with their souls,” she guessed. “This helps you figure out exactly what a plant needs to flourish without having to extensively test environmental conditions.”

“Precisely. My, you must have had quite a good teacher,” he said, winking.

Mirian laughed. “You’re in quite the mood,” she said.

“My dear, when you’ve been cast out of polite society for your controversial research, and then the very herald of the Gods comes and vindicates you, it’s a very nice feeling.”

“Yes, it must be.”

They arrived at a section in the greenhouse full of jelly bells of different colors. To their left were several fireweeds, and to their right, violet wispsorrows.

“We’ll start with jelly bells. Best to use something harmless. Just remember not to lick your hand after touching them,” he said.

“Yeah, I know. Unless I’m constipated,” Mirian said.

Viridian gently touched one of the jellyfish-like blooms atop the plant. He closed his eyes. “Teaching this will be significantly easier with your celestial focus and prior experience. First, I’ll demonstrate, and you can watch what I do with that focus of yours.”

Mirian actually used the titan catalyst, as she’d found it was much more flexible and let her perceive souls in more detail. However, she hadn’t wanted to explain the whole deal with the myrvite titan to the professors, and was still keeping the existence of relicarium secret until she could meet with a time traveler she trusted.

Professor Viridian slowed his breathing. She could see his soul starting to move. The patterns reminded her of a dervish form, only it wasn’t like any of the forms she knew. There was a pulsing radiance to his soul, like a growing heartbeat, like morning dew beading upon a blade of grass. She watched carefully as he delicately brought the very edge of these energies into contact with the stem of the plant.

“Souls feel intent,” Viridian said, eyes still closed, attention still focused. “For plants, they only understand simple concepts. Reach. Sense. Want. Bloom. Grow.”

Mirian suddenly felt like her head had been submerged in a rushing river. She could hear the blood flowing through her, feel her own heartbeat, feel her soul, whirling.

GROW the Ominian had commanded her.

The realization struck her like a physical blow. The simplest command They could have given. The Elder language is of the glyphs and runes, not of words. But as illusion magic shows, such words aren’t restricted to the fundamental forces or universal coordinates. Glyphs and runes can communicate directly with the mind and soul. A language of the soul. And the druids stumbled upon it. She reeled.

“…to sense other kinds of… Mirian? Are you listening?” Viridian was saying.

“Sorry. I just had—I understand something now. Proceed with your lesson.”

“Ah, good.” The old professor closed his eyes again. “As I was saying, like using your aura to sense other kinds of mana, you can sense, by inference, what their soul is doing by the pressures it exerts on the radiant membrane. Ah, that’s the term for the thin gradient between the soul and aura. If a jelly bell is lacking a critical nutrient, lacking light, or lacking water, it will push different kinds of want signals. The challenge is that each myrvite species is different. Most plants feel generally similar in how they communicate, but a royal cordyline will push danger at you unless it gets used to your aura. It will also release some sort of particle I can’t seem to identify or isolate that causes its neighbors to also smolder like they think they’re about to be eaten.”

Mirian watched, and listened, taking it all in, as the old wizard continued his lesson.

***

Over the next few weeks, Mirian spent almost all her time with Viridian. Her myrvite ecology professor was overjoyed to impart all he’d learned, and Mirian was eager to absorb it all. They spent hours each day as Viridian demonstrated new ‘words’ in the soul-language and Mirian practiced. She realized that she had already been trying to learn this ‘language’ as she dreamed with the Ominian, but her progress had been halting and uneven. Now, there would be a structure to her efforts.

She spent hours in contemplation, too, trying to bring together the disparate concepts into a theoretical whole.

That implies it's my soul directly interacting with the Ominian when I dream. Perhaps the temporal anchor facilitates it. If Troytin’s anchor ended up back in the Ominian, perhaps there’s a link between us, like an invisible telegraph line moving through the fourth dimension. But my soul can’t be leaving my body, or my body would die. So that implies…

She wasn’t sure what it implied, and thinking too hard about it sometimes gave her a headache. Still, Mirian felt like she was on the cusp of some greater understanding.

Mirian regularly took reports from the other professors. Jei’s team had quickly discovered that introducing orichalcum into a conduit crystal drastically decreased its ability to conduct mana. However, if Mirian aligned that orichalcum to her own soul and then conducted mana, it increased her conduction significantly.

That didn’t necessarily solve the problem. Presumably, that meant adamantium-doped corundum would be able to conduct magnitudes more mana, but that mana would need to come from an arcanist. That would only work if they were able to bring a leyline under control in the first place. Perhaps the mana siphoning spells are a better way to proceed, but none of the professors could test it because they can’t use runes. And the priests who can use runes aren’t practiced in arcanism. Maybe there’s a way to align the orichalcum so that it aligns with the leyline in the same way I align it to my soul? Which, again, would mean being able to directly study a leyline, which meant either digging to one or delving deep into the Labyrinth, and then finding a way to get close enough to study one without being annihilated by it. Every direction she searched, the technical problems seemed overwhelming.

Archmage Luspire’s work on the Divine Monument predictably discovered nothing new. Mirian had sent a team down to Palendurio to search for traces of a second monument in the place her leyline data suggested it would be, but the zephyr falcons they sent back reported they had found nothing. Seneca and Holvatti’s work with crystals found little of interest. That wasn’t surprising either; if thousands of wizards across Enteria had failed to discover something, it was because new discoveries were going to be difficult.

That brought Mirian’s thoughts back to Akana’s factories. How many people could I bring on to a research project? Of course, that introduced the problem of being able to actually use such a research effort. She only had the one book, and its pages were finite. 

As the Akanan invasion neared, Viridian at least moved his lessons from plants to animals. They started with one of the lesser wyverns that the old wizard had bonded with. First, they spent a few hours letting the wyvern acclimate to her. Mirian started by throwing strips of boar meat at the creature, then gradually moved to hand-feeding it. By the end of the day, it was letting Mirian brush its scales and making happy growling noises.

The next day, she fed it, then attempted her first soul communication. Friend, she pushed toward it as the wyvern gulped down the meat eagerly. Groom?

Its soul vibrated with what Mirian recognized as excitement. As she began to brush it, it settled down into contentment, and laid down in its enclosure and made cute little rumbly noises. She looked up at Viridian, who had the biggest smile she’d ever seen plastered on his face.

That evening, she talked about the First City with him.

Viridian’s brow furrowed as he listened to her describe what she’d observed.

“I have another theory,” he said. “Though I have no way to test it. Consider: what happens to a soul when someone dies?”

“It dissipates,” Mirian answered.

“Dissipates to where?”

“It dissipates. Fades. The Isheer think it goes and joins God. I think it vanishes.”

Viridian leaned back in his chair. “Matter can neither be created nor destroyed, correct?”

“Of course,” Mirian said.

“Why should ethereal matter like souls or mana be any different?”

“I’ve seen souls fade upon death. My divination is quite good now. After a certain point, I can detect nothing. The soul has faded.”

“Does it go somewhere, perhaps?” When Mirian didn’t answer, he said, “Consider a drop of water.”

“Done,” Mirian said.

Viridian raised an eyebrow. “Humor me. Put it in a glass dome. Add heat to the water. It evaporates. Is it gone?”

“Of course not.”

“How do we know?”

“Because we can cool the air and it condenses again. The mass of the system doesn’t change.”

“Precisely. But we know while evaporated, the water was too small and dispersed to be seen. It had vanished, but it was still there. Consider the soul.”

Mirian nodded. “I see your point. Only, we don’t know how to condense a soul.” She leaned back in her own chair, and together, the two of them were silent for some time. At last she said, “Perhaps ethereal matter is something between matter and energy conceptually. I believe arcane energy and soul energy represent the same thing at different intensities of energy, much like how the amount of energy in light determines its color. After all, the soul creates the aura. As souls lose energy after death, they fade into mana again.”

“And yet, that energy must go somewhere for the transformation to take place, no? It’s clear our knowledge of the system is incomplete.”

She sighed. “Along with so many things.” Mirian stood and looked west. The embassy fires and assassination had taken place as normal. The Akanan invasion would be arriving soon.

“Next cycle, I’ll take you to the First City. Perhaps if you see it for yourself you can give me more insight, and we can test this idea of yours.”

“It sounds like a fascinating place. And this cycle?”

“We’ll finish our research. However, there’s a material I’d like to study. If it can affect the leylines, I want to know more about it.” She stood and cracked her knuckles. “It’s a pity they put them in the hearts of those Akanan dreadnoughts.”

            
Chapter 185 - A One Prophet Army

                By the 28th, Alkazaria had long since fallen to Ibrahim, despite reinforcements from Fort Aegrimere. The army in Palendurio, of course, was holding its position under the direction of the traitor General Corrmier. The rest of Baracuel’s armies were deployed in Persama or Zhighua. There was no word from Zhighua due to the distance, but the armies in Persama were pinned in place by some combination of rebellions and treachery in the ranks; Ibrahim was continuing to innovate, and somehow his influence could now simultaneously continue the siege to the north and influence the politics of Urubandar.

When the last zephyr falcon reached Mirian, she finished transcribing the notes she wanted to keep for the next cycle, then gave out her last orders for the defense of Torrviol. If all went to plan, a single day’s work would give her two extra days of time, but she was prepared for failure as well.

The militia continued their preparations of the defensive line. They would no longer have even General Hanaran’s small force, only a small militia with more arcanists than rifles. Cassius had done his best to prepare them, but she knew that poorly trained students and underarmed artisans would break quickly if put under any real pressure.

It was her job to ensure that never happened.

Mirian set out west in the early morning so that she could intercept the army when it was still traveling through the North Forest in column. There was a small village on the coast that the army blew to pieces with artillery prior to the landing craft assembling—she knew that now thanks to Akanan newspapers—but after that they faced no resistance. The North Forest, after all, was empty except for myrvites. They would be on low alert, and the dense woods would make maneuvering difficult.

The Akanan army was about five kilometers back from its usual position at this hour. Mirian simply knew the timetable of the invasion too well to not see that someone else had interfered with the invasion. Perhaps this other time traveler won’t be an enemy. Still, she didn’t dare to hope.

The change in position ultimately wouldn’t affect her plans.

As soon as she saw the Might of Liberty and Republic’s Justice looming large in the sky, she tacked north and flew up. Both airships were hovering above the army columns, the foredecks crammed full of arcanists using lensing spells to make sure nothing surprised them. Likely, they could just make out the defensive trenches around Torrviol. Meanwhile, sapper crews removed enough trees that the spell engines had a path through the thicker parts of the forest.

It had been some time since she had anything to do with the airship dreadnoughts, but she still remembered their layouts and crews well. She had worked hard to commit the details to memory, and they had stayed wedged in there like shrapnel.

As she neared the Might of Liberty, Marshal Cearsia’s ship, Mirain cast total camouflage and descended towards the bridge, using her accelerated levitation spell to quickly close the distance.

She landed and opened the door, then cast a greater chain lightning.

Mirian had to give Cearsia credit. She was fast. When she’d felt the first arcane tingle of a spell, she’d cast a force shield that, while not as effective as a grounding spell, had saved her life. However, Mirian had both mastered quickened spells and was using her dervish form for reaction time. The Marshal was simply outclassed. While Cearsia was still reeling from the attack, Mirian followed up with a spell-piercing disintegration beam, cutting a hole through Cearsia’s torso.

She seized the communicator and said, “Might of Liberty bridge to Republic’s Justice, move to the forward position. Be advised we are dropping back one kilometer to the middle of the column to assist with a myrvite incursion to the north.”

“Republic’s Justice copies. Assuming forward observer position.”

Mirian moved to the navigator’s station and cut the forward speed and plunged the ship into its maximum descent. It would impact the middle of the column, not hard enough to explode, but hard enough to crush itself and a section of the 11th and 18th Spell Engine Brigades. Then she engaged the bridge override so that the auxiliary bridge wouldn’t be able to change course and used several magnetic detonations to prevent anyone from using the glyph controls of the primary bridge. It would take a few minutes for the ship to crash. She would be back for the engine room.

As the ship began to drop, Mirian levitated away, accelerating quickly to catch the Republic’s Justice. Behind her, she heard the panicked shouts of the crew.

By then, the other dreadnought had taken its position at the head of the column. Mirian wanted the auxiliary bridge on navigation, because they would be maintaining position until they could get more information. She flew into the primary bridge and repeated her attack, electrocuting the crew and destroying the controls. Then, she set a few fires so the emergency response team would be heading topside. She dropped to the deck, cast silent zone and headed below decks. Several crew members tried to run past her, but she killed each with a quick disintegration beam before they even knew she was stalking through the corridors.

Ripping the Labyrinth artifact from the primary spell engine would send the ship plummeting to the ground immediately, and she wouldn’t have time to exit. Therefore, Mirian had come up with a strategy: bore a hole through the ship. Once on the lower deck, she began using both shape wood and shape metal, ripping up a hole in the floor. Two more crew members responded to the noise. She decapitated them both with force blades.

Shouting began to echo through the corridors. Mirian finished her first bore-hole and sent a cascading fireball through the opening. The soldiers below died too fast to scream. With her detect life spell, she could see crew moving about. One was making a comms call two rooms over. She telekinetically slammed him against the wall hard enough to kill him and detonated the device, then returned to her work.

It took several minutes longer, but the construction inside the ship was designed to be lightweight. The only place that was armored was the main engine room itself. Mirian tore a hole in the deck above her, then began to carve away at the armor of the engine room. She used magnetic detonation to weaken it, then shape metal to tear it apart.

“—assault team, someone’s tearing apart the ceiling!” one of the engineers was saying. Mirian sent greater chain lightning down at him as she levitated down into the engine room. This time, there were some screams. She began to deconstruct the protections around the colossal engine. Through the walls, she could see the assault team moving her way.

Once she’d torn open its glyph-encrusted steel casket, the Elder artifact gleamed. It was like the Labyrinth devices. It seemed more real than anything around it. Mirian pulled it toward her.

As soon as it left the central arcane field, the entire airship began to drop like a stone. Mirian’s levitation meant she didn’t fall with it, and instead rocketed out the top. A slight tilt in the ship’s descent threw off her trajectory. A jagged edge of steel ripped a strip of flesh off her back, and she screamed. Her will faltered and her spells failed. For a moment, she was falling with the airship. She rapidly pushed soul energy through the wound, swapping her dervish form to Lone Pine. Her spellbook had tumbled from her fingers. She commanded it to return to her soul, then re-manifested it and then recast her levitation spell. As she rapidly ascended, she cast a force shield.

Then, breathing hard, she watched.

There was this moment, just before impact, that she could see the Akanan army laid out before her. The Might of Liberty was already sitting in the forest, belching fire. The column had stopped. She was higher than the top of the Aurum’s Tower, so they looked like little ants, scurrying, pointing, looking around—probably shouting. Mirian could feel the sharp, icy claws of the wind on her, especially on the bloody patches on her back where she’d been lacerated.

Then the Republic’s Justice hit the ground. The entire forest shook with the impact, sending trees toppling. The ship was too big to annihilate itself, but she could see shrapnel exploding out as the decks crushed and the hull shattered. Several nearby artillery pieces were sent flying, and the shockwave bowled over soldiers. Huge blooms of fire erupted from the ship as thousands upon thousands of glyphs shattered and released their energy. The ship crushed an entire brigade at the front of the column and devastated the entire vanguard.

Mirian descended and cast amplify voice, enhanced for maximum intensity. She cast suppress sound by her ears so she wouldn’t blow her own ear drums. She replaced her protection spells with prismatic shield, then used a light spell to illuminate herself in the overcast sky so they could see her.

“Akanans!” she shouted in Eskinar. “I am a new Prophet, and I have placed Torrviol under my protection. It was your own people who assassinated your prime minister and your own spell engines that have caused the eruptions. You have no quarrel with us. In the name of the Ominian, I command you to leave these lands. I have torn your airships from the sky as punishment. Flee, and your lives will be spared. Continue your aggression, and my army of magi will annihilate you. Make your choice now.”

Her voice rumbled as it echoed across the forest. She had no doubt that even the back of the army had heard her. Hells, they might have heard her in Torrviol. She hovered there, waiting. Some soldiers began to flee in terror. Predictably, several others thought they could get a shot off, as if spellpiercer ammunition would be enough. She saw the flashes of muzzles. A bullet shattered against her shield. A few fire bolts and force bolts flew up at her, but she’d chosen a distance that most arcanists couldn’t even reach.

With a wave of her hand, she shouted, “Arcanists, to me!” As she dismissed her amplify voice, she cast greater illusionary army, one of the fantastic spells she’d taken from Luspire’s book. Apparently, it was a legacy spell from the Unification War. A dozen humanoid illusions appeared in the air around her, each appearing to glow with shields and wands. A close inspection might reveal them, but Mirian didn’t plan on letting anyone look closely. She swooped over the army and began casting volleys of cascading inferno, targeting anyone stupid enough to be pointing a rifle or a wand at her. The illusions mimicked her motion, sending out bursts of light that looked like lightning and force blades so that the defenders would raise ineffective shields. They looked like a full Praetorian attack squad.

Whatever screams below were drowned out by the roar of fragmenting fireballs blasting apart the forest and the men in it. She focused on the column that was trapped between the two downed airships. The forest below was damp from all the rain, but intense enough fire did the trick. Several trees had caught fire near the airships, and as she attacked more burned, billowing dark smoke that spread through the forest.

When most of the soldiers appeared either disoriented or were fleeing, she dismissed the illusions and went back to total camouflage, flying into the heart of the Might of Liberty. She tore apart the door to the engine room, then retrieved the second Elder artifact.

By then, her mana was finally low. She downed a mana elixir and dismissed everything except her levitation spell and the prismatic shield. Then she began her flight back to Torrviol. Behind her, the forest burned. If the Akanan army was stupid enough to continue its assault, she’d make sure they regretted it. 

Mirian landed in the plaza next to Torrian Tower. There was a moment of shocked silence as the gathered townsfolk and students gaped at her. In the distance, black smoke still billowed.

“Gods above, Mirian, we felt that quake from here. That was you?” Nicolus asked.

She nodded. Briefly, she met eyes with Archmage Luspire, who seemed shaken. She had only recently matched him in the raw power of her spells, but her mana capacity and ability to sustain multiple spells had surpassed him.

“My student,” Jei said proudly.

The silence was broken. A cheer went up.

Mirian let it wash over her, then said, “The Akanans are retreating, but they may regroup. Keep watch. The Archmage’s group will blunt any assault next while I rest.” She hefted the two Elder artifacts. “Respected Jei, let’s go figure out what we can do with these.”

***

Mirian stood before the Divine Monument, holding one of what she had begun to call the leyline repulsors. The repulsor was a complicated thing, in that it could interact with energy and matter in a way that had Professor Endresen pulling out her hair.

She’d had to repel one more attack by the Akanans, and then they’d fled back west. By the time they regrouped, the cycle would be over.

For nine days, they’d been studying the Elder artifact. Mirian already knew at least some of how the Akanan airship engine had worked, so figuring out how to suspend it in an arcane energy field was relatively easy. The difficult thing the Akanans had done was get the device to project a broad field of physical force that only interacted with specific materials. The uplift the leyline repulsor generated was therefore spread across the entire hull evenly, which also prevented the artifact from punching a hole in the ship and zooming off into the sky by itself. The wings of the airship had to be made of special materials that the field wouldn’t interact with.

Mirian wasn’t particularly interested in re-solving that particular engineering challenge. As far as she could tell, the Akanans had figured out the maximum weight the thing could hold and designed the airship around that. That meant there was a limit to how much energy the device could drain from a leyline, and another limit to how much ‘pressure’ it could exert on that line. Neither would be sufficient to do more than nudge a leyline. Jei’s calculations seemed to suggest sustained pressure on a single point in the leyline over the course of a week could destabilize it, but that was the opposite of what they wanted.

What she had hoped was that an object that could interact directly with the leylines could interact with the Divine Monument. By now, they had tried a great deal of energy combinations. Nothing had worked.

Now Mirian was seeing if physical contact at a specific point would do anything. Put simply, she had resorted to poking the repulsor into the Monument again, and again, and again.

She poked it. There was no effect.

She sighed, moved to a different point, and poked it again.

Archmage Luspire sat in the corner, watching her work, drinking from a very nice bottle of Persaman rum. “So,” he said, only slurring his words a little. “The Prophets were all just like us. Morons.”

“Something like that,” Mirian said absentmindedly as she poked another part of the device. “They looked brilliant because they’d had so many tries to get it right. It looks great when I smash an Akanan airship, but what you don’t see is all the cycles I got cut apart, burned to death, electrocuted, tossed in the brig, or thrown off the ship. Now we’re at the part where I have no idea what I’m doing, so it’s obvious I’m not as smart or as powerful as I pretend.”

Luspire took another swig of rum. Then Mirian heard a krissh! of glass breaking. Presumably he’d thrown the bottle at something. He gave a chortle. “Thrown off an airship, eh?”

“That was Marshal Cearsia.” She turned to look at Luspire. His cheeks were flush from the alcohol. “What’s the deal with you two anyways? You’re always tight-lipped about it.”

“We had an affair,” he said. “Then, she was going to help me get a professorship at Vadriach. But she reneged. Thought I knew why, but now I know—hic—it probably had… probably had something to do with that traitorous whore pretending to be a Praetorian.”

“Probably. I think Cearsia was told the Divine Monument was responsible for a disaster in Ferrabridge that killed a lot of people. That would mean she thought you did it.”

“Fuck,” Luspire said drunkenly. He started telekinetically gathering up all the broken glass from the rum bottle and fusing it back together. When it didn’t fit right, he let the pieces drop back to the ground and swept them away. “I thought, with enough power, I could stop being a little pawn on the board. How do… ugh. How do we escape the hands of the puppet-masters?” He clutched his head in his hands and mumbled, “Mixing my metaphors again. She wouldn’t like that.”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Mirian said. “The timeloop makes it easy. I can spend as much time understanding an event as I need to. Without it?” She was silent. This time, she tried suspending the Elder artifact in an arcane field as she jabbed it into the structure. “I don’t know. Learn as much as you can. Question everything. Watch for the players in the shadows. Beware the tempests of emotion that can sweep you away.”

Luspire grunted. He watched as Mirian continued to examine the device, then finally said the thing he really wanted to know. “Why didn’t the Ominian choose me?”

“I wish I knew,” Mirian said. “I love Them, but I do wonder…” She thought of Troytin, who had thought it a game of conquest. She thought of Ibrahim, who was still trying to fight his way through all of Baracuel. She thought of Celen, who had simply given up. “I have to believe there was a reason, and it will be made clear. All I can do is—keep going. Even when it seems hopeless. Especially when it seems hopeless.”

“Mmm,” Luspire said, glancing over at his broken bottle. “Maybe that’s why.”

The world ended shortly thereafter.

            
Chapter 186 - Those Lost to Time

                As they disembarked at Vadriach City, Mirian reviewed the plan. “Alright. Jei, I’ll meet up with your team here on the 3rd of Duala. Nicolus, you have the address to send me zephyr falcons on your progress. Lecne, you’ll join Jei here on the 3rd as well. Everyone knows their role?”

There were murmurs of agreement. Jei, Torres, and Runer all waited with a spellcart for the leyline detection devices to be unloaded from the cargo of the ship they’d crossed in. Lecne and his cult, all dressed in Akanan clothes, would be attempting to keep an ear low to the ground about any Prophets. They would be moving up to Arborholm first, while Jei’s group deployed devices north of Arborholm and Ferrabridge where Aurum’s industrial arms hadn’t reached in previous cycles. Nicolus and Sire Nurea would be meeting a Syndicate smuggler in Mercanton who was willing to sell information.

“Excellent. Ominian watch over you.” Mirian turned to Professor Viridian and Selesia. “Alright. It’s a short walk to the train station for the coastal line.”

“This is so weird, watching you order professors about,” Selesia said.

“It’s quite the novel experience,” Viridian said cheerfully. “I think more people should see what it's like to experience an inverted hierarchical social relation. You know, in pre-unification Baracuel, several kingdoms and one of the free cities had a holiday where they had all the nobility serve the servants and slaves for a day.”

“I think Sylvester Aurum would die if he had to do that,” Mirian said.

They continued chatting on their way to the train. Viridian began an impromptu lecture on the early political history of western Baracuel. Mirian only half-listened to it, but Selesia seemed to enjoy it. Mirian was still far more interested in practicing druid techniques, and had continued to work with Viridian as she prepared for their trip to Akana. She had attempted to apply her lessons to her dreams, though as usual, when she spoke to the Ominian, They were silent. Only rarely did They ever seem to respond.

Once on the train, the conversation died down. They set up in the private car Mirian had bought, then ordered dinner.

Once the waiter had gone, Viridian spoke. “Well. How much instruction on myrvite plants have I given you?”

“The outlines of basically everything in north Baracuel,” Mirian said. She thought of bloodleaf, and her mind went back to Westerun. She had to stop herself from clenching her teeth. But the memories are still there. I remembered the cat. I remembered the house. Not every path to the memory is blocked. There are ways around it. She blurted out, “What do you know about ebonblooms?”

Viridian tapped his chin. “Ebonblooms specifically? Not the jewel lotuses in general?”

“I suppose we could start with the more common varieties.”

“I can tell you I’ve been trying to get my hands on them for many, many years. There’s a garden in Mahatan that supposedly has a few, but I was told the garden was secret and by law, the prince who rules that city owns the flowers. It would be a death sentence if anyone were caught ‘stealing’ one, so I gave up. There isn’t a flower in the world that’s worth getting someone killed over.”

“Are they really that rare?” She had a flash of memory. There had been another garden in the courtyard, with a pool full of lotuses. Were they jeweled lotuses, or just mundane?

“Now? Yes. I don’t think they used to be. I found a historical text about how the citrine, sapphire, silk, ruby, and sunrise varieties all grew in the wetlands near Alatishad. Then, alchemists discovered just how many magical substances could be found in a single plant, and they were hunted nearly to extinction. I believe the law in Mahatan was an attempt to preserve the flowers, though I suspect the prince now leverages it to sell the flowers at an exorbitant price.”

Mirian sighed. “That does seem to be how people think. They couldn’t possibly repopulate the wetlands with it because then the price might go down.”

“And they would just be harvested again. So it goes,” Viridian said. “Unfortunately, it was the logic of economics that guided my work on the greenhouse, under Medius’s direction. Growing myrvite plants without knowledge of the soul is a difficult task. I strongly suspect the most successful herbalists kept focuses hidden away from the Luminates. Tlaxhuaco is apparently quite good at growing myrvite cultivars, but the trade restrictions means there’s little enough of their goods or ideas coming from the island. I have no idea if they grow any jeweled lotuses there.”

Mirian only knew a bit about the isolationist policies of the island nation. Some sort of conflict between Tlaxhuaco and Akana Praediar had happened about two generations ago, and now, Uxalax was the only port opened to foreign trade, but that trade was heavily taxed and regulated. There was a book full of goods banned from entering or leaving the island, and most merchants didn’t bother since making a profit was too much of a hassle.

Apparently, Xipuatl’s family had some sort of special exemption from several taxes, so they were able to use that to their advantage. That will be useful if I ever need to go there, but it might not be necessary. The leyline breakdown is far to the north of them, and they don’t use many spell engines.

“So what about the ebonblooms?”

“An absolutely strange plant. They grow in conditions most lotuses couldn’t survive in. In fact, one text thought they could only grow in conditions most plants would find toxic. It’s unclear whether or not it’s a variety of jeweled lotus, or a different species altogether. One particularly pious Luminate bishop wrote that it should be renamed ‘necrobloom’ and the flowers burned on sight. He was writing some three hundred years ago when there were still more necromancers around, and his writings may have contributed to the rarity. Another scholar compiled all the legends about the flower and tried to map them to locations in Persama. They concluded it only grows in places where the groundwater leeches through fossilized myrvite first. I don’t know that the scholar understood that mana is not a soluble substance like salt, but that would explain why no one can find them anymore. The environments that allowed them to grow have been taken over by mining. If it is true, that would also make it a fascinating organism. It may be one of the few organisms that can grow using D-class mana. Only a few fungi we know of can do that, and they tend to live in alkaline caves.”

Potentially useful, Mirian noted. “Nightmare Leaf produces toxic mana as a defense, doesn’t it?”

“That it does, and I’ve seen it classified as D mana, but I don’t think it is. I think the entire classification system is oversimplified and we should be using Rodrick’s Taxonomy of Mana.” Viridian cleared his throat. “That probably isn’t a high priority for a Prophet.”

Mirian chuckled. “No, probably not. Still, it will be important to know the precise nature of the mana we need to deal with.” She grew thoughtful as the countryside continued to pass by. “In fact, are the leylines composed of the mana they absorb, or do they change the composition somehow? Either way, that might inform how we design and use the mana regulators. If that ends up being what we do.” She looked at Selesia. “Sorry, this is probably a bit much,” she told her.

“Oh, it’s fine. I think I understood half of that.”

Mirian started looking out the window again, thinking. How long is all this research going to take? And how much time do we have? She was still avoiding Ibrahim. How much longer could she justify doing that?

“Oh, Viridian, there is this other spell I’ve been working on. So it turns out stone moles can ‘leap’ through the fourth dimension…”

***

They made their way to the original First City again. This time, Mirian flew them in bursts so that they could better understand the region.

“These plants are all so content compared to the ones in the greenhouse,” she said after soul-bonding with another cypress. “Well, this one is annoyed by something trying to grow into its bark. But you know what I mean.”

“When you plant something in a greenhouse, you have to attend to its every need,” Viridian said. “Out here in the wild, things grow where they are best suited. The cypress trees are going to be happy, because all the seeds that landed in terrible places never grew.” Viridian looked around the swamp while Mirian used a very tiny chain lightning on some of the mosquitoes flying about. “You know, I’m sure a good poet could use that as a metaphor about the human condition,” he said cheerfully. Maybe old age had made his skin too wrinkly for the insects, but he didn’t seem bothered by the biting bugs at all. Whatever it was, it wasn’t fair. Mirian was strongly considering just erecting a force shield to repel the bugs. Cycling soul energy through the bites did nothing to alleviate the itching.

Viridian put his hand on the trunk of the cypress. Briefly, he closed his eyes, then nodded. “Let’s keep moving,” he said. “Unless… I don’t think I’ve seen a mushroom like that before…”

“Some other time,” Mirian said, but she couldn’t help but smile.

After four more stops, they finally made their way to the overgrown ruins and the great mound that had once been a pyramid.

As they approached the slab of quartzite, Viridian stopped. He closed his eyes and was silent. After a moment, Mirian saw he was trembling. A tear streaked down his cheek. When he opened his eyes, he looked shaken. “There is… such a history here.” He turned to Selesia. “You said Shiamagoth touched the world here?”

She nodded.

Viridian’s voice was a whisper. “I believe it,” he said. They stood there together. The wind was soft as it rustled through the trees. At last, Viridian said, “It cannot be explained in words. You must feel what it says to your soul. I know you intended me to help you but—I have taught you what I know. There is nothing I can say. It must be felt. I know you will feel it.” He stepped away and sat on a ledge on the hillside looking out over the forest.

Mirian nodded at Selesia, and she joined him.

The wind whispered by again, and Mirian sat cross-legged atop the stone slab. She held her soulbound spellbook in her lap, one hand on the binding where it was closest to the titan catalyst. She breathed in. In her mind, it was Grandpa Irabi’s voice telling her to slow her breathing. No, as she let her mind drift, there was another voice echoing his, one she’d heard so long ago. The feel of cool stone beneath her while warm air prickled at her skin was familiar.

She let the memories circle her, but didn’t focus on them. She had another purpose here.

She focused in on the tiny sparks flitting around. They danced like ghostly dandelion seeds in the wind. There was a pattern to it, but Mirian couldn’t describe it. This time, instead of trying to seek that pattern, she simply listened.

A spark touched her, and there was a fleeting sensation. Joy. Wonder. Then it was gone.

Mirian waited, clearing her mind of thoughts, simply waiting for what she felt. Another spark skimmed by her soul, and she felt sorrow. Help, came the thought.

She waited again.

Another spark, another feeling. Anticipation. Another spark. She saw a flash of vision: a stone house, wrapped in roots. Another spark screamed danger! while yet another gave the feeling of exhaustion and peace. These were little pieces of souls, Mirian realized. Something here must have kept them from dissipating entirely. Shiamagoth’s touch? she wondered. That would be a magic beyond anything she could understand. So she didn’t try to understand; she continued to feel.

She felt a child running through the forest, laughing. She felt someone admiring the way a grove of trees had leaves that never touched each other, yet covered the sky like a dome. She felt the terror of a squirrel as it dove for cover. The patience of a sapling, waiting for the canopy to brighten and get its chance to grow. There was the anticipation of a crocodile as it floated near prey. The joy of song from a bird. The sorrow of death as a family stood around a bed.

The longer she meditated, the easier it became to understand what she was feeling. Emotions, not her own, swirled around her. Each one came with a fragment of memory. At first, the memories seemed jumbled. But the longer she sat, the more she began to place them.

The First City was old. As old as the Cataclysm. She saw glimpses of the great pyramid that had dominated the city, covered in beautiful terraced gardens. Beyond its slopes was a city made of both stone and wood, but the timbers had not been cut down; the trees that supported houses still grew. The city was alive.

Over a hundred generations had lived and died here in this place that was both city and forest. The gardens bloomed with myrvites. In one memory, the pyramid was still a shallow hill with a temple atop it. In another, workers toiled to build up the dirt mound while others worked on the stone cladding. Gardeners sang with their souls to the growing trees. A procession sang dirges for Xylatarvia. In another, a man watched his wife disembark from a catamaran, happy she had safely journeyed to and from Uxalax. In her hand, she clutched the sacred jade.

There was a man, holding the hand of his sick son, weeping. There was a woman, hands spread in joy atop the pyramid, thanking Shiamagoth for His blessing. An old woman grew feeble and bitter. A young man dreamed of traveling to distant shores. Children fought. Children played. A man wept over a lost lover. A lost lover reminisced of a better time.

Above them all, Mirian became aware of a presence, a spell, that had once touched this place. A burning scepter, so bright it was indistinguishable from the sun. A great shield held aloft to the heavens, so great it might have encompassed the dome of the sky. This presence echoed across time, and she couldn’t bear to focus on it. Shiamagoth, she knew, and when she felt even the barest hint of that Elder soul, she felt her thoughts spiraling into dark voids and places where ten thousand eyes blinked at her, where claws and teeth bit into the world, where the cosmic void was no barrier and time became less like a line and more like a great ocean, complete with storms and depths and terrible beasts that swam beneath it.

The Elder Gods were beyond comprehension. She focused her attention back on the fleeting memories, on this place Shiamagoth had so lovingly gazed down upon.

She needed to comprehend this thing. This city. The lives that had passed here. It was more than just the people. Over the centuries, trees grew and died, and in the First City, funerals were held for them as well. When a great ceiba died, it was like the passing of a beloved elder, and the city mourned. Mirian saw a glimpse of ten thousand funerals—and ten thousand births. Each life here had been full, each person, the hero of their own story. They had all had dreams and sorrows, rages and joys, pains and loves.

No one living remembered any of them. As soon as the soul fragments flit away, the memories went with them, and only the faintest echo persisted in Mirian’s mind.

All these lost souls had once lived. All these souls were now forgotten.

But they had been.

Here, where Shiamagoth had stepped, there was a tribute to her memory. But this place is not unique. A thousand more cities have seen the same. She now lived only because of these forgotten generations, because of these full lives lived so long ago not a single record of them existed. Eventually, she too would be forgotten.

Except, she would leave a mark on the world. And like a ripple in the ocean of time, the future would be changed forever.

She found herself weeping for all those that had been lost, not just here, where these smallest fragments of souls lingered, but across all of human history. Each one deserved to be mourned, each one deserved to be remembered. Each one had left their mark on history, no matter how small.

I will carry you with me, she promised, and she realized that the souls had already heard her; the fragments had gathered and now swam about her, swirling like motes of light. They offered to change her.

Of course, she had to accept. Each one of these souls had been like her; influenced by a past that stretched beyond record, built out of the world that had come before. And if she succeeded, there would be generations to come, each touched by what she did now.

The souls swarmed around her, and she felt her own soul changing again. They had removed nothing; they could only add to the multitudes that made her up.

She gasped as she opened her eyes. She had been so lost in herself that her body felt strange to move, and it took her a moment to figure out how to move again. She was covered in sweat. But she felt alive.

Selesia let out her own breath. “Thank the Ominian, you’re okay. I was worried.”

Viridian nodded. “She was very worried.” But I wasn’t, she knew Viridian was thinking. He had some understanding of what had happened.

Night had fallen, Mirian realized, and the forest hummed with the calls of cicadas. She looked inward.

In the depths of the Endelice, surrounded by that glacier, she had begun to understand the nonliving world. Now, she had peered back into time, glimpsing the forgotten generations that had come before her. The Endelice had changed the way her soul flowed, but this had strengthened those flows. And there was something else…

Mirian could feel that fragmented soul energy in a way she hadn’t before. Experimentally, she called to it—and dissolved bits of soul came to her. Fascinating, she thought.

Selesia turned to Viridian. “Are her eyes glowing? I think her eyes are definitely glowing. Like, they kinda were before, but they still kinda looked right, but now, especially in the dark…”

“I think they are,” said Viridian smiling, patting Selesia on the shoulder. “So it is. That is a little thing, though. What is important is that the Ominian chose well. You saw far beyond what I did, I think.”

Mirian stood, and when she did, there was a heaviness to her step. She felt the weight of what she was carrying more. But there is a path forward. She was beginning to see what she needed to do. Piece by piece, it would come together.

            
Chapter 187 - Divine Mysteries

                By the end of the cycle, Mirian’s preliminary measurements on leyline activity in Akana Praediar were complete. Lecne and his faithful had also completed their reconnaissance.

“Prophet,” Lecne said, kneeling. “There is someone spreading messages about a different Prophet in Arborholm. One group that was part of the Church of the Ominian attempted to force their way into the military base near the city. They failed, and provoked a mass arrest of heretics. However, three days later, artificers from the Rosen Corporation went into the secure hangers of those dreadnoughts. Based on our information provided by agents of the criminal underworld, we suspect they did something under the guise of repairing them, though it is unclear what. Maruce and Pelnu also think there were irregularities during the assassination attempt on the Prime Minister. We have prepared a more detailed report that includes the times and days of notable events.”

Lecne’s tone had become much more formal. It didn’t feel like him at all. She didn’t like it. She thought of Shiamagoth. The longer I stay in the time loop, the more I become something incomprehensible to a normal person.

“Very good,” was what she said. It was good to have her suspicions confirmed.

She sat down with the report the Cult of Zomalator had prepared and began to study it. Lecne stood by and answered any questions she had about it.

On the 7th of Duala, a broadsheet from Vadriach discussed rumors that the army sent from Arborholm to attack Baracuel was supposed to have included two secret airships. Mirian looked at the paper, eyes widening. The airships didn’t launch?

She could no longer delay. There was a twisted knot in her gut, but that anxiety that this other time traveler was her enemy—she couldn’t listen to it. She had to know. She had to discard her fear. The truth is more important.

***

Arborholm had once had a great forest that surrounded it. Now, it was surrounded by pastures that contained a domesticated variety of the bison and sprawling farmland full of monoculture crops. It was nothing like the traditional farms up by Torrviol. It was strange to see no spellward barriers surrounding the city—but then again, what would they be protecting it from?

Arborholm itself wasn’t older than Mercanton, but more of the old structures still stood so it looked like it. Many of the buildings were made out of the colossal trees that the city had been named after instead of the brick, plaster, or stone construction Mirian was used to seeing. There seemed to be a trend in the city where the walls of buildings were painted white and the roofs blue. At least, Mirian thought, this place is more subdued. She was tired of dodging spellcarts and huge crowds. Arborholm was more spread out, and there were nice parks around where spots of green broke up the neighborhoods.

Mirian had come alone this loop. If it came to a fight, she didn’t want to have to worry about anyone else. She had bound her soulbound spellbook to an arcanist’s chain so it hung by her belt and kept her mythril amulet around her neck. Eclipse was in a sheath on her hip. Regardless of the outcome, she didn’t want to alert the other time traveler to soulbound objects.

It was the 4th of Solem already, so she was sure that if the other traveler was in Arborholm, she had already started her preparations. She went to one of the churches that Lecne’s group had identified and knocked on the door. Detect life showed there was a man inside, but he wasn’t making his way to the door. Mirian telekinetically opened the lock and walked inside.

A priest was sitting at a desk, likely scribing a sermon. He started as the door opened. “Who are you?” he demanded. “You’re trespassing.”

“A Prophet cannot trespass,” she said simply.

“You aren’t…” he started to say, then trailed off. Even before she’d drawn the Blade of the Fourth Prophet, he could see something in her.

“Embrace your celestial focus,” she said.

He started trembling, and then he fell to his knees. “Prophet. I—I apologize. You have… but she… I don’t understand.”

“There’s another Prophet.” She, the priest had said. “I wish to meet her.”

“But how can there be two?”

“Has the Ominian ever proclaimed such a thing was impossible?”

The priest started bobbing his head like a chicken. “Of course, of course you’re right, holy one. Only… she didn’t say where she was going.”

She kept her tone formal. “I am Mirian. What is her name?”

“She is the holy Liuan Var,” the priest said.

Hmm. That’s a Zhighuan first name, but an Akanan last name. “Spread the word that another of the Ominian’s chosen wishes to meet the holy Liuan Var. Whatever congregations and faithful know of her, they should know of me as well. Tell her I will meet her in Great Tree Park in the oak grove at noon tomorrow.”

“Yes, holy one,” the priest said.

Mirian left and went to the next church on her list.

***

Mirian sat by the tallest oak tree in the park and waited. Outwardly, she was calm, but her insides were twisting. She’d set up several wards around the park the night before, but she’d deliberately limited them to only a few specific functions so she didn’t scare the other time traveler off.

She’d been in the form of the Dusk Waves for hours at this point, ready to jump into action at a moment’s notice. Yes, she had an incredible amount of spell resistance coming from all three of her soulbound items, but she’d already thought of five different ways to kill someone in her own position without spells. Two of them involved artillery. But she doesn’t know about your strengths and weaknesses. Probably, she thought.

Mirian was also using her focus in combination with a celestial spell to expand her soul sight. She needed to see the souls in detail. Plenty of people were looking at her as they passed by, but she was only looking for one thing: anyone with a void in their soul.

Another hour passed. At last, a priest walked up to her. He was sweating like he expected to explode at any moment. Mirian continued to lounge as he approached.

“Holy one, holy Liuan Var has agreed to meet with you, but you must leave your sword and spellbook by this tree.”

Mirian looked around. There were other priests around the park watching her, but she couldn’t see the other time traveler. The other time traveler was assuming she’d set up a trap of some sort, but the fact that shells weren’t falling and she didn’t see an Akanan military brigade was already a good sign. “Very well,” she said, standing. What she didn’t want was Liuan Var examining her spellbook. That wouldn’t be easy to do with all her protections on the binding—it would burn another person’s soul if they even tried to touch it, never mind the rest of the wards—but Mirian had the remove temporal anchor spell in there. But, if Liuan Var or her agents were watching, she also didn’t want to just dismiss the spellbook.

She unclasped the chain from the book and cast force drill into the nearby ground, digging deeper with shape earth and then shape stone. She decreased the stability of the hole, then tossed the blade and the book inside the hole. As soon as they hit the bottom, she slammed the ground with a Phoenix form-enhanced stomp so that the items were buried.

Just to be careful, she de-manifested them so they rejoined her soul—but any observers wouldn’t see that part.

“Take me to her,” she said.

The priest bowed. He was still sweating despite the cool day.

Mirian kept her placid facade, but on the inside, she was still twisting. It’s a trap, a voice told her. She’ll be just like Troytin. She’ll curse you and—

No. Stay calm. This is your chance. You need this. Enteria needs this.

The priest led her to a large stone building. It was a public hall of some sort. With her focus, she could see there were no runes. Without her spellbook, though, she couldn’t see if there were glyphs present. Not knowing bothered her.

A thought struck her. Wait, I use the celestial focus to manifest itself. Is there any reason I can’t use the catalyst when it’s part of my soul? As she walked, she visualized it, the titan catalyst within its binding. Her control over her own soul was superb at this point. She embraced it—

And could sense her mana.

It gave her comfort.

It also gave her another idea: was it possible to run mana through the glyphs of the spellbook even though it was in its soul-form? Now is not the time to test that, she chided herself.

She stopped by the threshold of the door. Her arcane sense was tingling, which meant there was casting, but she needed to at least try to trust this other. Probably divination spells looking for wands or weapons. It's what I would do in her situation.

Mirian took a breath to steady her nerves and walked in.

This was some sort of city government building. Past the entrance hall, there were several guards holding rifles and a large open room for meetings. The room held a dozen or so people. Two were priests and the rest an assortment of people Mirian didn’t recognize. It seemed the other time traveler could quickly make allies of sorts.

A woman, half-Zhiguan and half-Akanan, sat behind an ornate desk. Mirian examined her as she approached and her soul came into focus. Not her. There was no void. She looked around.

An Aborholm guard stood by the door she’d just come through. He looked perfectly normal, which meant that Liuan Var was quite proficient at illusions. The hole in the soul just by the heart, however, was unmistakable. She turned to the guard. “Liuan Var, I presume,” she said.

There was a collective gasp around the room.

She could see the other woman’s jaw clench. “You have a focus then.”

“I do,” Mirian admitted.

Liuan Var dismissed the illusion around herself. She resembled the woman who’d sat behind the desk, only her eyes were darker, and her face a little rounder. She could see the tension in the other traveler’s neck. She actually was wearing a guard’s steel breastplate, and she had a pistol by her side.

“I will not attack first,” Mirian said, holding up her hands to show they were empty. “If you don’t plan on attacking me, you have nothing to fear.”

But there was fear in the other woman’s eyes. If she’s in Akana, she must have dealt with Troytin. She must also know that Troytin has been removed from the loop. And she likely knows I’m responsible. And she can see my soul.

Mirian turned and sat down at the table. “I want to talk to you about saving Enteria. None of us can do it alone.”

Liuan looked around the room. “Disciples, leave,” she commanded. There was a moment of hesitation, and then the room began to clear. When it was empty, she stood by the head of the table across from Mirian. “You’ve talked to the others, then?”

“No,” Mirian said. “I’ve seen Jherica and Celen, but it’s beyond my power to talk to either.” She was revealing critical information—that she couldn’t break a mind curse—but to build trust, she would need to take risks. “I’m not risking talking to Ibrahim yet. I’m talking to you because you took action to stop the Akanan airships from reaching Torrviol and destroying the Divine Monument. I’m hoping you don’t believe this time loop is a contest. I’m hoping you understand this apocalypse is something we need to stop together. Together, we are stronger than we are alone.”

She could see Liuan relaxing slightly. “How exactly do you propose we do that?” she asked.

“We need to keep the leylines under Persama stable to keep the Divir moon suspended. Through a network of conduits, its theoretically possible to stabilize the leylines. Then, I’ve recently discovered we need to cut spell engine usage drastically to prevent the buildup of more volatile arcane energy. Obviously, the hard part is actually manufacturing and deploying passive-siphon conduits to the depths where the leylines run.”

Liuan looked at her, face impossible to read. “You actually believe that?”

Mirian’s jaw clenched. “Do you disagree with my assessment?”

“It’s not that. It’s that nothing you just said is possible in thirty days.”

“If you can unite Akana Praediar, and I can unify Baracuel, and Ibrahim can unify Persama—perhaps we can. Each of us is positioned to start a cascade of changes in key locations.”

Liuan continued to stand.

“Unless you have a better plan?”

“Not really. I’ve thought the Divine Weapons beneath Baracuel—”

“Divine Monuments. There’s no reason to believe they’re weapons,” Mirian interrupted. But she already knows about them, like Troytin did. Troytin hadn’t known about any Monuments in Akana, so that meant Liuan had some inroads to either military intelligence or the RID.

“Sure,” Liuan said, sounding mildly annoyed. “The point is, the divine mysteries must be the key. That’s what I’ve been investigating. Jherica had a theory. Before he was… incapacitated.”

“I can tell you that if the divine mysteries are the key, the Luminate Order doesn’t have any locks.” Mirian made a face. “That metaphor sounded better in my head. But what have you found?”

“Not much yet. You don’t seem to be… afraid of Sulvorath anymore,” Liuan said. “Do you know what happened?”

She’s fishing for information. Mirian was willing to share some information, but not that. “I checked up on him when he stopped attacking me. Somehow, he seems to have been removed from the loop.” The lie came easily. She’d prepared it in advance.

“I spent a lot of time avoiding him. He’d mobilized the RID here. When we first met together, Jherica told Sulvorath where they started each loop. I lied, and that was all that kept me from getting ambushed too. I didn’t find out what he’d done to Celen until later.” She looked at Mirian. There was a confidence behind her eyes that Mirian recognized. And a cunning. “I’m not sorry to have him gone, but I am troubled by it. It was the Ominian’s divine grace that put us here. What happened shouldn’t have been possible.”

“Perhaps that divine grace was revoked,” Mirian said.

“Perhaps,” Liuan said. Mirian could guess her thinking, though. If she’d had the same dreams as her, then she knew the Ominian wasn’t exactly active. “Why didn’t you go to Ibrahim before coming to me?”

“When Sulvorath was active? Because if I’d gone to him and he marked me as an enemy, then I’d be fleeing from two Prophets. Now? Because he’s recruited the arch-necromancer Atroxcidi, and we should both fear what kind of damage to the soul that man can do.” That wasn’t the whole story. The problem with telling Liuan the whole story is that the vast majority of Mirian’s time had been spent investigating the Labyrinth, acquiring relicarium, and then applying it to a holy relic. It had been researching a way to remove Troytin. None of that was information she wanted Liuan to have, because then she could attempt to use that to gain an advantage over Mirian. And I don’t want that. I don’t want anyone to have power over me ever again.

And therein lay a problem with power. Once you had it, it was hard to let go. That was part of the problem they were facing with all the leaders of the world. General Corrmier wouldn’t want to lay down his arms. Pontif Oculo didn’t want to admit his plans would come to ash, and he needed to bow before another. Sylvester Aurum wanted to stay atop his golden tower.

“Let’s start at the beginning. I spent two years fighting the Akanan military invasion to stop them from destroying the Divine Monument. You’re right—they’re critical—but I don’t know how yet. All I know is that saving the Monument gives us two extra days in the cycle, and blowing it up causes the leylines to destabilize that much faster.”

“That explains a lot,” Liuan muttered.

Mirian then spun a much-summarized tale next. She told Liuan of ‘Sulvorath’ cursing her, then evading him and finding heretics like Lecne to help her learn soul magic. She talked about all the efforts she spent disrupting events so that the initial conditions cascaded into unpredictable timelines. She didn’t mention Frostland’s Gate or the Labyrinth. “Once I started my research on the leylines, I worked to do it in secret. I found a myrvite titan resting on one of the leylines, and thought perhaps it was destabilizing them. It took quite some time to gather a large enough army to kill the thing, and then it turned out not to be the problem anyways. Shortly thereafter, Sulvorath disappeared. Once I realized he was actually gone, I continued my research and started looking for other Prophets. Except for Ibrahim. I don’t know what in the five hells he’s doing, but I don’t get the sense he’s trying to save Enteria. What about you?”

Liuan had relaxed somewhat, now that Mirian was being open with her, but she could still see a tension in the other Prophet. “I spent the first year bumbling around ineffectively. Sulvorath invited me and Jherica to confer with him, but it was a trap to learn our initial starting locations and then curse us. I was cursed too, but he didn’t know where I actually started, so I was able to find priests who would break the curse. Like you, I learned soul magic shortly thereafter, then worked to make sure he wouldn’t. Jherica had an idea about the origin of moonfall, but Sulvorath incapacitated him before I could learn anything more. You talked of seizing the levers of power in Torrviol? I seized the levers of power in the churches here. That gave me an organization that could resist the RID and keep me hidden. The RID has the secret telegraph network and seems a lot more competent than the Department of Public Security in your country, so it took most of my effort just to stay hidden. I also had to learn arcanism from scratch. I didn’t know magic at all before this loop started.”

Mirian was reading between the lines there. You know I left things out of my story, so you’re leaving things out too, she realized. Trust isn’t built in a day, I suppose.

Liuan continued. “There was knowledge about the Prophets and the divine mysteries. The problem is, when the Luminate Order split with the Church of the Ominian, secretive sects took that knowledge and went into hiding. Tracking it down has been a pain.”

She nodded. “And what have you found?” She expected perhaps she’d found one of the holy relics. After all three of the relics in the holy vaults of the Grand Sanctum had been forgeries. Presumably, the Church were the ones who had taken them during the split. That was what Oculo had thought.

She didn’t expect what Liuan said.

“That the Ominian is dead,” she said.

The words echoed in the large chamber, emphasizing the silence that followed.

Mirian looked at her. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Nevertheless, it is one of the deepest mysteries of the Church. And it’s not just one secret society or one church. Dig deep enough in the old orders, and they all will tell it to you.”

“Why even entertain the notion?” Mirian asked. “You’ve seen Them. Sitting upon the throne. Unwell, perhaps, but not dead.”

“Hence why I’m looking to understand the divine mysteries better. Jherica seemed to have figured out something about it early on. I just wish they had told us. I didn’t think it was important at the time.”

Mirian thought. “Then you should continue to pursue that. But I would ask that you also set yourself to another task. We have an opportunity not just to save Enteria, but to stop a bloody war. Can you figure out how to stop the assassination of Kinsman and prevent the invasion?”

Liuan smiled. “Of course. I was already working on it.”

There was still a knot of nerves inside Mirian, a bunch of what ifs twirling in her head, but there was a new feeling now: relief.

She’d found an ally.

            

            
                
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from UraniumPhoenix
                        

                    

                    The glossary's map has been updated with a few more place names, like Second Cairn and Florin City. Both already existed on the map previously, but were unlabeled. The map has a high resolution, so you can zoom in on it pretty close. I still need to update the glossary with more names, but I need to check through my notes to make sure I remember when characters are getting introduced so I don't accidentally spoil stuff. I'll write an author's note when I get around to that, but there's still a ton of names and info already on there.


                
Chapter 188 - Digging A Hole

                When Mirian at last left her meeting with Liuan Var, she went back to the hole she’d made to ‘hide’ her spellbook and rapier. She found someone had already dug up the hole, then had tried to make it look like they hadn’t. As I thought. She had people looking to learn what kind of spells I know. She had a lie prepared for if Liuan asked, but if she didn’t bring it up, Mirian wouldn’t. Likely, the orders had been given when she still wasn’t sure if she trusted Mirian.

And if she was hiding from Troytin, then such paranoia served her well. She was probably as nervous as I was. As far as she could tell, Liuan’s story lined up. It explained the challenges Troytin had in mobilizing Akana Praediar. It meant that there would have been both Specter and a Prophet making sure to keep him away from soul magic.

It also meant Liuan was well-practiced in manipulating events from the shadows. From what Mirian could tell, she’d been incredibly cautious before emerging to obviously influence events. Hopefully, she could put that expertise to good use.

The emotions swirled in Mirian. An ally. After all this time. And better yet, one who already was starting to master Akana Praediar and could stop the war. It wasn’t just a relief for when the final cycle came—however many decades away that was—but it would be immediately applicable. If Endresen was right about how the cycles worked, the energy used to reset the loop was essentially the same, no matter how long the loop had persisted, so two extra days per cycle would simply be more time to solve the apocalypse. The longer they had to propagate changes, the bigger an effect they could have.

One ally was worth far more than the three days removing Liuan’s temporal anchor would give Mirian. She would still be careful. Troytin’s lesson had burrowed far too deep into her mind for her to abandon caution. But she had an ally.

Now, she wanted another one.

The problem was that Ibrahim got to talk to Atroxcidi first. That meant he could tell the arch-necromancer anything he wanted. If he wanted to convince him Mirian needed to have her soul destroyed, he would find a way to do that. Despite her growth in power, Atroxici had surpassed 150 myr back during the Unification War. He’d had over a hundred years to become even more powerful. Now that she could see what 127 myr could do, she was even more afraid of that kind of power.

She needed to find a way to sever him from his ally. Also, because Atroxcidi might know how to break the curse on Jherica without destroying their mind. If not, Mirian could remove their temporal anchor as a last resort. Though if she did that, there would be a problem if Liuan demanded an explanation.

The problem was Atroxcidi was somewhere in Persama, close enough to Ibrahim that he was able to reach the necromancer in only a few days at most.

The trains couldn’t get her there fast enough. Nor could her force-enhanced levitation spell. Liuan was being cagey about where she started the cycle, but no matter where she was on the continent, there was no way she could get there in time either.

It was yet another intractable problem. She needed to get to Persama to finish her study of the leylines, but if Ibrahim was sending agents south, they would beat her to the major cities every time. This made it easy for Mirian to accept Liuan’s compromise. She’d agreed to help stop the invasion, and Mirian agreed to spend more time exploring the divine mysteries, starting with the Monument.

Liuan Var was convinced that something in the divine histories was key. The Divine Monument was the most obvious candidate. Her knowledge of magical theory seemed lacking, but she was right that Mirian’s plan had technical difficulties that could not be easily overcome.

The appearance of a fifth time traveler in Akana bothered her. It felt like it should be more balanced, and yet, Mirian had yet to see any sign of another time traveler in Baracuel. With Ibrahim still single-mindedly focusing on his war, and Liuan quite sure there were no other time travelers in Akana, though, that did leave Baracuel open for her to exploit. Mirian was willing to risk emerging from the shadows there in a more bombastic manner. Ibrahim could take Madinahr by the end of the cycle, but Baracueli soldiers ripped up the tracks leading to the west, so no matter how much of the eastern continent he conquered, he would be stuck on that side of the continent.

Her discussions with Liuan complete, Mirian returned to Baracuel. She retrieved Jei and Viridian and headed for Palendurio. The rest, she assigned on various research projects. Likely, they wouldn’t bear fruit, but there was always a chance. Selkus Viridian could continue his instruction on druid magic; Mirian still knew where to find all the Syndicate smugglers who had caged myrvites. Song Jei was the foremost expert in the Divine Monument. Her math had always implied the need for a second Monument to ‘complete’ the equations that governed energy flow through the Elder device, so if anyone would be able to help her with the secrets of the hypothesized second Monument, it would be her.

When they arrived in Palendurio, Mirian set up the professors in one of the inns near the Sanctum and went to Charlem Palace. She levitated to the upper chambers of the Luminate’s section of the palace. She melted open the window with manipulate glass, then landed beneath the basilica dome.

Several extremely surprised Luminate guards, priests, and attendants, all looked at her in shock.

“I am Mirian, the next Prophet. I will await Pontiff Oculo’s proclamation.” With that, she summoned Eclipse and used a modified illusion spell she’d been developing: light of the Prophet. Six bright wings of light blossomed from her back, the eyes within those wings swirling with orange and violet. She had designed them to mimic the anatomy of the creatures in the Mausoleum of the Ominian. The spell intensified the glow of her eyes, and conjured a luminous mist to surround her. It also changed her voice to give her an echo.

People couldn’t see her as human, because they couldn’t comprehend the Prophets they had read about in their books were human—not really. They had to see her as something otherworldly. Beyond them.

“Ah, that’s a nice illusion, but—” one of the guards started.

Mirian stood still, telekinetically turning the pages of her spellbook. She cast another spell she’d been working on: mass disarm. Every spear, sword, firearm, wand, and spellbook in the room was pulled toward her. Polite society was simply not ready for someone with the power of an archmage, especially with the Praetorians gone. There were gasps of fright. Mirian then gathered the objects in a force sphere and incinerated them.

“The Ominian has already made Their choice,” she said, voice echoing in the chamber. “The Pontiff’s declaration is for convenience.”

***

With the Holy Pages and Sword of the Fourth Prophet in front of him, Pontiff Oculo had his hand forced, especially when runners brought word that the holy vaults were indeed missing the items. 


Mirian visited Lord Governor Quintus Palamas next, using her light of the Prophet illusion as she addressed them, Pontiff Oculo by her side.

“Arrest Kallin Corrmier for high treason. Arrest his brother Decian Corrmier and the entirety of the Pure Blade. Return their stolen guard uniforms to their respective barracks. Arrest Arturus Castill for high treason and the murder of Praetorian Adria Gavell.”

Gasps came from his advisers. Governor Quintus stared at her, uncomprehending.

“The three named conspirators all seek your death and the death of the Palamas family. They will move on you on the 20th of Solem.”

“Holy Prophet,” Quintus said. “I cannot simply—there are laws to be followed.”

“Kallin Corrmier won’t follow the law when he kills you. But I will tell you a secret: it doesn’t actually matter if you live or die. I’m just trying to make sure my own research goes smoothly, because the longest any cycle has lasted is the 12th of Duala. What I actually need is for the best geomancers and hydromancers in the city to meet me in front of the Grand Sanctum tomorrow morning. Whether or not you heed my advice on the arrests will be up to you.”

Mirian turned and began to walk out. Quintus looked to Oculo. “I… I am Lord Governor of Palendurio! You will not turn your back—!”

She wasn’t sure what Pontiff Oculo would say to the Governor. She wasn’t sure if it would work. That was okay. She had plenty of attempts to try.

***

Five cycles later, Mirian had found a way to get the heads of the conspiracy arrested with minimal effort. Pontiff Oculo should have been one of them, but she needed his support to help sway the Governor, and keeping the former Allard noble alive and on her side helped sway that entire family from the conspiring side to hers. She also learned if she brought Adria Gavel’s corpse and an alive Specter with her, it was easier to get Arturus Castill arrested.

When the Corrmiers had lost the Deeps and the Allards, Nicolus’s father quickly pulled the Sacristars’ support, leaving the brothers isolated.

Then, while all sorts of revelations and trials were going on, Mirian was left to do what she’d really come to the city to do:

Dig a hole.

Over the course of the past few cycles, Mirian had learned far more about digging holes than she’d ever wanted to know. By now, she was including Professor Holvatti when she brought down academics from Torrviol since his expertise in geomorphology was proving useful, even if he kept bickering with Viridian about old grudges. She’d also learned that just a whole bunch of geomancers wasn’t enough, and now employed nearly a hundred skilled laborers who helped shore up the sides of the hole. Ten spell engines running at capacity were needed to pump groundwater from the site.

This was because, based on Jei’s revisions to her calculations, if there was a Palendurio Monument, it was buried beneath the river in front of the Grand Sanctum.

“Yes, force the evacuation of those sections of the canals,” Mirian snapped at one of the Luminate guards. “Tell them the river will be flooding those areas whether they’ve moved or not.” She’d had to deal with that the last few cycles too, and she was sick of people being so intransigent. It seemed ridiculous to her that some people wouldn’t move for a Prophet, wouldn’t move for the Pontiff, wouldn’t move for the Lord Governor, and resisted being moved by guards. There was a selfishness there that she found abhorrent. All they could think about was how this was affecting them personally, and how they didn’t like it.

She looked over and saw Holvatti pondering a map. 

He turned to her and asked, “How far down have you excavated before? It doesn’t seem this map has anything about the kind of rock more than ten meters below the riverbed.”

“We discussed this already. It’s impermeable rock.” Mirian closed her eyes. “Apologies, we didn’t discuss this already. That was a different cycle. Regardless. The rock is impermeable. We can use it to build the dam that will channel the rest of the river around the dig site once we get to it. That’s why the amount of stone the laborers are rafting down to us is so low,” she said.

“Ah! Well, that solves it then. Or I guess, it was already solved.”

Mirian moved on. She didn’t like big projects like these. She didn’t like supervising trench construction and barricades back when she was defending Torrviol, and she didn’t like yelling at laborers when they inevitably misread the instructions she’d prepared for them. If she could have just done this all herself, she would have been much happier. However, even an archmage had limits, and digging a hole at the bottom of the Magrio River was one of them. That was especially true because she didn’t know the exact location.

Everywhere, arcanists were casting spells, shaping rock or digging in thick steel pylons into the riverbed. It looked a bit like chaos, but there was an order to it. Or rather, it was chaos, but if she closed her eyes she could pretend it was orderly.

Jei visited next, and Mirian swapped to Adamic. “I don’t see how it can be here,” her mentor said.

“This is what you said was the likely spot last cycle. I don’t remember why, I don’t have the space to record things like that. Three cycles ago, I had the leyline pooling at a hundred meters downstream and partially in that district over there, while the leyline eruption path made it look like a potential Monument would be five hundred meters upstream and under that section of the canals. Naturally, Elder Monuments are completely invisible to divination spells, because of course they are, so we find it the hard way.”

Jei stared at her calculations. “I’ll look over them again,” she said.

“No. Don’t bother. It’ll only matter if we don’t find something here.” Mirian grimaced as she watched a group of sorcerers levitate one of the support pylons directly over a group of laborers. Four cycles ago, that had led to three people getting killed. However, while these arcanists were fine building for a Prophet, ‘being careful’ for their Prophet was too much to ask. 

Mirian’s thoughts turned to the river and the canals. “It’s still hard to imagine… the scale of the world. Five thousand years ago, this entire area was thirty meters lower. But before that, the limestone that the caves are a part of… was below the water. That still doesn’t make any sense to me.”

“Yes, well, Holvatti is an ass, but he does know how rocks work. Though his crystallography is sloppy. Don’t let him in on the conduit projects.”

Mirian had already found that out the hard way. “How are you doing, Jei?”

“You should call me Song. You outrank me, and you’re no longer my student.”

“Yeah, I know. But it feels wrong. It’s been fourteen years.” Mirian let out a heavy breath. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you, Jei. You…” You’d do anything I ask without question. And it’s such a relief, because there’s so much to be done. “You’ve done so much to help this world,” Mirian finished. And I wish… But she didn’t even want to think it to herself.

Jei stood there, rigid. She didn’t glance down at her page of equations.

Mirian could tell she wanted to. For other people it was easy to remember they didn’t have any continuity, but it was harder for Jei. They’d been working together for so long. “Do whatever you think is best,” she said. “We’ll probably only have time to dig one more hole within the loop if this one fails to find something.” Assuming the guild of geomancers doesn’t rebel, she thought bitterly.

Song Jei nodded, and went back to a table. A moment later, Mirian could hear her abacus clicking. She turned her attention back to the digging effort. She would assist with it again in a few hours, once more of the river was being redirected through the canals. They’d first worked to deepen the channels there. Soon, they’d be ready to actually excavate the riverbed. Once they got through the silt, they’d hit solid stone, and then they’d see if Mirian was right about the location this time.

For two weeks, the work continued, until at last a circle of stone and steel had cordoned off a huge circle within the Magrio River. Naturally, this project had pissed off thousands of merchants as trade along the river was disrupted, but Mirian could be grateful that most goods were unloaded at the western docks, not this far east up the river. And they’d only screwed up some of the canals, not the whole network.

The work proceeded without any irregularities. Thirty meters down, there was just more bedrock. Mirian had ordered periodic boreholes be excavated to see if it was deeper than they’d thought, but she was beginning to think this loop would also be a dud.

She was just about to order they begin work for the next dig site when she spotted a commotion among the geomancers tasked with the eastern borehole, the one just below the bridge by the Grand Sanctum.

Mirian flew down. “What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing ma’am—er, I mean, your holiness,” one of the men said.

One of the other geomancers kicked him in the shin.

“Ow! Why did you—?”

“Tell her,” the woman said under her breath.

The man swallowed and wiped his brow. Mirian wasn’t sure if people being intimidated by her was less or more annoying than being ignored. “Uh, well, we’re, uh, having trouble with this borehole. It won’t bore. Shape stone won’t work on that stone down there,” he said, pointing into the dark hole. “Force drill didn’t do anything to it.”

The woman geomancer blurted out, “There’s an abrupt stratigraphic discontinuity. The stone’s still dark, but it’s not basalt. In my professional opinion. Your holiness.” Obviously no one had told them the etiquette on dealing with a Prophet, because she then gave a curtsy.

“Okay, good. Please move out of the way.”

There was a moment while they stared at her stupidly like she’d just started speaking to them in Adamic.

Mirian looked at them again. “Move,” she said.

Then they moved, scrambling back a few feet.

“A lot farther,” she said.

Finally, they seemed to get the idea and they went to go stand next to another geomancer team, who had stopped and watched as soon as Mirian had flown down.

Mirian flipped through her spellbook pages and began with shape rock. She began by undercutting large blocks of stone, then levitating those blocks away so she could get a better view of the spot. She then tried her own force drill. There was a loud grinding noise. Nothing happened. Sparks didn’t even come off it. The rock seemed unharmed.

She tried a resistance-piercing drill. This time, the noise was far louder. The soul-coating around the spell seemed to shred, and she could see bright flashes of energy inside luminous smoke. She wasn’t sure if anyone without a focus could see it, but she’d drawn the attention of the entire excavation crew.

Mirian cast amplify voice, only putting a fraction of her power into the spell. Still, her voice boomed across the dig site. “All arcanists and artisans are ordered to cease their work and begin excavating this area.” She dismissed the spell.

We found it.

 

======
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Chapter 189 - The Palendurio Monument

                As the excavation continued, Mirian saw the Governor’s delegation approaching, flanked by two Praetorians and several city guards. Great. This again. But it was best to head it off.

She flew up and landed in front of Governor Quintus.

“Prophet!” he said, surprised.

“Yes. You’re here about the Persamans, right?”

The Governor swallowed. “Yes, holy one. You didn’t answer my summons—ah, you’re right, of course!—but Parliament is watching the country be split in two and there are… concerns. This false Prophet… he’s conquering the eastern cities one by one. Atroxcidi stands by his side. People say… well, there are rumors. And you are digging. I of course understand how critical this excavation is, but there are others…”

“Then send the Palendurio army. The traitor Corrmier no longer has control of it. If Ibrahim is busy besieging Madanhr, go liberate Alkazaria. You don’t need me for that.”

“The western half of the continent would be defenseless!” the Governor protested. “What can be so important… your holiness, I am not questioning that the Ominian has touched you. I only seek to inform you of the rumors and unrest that are spreading.”

This was something she was seeing now when she proclaimed herself early. The initial shock of it let her do what she wanted—for a few days or weeks at least. Then, the different factions of power worked to accomplish whatever agenda they had, or maneuver for whatever power they could grab. The short time frame of the loop limited how much she needed to worry about it, but if she did find a way to drastically expand the amount of time in a cycle, it would start to become a problem.

Mirian had tried explaining last cycle that it didn’t matter, that there simply wasn’t time for Ibrahim to do anything to western Baracuel. She had tried explaining that, yes, she was a powerful archmage, but Atroxcidi would easily destroy her in any battle. Quintus said he was bringing up the concerns of others, but in reality, it was his concern, and he couldn’t help but think she should be leading the army in some heroic struggle.

I need to make him think I’m going along with him.

“Very well. Begin mobilizing two divisions. Tell them my intention is to sneak through the Casnevar Range. We’ll strike at Rambalda and cut off Ibrahim’s supplies and force him to retreat. We will depart on the 14th of Duala.”

Quintus seemed shocked.

“Do you need further instructions?”

“No, holy one. I will inform Parliament at once.” He gave a cursory bow and departed.

Mirian watched him go. She wanted to say, and next time, leave the Praetorians behind. What in the five hells are you wasting their time for? But it was better to let him think he’d just won. The world would end before she would have to make good on her promise.

She returned to the excavation. By now, geomancers had cut away the stone surrounding the indestructible layer. It wasn’t the Monument, though. It was a much smaller room.

“Here, your holiness,” said one of the artificers who was helping run the water pumping spell engines. “We think this is a door.”

 The door was made of some sort of dark metal. It didn’t appear to be adamantium, but like the black stone, it was resistant to both force and shape spells. There were a mix of glyphs and runes on the door. Enchantments, still active after all this time? That should be impossible.

Mirian had a sense that she’d seen something else like this before. There had been something early in the loops… but what? What does this remind me of?

The other arcanists had tried to open the door in various ways, but it was firmly locked. Mirian began to investigate. The glyphs were spread out, and by inference she knew most were on the other side, but she could map out a probable sequence. Energy rerouting. The complete sequence isn’t on the door, but it’s implied. If force is applied… hmm. She used a divination spell that would track energy and tried a force drill again. There. Some sort of sequence is causing the stone to absorb the force as heat, then dissipating that heat all around the structure. Her usual trick of overheating a glyph to break it wouldn’t work. But where is the arcane energy for such an enchantment coming from? She tried overwhelming the glyph with electric energy, then tried magnetic detonation. Again, the spells appeared to have no effect. Again, she could detect part of some sort of sequence that was moving the energy around, presumably to dissipate it.

There was no way to do that she knew of with an enchantment. Remnant Elder work? she wondered. But the Elder Gods used glyphs that were almost too small to see, and integrated the glyphs into the very stonework itself in a way that was totally different than human construction.

There was another structure, she realized, that did have similar construction.

Torrian Tower. It wasn’t quite the same; Torrian Tower didn’t have sequences that resisted damage so well, but it did have glyphs designed to support the materials, resist weathering, and counter attempts to shape the stone itself. Conduit nodes inside the tower allowed arcanists to recharge the structural enchantments.

Mirian embraced her focus and examined the door again. No soul energy present. It’s not actually using spell resistance, just clever tricks.

She looked to Professor Viridian. “Do you think it’ll work?”

Professor Viridian looked at Jei.

Jei shrugged. “Best time to try it, yes?”

Mirian turned to her newest spell. Functionally, the spell pushed her. The trick part was that it pushed her towards a set of coordinates she couldn’t see. She had tried it in open spaces, but not to actually pass through an obstacle yet. Possibly, this would just see her splatter against the door, and she would have yet another ignominious end to a cycle. But, if this was human construction, chances were good that no one had constructed anything in the fourth dimension.

She held her breath and cast the stone mole inspired blink.

For a moment, the world rushed by Mirian, contorting in a way she found impossible to describe. It was like she could simultaneously see the inside and outside of the room in front of her, but the angles all seemed wrong. Then, she was standing on the other side of the door, thoroughly disoriented and slightly nauseous.

It worked, she thought, stunned. Then, it worked! She gave a whoop of joy.

Then, she heard a hissing sound, and froze.

The room was pitch black, so she cast a light spell.

She took a step back, hitting the door. About six feet away in front of her was an Elder creature. She was sure she had seen its like carved in the Mausoleum of the Ominian; it was an octopus-like creature, though its head had too many teeth, and its tendrils covered in unblinking eyes. The statues in the Mausoleum were all black so she hadn’t expected the strange prismatic carapace or the way it moved. Parts of its body suddenly would vanish then reappear in a slightly different spot.

Mirian readied her spellbook, but it wasn’t attacking.

She stared at it. How is it possible for it to be alive? The teeth weren’t what she expected either. They were twisted spirals like the pointy end of a conch shell, only metallic with lines of fluorescing material. It was stranger even than the unliving abominations in the depths of the Vault. The only comparable thing she’d seen was Apophagorga.

It took her a moment to see the rest of the room. The creature was sitting atop a slanted table. On that table were all sorts of glyphs and runes, many of which she’d never seen before. Most were minuscule, but some were larger. There was also a silver and white device that resembled the leyline repulsor device that the Akanans had found in the Labyrinth. The strange Elder creature had several tendrils wrapped around it.

It was still looking at Mirian. It didn’t look like it was aggressive, though it had enough sharp protrusions Mirian was going to be careful. The way it looked at her—all the eyes tracking her—it looked intelligent. She kept her spellbook in hand as she carefully approached it.

Have I seen this creature in my dreams before?

She wasn’t sure. When she was close enough, she gently raised her hand, shaping her soul like she did when she wanted to befriend a wyvern. She touched the creature on a tendril, ready to leap back.

A complicated burst of concepts ran through her mind. They came too fast, like Jei speaking Gulwenen at her. It was like a thousand pictures all melded into one, a thousand emotions and ideas.

Slower, she tried to say. Simple.

The creature moved its tendrils, dozens of eyes examining her.

THIS ONE SURVIVED. THIS ONE SERVES. COMMAND?

The concepts rippled through her mind like a shout. Open, she thought, then tried to think of the best word. Door? Portal? Gate?

CANNOT. DAMAGED.

What was damaged? she pushed to the creature.

Images of the table flashed through her mind. There had been crystals of different sizes in it, once. Something had shattered them; she could see the pieces scattered across the ground. This creature could repair the glyphs and runes, somehow, but not the crystals. INSUFFICIENT MATTER.

Name? I’m Mirian, she pushed to it.

THIS ONE SERVES, AS LONG AS THE PACT IS HONORED. A NAME IS TOO SMALL A THING TO CONTAIN US. It sent another burst of complicated images and ideas that spun through Mirian’s mind like a headache.

Pact? She had so many questions. They bubbled to the surface inadvertently.

YOU HAVE FORGOTTEN. HUMANITY’S MEMORY IS FRAIL, CARRIED IN TINY BUNDLES OF NERVES AND SOUL SHAPES ALONG A SINGLE THREAD OF TIME. WE CANNOT HELP YOU REMEMBER. WE WERE TASKED ONLY TO SERVE ONE PURPOSE. BEYOND THAT, THE FIELDS OF TIME LIE OPEN TO US.

There was so much more she wanted to ask, but she was still used to communicating in simple concepts with wyverns and trees. What purpose?

TO OPEN DOORS, except the concept she sensed came along with a bunch of things in her mind that definitely weren’t doors.

Open small door. 

OH. THAT.

The little door that Mirian had blinked past cracked apart, retracting into the wall like a hundred shards of glass.

Thank you, she thought. Then, I return. Matter for crystals. Now she was curious. What door had it meant it couldn’t open?

She turned to see Jei, Viridian, and a handful of arcanists peering through the door. Their mouths were agape. “Jei,” she said. “We need to make crystals for it.” She looked around the construction site at all the debris. Well, they wouldn’t be lacking for raw material.

***

As Jei and Mirian worked on fabricating various crystals as demanded by the Elder creature, the dig teams continued their excavation and soon encountered a thick layer of obsidian.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” one of the geomancers told her. “This entire area is full of sedimentary rock. Because the river, obviously. You don’t—you can’t just get a big chunk of volcanic glass in a spot like this with no other volcanic rock. It doesn’t make sense!”

Obsidian required a specialized shaping spell to manipulate. Once one of the geomancers explained it, she was able to use glyphs from both shape rock and manipulate glass to assist; there was no need to scribe a new spell. When she wasn’t fabricating crystals, she spent her time hastening the excavation. As she began to shear away chunks of the obsidian and levitate them away, Mirian started rethinking her spellbook composition. Old spellbooks would only use one of each glyph to minimize the resources needed, since magic inks were so hard to make back then. But that same technique could save me dozens of pages. It wouldn’t be any good for combat spells, since I can’t exactly be flipping back and forth between pages for something I need to cast fast, but for spells that I can take my time to cast—I could make a utility spell section.

Viridian was busy communing with the Elder creature. He reported that while it was completely intransigent about certain topics, it seemed to enjoy the attention. Perhaps the fact that it had sat there buried under the earth for countless generations had something to do with it. Except, what exactly did it mean by ‘the fields of time lie open’?

Mirian worked through the night. She couldn’t help it; they were on the cusp of something. It must be down there, she thought as they peeled more and more dark glass away.

Jei was still working on crystal fabrication. The Elder creature was demanding all sorts of rare minerals. She’d ordered some dozen arcanists to retrieve alchemical substances as Viridian translated exactly what the Elder creature needed.

Then, at last, the excavation made its second breakthrough, and they found a perfectly spherical cavern below the smaller room. Mirian caught a glimpse of it as they began to crack open the shell: a colossal object made of spindles and strange geometric ships, one that shifted depending on what angle she looked at it from.

A second Divine Monument.

Word spread quickly about the discovery, and even though it was midnight, both banks of the river and the bridge above filled with curious people. They watched as Mirian and the geomancers cut. This Divine Monument was identical in shape and size to the one in Torrviol. The obsidian layer had a perfect sphere of missing space that the Monument resided in. It was like a great glob of lava had come down on it, but never touched the object itself.

Mirian couldn’t help but feel triumph.

I was right. And based on the leyline confluences, she could find other ones. There was another in Alkazaria, she was sure. But what does it mean? What are they used for?

***

Over the next four days, Mirian and Jei completed the crystals the creature required. Many of them were crystals Mirian had never made before, so Jei had to take the lead on fabrication. By then, the Palendurio Monument was fully excavated, and the geomancers had shaped the bedrock so that it formed stairs leading from it to the strange room with the Elder octopus-thing.

Why does this Monument have such a room and the Torrviol one doesn’t? she wondered.

Viridian had continued discussions with the creature. It didn’t seem to need water, food—or air for that matter. Both she and Viridian were thoroughly confused by its biology.

With the crystals on the table, the creature seemed—well, it was hard to ascribe emotions to it. Still, the way its tentacles moved implied a lightness, perhaps even joy. It quickly inserted the last crystals, and Mirian could see them faintly glowing as they filled with mana.

Open door? she sent to it.

YES. WHICH ONE?

Mirian was confused.

Don’t know. What is? she sent, and tried to picture the Monument.

Several of the creature's eyes blinked at her. YOUR SIGHT IS SO PRIMITIVE. THE DOOR. THAT IS THE DOOR. THE GATE. THE PORTAL.

The Monument? Like— and this time she pictured the place deep underground in Torrviol.

IT IS SIMPLY DONE, the creature sent, and suddenly, Mirian felt a surge in mana. Shocked, she let go of the creature and stepped back. The silver device the creature was wrapped around—the one that looked like the leyline repulsor—suddenly glowed. Mirian felt mana rushing past her, towards the Monument.

And the Monument began to move.

She stepped out and watched, jaw open, as the geometric shapes began to pulse. The huge circular arms whirled, spinning around, until the entire device was moving. Gradually, it increased in speed, moving faster and faster until—

There was a flash of light, and in place of the Monument was a sphere. Mirian blinked at it, trying to understand what she was seeing. It was like looking at a glass sphere full of water, only instead of distorting the light, it was like there was something moving beneath that glass. She saw—no, that couldn’t be right. Is that… it looks like the room in Torrviol. It’s distorted, but there’s the primary spell engine, and there are the divination devices.

Her heart was pounding. “It can’t be,” she said, voice full of awe.

Jei came and stood next to her. “The equations always needed two sets of coordinates,” she said, voice also full of astonishment. “I was… right.”

“A door,” Mirian said. “Wait…”

All the pieces were suddenly falling into place. There was the Ominian, and that encroaching wall of fire in the stars. During the Cataclysm, there had been the Gates of Fire, holes in the world that burned entire cities. All around this gate was, she realized, the result of one of those gates: a sphere of black glass. When the old legends had called them gates, they had been literal. Gates using the fourth dimension. She spun, looking at the Elder creature. Was it possible for an octopus covered in eyes and shell-teeth to look smug? And if it draws energy from the leylines—!

“Jei, we did it!” she said, tears bursting from her eyes. She wrapped her old mentor in a hug. When she let go, she said, “Sorry, I know you don’t like hugs, it’s just… this breakthrough… this is going to change everything!”

“It’s quite okay,” Jei said, and she was positively beaming. “To think—my life’s work.” She looked at Mirian, then back to the gate, and started moving down the steps. Mirian joined her, marveling at the skeins of light moving through the sphere. 

They stood next to the sphere.

“You should go first,” Mirian said. “Without your equations, I wouldn’t have even known to look.”

“It is my honor, Respected Mirian,” Jei said. She hesitated, a mix of trepidation and awe on her face. Then she took a deep breath and stepped into the sphere.

There was a flash of mana and light, and then she was on the other side of the gate, distorted like she was on the other side of a veil of water. She could see Jei excitedly gesticulating, and then, when she stepped back through, Archmage Luspire and High Wizard Ferrandus were at her side.

“Well burn me,” Luspire said. He looked back at the Monument. No, not Monument. Gate. An Elder Gate. “But then… what’s causing the time loop?”

“No idea,” Mirian said. “But this changes everything. Now we need to figure out by just how much.” She turned to the arcanists. “Get me a team of artificers! And someone inform the Governor there might be a change in plans.”

There’s a path forward, she knew. Ominian, I will not fail you.

She turned back to the Elder Gate and smiled. Hope swelled in her.

            
Chapter 190 - Regulation

                Mirian’s excitement only grew as the month of Duala continued. By the 13th of Duala, she was elated: she’d found another way to extend the cycles. Whether by design or coincidence, she didn’t know, but some aspect of the Elder Gates helped balance the energy in the leylines. Mirian pored over the leyline data she was getting from both sides of the Gates. The terrible surge that started in the east was moderated by the open portal. Around Cairnsmouth, there were fewer reports of arcane eruptions. From what she could tell, it wasn’t just that the portals were using energy from the leyline—the only thing powerful enough to create such a bridge through the fourth dimension—but also moving huge amounts of arcane energy.

She attempted to interrogate the creature she had taken to calling ‘Conductor’ about this. It still refused to be identified with a name, but it was more so that she could talk about it with other people, rather than saying ‘the weird Elder creature with the eyeball-covered tentacles’ all the time.

Use door to calm leylines? she sent to it.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE ASCENDED IS FORBIDDEN, Conductor sent back.

Save, Mirian sent, and then tried to picture all the places in Enteria and send that.

FORBIDDEN, Conductor repeated. THE PACT WAS MADE. CARKAVAKOM WATCHES.

When it sent Carkavakom, Mirian felt an overwhelming pressure on her. She felt an endless scream boiling in a vast creature. She saw a wall of flesh circling the sun, only it wasn’t at all like the sun in the sky, but red and had violent arcs of fire bursting from it. She felt a thousand eyes staring at her. It was like she was in a great void, and in a sphere around her, thousands of eyes had all blinked open to watch her. In the space of a single heartbeat, she felt awe, she felt terror, and she tasted ash in her mouth.

She found herself pressed up against the opposite wall, having involuntarily moved seven feet backward and slammed into it.

The message was, at the very least, clear.

Liuan Var still hadn’t managed to stop the Akanan invasion, but she was able to stop the airships. With the portal open, it was a simple matter to deploy a division of the Palendurio Army to Torrviol. Dug in with trenches, only slightly outnumbered, and with an unstoppable source of logistics, they could hold the line easily for far longer than the rest of the cycle would last.

Two more days passed. By the 15th, it was clear the miracle wouldn’t hold. The leyline surges moving through the continent were simply too large. The eruptions by Cairnmouth were late, but they couldn’t be stopped.

Mirian pored over the leyline data. Again, energy was pooling beneath Alkazaria. Why nothing in Akana? From the past data she’d taken, there were several leylines that looked like they should be forming a confluence near Ferrabridge, but the dynamic was completely different.

Architecture of the ascended. The Elder Gods, did it mean? Are even the exact paths of the leylines by Their design? she wondered.

There was enough energy moving through the system that confluences should also be forming down south in Persama.

She needed to investigate.

But first, she needed to figure out how to open the Elder Gate on the Torrviol end.

***

Song Jei had retrieved several maps of the Torrviol Underground from the secure library in Bainrose. Now, Mirian was looking over them again, looking for some sort of sealed room that was just like the one with Conductor. Occasionally, she would add a secret passage or write a note about an incorrect junction. The maps were all using a different scale. One of the older maps was actually measuring things in cubits. That particular measurement had been archaic a thousand years ago, but the map was only two hundred years old. Why the academic had decided to do that was as unfathomable as Carkavakom.

As she studied the maps, she kept having the feeling that she was missing something.

Eventually, she sat down and thought. Her mind drifted back to the early days of the loops. Almost immediately, she’d started going down into the Underground and finding strange things. She’d first seen that abandoned statue and the orichalcum disks, though she hadn’t been able to levitate at the time. She’d found all sorts of secret passages and strange doors. Doors, she thought. She’d found a strange one that was locked. Just before that train ride with Nicolus where she’d first seen a leyline breach and moonfall. Then she’d gone back to it right after. She’d been exploring the Underground, using that embarrassingly bulky mapping device. There was a door, she remembered. Covered in glyphs. Pre-Cataclysm construction. And my divination spells returned something strange. Did I ever open it?

She returned to the maps. It had been close to the passage in Griffin Hall. She searched the maps. Nothing. But it hadn’t been that hard to find. But the spies and professors all used the maps. Why would they go wandering off towards what’s marked as a dead-end passage?

There’d been something strange about that door.

“I vaguely remembered something,” she said to Jei, rolling up the maps. “This way.”

They snaked through the passages.

“What are you thinking about?” Mirian asked.

Jei was silent. “Why?” she asked.

“Because I’d like to know. I appreciate you, more than you can know. I don’t want to command you to answer. Or guilt you. Friendship… looks different for me,” she said.

They continued on, the only sound the echo of their boots through the narrow passages. “Home,” Jei said finally.

“You haven’t talked much about home,” Mirian said.

“I have often thought there is no point to yearning for what cannot be. Yet sometimes I fall victim to it, and wonder how my family fares. Zhighua is not a good place to live right now, but it is beautiful. I wonder how my sister is. I wonder if I will ever see any of them again. Perhaps it is not fated to be. Right now, I have no life; I am not living. I am a tool being wielded in service for a god I do not have faith in, and it must be so.”

Mirian was silent. She felt a pang deep in her chest.

“There is some solace in the knowledge; if I am not alive yet, then I cannot die. I wonder: what will befall my home, when this is all done? Will Akana complete Baracuel’s conquest? Will that bring peace, or just suffering? Will the old regime of Zhighua be reborn? Would that be better or worse? Nevertheless, all these thoughts will end soon. Is there a point to having them? Perhaps. But perhaps it is better to push them aside and be the orb that lights the path of fate.”

So often, she had become numb to events, but there were times that they surged inside her. Mirian felt a single tear trickle down her face. “We’ve suffered a terrible fate,” she said quietly.

“You cannot comfort the world before it dies, for then you will spend an eternity in mourning. You can only push forward and let it live. It took me a long time to learn that lesson with Bao. I mourned for who she was for so long that I forgot to celebrate who she had become. She is still my precious treasure.”

“Some days, I feel unworthy. What did I do to deserve you?”

“Never feel that,” Jei said. “I gave up in believing in ‘justice’ or ‘deserve.’ There is only what is, and what you do with it. I have probably said this before. I think the thought pattern emerges in my mind so often I must have said it, so I think if I say it I will repeat myself. But I will say it in case I haven’t: you cannot save everyone. What you do must serve the greater good of all. When this is over, you must have changed the world so that these horrors cannot repeat.”

She had said it before, but Mirian still hated it. Why must I be the one to choose? “It’s a burden,” she said.

“Good,” Jei said. “If it ever stops weighing on you, that’s when you should worry. The tonnage of so many lives should not feel light.”

“True,” Mirian said. She thought of Viridian’s discovery. What would Enteria look like without spell engines? She needed to start thinking of the shape of the future. “The world will change. I need to better understand the shape of it.”

“I have always found knowledge and experience to help in whatever I am trying to do.”

“There’s so much to learn.” 

“Always.”

They turned another corner. They were off the map now. They took another passage. This one brought them close to the Bainrose plaza.

At last they came to it. The door.

The seams of the stone wall had a faint blue glow to them, and the solid oak door had an orange glow inside the keyhole. She’d misremembered; the door had no glyphs on the outside, but by the arcane energy present, it was obvious there were glyphs somewhere in its construction.

Jei furrowed her brow. “When did you discover this?”

“Near the start of it all. I was wandering around the Underground randomly, trying to figure out where you were going and how the spies were getting into Bainrose. Or something like that.”

Mirian cast date rock. Her divination was much better now, and she could easily target the mortar between the stones. “Five thousand two hundred years,” she announced. That didn’t just predate the Cataclysm, it pre-dated it by nearly four hundred years. There were legends of a people who lived before the Cataclysm. “What do you know of the Viaterria people?”

“Nothing,” Jei said. “Most of what is said to be known is conjecture. Have I mentioned Zhuan Li?”

The name rang a vague bell. “A scholar of some sort. Historian?”

“More than that, but yes. She knows about them. Better, she is one of the few people in the world with a functioning brain. She can sieve out facts from fabrication.”

“I’ll have to seek her out. When the time is right.”

Mirian started by trying to magnetically manipulate the lock. The magnetic energy was absorbed somehow. Her force drill encountered a similar problem. Is this human or Elder construction? It looks more like what people would make, but if so, how were they able to duplicate such complicated spellwork?

She used her divination on the keyhole. She had the strangest feeling of deja vu; it was strange, because while events and conversations repeated all the time now, she expected them to. She hadn’t expected this feeling.

There was a small walkway that circled the room beyond the door. The vast majority of the room was a yawning pit that went down dozens of meters. Mirian checked the maps again.

“This must be it,” she said. “We should be almost directly above the Elder Gate.”

The ground shook. Earthshaker artillery from the Akanan siege, she guessed. She had half a mind to go out there and start throwing fireballs at them, but it would be a waste of time. Besides, when they were actually deployed, and not in column, they had shielding engines and trenches that would protect them.

She focused back in on the door. She didn’t want to use blink because chances were she would overshoot and find herself plunging over the edge into the pit. But her next attempts with shape wood were countered by some sort of glyph architecture she was completely unfamiliar with. Creating a physical, brass key didn’t work either. There wasn’t just a magnetic repulsion, the lock had glyphs that would repel anything she stuck in there. Well, I suppose giant pits is what levitation is for, she decided. She cast levitation first, then blinked forward.

Mirian let out a gasp of breath as she unceremoniously slammed into a railing. The blink spell was thoroughly disorienting. At least it wasn’t true teleportation, or the risk would involve having solid objects inside herself, rather than just hitting her.

She caught her breath and cast light.

Mirian gasped.

There was indeed a pit. The room here was a tall shaft, wide enough to hold the Divine Monument and much taller. Above her, the shaft continued until it ended in glyph-covered metal beams that supported a ceiling of stone. The same kind of stone as the plaza above. The shaft continued down for tens of meters, where it abruptly ended in the kind of stone found in the Elder Gate chamber. But what’s the purpose of a vertical hall?

Perhaps some Elder creatures cared less about up and down. Mirian cast remote speech. “Jei, I’m inside. This one isn’t like the Palendurio Gate, though. I need to find the, uh, creature in charge.”

The walkway spiraled around the cylindrical shaft. She levitated down until the walkway came to another door. Again, Mirian blinked through.

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE! she heard in her mind. Startled, she jumped back, slamming into the door. 

A tentacled creature that looked very much like Conductor sat on the table. She noticed immediately that this table did have its crystal conduits intact.

Mirian winced, and stepped forward slowly offering her hand out. The creature’s eyes looked around wildly as it squirmed, fading in and out of her sight. Briefly, it vanished altogether.

Hello, she sent.

SORRY. YOU STARTLED ME. IT WAS VERY QUIET FOR A VERY LONG TIME OVER HERE. The eyes squinted at her, and one of the tendrils gently started prodding her. Parts of the arm faded, and then she felt it poking her in the back. It was unnerving to have pieces of its limb invisible. OH, YOU ARE VERY REAL. WELL, WE GUESS THAT MEANS WE NEED TO ‘WORK’ AGAIN. HOW NOVEL!

Please, Mirian sent. Open small doors? She pictured the oak doors.

IS THE CRISIS OVER? I WAS TO KEEP THEM CLOSED UNTIL IT WAS OVER.

Mirian sent confusion through her soul.

I GUESS IT IS, FROM THIS PERSPECTIVE. WE FORGET, YOU CAN’T SEE THE WAR ANYMORE. IT’S IN THE ‘PAST.’ HAHA. WE LOVE THE IDEA OF AN EVENT THAT CAN NO LONGER BE REVISITED. IMAGINE THE LIMITATIONS. IT MUST BE INTERESTING.

Behind her, the oak door opened. Presumably, the other one Jei was standing by had also opened.

This Elder creature was very different than the last one. She wasn’t sure what to make of it. Had thousands of years of isolation made it crazy? Except, had it really been isolated? The last one hadn’t answered her questions, so she stayed focused on her task. Crystals intact? she asked to confirm it had what it needed.

OBVIOUSLY, the second creature said, poking at the conduits arrayed on the table.

Name?

The creature poked her again. THAT’S RIGHT, YOU HUMANS LIKE NAMES. LIMITATIONS. HOW CURIOUS. WE ARE TICKLED BY THE IDEA OF HAVING A SINGLE NAME. IT IS HILARIOUS YOU GAVE THE ASCENDED NAMES. The creature pulsed several times in what Mirian could only assume was laughter. Flickers of color passed over its carapace. WE WISH TO HAVE THE NAME ‘EYEBALL.’

Mirian’s brow furrowed. Eyeball?

The creature pulsed again with apparent mirth. YES! HAHAHA. IMAGINE BEING IDENTIFIED BY ONLY A SINGLE, IRRELEVANT ASPECT OF YOURSELF! WE ARE DELIGHTED.

Open other gates? she asked, trying to picture Alkazaria.

NO, YOU HAVE TO FOLLOW THE TEMPORAL RULES. EVEN IF YOU DO HAVE A—and Mirian saw a vision of the thing she’d called a temporal anchor in her soul. EVERYONE HAS TO FOLLOW THE RULES ON ENTERIA. THAT’S THE PACT. AND NO CHANGING THE PACT, EVEN IF IT SOUNDS FUN.

Mirian was quickly getting a headache. Did these creatures have to shout?

Voice whisper? she sent.

WE ARE WHISPERING. IT’S NOT OUR FAULT YOU ARE SO FRAIL.

Okay. What rules for opening big gates?

WELL YOU HAVE TO BE ABLE TO SHOW THE DESTINATION. IN MIND-WORDS. THIS PROVES THAT YOU HAVE VISITED IT IN AN EARLIER CONTINUITY OR HAVE BEEN GIVEN PERMISSION BY YOUR RULE-MAKERS.

Okay. Thank you Eyeball.

HAHA YES. WE HAVE ENJOYED YOU IN THE OTHER CONTINUITIES. There was a pause. UH, FORGET WE SAID THAT. WHAT WE MEANT IS THAT WE HOPE YOU WILL VISIT AND TELL MORE JOKES IN THE FUTURE. A THING THAT ABSOLUTELY HAS NOT HAPPENED YET. AND MIGHT NOT! WHO CAN TELL? NOT US, HAHA!

Eyeball started pulsing again.

See you later, Eyeball.

LATER! WE LOVE THIS CONCEPT.

Mirian turned to see Jei watching her. “Apparently, they have different personalities,” she said.

As they walked back up the spiraling walkway, Jei said, “This shaft is strange. It must serve a purpose.”

“Yes. Apparently the creatures have rules they need to follow, so there’s limits on what it can tell me. Though it seems some of them are worse at following the rules than others. I also need to get better at communicating with them. I don’t even know how they’re conveying certain language concepts. How does one communicate ‘the’ through soul vibrations? Yet the words in my mind are clear.”

“That such Elder creatures exist is… fascinating. And they are familiar with humans?”

“Apparently.”

“Imagine how much there still is to learn and discover,” she said.

Finally, on the evening of Duala 16th, the moon came crashing down. It had stayed aloft for four extra days.
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                Mirian contemplated the letter she was holding. Then, wincing, she handed it off to the Royal Couriers to be delivered by zephyr falcon. There was no sense keeping the Elder Gates a secret from her first ally. She had already extended the cycle, which meant all of the time travelers knew something was going on. Liuan already knew she was investigating the Monument. Perhaps the other traveler could help locate one in Akana Praediar. And, Mirian needed to keep developing the bond of trust.

It’s best you sent it, she reassured herself. She had also sent the glyphs required for the blink spell and instructions on how to soul-communicate. For that, she would need to find someone like Viridian—or just visit Viridian. She’d told Liuan Var she wouldn’t be in Torrviol for most of the cycle, so she would be free to visit. Maybe the other woman would trust her. Maybe not.

Her next objective was to create a new spell. The Palendurio Gate offered quite a shortcut, but only if she could burrow through several dozen meters of rock. She revealed her status as Prophet to several professors, then went to Torrian Tower for the highest quality work tools and materials, then got to work. First, she scribed air bubble, then began designing and assembling the glyphs for a new spell.

After several tests, she ended up settling for a spell that combined manipulate glass, shape stone, force drill, and force push. The spell established a pushing force near the top. The manipulation spells pulled chunks of rock down so the force drill could more easily carve up those chunks. Once severed from the whole mass, four divots in the pushing force caused them to shunt to the side. The pushing force would also keep the Magrio River from collapsing into the hole immediately, which would give her time to reseal a portion to keep the river from drowning Torrviol—she wasn’t at all sure how the physics of that worked—and give her time to establish the air bubble spell so she could breath as she ascended.

As she worked, she’d also have to levitate.

It would drain a colossal amount of mana, so Mirian stocked up on several elixirs before she left. She killed Specter, just because if Liuan Var was going to visit, she didn’t want the other woman to have to deal with her. She’d already tried to manipulate one time traveler.

Then, Mirian headed down into the depths of the Underground and found Eyeball.

EEEEEEEEE! Eyeball screamed in her mind as soon as she entered.

Why surprised!? Mirian sent furiously. Just saw me!

But Eyeball was pulsing with vibrations and flashes of color again. HELLO. THIS IS THE ‘SECOND’ TIME WE HAVE MET. ISN’T THAT FUNNY?

You know sarcasm? she asked, though she wasn’t sure if she’d sent the last word properly. Very funny.

Eyeball continued to pulse.

Open Palendurio Gate, please, she told it.

DONE.

And small doors.

The doors opened.

Thank you. Later.

LATER. HAHA! Eyeball pulsed with laughter again.

That’s not going to get old, Mirian thought as she descended. When she reached the stone floor of the shaft, she cast blink again, which sent her plummeting right into the gate.

She landed on the other side in the depths of Palendurio. She had to take a moment to steady herself. Then, she started to levitate, and drilled upward. Stone cascaded down, falling into the Elder Gate below. Twice, she had to rest, not because she had drained all her mana, but the strain of maintaining so much power for so long. After nearly an hour of digging, she at last breached the riverbed. She resealed the rock below, then shot up through the river with her air bubble, breaching the surface next to a large raft with a very surprised crew.

Palendurio in a few hours, she marveled as she levitated over to the Lowfort District.

***

She met Rostal in the courtyard of his home.

Rostal, as per usual, pretended to be completely unbothered by the intrusion. “Who are you?” he asked.

“Mirian. I brought falafel and a plate of Mahian meatballs from Kaalim.” That was one of his favorite street vendors. She gestured to a steaming plate on the courtyard table. “I’m going on a trip to Alkazaria, but I’d like to learn more about Persama. And Ibrahim Kalishah. Let me tell you a little about myself…”

***

Mirian had endlessly thought through the risk she was taking. Just a few weeks ago, she’d thought getting near Alkazaria could never be worth it. Now, with a possible gate beneath the city, she’d changed her mind. The Palendurio Gate was only getting her to Alkazaria a full day sooner. That was more time, but not so much it qualitatively changed the risk she was taking.

There were other advantages. She’d be able to observe Ibrahim’s moves prior to the siege. She could better infer where Atroxcidi was sending his strike force from.

As they took the train to Alkazaria, she and Rostal talked.

“What have I already told you of Ibrahim?”

“That he associates most with the Last Breath of the Phoenix form. That he strongly believes in the God of the Isheer, and seeks to correct the injustices Baracuel perpetrated on Persama. That he’s been betrayed before, and has trouble trusting. That he takes risks.”

Rostal studied her, expression unreadable. “If I taught you the Last Fires of the Phoenix, that means something. I vowed not to teach it again, and I do not break a vow easily.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“I rarely speak of my vows. You know of tachaborh?”

“I’ve heard the word before, but it’s hard to define. Friian doesn’t have an equivalent.”

“It’s when you boast about your piety in front of everyone. Talk to everyone about how well you keep your promises. Tell of every good you have done, so all may see you and know how good your heart is. A type of… arrogance. My vows are between me and God. If someone wants to tell you all about their vows, they didn’t make the vows for themselves, they made them so that others might watch. Take care of those who have excess tachaborh.”

Mirian nodded. That made sense. She’d had a friend in preparatory school who was very loud about how good a friend she was.

She hadn’t been a very good friend.

“Ibrahim. What to say about him? He was a refugee from Mahatan. Came to me when fighting was still going on in the city. I instructed him, like I instructed many fools at the time. I thought it more important to preserve a dying martial art than to consider how that might change a soul. He was a good student, the kind teachers dream of. He listened astutely. He practiced hard. He was kind in his triumphs, and calm in his defeats. He helped teach the other students when they struggled, and his patience seemed infinite.”

“Hmm. I’d pictured him as having a fiery temper.” Like me.

“Oh, but he did have it. To have a soul of fire is not always to be ablaze. Most of the time, he was an ember, burning deep within the log. Only rarely did he burst apart. He grew up and went to the University of Urubandar. Studied archeology and history. He wrote to me often, and I thought, ah good, the embers are cooling. They will die, and he will live a good life. Full of peace.”

Rostal said nothing for a time. He wasn’t looking out the window at the countryside as it rushed by, but deep into some memory. “He went off to do archeology. Got a much coveted appointment studying the ruins of Mayat Shadr. I don’t know what happened next. He stopped writing. Somehow, he found his way back to Mahatan. Only much later did I learn he had studied recent history, and had spent time in the library poring over newspapers and tracing business connections to find out just who killed his family.”

Mirian searched her memory. “That’s right… you said he found the militia that did the deed. But he wasn’t satisfied. He found who hired them, and who funded the mining company.”

Rostal nodded. “Somehow, he got involved in Dawn’s Peace. He tried to recruit me, but he didn’t know the history I had with them. How many students I had who joined them and lost their lives. However, there was no hope of convincing him. If you speak to fire to calm it, your oxygen will only fan the flames.”

“What is Dawn’s Peace?” Mirian asked. “The name seems… absurd.”

“They took the name when they were pacifists. However, Baracuel learned that if you massacre pacifists enough, the survivors eventually learn that the only path forward is to fight, and once they have learned that lesson, they are implacable foes.”

“And now he seeks justice, no matter the cost.”

“Indeed. There is an old Persaman philosophy, the Dawn Teachings, based on Isheer texts. Goes back to the collapse of the Triarchy. The idea is, without a foundation of justice, a society is doomed to fail.”

Mirian thought about that. “You don’t agree, though.”

“It is the thought of fools. Can one only build when the world is ash? Of course not. The world is formed through the confluence of ten million actions. If you do not like the result, change the action you take. Society is not a building. It is a thing built each day. There are many reasons people do not change it, but there are no reasons they cannot.”

Hmm, Mirian thought. What did she believe? Fourteen years ago, she believed in survival, that if she could just escape the war, she might have a quiet life as an artificer. Twelve years ago, she believed that if she could win a battle, somehow a good life would follow. Eight years ago, she thought if she could stop Troytin, Corrmier, and a few other key figures, she could stop the cascade of violence.

Would that be enough? If she could stop the conspirators in Akana and Baracuel, if she could convince Ibrahim that justice could be dealt out peacefully… if she and Liuan and Ibrahim formed a pact to stop the wars… would it be enough? The problem was, bringing peace to Enteria didn’t solve the actual apocalypse. What will it take to uproot spell engines from the world? What will we replace them with? And they do need replacement. It’s spell engines that plow the fields. Spell engines that prevent myrvites from eating all the crops. Spell engines that spin thread and spell engines that help build houses.

And another problem. Once the loop ended, Mirian and the others would lose a key advantage. People would break free of their influence, inevitably. And whoever gives up spell engines first gives up a powerful military advantage. What army would get rid of them? Artillery, shield engines—even rifles used a fossilized myrvite charge since it was far superior to explosive alchemist powders.

But it can’t continue as it has, either. Things will get worse before they get better; it seems impossible for them not to get worse first. Is that why no one else has been able to change things?

She thought of Viridian and Tyrcast. Both had found truths. Viridian’s truth was one that threatened all the noble families and the merchants. Tyrcast’s truth merely promised a better engine. Both things they had discovered were true, but only one was allowed to flourish. 

We were trapped, like water flowing downhill, she thought. But why didn’t the Ominian intervene earlier?

Or perhaps They had. Perhaps They had seen the arc of history, like Eyeball had seen that they would meet Mirian again, and it had been the task of the other Prophets to steer them to a truer path.

Did they even know? Or did they simply fail?

She hoped that Ibrahim would talk with her when the time came. Her adoptive parents had said she was also a refugee from Mahatan. Ibrahim would have been older by a few years. And what different lives we’ve led now. I wonder… if I had stayed, what would have happened to me?

Either way, she wouldn’t be attempting that conversation as long as the southern time traveler had Atroxcidi at his back. If she was wrong, the consequences would be too dire.

They would arrive at Alkazaria on the morning of the 3rd, which was as early as she could ever get there without finding a gate in the city itself. By then, Ibrahim’s forces would be consolidating his position on Rambalda, and Ibrahim would presumably be starting to talk to the arch-necromancer.

On the 8th, Alkazaria would be simultaneously attacked by Atroxcidi’s undead army and his forces from Rambalda. What Ibrahim was doing as the army began its siege was unclear, because she’d seen news that he was gaining influence in Urubandar even as the Battle for Alkazaria took place. The exact timeline on that was unclear to her, though, because news coming from that far south always took time to travel and the broadsheets often contradicted each other.

Either way, she was giving herself four days in Alkazaria to locate the gate. She’d brought with her an old map of Alkazaria from Bainrose, the oldest one she could find. Sadly, it didn’t have any Elder Gates marked on it, but it at least would give her a starting reference.

She began to implement a soul-disguise. With her eyes, she’d become quite memorable, and needed to make sure Ibrahim neither detected her nor thought she was hostile to him.

***

As soon as they arrived, Mirian camouflaged herself and flew high, high above the city. She layered several lensing spells together and looked towards the Southern Range. The defenses are intact. The fort is open. She could see a caravan passing through the gates. No undead yet.

She returned to the Citadel.

“What exactly are you looking for?” Rostal asked.

“A large four-dimensional Elder construct. It’s probably buried somewhere weird,” Mirian said absentmindedly. “My leyline data isn’t as good near Alkazaria because, well.” She gestured south. “My best guess is it’s beneath the Citadel.”

“Ah. The most inconvenient place possible.”

“That seems to be how things go. Will you talk to Ibrahim for me when he arrives?” She had told the old dervish about the alliance she had planned. If she could get a proxy to deliver her offer, perhaps he could be convinced to stop his conquest. However, she doubted he would listen to anyone from Baracuel or Akana, which left her few options.

Rostal was silent.

“Whatever your answer is, I’ll respect it,” she said.

“I suspected you would ask this of me. I will consider it,” he said.

“The gardens by the Great Temples are the most beautiful to meditate in.”

“Excellent. Then you will find me there.”

Mirian left.

The security of Citadel was quite good, but at this point Mirian had infiltrated a military base, several banks, a secure manor, the RID headquarters, Aurum’s gala, and just about every building in Torrviol. Better yet, she had blink now, and that meant she didn’t even have to forge glyphkeys. Since total camouflage was her own innovation, common wards didn’t detect it.

She began with the basement levels. They were full of food stores, ammunition dumps, and outdated war materiel. She already knew from Bishop Saban’s spying operation that the Deeps were using secret passages, so it was easy enough to detect the ones she didn’t already know about. The rune defenses were easily located and stripped, and her divination was good enough to quickly locate anything unwarded by glyphs.

Sadly, the passages seemed to be linked together in a network intended to allow the defenders to move unimpeded during a siege; if there were deeper levels, there was no route to them. The Citadel had been remodeled several times, and her outdated map was useless for finding any ancient, abandoned architecture. Unlike Torrviol, Alkazaria was too big a city to have its ancient ruins left unused. Date rock indicated much of the old stone had been used in the newer construction.

Next, she met with Bishop Saban, who was easy enough to convince that she was simply another Deeps spy. None of the operatives knew about a hidden Monument. That made sense; if they had, it would have become a focus of study just like the one in Torrviol. When it was clear that was a dead end, she moved to the archives.

Each morning, Mirian flew high in the sky and cast her lensing spells. On the 7th, she noted the fortress on the pass was covered by an unnatural fog. No alarm had been raised, but she was sure the undead or rebel Persamans had captured the fort. Was that Ibrahim’s work, or were the necromancer’s minions that good? There was no sign of the arch-necromancer himself, but she doubted he would simply come into a nest of Praetorians alone. She was safe for one more day.

On that last day, she continued her work of analyzing the archives. At last, she located what she was looking for: a complete geological survey of the stone beneath the city.

There was a layer of volcanic rock, including obsidian. The surveys indicated it was quite thick, and it covered a large portion of the old city, including Central Hill. The archaeologists who took part in the survey noted that fragments of old buildings and hunks of melted metal were found in the rock. They imagined that an ancient city had been lost to a volcanic rift, burying the city, and then Alkazaria had been built on top of the ruins.

The geologists responding to that report very politely called the archaeologists all blithering idiots. There was no volcanism near Alkazaria, and no historical attestations of anything like that happening anywhere nearby. One proposed that, while the discontinuity couldn’t be explained, it wasn’t unique. There was an anomaly like it in Zhighua.

It wasn’t a volcano, though. This must have been the Gates of Fire during the Cataclysm. An event faded into legend for so long it didn’t even occur to them.

That was going to be a problem. It was the late-cycle leyline energy confluences that helped narrow down where a gate was, and for obvious reasons, she couldn’t deploy her leyline detectors close to Alkazaria anymore. Four days to dig wasn’t nearly enough, and Ibrahim would no-doubt become alert to a bunch of strange holes in the city. And if Ibrahim finds the gate, he could start striking Torrviol and Palendurio just after Alkazaria.

General Hanaran’s advice popped into her head. If you can’t meet an enemy head on, outflank them. Not that the advice had worked during the Battle of Torrviol, but here it seemed sound. 

She met Rostal in the garden.

“Have you made your decision?”

“I have. I will not talk to him,” he said.

That surprised Mirian. “Out of curiosity, why?”

“I said you cannot speak to fire to calm it. Neither of us will move, and I fear I would simply make things worse. I am not a peace offering, but an old wound being reopened. If the time loops had changed him from what he was, he would not still be fighting this war.”

Hmm, Mirian thought. She didn’t know the history between the two well enough to protest. “Very well,” she said. “I’ll purchase a train ticket to Cairnmouth for you and get you some gold for your troubles.”

Rostal nodded. “One last thing. When you are ready to meet him—remember that once bright flame of justice catches, the spark that started the conflagration is not the fuel, and the burning city cares not what lit it. All the intent for justice in the world is meaningless if the end result is atrocity.”

Mirian nodded. “I will remember your wisdom,” she said.

“It is all this old man can wish for,” he said.

***

Mirian hadn’t intended to take a break, but now that she was near Arriroba, she found the prospect irresistible.

Of course, she talked to Granpda Irabi, and they sat on the cliff overlooking the village.

They talked, Irabi of old stories, and Mirian of new adventures. After the Endelice and the First City, a question had been burning in her mind. One sunset, she asked him, “Did you know your meditation techniques were a path to power?”

“No,” Irabi said. “I only know for me they were a path to happiness, which is far better.”

Mirian smiled at that.

For the next twenty-eight days she did nothing much at all.

            
Chapter 192 - An Undead Soldier

                Mirian had made a primitive leyline detector using scrounged materials in Arriroba. Even when relaxing, she couldn’t quite bring herself to do nothing useful. The detector couldn’t do much, but it did alert her to a leyline flare northwest of them.

Torrviol has fallen. Liuan Var can delay the Akanan armies, but not prevent them. She hadn’t created a path for Palendurio to reinforce Torrviol, and Marshal Cearsia had no doubt destroyed the gate, even when it was open. However, this cycle had proven another theory she’d had: that the longer a gate was open, the longer it regulated leyline energy. Simply having the gates open acted to stabilize the breakdown, and the longer the better.

Based on the rising intensity of the arcane auroras, Mirian suspected she had another day left.

As she’d rested in Arriroba, a thought had occurred to her: she was in the perfect position to do some reconnaissance, and there was a way to minimize risk.

She headed south.

Ibrahim’s army and Atroxcidi’s undead had recently taken Madinahr, but once the city was taken, most of the forces were no longer needed out east. With time in the loop running out, this was her opportunity to learn something about the necromancer’s capabilities. From what she could tell, Atroxcidi himself was not a part of any of the battles, and he certainly wouldn’t be needed in an already captured Madinahr. Like Ibrahim, he seemed never to lead from the front.

Mirian flew south, then began casting divination spells like there was no tomorrow. Which, likely, there wouldn’t be. Next, she used her lens spells to get a good glimpse of the area surrounding Madinahr. Sure enough, a mixed Persaman and undead army had occupied the city.

She thought of her old friends who still lived in the city. All the merchants she knew. Even that man who’d been guarding the gate who she’d recognized from preparatory school. What terrible fates had they suffered?

God’s blood, Ibrahim. Who in Madinahr was responsible for your family’s death? Why do they have to suffer? None of the noble families had any presence in the city she was aware of. The city did, however, have military and strategic importance. So is justice still his objective, or has that become a lie he tells himself?

She cast total camouflage as she approached the forces outside the city, then set up by a hill to look out over the patrols and camps in closer detail.

The Persaman army had little artillery. They had few light guns—all different types—that had been pilfered from Alkazaria, plus a few shield engines. The soldiers were all carrying different kinds of guns, many of which had different calibers. Mirian didn’t envy whoever was in charge of logistics.

The other thing she noticed was more subtle. Mirian had commanded the Fort Aegrimere garrison many times, and just as often she’d been in charge of militia units. There were ways experienced soldiers set up that were different than new recruits. The leftover trenchwork was sloppy. There were large gaps in the patrols. Ammunition was being laid directly on the ground, where mud could seep into it and cause problems. Several artillery were positioned out in the open instead of behind cover. If they were facing actual opposition, it would be able to pick off several guns with ease. The deficiencies made sense; Ibrahim would only be starting with a small core of veterans.

The thing she was most interested in were the undead.

The base of the undead was a mummified corpse. These looked sand-desiccated. Atroxcidi had been clever; with divination she could sense that he’d inscribed runes directly on the bones, but then sealed the desiccated skin back over the runes so that the sequences couldn’t be simply observed. He’d also crafted enchantments to ward away common divination. Those same anti-divination enchantments were also covering up what enchantments or spells he’d used.

The skeletons wore simple garments of gray cloth, the same kind that a Persaman commoner might wear. Over that, each had a skullcap and a breastplate. How in the five hells did a single man equip an army like this? she wondered. Simply keeping the enchantments charged would be a challenge. The rainproofing enchantment on Mirian’s cloak needed to be recharged every week or so. Lily’s glasses sapped a small amount of mana whenever she was using them—one of the reasons Lily had possessed significantly more auric mana than her before the loop started. An enchantment, no matter how high quality, would eventually lose the mana, or use it up. That was why the ward stones at waystations needed an arcanist to charge them. But these undead and their enchantments have lasted the entire loop. Atroxcidi can’t be charging them all. The undead army is too spread out and too large for that. She needed to find out how an enchantment could be persistent like that.

There was only one thing to do: she needed to observe one up close.

There appeared to be small Baracueli resistance militias nearby, so whoever was commanding this force had been wise to keep the patrols up even after Madinahr had fallen. Mirian snuck closer to one.

One undead patrolled with three soldiers. She looked again. The undead soldier had an orichalcum torq and carried a rifle. Do they all have that? That would mean Atroxcidi had access to more orichalcum than the Arcane Praetorians! Or maybe they killed a few Praetorians and distributed the… except that wouldn’t work, because the metal would need to be soul-attuned.

Again, it was clear that Atroxcidi was operating on a level far beyond her. For all that she had achieved in magic, she still had a long way to go to reach the apex of human capability.

She levitated toward the patrol, still nearly invisible, then cast zone of silence before snatching up all four of them with mass lift person. The three soldiers came easily. The undead slipped from her grasp. Its head snapped toward her, eye sockets glowing with faint violet flames.

Mirian stripped the rifles from the patrol and tossed them aside so she could focus on the undead soldier. She thought she’d used enough soul energy to penetrate the resistance, but she redoubled her efforts. She cast lift person again—and felt as the soul coating that normally penetrated spell resistance got sapped away.

Well shit, she thought.

The undead raised its rifle. Mirian raised her prismatic shield, and the shot smashed into it. She batted the rifle aside with a powerful force blast, which shattered some of the finger bones and sent the rifle flying.

This time, Mirian didn’t take any chances. She used lift object on the ground beneath the undead soldier’s feet, carrying the earth underneath it so that the soldier moved too. As almost an afterthought, she grabbed the three soldiers and then sped away towards the cover of a hill.

Mirian used force drill to weaken the hillside, then partially buried the undead in dirt so it couldn’t move. It stared menacingly at her, but it wasn’t strong enough to lift itself out. At least they have some weaknesses.

Then she turned the first soldier. She pulled him forward, moving the zone of silence to cover the other two but not him.

“How are the undead commanded?” she asked in Adamic.

“Please don’t hurt me!” the man said.

“What’s your name?”

“Abduat. Please, I have a family!” 

“Great, so do I. Listen, Abduat, I won’t hurt you as long as you cooperate. I’m a Prophet like Ibrahim. Sorry, Chosen of the Prophet, since I’m guessing you’re Isheer. Anyways, I’d like to learn a bit about what he’s doing and why so I know if I can cooperate with him to stop the end of the world. Does that sound good to you?”

The soldier looked scared. “End… of the world?”

Mirian raised an eyebrow. Hardened veteran he is not. “Ibrahim didn’t tell you? The world is going to end in… well probably a few hours at this point. Don’t worry, there’s a time loop, that’s how he knows so much. We’ll all do it again, it’s just, we’ll remember and you won’t. What is Ibrahim telling you?”

The other two soldiers were struggling and shouting, but there wasn’t much they could do.

“I…we fight for a rebirth of Persama! Justice for our dead! And an end to Baracuel’s slaughters.”

“Great, that all sounds good. So you’re allying with a necromancer?”

The man got a very uncomfortable look. He glanced back at the other two. One of them was shaking his head vigorously.

“I… I shouldn’t say.”

“Well, yes, you should say, or something very bad might happen,” Mirian said.

Abduat turned pale. “Please no!”

“Then keep talking. How do you command the undead?”

“They’ve been ordered to follow the commands of Dawn’s Army.” He glanced back again, then added, “Please don’t hurt my friends either.”

Mirian contemplated that. She examined the man’s soul. There were no obvious soul-marks. Then how are the undead identifying friends?

“Can you order the undead not to attack me and to submit to examination?”

“No, I’m not an officer.”

Hmm. Maybe officers have soul marks. Even that would be a lot of soul marks to give out though.

“Where are you from, Abduat?”

The man shook his head.

“I’m not going to hurt your family.” He’s not listening at all. The world would end before I could get to them. “I’m just curious.”

“Narabalda. Near Rambalda,” the man whispered.

“And Rambalda is where Dawn’s Peace is based, yes? Ibrahim was there at the start of Solem?”

“Of course. Are you going to kill us?”

“Where is Atroxcidi?”

“Please don’t kill me! I don’t know! None of us know!”

Mirian clutched her forehead. “Gods above, I’m not going to kill you.” She looked at the three soldiers. “When did you get recruited? A month ago?”

“Uh… yes. How did you know?”

Basically all militia, then, she noted. “How far does the recruitment stretch? Are there soldiers from Mahatan?”

“I… I don’t think so? Mahatan is a long ways away. Have you been to Persama?”

“A long time ago,” she said. That gives me the most critical information. She prepared a force blade spell, then stopped. What does a promise matter? They’re dead in a few hours. But she held back. “Alright, I’d appreciate if you all just said you had to chase after your undead friend here after it spotted a patrol and ran after them, but you couldn’t catch it. Can you all do that for me?” She dismissed the zone of silence.

“Never!” one of the bound men cried. “We serve the glory of the Last Chosen and we will—!”

“Okay, you’re coming with me then. Maybe when you report back you mention he’s still chasing our mummy here.”

Abduat swallowed, eyes wide. “What are you going to do to him?”

Mirian narrowed her eyes. “You’d rather not know.” And with that, she flew off again, taking the stubborn soldier with her using hold person and the undead soldier by wrapping it in a layer of the ground and pulling that with her. Bits of sand and soil trailed through the air as she took them away. 

Two miles later, she dropped the soldier off. “Bye,” she said. “If you follow me I will kill you.”

“Heretic!” he called after her, but he didn’t follow.

A mile later, she figured she was far enough from the army. She found an abandoned farmstead and stuck the undead soldier in the middle of the barn. The nearby wood and iron became the raw materials she used to create shackles binding the construct. The entire time, the undead minion stared at her wordlessly. It was slightly unnerving.

Once it was bound, she could properly study it.

The first lesson she learned was that her use of raw soul energy, while effective against myrvites, was not at all effective against a trained necromancer. The energy shared what she thought as ‘soul resonance,’ but that resonance could still be manipulated. Any time she got raw soul energy close to the undead construct, it was sucked away. Atroxicdi apparently knew of a way to turn this soul energy into more fuel for his creations.

It must be similar to how the siphons work, only a more advanced application. After all, if she could siphon the living soul of Apophagorga for her own use, why would he not be able to do the same to energy that had not fundamentally changed in form? But enchantments are heavily limited. Usually, they can’t handle even basic conditional events. The rain-repelling enchantment is always on, rain or not. Setting conditions for a spell to trigger usually requires a spell engine.

She clearly needed to become more proficient at runes.

Here was an opportunity.

Her first attempt at dissecting the creature failed. As she brought the steel knife she’d stolen from the house’s kitchen close to the construct, some sort of rune sequence activated and began siphoning her auric mana. Mirian swore and stepped back far enough to break the spell’s connection.

She resorted to using telekinesis to manipulate the blade and began carving up its skin.

The first arm she tried this on was highly resistant to cutting. Atroxcidi was using some sort of glyph sequence that transformed energy. As she tried to cut the arm, the arm heated up. This meant instead of opening it up, the arm burst into flame, and the glyph and rune sequences there exploded.

Mirian erected a shield in time. The undead, now restrained by a single arm and its two legs, angrily moved its torso at her, jaw clacking.

She stood back, contemplating her next move.

He’s obviously studied the techniques of the Elders. She had only recently seen this kind of magic in action protecting the rooms that contained Conductor and Eyeball, though in retrospect, it was probably pervasive throughout the Labyrinth as well.

Eventually, she settled on using a tightly controlled, very hot flame to burn off the layer of mummified tissue covering the bone of the left leg. Her eyes widened as the bone was revealed. Endresen would be envious of Atroxcidi’s scribing techniques. She didn’t see any tri-bonded sequences, but she saw plenty of glyph and rune sequences each delicately engraved in the bone. Well over three-quarters of the runes were ones she was completely unfamiliar with. She felt like the first time she’d been in Professor Eld’s class and had wondered how anyone could remember all the glyphs. Now, she knew the glyphs like she knew her own soul. 

And yet, I still have so much to learn. Studying this and trying to figure out the function through testing might take years. It’s like with the Elder Gates. She needed a teacher.

She needed Atroxicidi.

The amount he could teach her would certainly outweigh the monstrous things he had done.

If Ibrahim allied with him, he’s not ideologically opposed to working with Prophets. And, at least according to my parents, I’m Persaman born, so perhaps he won’t oppose me purely for being Baracueli. But I need to get to him before Ibrahim does. Otherwise, who knows what tales he tells the necromancer?

Before, it had been an intractable problem. Now, she had a solution for that, didn’t she?

She needed to find where the necromancer was based. Then, it was a simple matter of uncovering the nearest Elder Gate.

***

The Praetorians had never gotten a precise location on Atroxcidi, only an area to be searched. This was because of the political maneuverings of General Corrmier and Director Castill, who simply wanted the Praetorians out of Palendurio during the coup. However, she knew the general area that needed to be searched. He was somewhere south of the East Sound, near enough to visit the town of Falijmali. Given how fast Ibrahim could reach him, and given how fast the undead reached Alkazaria, that narrowed down the area she would need to search significantly.

Mirian mapped out her route. It would be lengthy, but it would circle far around Ibrahim’s armies. He would be running a war. She would be skulking in the shadows.

When the cycle started again, Mirian took the Elder Gate down to Palendurio. She fetched Rostal again, and also stole a pile of volumes from the Great Library on Atroxcidi and the Unification War. It would be a long boat ride to Urubandar, and she wanted to keep occupied.

            
Chapter 193 - Into Persama

                It took about five days for the boat to travel from Palendurio’s port city down to Urubandar. Mirian had assumed a soul disguise and was going by the name Micael Sulalnahr. When they’d stopped in one of the smaller port towns on the coast, she’d bought clothing appropriate for the arid climate. The glow of her eyes, however, couldn’t be disguised by soul bonds, so she had to maintain a low level illusion spell or wear a veil. Veils were only for men and women in mourning, so she went with the illusion.

In between reading about the Unification War and Atroxcidi, Rostal instructed her on Persaman culture. Her Adamic was already more than passable, but there were little things she didn’t know.

“If you are a man, you must raise your left arm for greeting. If you raise your right arm, that used to mean you wanted to fight. Now it’s just considered rude. If you are a woman being greeted by a man, it is expected you stand straight when they raise their arm, then use two fingers to touch your forehead followed by your heart. Two women greeting each other clasp right arms, unless they are very close, then they clasp left arms.”

Rostal had also taught her how to wrap various headdresses, showing her casual and formal styles of wraps, as well as how to wrap her face if there was a sandstorm.

“Urubandar is too close to the coast to get many sandstorms, but Mahatan will certainly get one.”

Then there was jewelry. The conflict in Persama had led to a great deal of movement, and the nature of fossilized myrvite mining meant laborers were often on the move to find work. The Baracueli banks weren’t trusted by the poorer workers since it was rumored they often stole deposits through legal trickery, so most people kept a store of wealth on them in the form of jewelry. Men wore theirs openly, along with some sort of bladed dueling weapon, usually a falchion or a cutlass that could also be used as a tool. Women wore their jewelry and weapons beneath their cloaks, and it was considered rude to stare at their jewelry or compliment it.

Mirian’s head spun from all the rules, but she appreciated that Rostal explained not just what the rule was, but why the rule was. One raised their right hand to draw a weapon, which was why it was rude to use in greeting. Staring at a woman’s jewelry implied you were a thief.

And so on. Mirian forgot at least half the rules as he explained them.

When she wasn’t learning about Persaman etiquette, she read about Atroxcidi.

The information on the arch-necromancer was, at best, simply vague. More often, it was completely contradictory. One text claimed he’d used necromancy to unnaturally prolong his life. That seemed a reasonable assertion, given how old he was. Another said he had become undead himself. That seemed less likely to Mirian, since the explanations of how ‘undead’ worked was that it involved partially binding a soul so that it retained instincts akin to sentience, but lost its sapience and memories. Of course, given the bans on necromancy, any technical details had long since been purged from the libraries. Even the bit about partially binding souls had probably just been missed by a lazy censor.

An author said he raided ancient tombs from the era of the Triarchy for the most powerful undead minions, while another proclaimed he merely scavenged corpses from the battlefield during the war. They could neither agree on the origin of his name, nor what he had done before the Unification War. Had he been a necromancer in the court of the Triarchy before its collapse, or was he raised in the ruins of Mayat Shadr by a heretical cult? Had he been a prince of Alatishad, or was he a peasant who found forbidden texts in a deep tomb in the desert? Most of the stories seemed fanciful tales. At least one of them was a retelling of an east Baracueli myth with all the names replaced.

As soon as Mirian found wild inaccuracies or unexamined contradictions, she set the tome aside in an ever growing pile. That left her with three books that had only minimal disagreement about the course of the Unification War. One of the books was adamant that Atroxcidi was Persaman. But, as one author pointed out, then why did he fight in the war? And more importantly, if he was simply motivated by evil and bloodlust, as so many books assumed, why did he stop fighting when there was peace?

Interestingly enough, this author claimed to have read a draft of the Great Unification Treaty that had Atroxcidi as a signatory to it, and had a specific section dedicated to terms concerning the necromancer, regulating how many undead he was allowed to raise. Two other authors writing afterward painted this as a form of political heresy, and accused that author of being a fool who paid coin for fabricated documents. Another scholar, writing a decade later, commented that the issue remained unresolved.

Mirian had known Alkazaria had been capital of its own country before Unification. She hadn’t realized that its lands had extended down below the East Sound all the way to the wastes. It seemed clear enough to Mirian that Atroxcidi would have been part of the large group of people that lived near the East Sound that would have considered themselves neither Barcueli or Persaman, but that scholars had written next to nothing about.

One thing the texts did generally agree on was that Atroxcidi showed no mercy to his enemies, and his minions presence on the battlefield inspired great terror. Based on the clever construction of the minion she’d studied, she had no trouble believing the last part. By all accounts, he had been responsible for many thousands of deaths during the war. He had become such a terror by the end of it that he offered a common foe for many Baracueli leaders to unite against. But did he stop fighting because of the overwhelming power brought against him, or for some other reason? What had he been fighting for? Few scholars deigned to comment on that issue, and those that did still couldn’t agree.

As their ship continued down the coast, Mirian gazed out across the waves. Could someone like that ever be trusted? Who was to say it wasn’t Ibrahim being manipulated by Atroxcidi, like Specter had tried to control Troytin? And yet, the time loop offered her an opportunity to learn powerful magic, with the consequences of such an alliance erased by the falling of the moon.

In the end, she committed to the course.

***

They arrived in Urubandar on the evening of the 5th. The Hightower Lighthouse’s magical light shone bright as they approached. The port was full of Akanan and Baracueli trade ships. There was fossilized myrvite piled everywhere on the dockyards, sticking out of open-air warehouses, and being loaded on every other ship. Here, the wealth of Persama flowed out from the Setarab River and then northward.

Urubandar was another city with a long history. It had been one of the jewels of the Persaman Triarchy, and the hills along the river were still dotted with magnificent palaces. Some had fallen into disrepair, while others retained their splendor. At least one of them was now home of the Baracueli Embassy, and another, the Akanan Embassy. She was pretty sure Lord Saiyal, Mr. Aurum’s guest warlord, also owned one of the palaces. Probably one of the ones with a gold-leaf dome.

The city was painted white, which apparently helped keep the city cooler. Interspersed with the painted mudbrick were cloths of every color, fluttering in the coastal winds. Some were clothes on drying lines, some family banners, some merchant’s rugs hung up for display—but whatever the source, the end result was a city that resembled a flower garden. Up the Setarab River was a band of green on each bank. Beyond that, irrigated farms. And beyond that—desert. Not the scrublands of east Baracuel, but true desert.

The crowds of people teeming over the docks and through the streets tended towards more tattered clothing and simple sandals. Shirt, sandals and skin all showed the wear and tear of a life of hard labor. Interspersed among them were wealthy merchants, often in Baracueli or Akanan dress, often accompanied by a bodyguard. The city somehow managed to convey both an intense bustle and a lazy confidence.

“Are we flying?” Rostal asked.

“No. I want to move slow and draw as little attention as possible. Also, keep an eye out for anomalies.”

The old dervish frowned. “But this is your first time here, no?”

“Liuan Var didn’t exactly keep her proclamations secret. Perhaps it’ll be obvious.”

Rostal looked at her. “If they know soul magic, they’ll see you first. You should learn to hide that.”

He meant the hole in her soul. “Is there a dervish stance that does that?”

“No.”

“Hmm. Not a problem I can currently solve, then.”

They walked along a road that paralleled the river. The Seterab River was broad and placid, though apparently when the occasional summer storm rolled through, it became wrathful and deadly. For now, it was covered in barges, most of which were shipping either quarry stone or fossilized myrvite, often from the same pit mine. Dust and fragments from the rock came off enough that the water had a murky quality to it. Mirian’s aura had become sensitive enough that the feeling of so much of the noxious stuff set her teeth on edge.

“Is this how you remember it?” she asked.

“No,” Rostal said. “But how we remember is never how it was.”

The dervish pointed them towards one of the nicer districts. He prayed at an Isheer Sanctuary, and then they headed towards a reputable inn named The Cooling Hearth.

“It used to be, those that had seen distant lands were considered high status. Isheer faithful organized large trade expeditions, not because there was a great profit to be made, but because it gave them an excuse to travel far and wide. The Cooling Hearth hosted the great traveler Ibi who wrote extensively of the great wonders of Enteria. She wrote of a tree in Tlaxhuaco that touched the very sky. She wrote of the great ruins of Mayat Shadr and the expanses of the wastes. Of the great herds that moved across Akana, before it was called that. Of palaces of ice atop the frostland peaks. Of the Land of Spires and the strange beasts of the jungle. Of the great Zhighuan castles. Ibi insisted that she walk to each destination, so she is called the Woman of a Thousand Soles.” When Mirian didn’t laugh, he solemnly explained, “It is a pun. She wore out her shoes a lot.”

“Yes, yes, I understood.”

“I have told you that one before?”

“No. There’s a lot on my mind.”

Rostal shook his head sadly.

The lodgings were more than adequate. The inn contrasted its white walls with beautiful blue tilework, and the ceilings were made of ornate wood carved in geometric patterns. Mirian felt a little bad about desecrating her room with various wards.

As she worked, she could hear laughter and boisterous shouting through the open window. In one of the nearby palaces, someone was performing a show with magical lights, and she could see dancers moving past the windows.

That night she dreamed of the Mausoleum again. By now, the old halls of shifting dark stone were a comfort. The statues of eldritch creatures were too familiar to be frightening. The single needle still lingered in the Ominian’s stone flesh.

One by one, I will gather the Prophets, she tried to tell Them. I wish I knew the locations of the other Elder Gates. Can you tell me?

The Ominian was silent.

Mirian wandered the halls, tracing her fingers over the statues and stonework. By now, she had covered these halls in memories. Here, she saw the glyph-controls for the Akanan airships. There, Nicolus’s lectures on politics. Next to that, Arenthia’s cackling laughter as she ribbed Lecne about some old history they’d shared. Always, the silence loomed in the Mausoleum. The dreams here were always silent.

What does it mean that you died? Mirian wondered. The Luminates had talked of the Ominian’s sacrifice, but had treated Them as a still-living Elder God. Is that why you’re silent? What does it mean when you speak, then?

As usual, she received no answers.

Then, movement startled her. For a moment—the briefest moment—she thought she’d seen a hooded figure standing in the corner of the room. They were gone as soon as she looked.

She repeated her steps, thinking she’d misinterpreted the usual movement of the statues as something else, but it didn’t look the same. Maybe I was remembering that early vision, the one where I saw the other travelers. We were all hooded. I wonder—when I stood before them, did they see me?

Mirian woke just as dawn broke. Rostal was still passed out, snoring loudly, so she let him sleep and went wandering through the streets. She bought Urui pastries from a vendor and picked up one of each broadsheet. The papers were written in all four languages she knew, which would give her good practice. Her ability to read Adamic was still poor, and her Eskanar needed work. She munched on the savory pastries, reading the papers as she waited for Rostal to wake.

It was the 6th of Solem, and Urubandar didn’t seem to have learned of Ibrahim’s rebellion in the north of the country yet. Mirian took note of various events. Several bandit raids had taken place along the Seterab River. A raft had collided with another in the river two nights ago due to a navigation error, spilling over a hundred gold worth of material. Already, the magistrates were getting involved. A party in the Dusk Palace had grown rowdy enough that the city guard was summoned and the new owner of the estate received a hefty fine. Fighting continued north of Alatishad. Zhighuan refugees continued to arrive in Alatishad, all in terrible shape given the dangers of the passage through the Jiandzhi. The western coast continued to be in turmoil as several warlords fought, though these were skirmishes among relatively minor players. One paper noted Lord Saiyal’s trip to Vadriach City and hoped the trip resulted in more Akanan peacekeeping forces stationed in Urubandar, while another broadsheet ridiculed the lord and called for the expulsion of all foreign armies.

Rostal joined her for a late breakfast; Mirian didn’t mention that this was her second breakfast, and Rostal didn’t comment when she ate again just before noon as she deployed her second leyline detector. Once she’d hidden the third detector in the basement of an Isheer Sanctuary (Rostal had talked to the rector, who had agreed to allow it), they boarded a passenger boat heading upriver toward Alatishad.

Mirian still kept to a schedule of physical exercises, though now that she wasn’t planning to find greater labyrinthine horrors, she’d eased off the intensity of the routines. Her magical practice sessions involved a variety of exercises, mostly working on simultaneous casting and extending how many spells she could maintain at once. She also went through the various dervish forms. Rostal had little to say in what could be improved.

“Your teacher must have been quite good,” he rumbled. “And probably very handsome.”

Mirian faked a chuckle at that, even though she’d heard that joke several times now. Rostal got grumpy if she didn’t laugh at any of his jokes.

The cabin she’d rented on the passenger boat was small, but the boat was slow and stable as it moved eastward. When she wasn’t working on leyline detector parts, she sat on one of the ship benches and observed the countryside. The days of Persama were hot, and no clouds offered respite from the sun. Mirian could have easily used heat displacement spells to cool herself, but she wanted to feel the relentless sun on her skin and wanted to feel the faint desert breeze on her sweat. If Persama had once been her home, perhaps the feeling would resurrect some long lost memory.

***

As the cycle came to a close, Mirian considered the risk had been well worth it. Her initial reluctance to even set foot in Persama because of Ibrahim had, perhaps, been overly cautious. Ibrahim didn’t seem to be touching central Persama, and likely hadn’t touched the eastern part of the country at all. She could now see why, too. The areas around Mahatan and Alatishad were full of warring bandit lords, mercenaries, and Akanan forces. While Baracuel had more soldiers garrisoned in Urubandar, Akana Praediar had the largest force in Alatishad, but had pissed off several different warlords in the area. 

She had only begun to get a sense of the various rivalries. More importantly, though, she had finally gotten direct measurements of the southern leyline activity.

The leylines in Persama were a mess. They criss-crossed the country like the cracks in fractured glass. There were huge energy fluxes here, too, mostly swarming from the south. She couldn’t actually see the mass reconfiguration in any detail, but she could infer it. There seemed to be leyline breaches all across the center of the continent. On the 17th, she and Rostal watched as a massive breach like the one up in the Endelice sent an endless stream of arcane energy into the sky. The auroras here were so beautiful; the devastation was breathtaking.

Early in the cycle, the leyline energy pooled out east. If Mirian’s calculations were correct, the leylines had a very specific configuration that was just underneath the geostationary orbit of the Divir moon. 

As the disruptions propagated, though, she found more of the energy criss-crossing underneath Mahatan. There was too much chaos and movement in the leylines to pinpoint the location like she had with Palendurio. It was her best lead, though, and so far every Elder Gate had been buried beneath a city, so it seemed the best location. With more data, she could narrow down the location.

A destination for her next loop.

            

            
                
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from UraniumPhoenix
                        

                    

                    Book 3 is now finished on my Patreon! If you're stuck in a time loop irl, you probably already knew that. Sorry for the repetitiveness. If you're not, now's a good time to check it out. It's the amazing support I've gotten there that has made my pace of release here possible.

Thanks also for all the fun comments and kind reviews! I'm still amazed at how well this story is doing, so thanks for your support here too :)


                
Chapter 194 - Searching

                The second time Mirian went into Persama, she went alone. She ringed Mahatan with detectors. The problem became clear: while it was still clear significantly more leyline movement was passing under the city in the late cycle, the amount of energy passing through the system pushed the leylines into new configurations hourly. The lack of a stable configuration prevented energy from pooling. Leyline detectors would be insufficient for narrowing down the location of the gate. The area she’d need to search was eight times the size of the area she’d have to search in Alkazaria. Still, she considered it the better candidate because she’d actually have a full loop to search it and there was no indication Ibrahim had a presence there.

She continued to read more about Atroxicidi and the Unification War. What she found interesting as she read was that the older texts, written just after the war, seemed to have a more brutal honesty to them. They all spoke of terrible atrocities on all sides. When cities were captured, there were riots and crackdowns, assassinations and executions. Swathes of farmland were burned, and the executions were often brutal, done to make an example of captured partisans and spies. Each faction had clear motivations and objectives, such as preserving independence, conquering a rival, or securing a critical resource.

The newer history texts told nothing of the sort. The war was a clear battle between good and evil. Most texts at least acknowledged the complexity, though she found one that read more like a child’s tale. The Unifiers were heroic, struggling against waves of vicious attacks, but succeeding despite the odds. The Separatists were brutal, as savage to their enemies as they were to their own soldiers. The entire tale was told like the Unifiers had intended to unite all of Baracuel from the beginning, even though that objective had only materialized near the end of the war after the Western Alliance had solidified its bonds and the factories they’d established had started to churn out spell engines and materiel in quantities that gave them an overwhelming advantage. Even then, the war had ended in negotiation, with Alkazaria being established as a second and equal Capital because the Unifiers hadn’t been able to push out east without their logistical tail being eaten up by raids and myrvite incursions.

As Mirian sailed south, she tried to remember what she’d learned in preparatory school. It had been as much a fairy tale as what she’d just read. Of course Baracuel would be united, because they were living in that reality, and so anyone struggling against that was painted as a fool trying to resist the inexorable tide of history.

And yet, the contemporaries of the time had seen no such inevitability. Even during the negotiations, many people seemed to assume it was yet another temporary truce and the continent would be ripped apart again as soon as the armies had recovered enough to take the offense on the field again.

Her third trip ended the same as her second had: in failure to locate any sort of Elder artifact. She did learn Mahatan did not have the same underlying layer of volcanic rock, which was curious. Perhaps its Elder Gate was more like Torrviol’s.

Mirian met with Liuan again to discuss her progress. She took a specially commissioned cutter ship from Cairnmouth across the Rift Sea, meeting the other Prophet at a small town at the mouth of the Ohyo River that flowed past Arborholm into the sea.

As she scouted the town, camouflaged and high in the sky, Mirian noted that Liuan Var had brought dozens of priests with her, though most were in disguise. The Church of the Ominian didn’t seem to have very good capabilities for divining runes, so Mirian suspected Liuan didn’t know how well she could detect unprotected rune sequences at a distance. Mostly, she was on the lookout for RID agents, since the Church didn’t have curse wands. Liuan had one, but she’d had one that first meeting too. It didn’t look like an ambush.

She flew back to her ship and pretended to disembark for the first time.

They met in the village’s church.

“Prophet,” she said in greeting, beneath a great statue of the Ominian.

“Prophet,” Liuan said. Their words echoed in the cavernous building.

The church was empty except for the two of them, though Mirian knew that several guards and priests remained outside, the priests in contemplative prayer.

“Did you try the Elder Gate?” Mirian asked.

“No. I’ve been busy here.”

She doesn’t trust me enough to go to either Palendurio or Torrviol, Mirian thought. “You were right. I wish I’d focused on the Monuments sooner. As I sent to you, the Gates are what are extending the cycle. If we can find more, we might find a way to regulate the leylines that doesn’t involve inventing two impossible technologies. How goes taking control of the Akanan military?”

Liuan sneered. “It would be much easier if I was already a part of the military, or connected with the RID. Still, it should be soon. Sylvester’s little gala is a good fulcrum point.”

Mirian got the sense that she’d already known about Sylvester Aurum’s party in Vadriach before she’d mentioned it in a letter. Though maybe not; as soon as Troytin started influencing Tyrcast and Rosen early in the cycle, it might have disrupted that event. Prior to that, she may have had trouble attending it undetected. “Have you learned anything about the origin of the leyline repulsors?”

“No,” the other Prophet said simply.

“And any other mysteries?”

“I said I’d let you know if I discovered any.”

Mirian stared at the other woman. “We should address the bog lion in the room. It’s clear you don’t trust me,” she said. “I’ll admit I have trouble trusting you too. I told you what Sulvorath did to me. The possibility that another Prophet will use their position selfishly is onerous.”

Liuan Var was calm on the outside. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and her posture was regal. Yet with her detect life, she could see that the hands she had clasped behind her were fidgeting. “Do you really expect me to believe that the Ominian Themself removed Sulvorath from the loops?”

Damn, Mirian thought. That was a sticking point for her. She would not reveal the spell she’d created to remove Troytin. It was too big a risk. But as long as she kept that secret, that would keep the schism between them open. “What other explanation is there?” she asked.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Liuan was silent, then she said, “How much do you know about Atroxcidi?”

Does she think I used Atroxcidi to remove Troytin? Or does she think Ibrahim did? “Very little. That’s why I’m so cautious. You?”

She made a ‘hmph’ sound. “I didn’t realize he was more than a myth before this started. I discovered a reference to him concerning a stolen relic from the Church.”

“One of the relics from the vaults of the Grand Sanctum?” Mirian asked. Is she trying to track those down?

“Relics that rightly belong to the true Church of the Ominian.”

Mirian looked at her. “I’m not going to argue religious doctrine. We’re beyond that. I don’t care who the relics belong to. But they might be useful for us. For this crisis. The Prophets would have lived lives far longer than a normal person, and what they used or made may have a link to the divine.” Relicarium was the other thing she was still reluctant to mention. But if Liuan had found another relic… As far as Mirian could tell, three of the relics in the vaults were forgeries: the Mask of the Fifth Prophet, the Staff of the Third, and the Ring of the First. If any of them were half as useful as the Holy Pages, they would be worth acquiring. “The relics also might help us understand what the divine purpose of the first loops were. We know what they did, but what were they trying to prevent? Something like this?”

“If I find any, I’ll let you know. There’s a secret society I’m trying to infiltrate. Though, the ones I’ve previously joined had forgeries. Poorly done ones, too.” Liuan paused again, looking toward the statue of the Ominian behind the altar. “Do you know how long the Prophets lived?”

“No,” Mirian said. “I did some estimations on how long each one of their loops would be, based on when they made their proclamations and how big a splash they were making in the history books. Of course, the First and Second lived so long ago, one can’t even estimate. Most of them had loops that lasted several decades though. This loop seems anomalous.”

“Indeed. I’ve researched the same. I found references to the Fifth Prophet. He must have been in the loops for at least a hundred years. And I think he spent far less time in the loops than the Fourth did.”

Mirian clenched her jaw. They were nearing the two hundredth loop. It was only a fraction of the amount of time that had passed for the others. “There’s a possibility that the five Prophets were not the only ones who experienced a time loop. Are you familiar with Sun Shuen, the sky-emperor?”

Liuan furrowed her brow. “I’ve heard that name before, but not for a very long time. My father must have told me about her. One of the old Zhighuan legends, yes?”

Thoughts that had been burning deep in Mirian’s mind came tumbling out. “Yes. She was blessed with a world aura and used that to bless all of Zhighua, renewing the empire. It made me wonder. History is an imperfect record of the past. How many Prophets were there, really? Imagine a Prophet emerging in Tlaxhauco before contact was reestablished with them. How would Persaman historians have recorded them? And then, by the time the Luminate Order contacted the Tlaxhuaco, religious doctrine had been established for two thousand years. Wars had already been fought about the truth of the matter. What Luminate Pontiff could possibly incorporate a new Prophet into the canon? There’s also the Cult of Zomalator that believes in a Sixth Prophet that the Luminates and Church never recognized. And the Isheer disagree with how many Chosen there were as well. But if we ignore that, we might be ignoring critical pieces of a grand puzzle.”

Liuan was silent at that. “It has been bothering me. Why did the dream have so many of us before the Ominian in the Mausoleum? Why did that dream only occur once? Why did one of the Prophets stand when they should have continued to pray? I kick myself for not counting precisely. Four dozen at least, but how can there have been so many?”

Mirian’s heart pounded. She’d been there, in that dream so long ago. Kneeling with the rest of us. Hooded. She saw me stand. It was real. It was real.

The other Prophet continued. “Was it all the Prophets assembled, or was it just the ones from this loop? I wonder… if Sulvorath…”

But she trailed off.

“It’s been over five thousand years since the Cataclysm. Since the God’s War,” Mirian said. “You’ve seen the wall of fire in the stars. I think the Gates of Fire were real. Enteria burned, and only the Ominian’s grace protected it from annihilation. How many are here, at the precipice of annihilation, and how many were spread across time? Five thousand years. I’ve been trying to wrap my head around that number. It’s a long time. A lot of people have lived and died. If fifty people were placed across five thousand years… and yet, there’s still so much we don’t know.”

Liuan nodded carefully. “Why does half of the great tree burn?”

“Why did the sky rain anchors?”

“Why does the Ominian wander?”

“What happened to the Mausoleum, and why is it silent there?”

“What do the needles in Their flesh mean?”

The tears came to Mirian suddenly. She closed her eyes, and there they were. “You understand,” she said. “It’s been so long… the loneliness… the disconnection. People weren’t made to have no one to relate to. To have no one to talk to, to not be understood.”

Liuan’s face had changed. Softened.

“May I hug you?” Mirian asked.

The other Prophet hesitated. A hundred emotions played across her face in a few short seconds. Then she said, “Yes.”

They embraced, and Mirian was surprised to feel that Liuan had grasped her and as tightly as she had. Each of them had put up a veneer, but each of them had that hollow space inside, the one that had been. For a moment, they stood like that, beneath the watchful gaze of the Ominian. Then, almost reluctantly, Mirian let go.

“Thank you,” she said. “We have to find ways to trust each other,” though she wasn’t sure if she was speaking to herself or the other Prophet. A hundred years. Maybe more, she was thinking. “We have a long ways to go.”

“Yes,” Liuan said. She was shaking slightly. “We’ll continue our communication routine of zephyr falcons at the beginning of each cycle. You’ll be heading down to Persama again?”

Mirian nodded. “Next cycle. Until I can solve the Ibrahim situation and ensure the necromancer isn’t a threat. Then, hopefully, I can bring him into our concord.”

Liuan nodded. Her posture was still stiff. That distrust was still there. Nothing so deep could be undone by a single conversation or a single embrace.

Mirian stepped back to give her space. “If you can find an Elder Gate beneath Akana, that could be critical. However, I have no indications there is one. But it seems like there should be. So far they’ve been spread across all the ancient cities.”

“Perhaps I’ll discover one in my research. It seems the tomes of history still drip with secrets.”

They discussed zephyr falcon reception points and days, then both departed.

***

Their conversation had been brief, but it had given Mirian a lot to think about. She turned her efforts to Torrviol while she thought, organizing the professors into new research teams and continuing to study the effects the active Elder Gates had on the leylines.

Then, she descended to the depths of Torrviol. The revelation that a door she had found near the start of the loops had been a key breakthrough made her realize something. Troytin had started in Arborholm, next to the leyline-affecting airships. Liuan Var likely started in Ferrabridge, right next to the first documented leyline eruption. Celen and Sio were in Vadriach and Mercanton, where they could have the largest effect on politics and spell engines. Ibrahim commanded the north of Persama, though that made her wonder; Persama was the location of moonfall. Were there others there? Or was Ibrahim’s position like hers, in a place critical to the leylines? What secrets did the city of Rambalda hold?

The Prophets had all been distributed to key points. The exception seemed to be Baracuel, which had just her. Unless—had Troytin cursed some other time traveler there? But he hadn’t mentioned it in any of his interrogations. She wondered if there were Prophets in Tlaxhauco and Zhighua too.

In any case, it was clear there were patterns. If the Elder creatures that worked the Gates could travel across the fields of time, the Ominian must have wandered them too. Their choice couldn’t have been random. Perhaps, if she could understand Their mind better, she could find any other Prophets, whether they hid in the shadows or not. Perhaps, she could understand Their intentions and how to save them from this terrible fate.

These were the thoughts that tumbled through her mind as she continued into the Torrviol Underground. The key to the Gate had been right next to her all along. She had realized that, though she had explored all over, there were still secrets yet in Torrviol she hadn’t unearthed.

One of the lost passages in the Underground had the statue with her first celestial focus and the orichalcum disks. She had never actually continued to explore that direction. Now, she did. She had spent most of the cycle in Torrian Tower reformulating her spellbook, dividing the spell portion of the grimoire into two sections: combat and utility. The combat spell sequences were all complete sequences, allowing her to quickly and easily cast spells in battle. The utility section organized the glyphs and runes she used into categories, and she could then mix and match them. When she wasn’t using the precision-scribing equipment in the tower, she practiced with the new formulations. The revisions of the book had given her a full dozen more pages to work with.

Now, in the Underground, she was armed with every divination spell she knew.

The passage beyond the statue with the orichalcum continued for some time before ending in a partially collapsed passage. However, divination indicated the tunnel kept going on beyond that. She cleared the debris enough to squeeze through and continued on.

The first layer of the Underground was Old Torrviol. Beneath it was the second layer, the brick tunnels that had probably linked buildings together for sieges of protection from myrvites, and beneath that, sewer tunnels. Beneath Old Torrviol was the ancient city. It was in this layer she traveled. The old buildings had fallen apart, but there had been streets down there. Though sediment and debris had filled them, once she saw the pattern, she could cut through places that had collapsed and find more intact passages. Her divination indicated there were extensive passages beneath. Mirian was reluctant to drill. Breaking apart the earth here could cause a collapse. Instead, she searched, light spell illuminating corners and buried ruins that had not seen illumination for Gods knew how long.

At last, her exploration brought her to the remnants of an old staircase.

It became immediately clear to Mirian that this was an ancient sewer system. Somehow, it had remained intact and unblocked after all these years. A thin layer of sediment and debris was left in the middle of the tunnels. Small bones stuck out of it in places. One of the old skeletons appeared to be human. On their arm was an old orichalcum band. Mirian held it to her light. Symbols had been scratched onto it, but not in any language she recognized. She pocketed it. Perhaps one of the history professors would know.

Mirian continued until her water ran out, then returned to the surface.

The next day, she resumed her exploration. Ancient Torrviol had been large, spreading far to the north past the spellward. She encountered a burrowing myrvite with no eyes and pale skin that she’d never seen before. When she brought it to Viridian, he’d never seen one before either. While Viridian dissected it, Mirian returned to the depths.

She began to encounter more strange creatures crawling in the depths. One was like the bog lions in that it had a natural camouflage spell. Another seemed to be like a fungus, only it would slowly crawl about before burrowing into the ashy ground. The eyeless crawlers seemed to eat the fungal skulkers, while the invisible hunters ate the eyeless crawlers. There were other fungal forms growing, though fortunately they didn’t move.

There was a problem though: where was the energy for this ecosystem originating? There were no plants growing so far from the sun.

Mirian paused her explorations to deal with the Akanan forces. This time, there were no airships to deal with, so instead, Mirian, Cassius and Luspire flew over the army and surprised them with a catastrophic attack on the logistics. There were brief skirmishes as the army tested the militia’s defenses, but Mirian burned any storehouse of food they tried to capture, and the Akanans were forced to retreat.

She returned to her exploration as soon as she could.

After that, she encountered something deep in the ancient sewers she did recognize: a labyrinthine horror. Mirian stared at it, shocked. When it charged her, it took her a moment to remember she needed to kill it, which she did in short order.

Only one explanation was possible: there was an entrance to the Labyrinth here. Beneath Torrviol. She’d heard rumors of that as a student, but she’d never believed them. Now, it was undeniable.

As she watched, one of the fungal skulkers crept over to the dead horror and covered it like a slimy blanket.

It took Mirian three more days to find it, but at last she located it, deep beneath the northern part of the ancient city: a partially collapsed cavern spiraled down, and there, the familiar Elder architecture began. The Labyrinth.

Mirian stood by the entrance, overwhelmingly curious. How many entrances are there, and how many lead to Vaults? How much relicarium could I access? And what other strange Elder devices lay in wait?

And yet, it would have to wait. Ibrahim seemed to push a little farther each cycle, and now that she’d extended the cycles, he might finally make it to western Baracuel. If he discovered the Elder Gates, that would be a problem. He might excavate the one in Alkazaria. No, she needed to return to Persama. The secrets of the Labyrinth would have to wait. The cycle was almost at an end. But she would remember this.

With the Elder Gate open for the entire cycle and the Akanan army repulsed before it could detonate the Gate, the loop could now be extended a full nine days to the 21st of Duala. It felt strange—the idea that she might actually see a month that wasn’t Solem or Duala. She was so sick of fall and winter. She so badly wanted to see spring in Torrviol again.

But perhaps one day she would, before the cycles ended. She just needed to find more Gates.

***

On the 199th loop, Mirian sent an update to Liuan, then took the Elder Gate to Palendurio and headed south along the coastal route to Urubandar again, mind still turning over all the secrets of the world that she had yet to uncover. Perhaps she would need a hundred years. First, though, she needed to find the Mahatan Gate.
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Chapter 195 - An Unexpected Encounter

                Mirian took her quarters at a random inn in Urubandar, disguised again as Micael Sulalnahr. She had traveled alone this time. She’d secured her room with her usual ward scheme, then slept. In the morning, she sat down with her usual bundle of broadsheets. At this point, it was more to practice reading Adamic than because she thought she would find anything new. She started with the first few articles, and they were exactly the same as she’d remembered.

Then, an absence caught her eye.

There’s the two rafts colliding on the river. The usual about refugees and distant battles. But what happened to the party in the Dusk Palace?

Mirian went back through the papers, scouring them for any reference to the guards being called on a rowdy party there. There was no mention.

Either the party didn’t happen at all, or the guards weren’t called, or the paper was changed. But I’ve already been through here three times, and it was mentioned each time. Her first thought was Ibrahim. Is he getting his agents here early? Or is he here himself?

Then another thought, one of pure terror: Did he bring Atroxcidi?

Mirian immediately stood, summoning her spellbook to her hand and sending the broadsheets flying. She began casting soul divination spells in quick succession, then arcane divination spells that might catch a powerful caster. A mental tug directed her to look south, but then she realized she was just looking at an artificer’s shop. There were only two people in the shop, a master and an apprentice. No threat there. She looked around more of Urubandar, eyes darting around the streets, heart pounding.

Then she grit her teeth, forcing herself to breathe.

It’s one article. Ibrahim can’t have possibly traveled this far that fast. There didn’t seem to be any gates in Urubandar or Rambalda. Even someone with an enhanced levitation spell like the one she’d developed wouldn’t be able to travel that kind of distance. And why would he have suddenly abandoned his conquest? There’s no way he found out about a single undead being whisked away at the end of the 194th loop. Even finding out about the Elder gates wouldn’t let him know I was here…

She continued looking around. A thousand normal souls, walking about the city in no particular hurry. Unless Liuan Var told him I was coming here. Though as far as I know, she hasn’t set foot on this continent. And if she thinks Atroxcidi has the power to remove temporal anchors, she’d be even more cautious interacting with Ibrahim. Zephyr falcons from Akana to Rambalda still would take time, as there’s no direct route. And even then, she would need pre-existing communication protocols that anticipated his movements, because Ibrahim can’t be staying in Rambalda to contact Atroxcidi. The necromancer is too far east.

Mirian slowed her breathing, trying to relax. She would stay cautious, but she didn’t need to panic.

I’ll start by investigating the Dusk Palace, she decided.

She kept her soul-sight on as she walked towards the fourth hill along the riverside, scanning the streets for anything unusual.

Everything seemed normal. She didn’t like that. Either this other Prophet was trying to evade Ibrahim’s gaze like her, or they were attempting to hide in the shadows for a more nefarious purpose. She had to act as if it was the latter.

A divination spell detecting common glyphs used in combat spells returned positive; there was a cluster of them in one of the buildings near the Dusk Palace. Mirian approached the area, already in the form of the Dusk Waves, ready to deploy a prismatic shield at a moment’s notice.

Two guards stood outside a building. A crowd of people had gathered around and were talking near a street vendor cart.

“What happened?” Mirian asked.

“Hmm. Nothing good. The guards say one of the occupants was murdered.”

That confirmed there was an anomaly in the loop. Perhaps a poor laborer in the slums wouldn’t have been reported on, but the people that lived in this district were wealthy enough to be commented on. “That’s terrible! Does anyone know why?”

He shook his head. “That man over there said he walked in and found the body burnt to cinders. It must be a mage of some sort, since the rest of the building wasn’t touched.”

The man in question was sitting on the ground just behind the guards, weeping softly.

“I sent my manservant to fetch a black veil for him,” another man said. Murmurs of agreement sounded. It was clearly the right thing to do.

“Who would do such a thing?” Mirian said.

“All sorts of terrible types,” said a silver-haired woman in a tone that implied she had just imparted a great piece of wisdom.

“Perhaps a robber. A lot of the folk that pass through here are quite unsavory.”

“I heard the guards talking, though. Didn’t seem anything was taken.”

“How strange.”

Mirian’s eyes drifted to the Dusk Palace. The horseshoe arches were layered with colored stones that evoked the horizon at sunset. The architecture reminded her of the Artificer’s Tower in Torrviol. “What goes on there?” she asked.

One of the men shrugged.

Another said, “Not sure yet. It just got bought from one of the trade guilds.”

“Oh? When was that?” Mirian asked.

“A few days ago. Sixthday. Why?”

“Just curious. Apparently it was quite noisy there last night. I’m surprised no one summoned the guard on them.” She wasn’t sure if that was actually true this cycle. She’d been staying at an inn too far away.

“Seems like it,” one of the women said, nodding towards one of the gates to the palace.

Mirian realized laborers were loading empty wine casks onto a cart while a grumpy looking camel stood by, chewing on something. She looked down the street. Another cart was coming, being pulled up the street by a pair of desert eximontar. That meant the driver was an arcanist, and the fancy scrollwork on the wood and ornate blue and gold coverings marked the carriage as belonging to someone with money. It was a large carriage. Mirian used detect life, and saw it had eight people crammed in it. That was strange. Usually, someone traveling in that kind of luxury did so because they wanted comforts and plenty of room.

The crowd continued to pass rumors around. Mirian moved on, walking along the roads that circled the Dawn Palace. As soon as she found an empty apartment, she broke in using a bit of raw force magic to open the lock and began to cast divination spells. She started by looking for wards that might detect common divination spells, then looked for anti-divination wards, then worked her way down a list of common glyph constructions. 

Her suspicion only grew. The palace had basic ward architecture, but several wards had been allowed to wither and would need to be re-scribed, probably at great expense. There were few protections. Critically, there was no levitation protection at all. While common combat spells would trigger alarm wards, she had plenty of spells that wouldn’t. She practiced casting telekinetic rip, a spell that could either be used to disarm an opponent—or, if one were especially brutal, dis-arm them.

From the window, Mirian watched another carriage full of people move in. She thought of Aurum’s gala. Is this a meeting of the powerful? A plot to control Persama? Perhaps they waited for Lord Saiyal to be absent. But is his position so weak? Or has Ibrahim already sent messages south that will precipitate a rebellion? Her mind whirled with the possibilities.

She used spell enhancements to extend the range of her detect life. There seemed to be a large gathering in the main hall of the building. There were dozens of servants moving about. She used heat detection spells to map the kitchens, then water detection spells to figure out more about the layout. Near the ballroom were elaborate heated baths, and the kitchens were cooking up what appeared to be a hell of a feast. In the basement, more wine casks were being cracked. A gala for sure. That was strange though, because the major players, including several of Lord Saiyal’s allies, were all in Akana Praediar.

A coup, then. Or at least, the beginnings of one. Or perhaps an opportunity to learn the minor noble players of this city. Every city had factions. It was just a matter if the conflicts among them were public or hidden.

Mirian left the apartment she’d broken into, locking the door behind her, then made her way to the front entrance. She conjured up the illusion of a wine cask and changed her clothes to look like those of the servants.

“I was told to deliver this to the cellars,” she said to one of the estate guards at the entrance. Mirian had prepared several contingencies for this conversation. If the guard told her to drop the wine cask off, she would have protested and said the rare vintage would degrade in sunlight and needed to be stored immediately. If she was questioned, she would say she was recently brought into service, and had thought of all sorts of reasons why he might not recognize her.

The guard looked at her. Then he shrugged his shoulders and jerked his head toward the open gate.

Mirian was almost disappointed. Terrible security, she thought as she headed through the courtyard past the fountains and lush garden. Without a single cooling spell, the courtyard was at least ten degrees cooler than the sweltering heat of the streets.

She made sure no one was watching, then let the illusionary casket disappear as she moved under the shadow of a tree, then headed for a side door to the main hall. Detect life revealed several people clustered around. In fact, some of them were sitting close together. Really close together. And it sort of looked like they were—

Mirian abruptly dismissed her detect life spell, then moved to the part of the courtyard where the carriages were parked. She looked at a little engraving on the side of one. Property of Rivermoon Brothel.

She made a disgusted face, turning for the gate. Then she hesitated. A thought had just occurred. This was still where a disruption in the timeline had appeared. There was a possible answer to the murder, it was just so petty and absurd her mind had refused to consider it at first.

Mirian amplified her soul sight and gazed through the wall again. She could always dump alchemist’s cleaner in her brain afterward. Her divination picked up an anomaly in the soul of the person at the center of the attention. Five hells, she thought, hoping she was wrong. She moved into the building until she was just outside the hall. Through the door, she could hear moans.

She cast her spells again and closed her eyes. Sure enough, the man in the center had the telltale gaping void in his soul.

Blood of the fucking Gods’, Mirian thought. Rage seized her, so suddenly and completely that it overwhelmed her. Before she even knew what she was doing, she’d summoned her spellbook and slammed open the doors.

The man before her had darker hair and skin but eyes so vividly blue that they seemed out of place. He was surrounded by naked or half-naked women. The hall they were in had a floor of polished marble tile, a ceiling of beautifully carved and painted wood, and walls decorated with lavish displays of lapis lazuli and woven tapestries. His eyes widened as she entered and one of the women let out a short scream. Mirian took some sadistic delight in seeing that she’d ruined the mood.

“You are a Prophet,” she snapped at the man. “And you’re wasting time doing this!? Did you really murder someone so they wouldn’t complain about the noise of your parties? You have a duty to Enteria! How many fucking cycles have you been doing this instead?”

The man’s eyes stayed wide. His mouth opened and closed. He looked around the room, and belatedly, Mirian realized she’d sent out raw blasts of force that had sent dishes and benches flying and raw heat energy that had scorched the floor. Almost everyone in the room was looking at her in abject terror.

But not the other Prophet. He recovered from his shock and stood, brushing himself off, unashamed even though he was stark naked. “I don’t remember being told I had to do anything in particular,” he said in accented Adamic. “I’m just making the best of things.” He gestured at one of the servants standing in the corner. “Robe,” he said. The man, still trembling from fear, didn’t move. “Robe!” he snapped, and the servant belatedly helped him into a white robe with gold embroidery. “You must be like Ibrahim,” the man said. “Only shorter, and maybe with less of a temper.”

Mirian kept glaring at him. She realized she was still using soul bindings to appear as Micael. It didn’t matter. She ground her jaw. She wanted to threaten him with removal from the time loop, but then that would reveal a capability she didn’t want the other time travelers to know about. After all, if she could work it out, so could they.

“I’m Gabriel, by the way.” He finished tying the sash on his robe and extended a hand outward. It was still slightly slick.

She looked at it disapprovingly.

He sighed and retracted it. “Not exactly the way I’d planned on introducing myself.” To the gathered prostitutes and servants he said, “Alright, go entertain yourselves. There’s wine and food aplenty. Go on now!” He waved his hands at them.

“Sir, shall I… get the guards?” one of the servants said, trying to say it low enough Mirian didn’t hear.

“Now wouldn’t that be a pointless endeavor? No. Get me a fresh towel and another goblet of wine. The 4724 vintage, I think. And a cheese platter, for sure.” Turning to Mirian he asked, “Do you like cheese?”

“I like saving the world from the apocalypse,” she said, voice still dangerous. Nothing Gabriel had done had calmed her fury, and it was only her own practice that was keeping her emotions in check. She really wanted to gut him. “Were you planning on investigating that?”

“Yes, I investigated it and concluded we’re absolutely fucked, not really much I can do, so I might as well get fucked. It’s a nice life, once you get used to it. And, what do you know, it seems to be resolving itself! What’s your name?”

“The cycles are getting longer because I have been working to stabilize the leylines.”

Gabriel looked at her. “Oh,” he said. “Well, thank you, I guess. So… how does one do that?”

“Activate Elder Gates and the system partially self-corrects. Eventually, we might need to deploy leyline stabilizing engines while we cut the use of spell engines. We also need to find and activate more Gates.”

He blinked. “…Elder Gates?”

Mirian gave him the short version, the one that omitted a great deal of what she’d been up to in the loops—similar to what she’d told Liuan Var. Midway through, the servant returned with a cask and two wine goblets, while a second servant had an array of aromatic cheeses arranged with various fancy hard flatbreads. He set it on an ornate table, then bowed and backed away, still glancing suspiciously at Mirian.

“And what have you been doing?” she asked.

Gabriel snorted, already halfway through his goblet of wine. Mirian’s lay untouched. “Not nearly as much. I spent a few years trying to figure out the situation. That Sulvorath you mentioned, his agents showed up here briefly and tried to order people around. I had them assassinated, the same way, every time, and he eventually stopped bothering. Then I stopped hearing about him altogether.”

“He was removed from the loop. Neither Liuan nor I know how or why. By the Ominian, is my best guess. Probably because he was undermining the attempts of the other Prophets to save Enteria,” Mirian said and raised an eyebrow at Gabriel.

“Is that so?” He took a sip of wine, seemingly unperturbed. “Anyways, I did a great deal of research. Even found an entrance to the Labyrinth and took a peek down there. You would not believe what kinds of monstrosities they have. After about the fourth level, I called it quits. Seemed like a dead-end. Tried looking around for various relics, tried talking to Isheer, dug up some old books—tried a bit of everything. Eventually, I gave up. The dreams never changed. The Ominian never really looked at me, not really. In the end, it seemed best to find pleasure in the life I was given, no matter how strange. You know, Ibrahim doesn’t seem to have any ideas either. I think his entire plan is to destroy Baracuel, and he thinks God will stop destroying the world after that.”

“You haven’t talked to him?”

“He’s been fighting the same war nonstop for over a decade. See, I’ve met a lot of soldiers down here. From Akana, from Baracuel, or born here. One thing they have in common: they fight enough, their heads get fucked up,” Gabriel said, tapping his skull. “By now, Ibrahim must be absolutely unhinged. Me, I figure a sane, healthy mind ought to be worth something. So I take breaks. Long, nice ones.”

“And murder anyone who disrupts it?”

Gabriel smiled with his mouth, but not his eyes. There was a lighthearted tone to how he talked, but in his eyes, she could see how the loops had aged him. “Tell me with a straight face that, after all these years, you haven’t killed someone purely for convenience.” When Mirian didn’t respond, he said, “I thought as much. Now, you still haven’t told me your name.”

You need to build trust. You can’t hide everything, she told herself.

“Mirian,” she said, and rapidly shed her soul disguise. She kept the illusion that was veiling her eyes, though.

“Oh my, now that’s a neat trick,” he said. Tapping his chin he said, “I have heard of you. Usually in the form of rumors being passed among travelers and merchants. Some of these loops, you make quite the stir.” He looked at her again, this time thoughtful. At last he said, “You really think you found a way to save us from this doom?”

“I have,” she said.

“Then I suppose I can get back to it.” He looked longingly at the direction the brothel workers had gone, then tightened the sash of his robe and said, “I can be ready to leave in an hour.”

            
Chapter 196 - To Mahatan Again

                They first established communication protocols, and Mirian composed a letter to Liuan Var that would make its way by zephyr falcon, bouncing about aeries until it at last made it to Arborholm. Despite the cost of the delivery being absurd—it was a gold florin for each leg of the journey—money was of no consequence. Gabriel had figured out several different tricks for making money, most of which involved scams and heists.

“…and that gets me the initial money and connections. Getting the barges to collide is as simple as leaving a cask of ale in the right spot near the captain. That leads to a case under the magistrate where I can seize a bunch of assets of one of the guilds, which in turn can be leveraged for all the gold I need. That’s what I usually do,” he said. “Much easier. But if we need Urubandar under our thumb, I can do it like that,” he said, and snapped his fingers. He said it with such casual confidence, Mirian didn’t doubt he could.

“Did you reveal yourself as Prophet to do it?”

“No,” he said. “With Ibrahim running around up north, it wouldn’t do. Better to quietly gain leverage and connections among the lords and bureaucracies here and avoid an utterly pointless war.”

That was interesting. It implied Ibrahim would turn south if he knew about another Prophet. But he’d never cared about Mirian’s declarations.

She didn’t like Gabriel. The way he’d been acting before Mirian had encountered him stirred a quiet anger in her. But he would bring over a decade of accumulated knowledge, and again, that was far more valuable to her—and Enteria—than three extra days in any given loop.

Unlike Liuan, Gabriel had no compunctions whatsoever about traveling with her. “It ought to be an interesting change, at least. I haven’t been to Mahatan in… three years? Sort of stopped keeping track of the cycles after a bit. What are we on?”

“By my count, this is the 199th.”

“Ah! Nearly a round number. We should celebrate, don’t you think? Oh, don’t glare at me again, I was joking.”

As they prepared to travel upriver towards Alatishad, Mirian felt his gaze on her often. It wasn’t leering, despite how she’d first encountered him, but analytical.

“That hairstyle is common in east Baracuel, isn’t it?” he asked at one point. Mirian hadn’t even thought about how her haircut could be used to track her hometown. As they boarded the barge, he said, “What happened to that first spellbook you had?”

The truth was she’d demanifested it and was now carrying around a hollow book that she could manifest her true spellbook inside of if she needed to cast.

“It stands out too much,” she said. “So I keep it inside this,” she said, holding up the hollow book. She’d weighted it with steel and put a lock on it so the pages stayed closed.

“Makes sense,” he said, but she wasn’t sure if he actually believed her. Gabriel didn’t seem to have an attitude that wasn’t ‘casual,’ but she was beginning to see that he wasn’t a fool, either. After all, when he’d talked about dispatching Troytin’s agents, he’d talked about it like it hadn’t been any harder than making breakfast.

As they traveled up the river on a private boat, spell engines pushing them past the abundant barges, she asked, “So how much do you know about magic?”

Gabriel laughed. “You’re about as subtle as a hammer to the head, you know. You want to know if my capabilities can threaten you. Was it Sulvorath that made you paranoid, or were you always cautious?”

Am I that obvious? Mirian worried. She could remember Nicolus scolding her as he’d coached her on manipulation. But she’d fooled Luspire and Aurum, so she couldn’t be that bad. “He certainly made me more cautious. There’s two time travelers still out of the picture due to his efforts. One’s permanently cursed, the other is committing suicide as soon as the cycle starts.”

“Oof. That’s dark.”

“Mostly, I need to know how much I need to teach you about leylines, or if you can help with divination as we look for the Madinahr Gate.” 

“Nothing much,” he said. “And neither does anyone else. At best, I could get a bunch of University scholars to shrug their shoulders confidently at me. There’s a leyline study going on in Urubandar, and another in Alatishad. The only thing they could say was that the cascade was unprecedented.”

Mirian related what she’d learned about the energy overload that started in Akana Praediar and then disrupted the leylines around the east Persaman desert just below the Divir moon.

“Huh. So that explains what everyone thought was a gravity anomaly. But why would that have happened?”

“What do you mean?”

Gabriel leaned back in his chair, putting his feet up on a plush stool. Outside the cabin window, they passed another barge loaded with fossilized myrvite. “I mean, when did the moon become suspended by leylines? What was the mechanism that formed it? And if the system was put into place intentionally, what function was that system supposed to serve?”

“The Elder Gods created Enteria and its two moons. As far as I can tell, the leyline network is an intentional cycle.”

“Surely it’s changed since the creation of Enteria. During the God’s War if nothing else. A balancing act like that shouldn’t have survived the Cataclysm. Besides, the holy texts say nearly nothing about the Divir moon, and it’s only later entries that begin to reference it. The oldest texts, those from the three Prophets of Baracuel, only mention the Luamin moon.”

Mirian pondered that. It seemed ridiculous. “Are you saying the Divir moon wasn’t always up there?”

Gabriel shrugged. “Maybe. It would make sense. You haven’t been to Mayat Shadr yet, have you? I think you should go see it at some point.”

Mirian had been so focused on studying the leylines that she’d paid very little attention to the moon itself. After all, it wasn’t exactly in reach. There were old stories of archmages trying to reach the moons, but it was inevitably a tale of hubris, much like the ones about delving too deep in the Labyrinth. Modern research indicated that the air got thinner higher up, so several wizards had posited that, if one went high enough, there would be no air at all. That was an ongoing debate though.

“What do you know of the Divir moon?” she asked.

“Not much. There was a researcher at Vadriach University studying astronomical bodies, but when I wrote to get a copy of his research, I was told they were incapacitated and I would have to negotiate the release of their notes either with him if he woke, or their estate if they didn’t. I considered making a trip out there, but never got around to it.”

Mirian’s eyes went wide.

Gabriel noticed. “What?”

“What… was that researcher’s name, if I may ask?”

“Professor Sio Jherica. Why?”

She closed her eyes and ground her teeth in frustration. The amount of damage Troytin had done… “That’s one of the time travelers.”

“Huh. No shit. Maybe that great bastard in the big chair really did have a plan.”

“So… what was he looking for? What property of that moon could help us?”

Gabriel shrugged. “I was hoping they could tell us. I took a look myself and it turns out it’s not that easy.”

“What do you mean?”

“You have any lensing spells? Give it a try. It’s a pretty clear day, you can see Divir well enough from here. We can even stop the boat so it’s easier.”

Gabriel went and talked to the captain of the vessel, who anchored them. Once the boat was still, Mirian summoned her spellbook within its fake casing, then cast several layers of lens spells, pointing them at the moon. She immediately noticed two problems. One, no matter how steady she held the spells, they seemed to shake just enough that the moon was a difficult target to hit. Second, there was some sort of distortion that made it impossible to make out much detail.

“See? So there’s a way to increase the stability and correct for distortions, but I couldn’t figure out what glyphs they were using for that. In the end, I put the lensing spells on a spell engine, did some trigonometry, and just found myself staring up at a bunch of blurry, jagged rock. No great revelation there. Even the ancients supposed that if Enteria was made of stone, the moons would be too. Another dead end, I thought.”

“Hmm. Maybe,” Mirian said. “There’s some property of that moon that’s more than just rock.”

Gabriel nodded. “Otherwise, the explosion wouldn’t be quite so big. But if the Ominian thinks we’re supposed to go investigate Divir, they might have made it easier to get to. It’s just like the Labyrinth.” Gabriel told the captain to put them back on their route, then headed back to his plush chair and got back to lounging.

“How far did you get?” Mirian asked.

“Fourth level. The only entrance to the fifth level I found was blocked by an entropic antimagic field. I’ve died in a lot of nasty ways, but that just didn’t quite seem worth it to me. And that was assuming it didn’t shred my identity along with my soul.”

Interesting, she thought. It seemed likely she’d return to the Labyrinth. After all, the leylines were down there. Atroxcidi and the Gates came first though. They sat in silence, the rush of the river and the shouts of laborers echoing over the water. “So you understand that there’s no telling what Atroxcidi’s mastery of necromancy can do. And we don’t know what Ibrahim has told him.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. See, I like being alive. There’s so many fun things to do. And I like who I am, and who I am is a product of my memories. There’s a reason I didn’t bother sailing north into that particular shit-storm.”

Mirian still was wary. But if we are to work together, we must trust each other, she assured herself. That starts somewhere. 

***

Once they docked at Alatishad, it was simple enough to join one of the armed caravans that moved north to Mahatan. While Gabriel hunted down reliable mercenaries, Mirian hired a large carriage with a sorcerer who would act both as guard and driver of the eximontar.

“No spell carriage?” Gabriel asked when he saw it.

“Don’t like them,” she said. Now that she’d become aware of it, she couldn’t ignore the D-class mana the spell engines produced. It was constantly scraping at the edges of her aura, and she found herself distracted by it like it was a sore tooth.

The carriage came with a workshop in miniature, much like what she used when she was using a train around Baracuel. Persama had a few trains running, but over the course of years of fighting, most lines had been cut by one group or another. Merchants and travelers that had to leave the convenience of the Setarab River or the coast had gone back to banding together in caravans to cross the desert.

By now, Mirian had made the trip north several times so she knew exactly how many guards would be necessary to scare off bandits. Gabriel was equally unbothered. He had yet to use any of the wands he carried, but Mirian had surreptitiously used divination while he slept to identify them, figuring it out glyph by glyph. He had a wand of levitation, a wand of searing fire, a wand of force shield, and a wand of magnetic manipulation. He hadn’t mentioned what kind of myr rating he could hit, but then again, neither had Mirian. 

As they traveled, Gabriel pondered the horizon with his shirt off. “Spend enough time here and you come to appreciate the sun,” he told her. “Besides, it's how I do my best thinking.”

Mirian stayed in her carriage, paging through her glyphs. She had tried a great deal of divination already. Unlike Palendurio and Alkazaria, there was no easily identified obsidian anomaly. More precise data with the leyline detectors had gotten her nowhere; there was just too much energy moving through the system too fast. That had led her back to classic spells like detect cave, but no matter how she adjusted the parameters of the spell, she didn’t find any large spherical caverns under the city. She did find several smuggler’s dens, a half dozen buried tombs, and a cave full of the strangest creatures she’d ever seen, including a completely transparent lizard.

By the time Mahatan came into view, she had made no breakthroughs on how to proceed, and Gabriel just said, “Nah, still thinking about it.”

Mahatan was an oasis city. The oasis was large, but more than large, it was deep. It allowed for Mahatan to have enough farming for complete self-sufficiency. Mirian wasn’t quite sure what sort of trick of hydrology allowed it, but according to Holvatti, somehow rainwater from the Jiandzhi ended up in it. Something about underground rivers, with scholars debating how that was possible or why it was such a unique phenomenon. Either way, the end result was a great deal of pumps and covered aqueducts that fed the farms surrounding the oasis and the city so that Mahatan had a practical immunity to sieges. The high walls of the city were solid stone packed with earth, raised long ago by the Persaman Triarchy so that the city could be a fortress that their armies could sortie out of as they conquered the riverlands and western regions.

Now, the walls were less rigorously maintained, but given the outbreak of war, there were still sorcerers and guards that patrolled the walls.

Beyond the walls were the Nine Spires of the Isheer. They reminded Mirian of Alkazaria’s spires. Mahatan also produced a beautiful turquoise dye, and its residents were proud of the color. The whole city shone turquoise and white in the heavy sun, while behind it, the Grand Oasis waters sparkled.

The beauty was tainted by the pit mines east and north of the city. Gray dust blew in from that direction so that as one entered the city, the facade of white stucco seen from the south gained a new dimension of dirty dark stains, and one could smell them. People complained, but it was those mines that generated most of the city’s wealth, so complain was all they did.

“You’re familiar with the archives?” Mirian asked as their caravan waited outside the city gates for the guards to check them over for smuggled goods or fugitives.

“Extensively,” Gabriel said.

“That’s where I’m going to start. If we can find a historical attestation of where the Gates of Fire were, we’ve as good as found it. The location of near-Cataclysm or pre-Cataclysm ruins are the next best thing.”

“Hmm. Has that actually worked for finding a gate?” he asked.

“No. As I’ve said, if you have a better idea, I’ll hear it.”

He shrugged. “Not yet.”

The gate guards made their way up to their carriage. The eximontar snorted impatiently.

“What brings you to Mahatan?” one of the guards asked, clearly bored.

“Legitimate business,” Gabriel said, and flipped him and his companion a gold florin each. They flashed him a toothy grin and moved on.

When they were gone, Mirian said, “You’ve seen them before, then?”

“No. They just seemed the type.”

“How is it every time I try to bribe someone they turn out to be honest?” Mirian grumbled.

Gabriel shrugged.

“Do the guards normally cause trouble?”

“No, I’ve just become incredibly bored of talking to them. I would pay a gold florin to swat a fly at this point.”

They made their way into the city. As they dismounted from the carriage, Mirian at last caught a better glimpse of the bracelet Gabriel wore around his ankle. Usually, his loose-fitting pants hid it, but there was a moment as he was adjusting his sandal that she saw it clearly. Light reflected off celestial focuses differently than other objects.

Priests kept their focuses around their neck. She’d only seen one group of people wear them around their ankles.

“So what did you do before the time loop started?” she asked.

“Legitimate business,” Gabriel said, deadpan. “This way. I know a luxury inn by the archives.”

“Next to a brothel?” Mirian asked.

He grinned. “Of course. But they have other luxuries you might like too. Good security,” he said, and winked.

As they walked through the street, Mirian stopped thinking about the Mahatan Gate. She wondered instead how much she should trust her fellow time travelers. What could she get away with keeping a secret? What benefits were there to opening up? Gabriel could be a potent ally. But he was also someone she needed to keep an eye on.

The same would be true of any others. There was no telling what the time loop had done to change them.

            
Chapter 197 - Still Searching

                Mirian hurled the book across the room and hit it with a fire beam spell. “Drivel!” she snapped at it as it turned to ash.

Gabriel, who was sitting at another table in the Mahatan Palace Archive, raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought you were the type to like books.” He was eating a red vegetable curry and had gotten the sauce on every book he’d touched so far.

“It’ll be back next cycle,” she said. “If that author didn’t want his book incinerated, he shouldn’t have copied unnamed sources from the 3rd millennium and then pretended he’d done the archeology. Maybe I will have them incinerated in whatever the last loop is. An absolute waste of the time of anyone reading it.”

Gabriel licked the curry off his fingers, one by one, then turned another page in his book, then another, skimming it like he did. “This is why you need to spend more time relaxing.”

This was their third time visiting Mahatan together. The 200th loop had passed without much comment, though Gabriel had insisted that they drink a type of foul rice alcohol imported from Zhighua. Mirian preferred wine if she had to drink, but what she really preferred was not to drink at all. For two and a half months now, they’d been scouring the archives for any sign of the gate. They’d found references to a Gate of Fire in a place that sounded like the city, but the archeology revealed little she didn’t already know about Mahatan. It had been abandoned for some thousand years at least, then the ruins were reoccupied. No one had anything to say about a colossal Elder mechanism or any deep secrets buried beneath it.

The most prolific writers had been the scholars of the Persaman Triarchy. The libraries here had thousands of volumes, ranging from important treatises to the most mundane things imaginable. At first, Mirian had thought of it as a researcher’s paradise. Then, she’d begun to think of it as a researcher’s hell. There was, she was learning, such a thing as too much information. Petty scholars seeking to further their careers had either copied or rewritten the same texts hundreds of times. Instead of revealing truth, they had obfuscated it.

Mirian leaned back in her chair. “So what soul magic do you know?” she asked.

“Mirian, my dear, you really need to learn how to make normal conversation.”

“I don’t feel that would serve me well. We are deviations from the normal, so far from an ordinary life that we will never be understood. I found the writings of an old Prophet, you know. A letter, hidden in the pages of a book, long forgotten. They too cried out to be understood. But what task did they have? And did they fail, or succeed?”

“Exactly what I’m talking about,” Gabriel said, because he seemed to like being abrasive. Then, more diplomatically, he said, “You’re right, to some degree. But wrong to worry. What’s done is done. Whether or not the past Prophets failed or succeeded is irrelevant, in the same way that we don’t have to care if past kings or generals failed at whatever the hells they were trying to do. The only path forward to us is our actions in this moment. There’s no sense endlessly mourning what could have been.”

Mirian took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “But what could have been… the more I read these histories, the more I learn, the more I think human existence is a long series of tragedies. So much death and suffering. And after we’ve experienced so much of it, will we ever want to return to it? Or will the Ominian’s great Mausoleum attract us, where we can rest in a place of silence, away from it all.”

“Listen, I know some great people you can fuck. You’ll forget all about this stuff, at least for a few minutes. It’s great for stress relief.”

“I know some too. That’s not the issue. The issue is that nothing I have with them will ever be shared. That’s not how people were meant to live. To be alone is to live an existence antithetical to being human.” And if you want a person to fall in love with you, it will never be, no matter how much time you spend with them, she thought. Because they forget.

“There’s no right way to be human. You’re alive each day. You live. That’s how you stay human. That’s all.”

There was wisdom in that, she thought, but it wasn’t what she felt. Perhaps the possibility of understanding that Liuan and Gabriel offered was a worse torment than all the non-Prophets. She expected nothing from the normal people. They were blameless; practically automatons in that they were helpless to change their own fate. But the other Prophets—they should be able to understand her. She should be able to trust them.

But she couldn’t bring herself to open up. She was scared. A curse like the one on Jherica could still incapacitate her. And there was too much at stake.

“You were RID, weren’t you?” she blurted out.

Gabriel looked at her, then closed the book he’d been paging through. He sighed. “Yes. Former. But some parts of it never leave you.”

“So there really is no breaking the mind-curses that the RID and Deeps put on people?”

He grunted in acknowledgment.

“Are you on good terms with Westerun?”

“No,” he said. “You tried talking to him? He revels in having secrets. He uses them to have power over people, and then he strings them along forever. Don’t waste your time.”

So he has been to Akana. “I didn’t. Not much, at least. So what is Akana Praediar trying to do here?”

“The same thing every other great power has tried to do since time immemorial. Dominate as much as they can. You want my sad little tale? I grew up in Akana as a kid. Then my mother was deployed here. I liked Urubandar, but I hated how backward it was. When I grew up, I thought Akana would bring all their ideals about government and progress here. I thought we could topple all the corrupt bandits that wear the amulets of station here, consign them to ash, and then build a new Persama. The Akanan bluebloods that came here never could see me as like them. See, my mother was Akanan, but my father was Persaman. They would never treat me as an equal. I could stomach that, though. Takes a lot to bother me. Then, I watched as Akana lifted up a degenerate bloodless cur of a man named Lord Saiyal. I watched as all the obedient dogs that follow him around licked at his feet, and watched as everything I worked for turned out to be for the same Persama I knew, the one that was full of warlords and merchant princes lording over a land of misery. So I quit. Only, Empires don’t like it when you say no to them. But the joke was on them, because the Ominian chose me.”

“You helped hunt down Dawn’s Peace, then?” Mirian inferred.

Gabriel gave another grunt of acknowledgment. “Now we’re done with the topic. Though if you’d like to share your spells and soul magic prowess, we can trade. But you needn’t make excuses as to why you won’t. I can see you don’t trust me still. Doesn’t bother me. I wouldn’t trust me either. Now if we’re going to work, let’s get back to work.”

Mirian nodded. They got back to work.

***

On the 203rd loop, they started investigating the dunes around Mahatan. On the 204th, Mirian began to worry. She’d paid close attention to when Ibrahim had changed his tactics back when she was preparing for Apophagorga, and she began to worry that perhaps he was noticing that she’d changed her tactics.

“Relax,” Gabriel told her when she brought it up. “He’s not single-minded, but he’s also too busy.”

Gradually, their circle of divination had expanded outward, spiraling away from Mahatan. Again, there were plenty of tombs and caves, but there was no sign of the Gate at all.

On the 205th loop, their distance from Mahatan eventually brought them into contact with bandits.

“They must have contacts in the city. Perhaps part of a smuggling operation,” Gabriel said as the bandits approached on foot. A large dune shielded them from view of the city, while a shallow cave system had hidden the bandits until they were practically on top of them.

“Maybe there’s a clue in that cave they just came out of,” Mirian said.

Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “We’re not going to flee?”

“No. We can try talking to them first, though. You’re the better manipulator, right? You go first.”

The other Prophet shrugged. “Sure. The signal word for if it’s time to attack, though, will be ‘marauder.’”

Mirian nodded. 

There were twelve bandits. Nine of them had rifles, two wands, and the last a spellbook. The man with the spellbook was wearing two gold bracers, the kind that held wealth well but didn’t stop blades. Mirian guessed he was the leader. The bandits didn’t have their rifles raised, but they were loaded, glyphs glittering.

She could kill them all easily, but it seemed that Gabriel couldn’t. This was a good opportunity to see what he was capable of.

Or maybe he wanted to hide his own capabilities too.

Gabriel strode forward. “Gentleman! I was just here trying to deliver this silver I found to its rightful owner,” he said, waving his purse around. He tossed it towards one of the bandits, who opened it up to count.

The leader could easily see Gabriel’s wand and Mirian’s spellbook. It was disguised so it looked like the sort of ordinary spellbook a working mage might have, but it was still obviously a spellbook. Unfortunately, those were highly valuable.

The man who’d counted the coins said something to the bandit mage, who announced loudly, “You were right to return the money, my friend, but unfortunately, there’s a new fee in place for passing this area. I’m afraid one good deed isn’t enough to waive it.”

“Do you have anything?” Gabriel asked in a low voice.

“It’s back at the inn.”

In a low voice he said, “What’re the chances they’re using spellpiercer ammo?” Louder, he said, “Apologies, I can always return with the fee, but our tools of trade are all we have on us. Some defensive spells too, of course. There’s rumors of bandits in this area, though we haven’t seen any yet.”

The bandit mage shook his head. “You’re mistaken, friend. We patrol these areas and keep them clear of ruffians.” Behind him, one of the sorcerers grinned.

“Are you sure? One of my friends saw a band of marauders just over the—”

Mirian’s spellbook was open and the magnetic shield was up faster than the bandits could raise their rifles. Gunfire cracked out, but she froze the bullets in the magnetic shell. Gabriel pulled his searing fire wand and sent out a column of flames at the sorcerers, then started running for the cover of a mound of sand. He’d drawn his force shield wand with his other hand and was casting.

Stupid, Mirian thought. He was leaving the cover of her shield. Bullets slipped through force shields all the time.

The sorcerer had raised a fire shield—it was possible one of them had done some brief divination to figure out what glyphs Gabriel’s wands had—so while the searing fire had burned him, it hadn’t done enough to incapacitate him. Mirian added a force shield to her own defense, then used force blades to decapitate the mage. There was a lot of shouting. Gabriel cast another searing fire as he dove for cover, and a force missile spell exploded on his shield. Several of the bandits were taking cover too. One of the sorcerers had layered three defensive shields over himself, but he’d neglected lightning protections. She cast a chain lightning spell, powerful enough to pierce his force shield. The chained bolt shocked the one who was harassing Gabriel with force missiles and one of the riflemen. 

The only threat left, then, was the last sorcerer. He sent a fireball right at Mirian, which detonated on her force shield and blasted her stumbling back. She felt the sear of the heat on her skin, and swapped from Dusk Waves to Lone Pine, then cast a proper heat shield so it wouldn’t happen again. As she held the three shields, she cycled soul energy from her spellbook’s reservoir to heal the burns.

Several of the gunmen fired another volley at Mirian, then seemed to realize it wasn’t a fluke that the first volley hadn’t hit her. Meanwhile, Gabriel was firing searing beams madly with his wand, holding it up from behind the mound of sand he was hiding behind so he didn’t have to break cover. His accuracy was decent, and she estimated he was putting out a spellpower of around 75 myr consistently. Well above the average, but far from an archmage. A respectable amount of power to bring to a fight; he could easily kill anyone who was unshielded, and weaker combatants would find their defensive spells weren’t as effective.

Another fireball hit her shield, though this time she had the heat shield so it did little. Mirian began decapitating the bandits one by one with force blades. Both sorcerers attempted to attack her at once, but the only attack spells they had were force and fire based, and they simply couldn’t penetrate her shield.

“Do you want any prisoners?” she called to Gabriel.

“What!? No!” he shouted back.

It was then that the remaining bandits started to run. Gabriel had killed at least three of the riflemen, and Mirian calmly killed the last of them.

She looked at Gabriel, who was breathing hard. It reminded her of how she’d fought in the end of the second year, when she was raiding the Akanan airships. He was a veteran of combat, then, but he hadn’t grown numb to it.

“Gods’ blood,” Gabriel swore. “You’re a right monster, aren’t you? I thought for sure you’d have a few new holes in you when you just decided to stand there. But no. How many spells were you holding simultaneously? Three?”

“Four,” she admitted, and didn’t mention she could surpass that. “I’m surprised you haven’t grown numb to the fighting.”

“If I’m in a fight, it means I fucked up,” he said. “I try to avoid it.”

“When you attempted the Labyrinth, did you do it alone?”

“Oh, could we not do an interrogation right this moment? There could be more of them.”

Mirian cast detect human. The feces of the bandits were detectable in a nearby cave. Detect life, enhanced for distance, showed a few desert critters, but nothing human sized. “There aren’t.”

Gabriel sighed loudly. “Shall we go investigate their cave? Maybe it leads to this gate of yours.”

“Probably not.” They descended into the cave anyways.

The cave smelled absolutely rank. It was a mixture of body odor, excrement, and spoiled food, all baked into something truly foul by the high temperatures. The cave entrance seemed to be normally camouflaged by dozens of stretched pieces of cloth that were then covered in sand, though the bandits had left the cloth all rolled back and the entrance open when they’d come to rob them. The inside of the caves were a bit cooler. Interestingly, passages looked more like halls with how rectangular they were. The passages were large enough the bandits had used them for storage, but there was still plenty of room for people to walk. There were also regular rooms.

There were no stalactites, and the rock wasn’t igneous so it wasn’t a lava tube.

As they explored, Mirian began to wonder. Is Professor Holvatti the next person I’ll need to bring down here? “This isn’t a natural cave formation. But I can’t imagine a small group of arcanists managed to carve this all out.”

They went into a room, and Gabriel started sorting through the possessions, tossing most of them aside. Then he looked at the walls again. “I have a theory. Labyrinthine geography.”

Mirian thought about that. It was intriguing. It also might explain a lot. “Tell me more,” she said.

“The Labyrinth is always moving, readjusting, changing. We know it interacts with the surface, rarely, but often enough we can send explorers down there. Rarely does a passage down vanish. But what would it look like if it did?” The other Prophet gestured at the walls. “Rectangular passages and rooms. Large enough a Labyrinth passage could fit in them, with room for the wall.” He paced off the distance. “It’s not precise, but erosion and human activity would do the rest. Did your classes teach you about feedback cycles?”

Mirian had to think. “Yes, Viridian. I think he was talking about how the loss of vilelily in a swamp had led to three other populations being wiped out. The basic idea is that a system’s output becomes a new input, which can either taper off or intensify. It’s the sort of thing you generally avoid in artificing.”

“I think the Labyrinth has a purpose. I did quite a bit of research. The hydrology of Persama has remained remarkably consistent over thousands of years. Shouldn’t erosion within the underground rivers feeding Mahatan’s oasis have caused collapses in the ground above? But it hasn’t. I know from the loop that the Labyrinth’s rearrangement isn’t random. So perhaps it has a purpose regulating feedback cycles. Just a theory.”

Mirian considered Torrviol Lake. Torrviol’s elevation put it well above the lake, but the ruins and caves beneath the town were deep enough to go well below the water level. Then why weren’t they flooded? But if the Labyrinth was there, beneath it… how much water could the Labyrinth hold? Would it even allow itself to be flooded? These were the same passages that somehow knew to evade a mining tunnel that sought to touch it.

She thought back to the first expedition down she’d been on with Beatrice. They’d activated a spell engine to block off a passage. And the Labyrinth had reacted with a greater horror. Another time, her arcanometer had detected elevated mana moving through it. That was after the northern eruption that sent the myrvites stampeding through Frostland’s Gate. What would it look like if those mana levels continued to elevate, say, the further down one went? At what point would enough mana be flowing through the system to be considered a leyline?

“We need to understand the Labyrinth better,” she mused. If that line of thought was right, the only way to access the leylines would be to get deep enough. But the Labyrinth reacts to us. What if there was a way to control it based on that? She still didn’t know what some of the tools in the Frostland’s Vault did. “Have you found any Vaults?” she asked.

Gabriel shrugged. “One,” he said.

That was impressive. He’d done it with only around 75 myr, too, and without a sword like Eclipse. Maybe the challenges of the Vault were considerably different. “Did you make it to the end?”

“I did.”

“Huh. And what did you find?”

“A bunch of strange things with strange properties. One of them was good for shaping any non-mana imbued metal. It couldn’t touch orichalcum, but it could reshape hardened steel like it was a blade of grass. Another changed colors based on what glyphs it was near. One could absorb electricity—seems like it ate the damn stuff. Electricity went in, but I never detected a change in temperature. Most of the stuff, I couldn’t make heads or tails of, like that cube full of multicolored liquid.”

“Interesting,” Mirian said, trying to keep her heart steady and her tone even. He found relicarium, she realized. “I found similar tools in a Vault. I still don’t understand what most of them do, but the one that could grow crystals might be valuable for making perfect conduits. You’ll have to show me how to get to that Vault sometime. Once we open the Mahatan Gate, we can move professors and experts from across the world. Together, someone will uncover something.” And keep you far from the Luminate priests who know what relicarium is, she thought.

They continued rummaging around the caves. The bandits had little of value to them. If the Labyrinth had created the passages, it hadn’t left any deep connections. The caves went down some hundred feet below the dunes, then stopped. Divination revealed no blocked off passages.

Gabriel had stopped talking. Every so often he would stop, as if he was looking at some part of the ceiling, or he would rest two of his fingers on his chin. As they reached the surface, he suddenly snapped his fingers.

“Hah! I figured it out.”

“Hmm?”

A big smile split Gabriel’s face. It was very nearly menacing. “I know where the Mahatan Gate is.”

            
Chapter 198 - Lost Places

                “Where’s the Gate?” Mirian said. “And how do you know? We didn’t find anything in that cave.”

“I know where the Gate is because it wasn’t in the cave,” Gabriel said, still smiling. “It’s a simple matter of process of elimination. If it’s not in the city, not under the city, and not under the dunes outside the city, it must be in the only place we haven’t checked. Go ahead and guess.”

“Just tell me,” Mirian said, impatient.

“Make two guesses, then I will.”

She thought of their recent conversation. “You’ve deduced a network of Labyrinth generated passages somewhere near Mahatan.”

“No, but close.”

Mirian thought. They started walking back towards the city, which meant Gabriel thought it was there, or near there. But he just said a place we haven’t checked. “The Mahatan Royal Palace?” The palace was forbidden to enter, but contained all sorts of riches. Viridian would want to see the jeweled lotuses. Torres would probably love to see the ancient spellrod designs. Mirian hadn’t found any sort of deep tunnels or underground areas large enough to contain an Elder Gate, so she’d eliminated it as a possibility without actually infiltrating it. Perhaps she’d been too hasty.

“Hmm? No, I’ve been there, though I suppose you haven’t. A lot of fancy stuff, all of it useless to us because it doesn’t have a lever to pull labeled ‘stop the moon from falling.’ Well, I’ll tell you.”

***

They stood before the Mahatan Oasis. It was ringed with lush greenery, and the wealthy and poor alike of the city came often to walk the shores or to pray at the blessed waters. “You think it’s there?” Mirian peered down. The waters were murky. Large spell engines to the north and east were positioned to prevent sand and soot particles from blowing into the waters, but they only filtered out the majority of debris. Long ago, the waters had apparently been crystal clear. That would have been beautiful to see, she thought. Briefly, she imagined Jei standing by her side as they looked out across the waters.

She suppressed her emotions again. “I don’t suppose you have air bubble or air from water?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t have them in that massive grimoire of yours,” Gabriel said. “How do you prepare such a massive spellbook, anyways?”

“I steal it,” she lied. “You can steal several books, then rebind the pages into a single book. Just make sure you strip any tracking glyphs out.”

“Or kill the arcanist you take it from,” Gabriel said, tapping his head.

Mirian looked around. “Okay, well, I’d rather avoid pissing off every person in Mahatan by violating the sacred waters, so I’m going to sneak in.” She took out a piece of parchment and began scribbling down a list of crystals. “If you could go to a few arcanist shops and get these conduit crystals, that would be great. Alternatively, an alchemist should have the base elements needed to create the crystals. I’ll meet you at the inn.”

“I do the drudgery, and you get to do the fun exploration?”

“Yes, because I’m properly prepared,” Mirian said, tapping her head.

“How are you going to sneak in?”

“Very carefully,” she replied. As soon as they’d parted, she sought out a smithy. She telekinetically knocked over a jar of oil to distract the smith, then used lift object to grab the anvil. Then, she ducked into an alley, checking that no one was watching. She cast total camouflage, then levitated straight up until she was well above the city, heading out over the oasis. The sun was high enough in the sky that most people weren’t looking up. There were people all along the shore, so she aimed for the center of the waters. Technically, since she was surrounding herself with an air bubble, she wasn’t touching the sacred waters, but she doubted any magister or Holy Sentinel would see it that way. She used manipulate water to hold the surface of the water still as she descended into it.

The buoyancy of the air bubble was a problem for moving down, which is why she’d brought the anvil. It was easier to let gravity pull her down than to try to propel herself.

Below, the world was dark. Above, the sunlight glimmered. As she dropped, the light above her faded. She cast a light spell, letting it shine bright.

The steep slopes of the oasis were some sort of marble, and the rock glimmered with white and pink tones. Then, she caught a glimpse of an old arch. Then a chunk of an old pillar. Her heart pounded. She still was maintaining her levitation spell, and as she went deeper, she increased the mana flowing through its glyphs so that her descent slowed.

Then, it loomed in front of her, emerging from the depths into Mirian’s light with a suddenness that startled her, shifting and moving as it always did, even thought it was still.

The Gate.

Mirian brought her buoyancy into equilibrium so that she could approach it and brightened her light. Like the Luamin moon illuminating a dark landscape, the dark shapes in the depths resolved themselves. She beheld the ruins of a great city. Dark scorch marks marred the beautiful stonework, but even after all this time, she could make out the motifs carved into the buildings. Her heart caught as she examined the old statues. Most of the depictions of the Elder Gods were similar enough she could identify them, but the tools they carried seemed so different.

Her eyes settled on a statue that was clearly Altrukyst, though the object he carried resembled no lantern she’d ever seen. And instead of the hole in His chest with the two orbs linked by a chain, the stone was worked in complex concentric spheres.

It resembled the Gate that was before her now.

Her eyes lingered on Xylatarvia. Her hand usually rested on a great ship, complete with great sails and complex rigging. This thing, though, looked nothing like a ship. There was no visible deck, and it resembled an modern Akanan tower turned on its side. It didn’t even look like a modern spell engine-driven ship. Instead, it was like there were three cups attached to the back, and a little umbrella sticking out of the front. Was that supposed to be the sail?

Then her heart skipped again. She had missed it initially, but one of the statues covered in detritus was the ninth Elder God. Just like in the Vault of the Labyrinth, three swords pierced the chest of this unknown God.

What does it mean?

She had given Gabriel his mission to go get crystals out of convenience, but also so he’d be busy and wouldn’t know how long she could sustain spells with her mana. The longer she was down here, the less plausible any lie about her capabilities. She tore her eyes from the statues and began her search for what she had begun to think of as the ‘conduit’ room. Much like core conduits arrayed in a spell engine, the creatures that ran the Gates seemed to have something similar, only they seemed to interface directly with the conduit crystals rather than a panel of glyphs. She couldn’t quite figure out how that worked. Perhaps they were like myrvites and had access to natural spells?

She brightened her light more to better reveal the ruins.

Again, the buildings looked so strange. Within the stone, she could see corroded steel beams. But that implied the pre-Cataclysm civilization had used construction techniques that had only recently been discovered. A scholar of the Viaterria would want to know about this. She had known about Torrian Tower and its lost techniques using glyphs in construction—but what else had the long lost generations mastered?

How much had been lost in the Cataclysm?

And another thought: How much will be lost in this one?

The door to the conduit room seemed to be well hidden. Mirian went back to her spellbook, looking through her ‘utility’ section. She knew the approximate dimensions of a conduit room, and she knew the composition of the crystals on the panel. She could specify a spell that looked for those things. It was, admittedly, a bit hard to do while also holding levitation, lift object, enhanced light, and air bubble spells.

Mirian cast. She felt the mental tug as the spell revealed a location to her. It was now clear why she couldn’t find it: the room was buried under one of the large collapsed structures. The amount of mana and spellpower it would take to move such a thing was daunting, even for her.

The adjustments to her soul in the Endelice had allowed her to absorb small amounts of ambient mana. The adjustments to her soul in the ruins of the First City had allowed her to sense remnants of soul energy. When fighting Apophagorga, she’d realized she could siphon pieces of soul energy and then ‘degrade’ it to turn it into B-class mana. Why not siphon the souls I can sense directly? she thought. That would increase the amount of mana she was regaining by a lot more than what was normally possible through natural regeneration or even the boon she’d gained in the Endelice. Enough to do some real work down here.

Mirian anchored herself at the bed of the oasis, dropping the anvil on the stone and then hooking her feet so she could release both the lift object and levitation spells she was using to achieve neutral buoyancy. That would free up more mana and spellpower for her. She then cast air from water to replenish the oxygen in her bubble. Then, she prepared force drill and lift object, this time both enhanced to better pulverize the objects they were used on, then began to cast.

The ruins trembled, and Mirian’s spellbook glowed. The sounds of stone tearing and shattering were distorted by the water. Great gouts of dust and debris were kicked up as her two spells descended on the stone and steel tower. Mirian strained as her spells lifted colossal chunks, a ton at a time, up into the waters and cast them aside. Deep thuds echoed as the stones smashed into the ground. The earth trembled.

Mirian strained with the effort. She wasn’t just casting the force spells, she was also pulling whatever dancing fragments of souls were nearby to burn.

Fragments that still had long lost memories. There had been a city here once—

—a city of spires all around, shining glass and steel. A world so alien, but the people walking around, so familiar—

—a woman looking up at the night sky, the stars being shrouded by a line of fire, feeling dread like no other. The only thing between them and Armageddon, a pale spot of shadow. A name played through her mind, and a prayer—

—the Elder Gate, spinning, faster and faster. Great gouts of fire erupting. A tower falling. Screams, as the world became ash—

Mirian redoubled her efforts, now not just to continue the spell, but to hold on to this moment, to not be overwhelmed. Another deep CRACK sent a deep rumbling through the water. Part of the cliff started to crack.

—a memory of a child hugging her father. He murmurs sweet sounds, then breaks away from the child’s embrace. The tears fall like rain. She begs him not to go. Begs—

—fire streams through the streets. Another building falls. Above, the sky has turned white. This woman has never felt her arcane sense before, not ever, not even when she was standing next to an archmage. She thought she simply couldn’t do magic. Now, she feels the arcane forces at work like a landslide running through her. The pain is worse than the birth of her second child—

Landslide, Mirian realized. She had sheared through too much stone. The tower was supporting a cliff face. She snapped off all her spells at once and just cast one: a massive force shield. Water slammed into her. She needed more souls, but they were screwing with her sense of time and place. She felt more of them, so many. How many had perished here? More than even the First City.

—a father leaves her daughter. He and his companions levitate through the towers, a band of archmages. The Elder Gate comes into view, burning like a sun. The control room sits just next to it; their only hope of saving the city. Above, the night sky is the only thing brighter than the glowing Gate before them—

—a hand, covered in burns, trembles as it reaches for a crystal. A pang of regret, that he’d never see her again—

Mirian felt the pressure wave smashing through the water as the cliff face smashed into her shield. The shield and the rocks hitting it both cracked, sending a flash of light through the depths. Mirian cast another shield, and another slab of rock smashed into it. This time, she couldn’t compensate for the change in inertia, and she went spinning into the now murky waters. Her lungs burned. She kicked her legs to swim, though she wasn’t sure what direction she was moving in. She cast air from water and gathered the results into a new air bubble. It was forming too slowly. A rock smacked into her shoulder, sending her spinning again. Her air bubble vanished. It was hard to focus, and not just because she was being crushed by the pressure. Something about the fragments she’d seen had shaken loose another memory from her childhood. Memories of death, of pain, of rage, of sorrow. Memories no child should have ever had.

Calm, she told herself, and she remembered her adoptive father’s words. The emotion is only temporary. You are not there anymore. You are here. He had always held her hands after her tantrums, and he had always been so calm. She felt the sudden urge to see her parents again. But Ibrahim’s attacks had probably caught them as they journeyed from Alkazaria. If she went to the Florin Principality, they might not be waiting for her. 

She cast air bubble and air from water again. Her lungs strained, but she suppressed the panic. She was in the stance of the Lone Pine, she realized. Whatever had happened, she had endured; she would endure this, now.

She felt the cool air on her face, and gasped for breath.

—a memory of a great pit, and the Gate lying at the bottom, along with so many shattered towers. The sky grown dark again. A city in mourning, but some of them had survived—

And more memories. These ones, hers. A silhouette. A woman. That house from her memories, the one with the garden, and beyond it, endless dunes. Her mother. Her smile, illuminated by glyph lamps. Hair that was so like her own. Her beautiful voice singing a lullaby. And then, that terrible memory, the one that lived in the darkest corner of her mind, the one she could never reach—flashes of light. There had been an arcanists duel. Then screaming. Her own, echoing in the dark halls. A man, dragging her away. Something about him was familiar—

Mirian shivered, and not from the frigid waters.

She cast a light spell, then gradually expanded her air bubble until it was keeping her dry again. She was glad she’d had the foresight to make sure her spellbook was completely waterproof. The landslide had buried about a quarter of the Gate, but the conduit room was exposed; enough of the debris had been cleared.

There was probably a smarter way to do that, she thought. Hopefully, her actions hadn’t caused too much chaos above.

As her air bubble filled, she began to float up. She cast force grapple to drag herself over to the entrance to the conduit room. Her body ached all over, and her Lone Pine stance seemed to be dulling some sort of sharp pain in her joints. She sent a wave of raw soul energy through her body, but that didn’t seem to fix whatever was causing the pain. So be it; she would endure.

Mirian moved closer to the conduit room, mind still in turmoil. She tried to recall her mother’s face again, but the images slipped from her mind. She tried to remember the house. She could only remember remembering the house. Still, there were cracks in the curse. Perhaps Westerun had thought it would last a lifetime. But now, her soul’s currents were far stronger than any of the Deeps necromancers would have expected.

Then, there were the memories of the city. Somehow, the soul fragments of the people who had lived here had lingered for thousands of years. Had another Elder God walked here and blessed this place? And who was the lost God? The Prophets that had found their way to Labyrinth Vaults must have seen Them depicted. 

She came to the door of the conduit room. It was nothing like the other two; it was shining steel, with the steel worked into angular forms that in turn were engraved with strange symbols, but not in any language she recognized. The whole room was at an angle, tilted at around thirty degrees. She blinked in.

And immediately began to panic as she accidentally inhaled a breath of water. Her air bubble had been left behind. Quickly, she recast the spells again, lungs burning as her heart pounded. When she felt the air in front of her face, she greedily gulped at it, coughing violently as she did.

When she cast light again, she saw the room was empty. When she blinked, though, one of the Elder creatures was suddenly there. It stared at her with its many eyes. She recognized it. Conductor.

Hello again, she sent. Crystals needed?

NO, it sent back, and she saw images of the crystals that were scattered on the ground. Briefly, her memory flashed back to the man who’s memories she’d seen, the one who’d removed the crystals. She realized his skeleton had slid to one of the corners of the room, and the crystals were still piled next to it. She felt a pang of sorrow for the man. He’d sacrificed himself, but there was no history book that had recorded it. How many lives had he saved? What had happened to his daughter?

She swam over and picked up each crystal gingerly, handing them to the Elder creature. Open gate… cause flood? she asked.

There was a pause. Perhaps it was considering if telling her violated some rule. NO. IT WOULD CAUSE TOO MANY PROBLEMS IF FLUIDS TRAVELED FREELY THROUGH THE GATES. EVEN YOUR SIMPLE MIND MUST COMPREHEND THIS, OR THERE’D BE A POWERFUL WIND MOVING THROUGH THE OTHER PAIR. With the word ‘fluid’ Mirian saw both images of air and water. That was good. If opening the Gate was required to regulate the leylines, it would have also sucked all of Mahatan’s drinking water away. The city would be doomed.

The fewer cities she had to doom, the better.

Open multiple Gates?

A pulse of annoyance. NOT POSSIBLE.

Mirian had hoped there would be some way to have them all open at once. It seemed like, mathematically, it should be possible, but what was possible mathematically wasn’t always possible physically. Close Palendurio Torrviol Gate.

This time, a pulse of hesitation. Then, Conductor mentally said, THE RULES DO NOT ADEQUATELY COVER THIS CASE.

Mirian sent puzzlement. Don’t know rules. Explain rules?

THE FOREMOST AUTHORITY OF THE HUMANS MUST AUTHORIZE—BUT THE SOCIAL HIERARCHIES HAVE SHIFTED. NO CONTINUITY WAS PRESERVED. NO CONSENSUS WAS REACHED. AND WE ARE COMMANDED NOT TO ACT ON WHAT WILL BE UNTIL IT IS. THERE IS NO CONTRADICTION, BUT ALSO NO CLAIM.

The words Mirian heard were perfectly clear, but she couldn’t understand what it was saying. She backed away to think. The pact must have been formed under the Viaterria before the Cataclysm. Or was there something before that? Eyeball said opening a gate meant gaining permission from ‘your rule-makers.’ But now, a Prophet is the highest authority—at least in Baracuel. What if there’s disagreement? Not just among the countries, but among the Prophets?

She touched Conductor again. I am, she sent, and pictured the mathematics of the temporal anchor. Highest human authority.

Another pause as the Elder creature considered. AS LONG AS THERE IS NO CHALLENGE.

For now, at least, there wouldn’t be. Mirian was, as far as she knew, the only person on Enteria who could use the blink spell.

Conductor vanished briefly, then reappeared a moment later IT IS DONE.

Open Gate Torrviol, she thought. There was a pulse that sent her arcane sense tingling and a rush of water. When she blinked back outside the conduit room, she was at least ready to hold her breath. The sudden crush and cold was still terrifying, but she was at least ready for it. The gate was now open before her, bathing the depths of the oasis with luminosity.

She looked around once more as the air bubble gathered around her head. The ruins had a ghostly look to them. She felt a deep sympathy for the souls that had called this place home so long ago, and the terrible fate they had suffered. This was what had been missing from the dusty history books she had poorly studied, so long ago: a connection to the people.

The light of the gate reached up through the murky waters with ethereal beams. As the air bubble coalesced, she ascended with it, back to Mahatan.

            
Chapter 199 - The Prince of Mahatan

                Mirian’s aura was almost completely depleted. She was rapidly burning the ambient mana that she was absorbing, and now that she was far enough from the depths, the larger soul fragments she’d been relying on were gone. By the time she neared the surface, she realized that maintaining both a total camouflage and levitation spell would be impossible. That she was actually coming up against a limit of her mana annoyed her. She was also annoyed that she’d spent so long down there. If Gabriel didn’t have an inkling of her true capabilities before, he would now.

She cast levitation just before she reached the surface. It was the easier of the two spells to maintain, partially because she’d cast it so much its mana efficiency for her was excellent. Then she burst forth from the center of the oasis, hoping that the late hour meant the crowds had mostly disappeared.

A collective gasp erupted from the shore of the oasis and everyone started pointing.

Great, thought Mirian. There was a gathering of Holy Sentinels and, by their robes they wore, several ministers. Her plan of claiming she never actually had touched the sacred waters of the oasis was, in fact, not going to work; she was dripping wet and covered in mud from the ruins.

Might as well get this over with, she decided and flew towards the shore.

A few people shouted at her. Others gaped. Some were still pointing at the water. Light from the gate was just making it up to the surface so that the waters glowed.

Mirian landed in the midst of the delegation from the palace.

“You have trespassed in the sacred waters of Mahatan,” one of the robed ministers said. 

Mirian had discussed this sort of scenario with Rostal. The Isheer only disagreed slightly about the status of the First and Second Prophets, calling them Chosen of the Ominian rather than the Ominian, who was the only Prophet. Different Sanctuaries had different ideas about all the Prophets after that. Either way, Chosen were not above the law. They were instead given great freedom to act, but most traditions called for councils of Rectors to assess the decision of a Chosen. This all stemmed from a time the Second Prophet was rebuked by a council of elders in ancient Alatishad.

However, traditions only really stayed as such when they were routinely practiced, and most Isheer hadn’t recognized any of the later Prophets that Baracuel’s Luminate Order did. That meant that they hadn’t actually formed the Judgment Councils since the collapse of the Persaman Triarchy. And, with the collapse of the Persaman Triarchy, so had gone so many traditions and laws.

That was all to say, they had strategized about what Mirian might do, but there was no really predicting how most of Persama would react. Ibrahim had obviously figured out what to say, but he was also an established figure. Mirian was a stranger to these lands—in a sense.

Mahatan also didn’t yet have news of Rambalda’s rebellion. While the authorities of Urubandar couldn’t suppress the news along the coast, they could stymie the news from traveling up river.

One of the Sentinels stepped forward. “By law of Prince Rehiz, Lord of Mahatan and Protector of the Sacred Waters—” she began.

Mirian interrupted him. “I am a Chosen of the Ominian.” Belatedly, she realized that she’d forgotten to cast her illusion spell to veil the glow of her eyes. So much for that particular deception.

Murmurs ran through the crowd. 

“And what, pray tell, did the Prophet of God have you doing mucking about in the oasis?” one the ministers snapped.

Mirian used the same commanding tone she’d grown to use when she revealed herself. Projecting overwhelming confidence and authority was a good way to get people to believe she had it. “Your wizards will have noticed the instability of the leylines and the resulting arcane eruptions. I activated an ancient device that will suppress the volatility of the leylines, for a time.”

“A device? There are no constructs of man beneath the sacred waters!” the second minister complained, her voice shrill.

“If you don’t believe me, send someone to check,” she said. Do they think the waters are just glowing by themselves? “The Ominian has tasked me to investigate all forms of magic to prevent a great calamity. My next task requires access to the palace.” 

“Nonsense,” the first minister said.

Another of the ministers was silent. He had just been listening the whole time. Mirian caught the whispers of the crowd on the wind:

“…did she cause the waters to glow?”

“…times and bandits. Something has to…”

“…think she’s above the law? Why aren’t they…?”

“…did she say a Chosen? There’s been no…”

“…her eyes!”

The second minister said, “The Ministry of Sanctuaries commands the Sentinels to arrest this so-called ‘Chosen’ until a determination can be made.”

The silent minister at last stepped forward and spoke. “The Ministry of Towers contravenes that order. Prince Rehiz must decide her fate.”

“Minister Koyar, surely you do not mean to—”

“The Ministry of Streets accedes to the Towers,” the first minister said.

That made the second minister’s face turn sour, but she kept her mouth shut.

As the guards parted the crowd and escorted them towards the Mahatan Palace, Mirian went through what she knew of the city’s law. The ministers clearly have some sort of long-running political game I’ve stepped into. But Prince Rehiz wants to be able to claim the authority to recognize or deny a Chosen. Perhaps I’ll have more free rein after that. By the time the councils can assemble and discuss me, it’ll be too late. It was Dualan. They had another three weeks in the cycle, depending on if Liuan stopped the Akanan invasion or not. Perhaps more if the connecting between Mahatan and Torrviol was even more effective at mitigating the leyline disturbances.

I wonder what Gabriel’s doing, she thought. She scanned the crowd, but couldn’t see him.

The Palace was near the oasis. A large pumping system ran behind a series of old fortifications, then led into a network of aqueducts, which in turn poured beautiful waterfalls down onto several tiered gardens. The Palace was a mess of spires, tiers, arched windows, domes, and courtyards. If Viridian was right, one of those courtyard gardens had the jeweled lotuses that were otherwise impossible to find in Persama. There was also an old treasury that Gabriel had said he’d gone rooting around in. Presumably, the ancient spellrod that Mirian had spent so many early cycles using as inspiration for her first artificing designs had originated here in Mahatan.

As they entered the palace, Mirian noted several servants cleaning up the shards of what had been a large decorative vase. She glanced around. Several tapestries were hanging askew, and a second shattered vase lay down one of the perpendicular halls they passed. Was that because of the landslide? she wondered. She hadn’t realized the collapse had been that big.

Oops.

No wonder there’d been a crowd and three ministers waiting for her. That, and she’d made the whole oasis glow. Hopefully, she could use this all to get useful information. At the very least, she’d learn more about the political dynamics of the ruling elite here.

She also could always knock her temporal anchor to end her experience of the loop. She considered that a last resort. Ending a loop prematurely just felt wasteful.

More servants were tidying up the throne room. Several of the vases inside were perfectly fine. The design looked top-heavy to her. The earthquake hadn’t been that big.

The three ministers entered first, while the guards told Mirian to wait outside the throne room for several minutes. With detect life, she could see them by the prince, just in front of the dais. He was pacing back and forth. Then, after the brief discussion, he summited the dais and his throne and took up an imperial posture. Somehow, a signal was transmitted, perhaps by remote voice, and then the doors were opened to her.

Prince Rehiz was dressed simply enough. He wore a fine wrapped robe and the traditional overcoat of station. The cloth was all black, white, or gray, but the slight shimmer to the fabric indicated a quality of craft that only gold could buy.

In yet another tradition—one that Lord Saiyal of Urubandar had forsaken—Prince Rehiz wore no jewelry at all. This was symbolic of his commitment to the city. Jewelry was a mobile form of wealth, and here, he was saying he had no intention to ever leave.

“Kneel,” commanded one of the Sentinels.

“I am Mirian, and I am Chosen. I am not a subject of the prince, nor is he a subject of mine,” Mirian said. “There is only one king, and we are both subjects of Them.”

“And of God,” the second minister said. She had taken a place to Rehiz’s right. The first minister was next to him.

The third minister, Minister Koyar, he’d been called, was by the prince’s left side.

“I did not come here to discuss the Ominian’s position in the cosmic order. Whatever you believe, we can agree They command the respect of all of Enteria, and it was by Their hand Enteria was saved. It will be through Their grace Enteria is saved again.”

Prince Rehiz looked at Mirian curiously. “She is the one responsible for the recent disturbances, Minister Zeysum?”

The second minister, the one who didn’t seem to like Mirian much, said, “Yes, your highness. She emerged from the oasis just after the quake and the lights. No one can account for how she entered.”

“And how did you violate the sacred waters?” Rehiz asked.

“Your arcanists have informed you of the disturbances with the leylines? There’s already been a leyline breach west of Alkazaria and another near Ferrabridge. Soon, arcane eruptions will become commonplace, wreaking untold devastation across the known lands. Nowhere will be safe,” she told the prince.

Minister Zeysum made a small hand gesture. The prince seemed to pick up on it.

“You did not ask permission, you simply barged in. We do not take kindly to thieves or invaders in Mahatan. Tell me why I should not have you whipped, fined, and then cast out of my city like a common criminal.”

Mirian assessed the balance of forces. There were six guards in the room, two of them Sentinels with spellbooks, four with wands. The Holy Sentinels also were likely equivalent to a Praetorian in strength. There were dozens more guards of various capabilities in the palace. Gabriel had mentioned a Head Wizard of the palace, and that usually meant someone with a great deal of experience. If she wasn’t able to end a fight quickly, it would go bad for her as reinforcements showed up. Normally, it wouldn’t be a problem, but she’d drained her mana to nearly empty, and it was still slowly recovering. Nor did she want to siphon more soul fragments. There weren’t so many here, and the B-class mana would further destabilize her soul before she’d had a chance to recover. Her mana reserves were vast, now, but not endless. It would be best to avoid a fight.

“Do the healers of Mahatan know the signs in the soul to look for?”

Prince Rehiz glanced at one of the Sentinels.

Mirian grit her teeth. Every conversation is a puzzle, she could hear Sire Nurea saying. So what’s the angle? I doubt he’d believe me if I talked about moonfall, and he doesn’t care about the leyline eruptions. I doubt even showing him a relic would help. No, he wants something. “I am a harbinger of change. Persama will not look the same when I am done here,” she said.

That got Rehiz’s attention again. “Really?”

“In Baracuel, I will stop a military coup against the Parliament. I will stymie the invading armies of Akana Praediar. The end result will be the collapse of the spell engine and fossilized myrvite mining industries. The balance of forces will change, but only those who are ready to seize the opportunity will benefit.”

Minister Zeysum shot Minister Koyar a glance. Mahatan depended heavily on income from its mining.

“Was Mahatan poor before it began mining?”

“Of course not,” said the prince, puffing up his chest. “Mahatan has always been blessed.”

Thanks to Viridian, Mirian had an idea of what sort of blessing she could leverage here. Thanks to Calisto, she knew something of the economics at play. She began to spin up a story of a distant scenario. It didn’t have to be true, just plausible. “As the world reels both from social upheavals, magichemical production will become even more critical. Akana’s myrvite hunting will collapse as demand for spell engines plummets. Baracuel’s myrvite ranches will suffer without the ability to use spellwards.” She thought of Palendurio. When rule-of-law had broken down, the law of the rifle and wand had become sacrosanct. People either had an army, or they didn’t. “And of course, in Persama, you already know where authority comes from. You will have both the wands and the ability to grant them to who you please—if you have adequately prepared.”

The mood in the room had shifted. Regular people want the hope of a better future. But rulers… Aurum could see no boundaries, no end to his expansion. Eventually, he thought his airships would cross the uncrossable oceans. General Corrmier and Director Castill couldn’t be content with being second in command. Lord Saiyal no doubt thought he could turn the might of Akana’s armies against his enemies, then create an unassailable position. Prince Rehiz, it seemed, was no different. If they didn’t have the ambition and pride that blinds them, they would have never reached these positions of power in the first place. In Persama, some were born into nobility, but birth alone wasn’t enough to elevate them. Such inheritance might give them a manor, not a city. Rehiz had needed to overthrow a ruling council Baracuel had supported some years ago. It took endless scheming and being willing to maneuver people like they were gameboard pieces. Something I now do too, she thought bitterly.

Minister Koyar spoke up. “Your highness, the implications of this claimed Chosen are… profound.”

Minister Zeysum still had a look of mistrust about her. “What reason do we have to believe any of what you said is true?”

Don’t go on the defensive in a conversation, she remembered Nicolus telling her once. She continued to push at his ambition. “You have the hidden gardens. Jeweled lotuses and other rare myrvite plants, and the expertise to reproduce them. You have alchemists, but not enough. But what if you could be linked to the professors of an Academy that could quickly train up hundreds of your most ambitious workers? What if I could bring you the foremost expert in myrvite plants on the continent?”

Zeysum grinned. “That seems like a claim that can actually be tested.”

Mirian kept her eyes on Prince Rehiz. He knows I’m right about the arcane eruptions. And he wants an advantage over the other factions in Persama. He doesn’t want to let the mining industry go, but if he believes there’s a key resource he exclusively controls, perhaps it’s enough.

“You are making impossible promises,” Prince Rehiz said.

“Then let us make a bargain. I will bring you several professors from the Torrviol Academy. In return, you will proclaim me as Chosen and allow study of both the hidden gardens and the scepters in the palace. This will be the first step in assessing what is required to bolster your control of what will soon be a new era. By the end of the month, you’ll have your first report.”

“Any fool can travel to Baracuel and back,” Zeysum said.

It was Mirian’s turn to smile. “Give me access to the oasis and a mana elixir and I’ll have it done in four hours.”

Prince Rehiz considered this. “Agreed, with a stipulation. If you have not fulfilled your end of the bargain in those four hours, you will submit to judgment by the Mahatan Council of Magisters.” He gave a dramatic pause. “Likely, the punishment would be execution for profane acts and perjury to a lord.”

“Agreed,” Mirian said.

            
Chapter 200 - Secret Gardens

                It took Mirian three and a half hours, and half of that time was cajoling Viridian into abandoning an early dinner to come join her. The man had his habits.

She informed Torres of when the Gate had switched over so the leyline detector data wouldn’t be mixed up and had her team start working on new detectors to be placed on the other side. She also took Jei, Endresen and Seneca with her, cautioning the gathered professors about Gabriel.

“I don’t trust him yet. That doesn’t mean don’t work with him, but don’t reveal your darkest secrets or anything. Or talk too much about me.”

Then it was a matter of preparing for the actual travel.

“I need at least five minutes to get an air bubble large enough. You have to travel through the Gate at the same angle. Start the sand timer as soon as I walk through.” She drank another mana elixir.

She didn’t know what the crushing depths would do to someone of Viridian’s constitution, and she didn’t want to find out. She could still feel the aches in her own joints, and the injury refused to heal no matter how much soul energy she pushed through the injuries.

By the time they emerged, it was evening, so the glow of the Mahatan Gate below the waters was especially beautiful. This time, she stayed dry—as did the professors.

Mirian could see several Holy Sentinels had taken up position around the oasis, likely to nab her if she’d tried to escape without fulfilling her end of the bargain. One of them, waiting by the shore, approached.

“I am Eylua of the Sentinels. I’ve been sent to escort you to his Highness,” she said. She wore a shining sword by her belt, two wands, and a spellbook on a chain. Her tabard was decorated with turquoise and gold beadwork that was more ornamental than functional, but it did give the Sentinels a certain presence. Mirian had been disappointed to see that, despite Persama’s historical innovations with spellrods, they were rarely used.

“Let us proceed, then.” 

“God’s blood,” Professor Seneca said. “We really are in Persama. There’s believing something, and then there’s seeing it.”

Swapping to Friian, Mirian said, “You’ll just be presenting an effective alchemistry curriculum, which I assume you can do in your sleep. Jei, teaching crystal spells. Endresen, a basic curriculum on arcane physics. They have a University here, but it’s tailored to the elite. This would be tailored to the highly motivated but uneducated.”

Endresen pondered that. “Can I assume they’re literate?” she asked.

“No you cannot,” Mirian replied. Another thing occurred to her. She swapped to Adamic. “Hmm. Sentinel Eylua. Does Prince Rehiz speak Friian or Cuelsin? Or does he have a translator?” Jei could speak Adamic, but the others couldn’t.

“His Highness speaks Cuelsin,” the Sentinel said in perfect Friian.

Mirian winced. At least she hadn’t revealed anything sensitive. She still berated herself for making assumptions.

Jei said something in Gulwenen. Mirian only recognized the word for Gulwenen, but the Sentinel answered in kind and suddenly they were chattering rapid-fire back and forth.

As they entered the palace, Gabriel greeted them with a delegation.

Mirian raised an eyebrow at him.

Gabriel raised an eyebrow back at Mirian.

Sentinel Eylua looked back and forth between them. “Are you two done?”

“Do you speak Eskinar?” Mirian asked Eylua in Eskinar.

“She doesn’t,” Gabriel said.

“Did you tell them?”

“Not quite,” Gabriel said grumpily. “We need to talk.”

“But not now,” Mirian said.

“Eylua is who they assign to someone the prince doesn’t trust. I’m sure you can shake off a shadow, but that’ll shatter the trust completely. You should have let me take the lead.”

“I was improvising.”

“You were shaking apart the city. What the hells did you do down there? Never mind. Later.”

This time, Prince Rehiz was attended by two of the magisters. Koyar and Zeysum remained, but the other minister had departed. There was also a captain of the guard.

“Where did you go?” demanded the prince. He was clearly shaken.

“Torrviol,” Mirian said.

Eylua gave a slight bow then said, “Our divination could not detect her after only a short time in the water. There is indeed some sort of great device down there, though we did not enter the waters, and could not discern its nature.”

“Elder devices are immune to divination,” Mirian said.

Gabriel kicked her in the shin.

Why doesn’t he want me to interject? she wondered.

“Jibril, what is your organization’s assessment of the situation?” asked Prince Rehiz, clearly addressing Gabriel.

That raised Mirian’s hackles slightly. Whatever Gabriel had done, he’d done it quickly. Have I taken too much of a risk? she wondered. She had the advantage in raw power, but he had the advantage in information and connections. Likely, he’d had dozens of conversations with the prince.

Gabriel gave a curt bow, mirroring Eylua’s. “Your Highness, we met as she passed through Alatishad. She showed the same contempt for the laws there, and asked a number of suspicious questions about Mahatan, which is why I joined her to monitor the situation. However, she’s had no contact with any of the factions that might concern us.”

He was being vague, but Mirian recognized the pattern of speech. This was the way spies serving an intelligence agency spoke when they wanted to hide information in an open conversation. Gabriel was pretending to be an agent of whatever network of spies Mahatan had.

To the captains of the Mahatan guard, Rehiz asked, “Have there been any infiltrations of the walls?”

“None, your Highness,” the captain said stiffly.

The prince turned to Gabriel. “Jibril?”

“Just the usual smugglers.” When the captain gave him a withering glare, he said, “What?”

Mirian found herself both bored and on edge. She just wanted to get this meeting over with and get to the part that mattered—investigating the rare plants and old magic of the palace. She was so tired of social rituals. Gabriel might be lying about what had happened in Alatishad, but he wasn’t wrong about her contempt for rules. 

Prince Rehiz turned to the professors Mirian had brought along.

“Is it our turn to talk?” Viridian asked.

Jei took a step forward. “Honored Prince Rehiz of the Oasis, I humbly greet you,” she said, taking a deep bow.

Prince Rehiz smiled at that. “Finally, someone who knows etiquette,” he said. “What brings you so far north?”

“Honored Prince, my studies brought me to Torrviol, and now to here. We have accepted Mirian as Chosen. Simply put, there was no denying her foresight.”

Mirian looked at Jei. Huh. Where did she learn that?

The conversation proceeded decently enough from there. Mirian impatiently waited as each of the professors spoke about their expertise and what they could do for the prince. She could see the greed shining in Prince Rehiz’s eyes as Viridian explained how much money he was making Torrviol Academy—and that was with a relatively small operation confined to a single greenhouse.

Then, at last, the moment Mirian had been waiting for.

The prince was no longer as agitated as he had been, but he was still wary. “They really are from the north,” he said. “That is your assessment too?”

“Yes, your highness,” Gabriel said.

“Very well. Mirian. You have fulfilled your promise, though it seems impossible. So there is… some sort of impossible Elder blessing at work.”

She nodded. No need for her to explain the Gates in any depth.

“And what you have foreseen will come to pass?”

“I have seen many possible futures. I believe we can achieve the one I have described,” she lied.

“Very well. Then we shall broker a formal agreement. And at the end, I shall proclaim that my office recognizes you as… Chosen.”

“Thank you, Honored Prince Rehiz,” Mirian said.

***

When they at last got to see the hidden gardens, Viridian was beside himself. “I haven’t even heard of some of these varieties!” he said. “They’ve been experimenting with jeweled lotus cultivars! Sefora has to know. We may be able to extract novel magichemicals! Oh, look at that one,” he said, bending down to gently touch one of the lotuses. It had muted colors, but he seemed more interested in the lily. “Look, variation in the leaf structure. Sire Gregoire was right, the magichemical structure must lead to changes in the growth of both the lilies and the petals. Hah! They’ll have to publish a new edition of Reginald’s Guide to Southern Flora and Discussions on Characteristics of Flowering Plants when I’m done here!”

Mirian watched him with wry amusement. “I can dedicate five pages of notes to your studies on a temporary basis,” she said.

Professor Viridian frowned. “There’s minor nutrient deficiencies at work here. I wonder what kind of silt they’re using.” He sighed. “Only five pages?”

“The leylines have to come first, I’m afraid.” By then, Mirian had brought through Torres and several artificers to help deploy leyline detectors around the city. Preliminary data was promising. At least some of the energy moving south was being moved back north through the Gate, slowing the rate of eruptions. Mirian had sent a zephyr falcon to Liuan to see if she could take some late-cycle data in Akana.

While Viridian began gently examining the flora, Mirian wandered the gardens. There was a familiarity to them. She’d seen jeweled lotuses before, she was sure, though the garden itself felt wrong. The stonework was too ornate, the paintings too colorful. Had she wandered these grounds as a child? Was I really born in Mahatan? The city seemed so unfamiliar. Perhaps she’d wandered through another courtyard. But the view of the desert is wrong. The dunes don’t look right, nor does the horizon.

Holy Sentinel Eylua was, as Gabriel promised, shadowing her every move. Prince Rehiz had also invited her—politely—to stay in the palace. Naturally, the rooms had wards that would detect if she left. Meanwhile, Minister Koyar seemed as pleased as a pickle while Minister Zeysum was stalking about with a snarl when she thought no one important was watching. Mirian didn’t quite understand what had happened between them, and was having a hard time caring. Hopefully, they could both scheme in private without bothering her.

She bent down to study one of the lotuses. The petals sparkled like they were covered in drops of dew. An ethereal mist wafted from them, which enhanced the already gorgeous gradient of color. She liked the amethyst ones best. They had a color much like the auroras did prior to the end of the world.

This place, she thought. The Ominian would love this little garden. Only, They wouldn’t want it tucked away by walls of stone, but open, for all to see.

Gabriel found her studying a citrine lotus, trying to feel the soul of it with as much nuance as Viridian did. The petals seemed almost faceted.

“We need to talk,” he said in Eskinar.

“We do,” Mirian said. “I wish you’d told me you knew so much about the palace and prince.”

“I did tell you, you didn’t listen.”

“You said you’d been inside. You certainly didn’t say or even imply how.”

“And yet, since you’ve been assessing my magical capabilities from the start, you should know by now the way I get into places is through manipulating people, not—whatever the hells it is you did. And I’m certainly not going to do a bunch of rooftop acrobatics to sneak in, either. What’s your real endgame?”

“Save Enteria,” she said.

“No, not that. I mean, what does the world look like when it’s all over?”

Mirian ran her finger down the petal. The flowers looked delicate, but they had an almost rough edge to them. Jei had said there were tiny crystal structures inside them. “No more eruptions, no more wars, and, unfortunately, no more spell engines. A good life for those I care about.”

Gabriel sighed. “Everyone wants a good life for those they care about. Almost everyone wants peace and prosperity—hells, even the marshals will tell you they’re instruments of peace even as they pick up a sword in their God damned teeth because their hands are full of pistols. How do you intend to achieve that?” When Mirian didn’t have an immediate response, he continued. “I intend to retire to a palace full of whores, but in order to do that, I need to find or build a palace and recruit the women. In order to pay them, I’ll need a steady income stream, and to make sure a half-crazed lunatic arcanist doesn’t burst in on me, I’ll need a secure perimeter with guards, which means I need to hire artificers to enchant and maintain the walls—and so on and so forth. You get the idea.”

“Liuan Var stops the Akanan invasion from ever happening. I stop the Baracuel coup, and if Ibrahim is still on his bloody-minded campaign, I’ll stop him too. You secure southern Persama. No war. Easy.”

“Absolutely wrong,” Gabriel said. “You can’t wrap gauze around a cut that’s so deep. You have to heal the artery that’s bleeding out. The war will happen because of deep-seated flaws in the political economy. There’s… how do I put this? Structural problems. You can’t build a tower if the foundation is cracked. Akana needs to expand, but Baracuel is in the way—not just across the Rift Sea, but it has its fingers in Persama and Zhighua. If you stop the first invasion, you’re only delaying the war. Persama isn’t going to be healed without a fight. You think you can get these damn warlords to just lay down their arms? The problem is, too many people want palaces, and there’s not enough palaces to go around. Someone’s going to win. Someone’s going to lose. Who?”

“What’s your solution, then?”

“For one, don’t run around telling everyone you’re a Chosen. Did you ever read about the Fifth or Sixth Prophets? All you’re going to do is start a damn holy war. The last holy war we had, the krakens and leviathans in the Rift Sea got to gorge themselves on sailors. That’s what I learned about the Prophets—they didn’t mean to, but they acted like the bellows in a forge.”

“You’re mixing a lot of metaphors,” Mirian said wryly. 

“God damn right I am. But the point is—well, I don’t have a perfect solution yet. That’s one of the things I was thinking about. How do you create a stable system from something as inherently volatile as people? The easiest way is Akana Praediar wins.”

Mirian clenched her teeth. A rage flashed through her, but she suppressed it.

“I didn’t say it was right or just, but they have a plan already in motion and the biggest army. It would be bloody, but quick. Maybe that’s the greatest mercy we can provide.”

“None of this matters until we have a viable solution to save Enteria. Right now, it looks like Akana has to lose because spell engines have to be phased out as rapidly as possible once the crisis has abated. But the solution to the leyline crisis will have to inform our solution to the political crisis. Does that satisfy you?”

“What satisfies me is that palace you found me in. But fine. Then if we need to solve the magic part, you need to open up about the magic you know. You’re clearly holding back not just power, but secrets. And you’re obviously not another Sulvorath because I think if you’d wanted to learn the RID’s curse and turn us all into Sio Jhericas, you’d have done that. What should be obvious is that I’m also not another Sulvorath. It should be obvious that I can go figure out Westerun’s curse any time I want, but I don’t give a shit.”

Mirian was silent, thinking of what to say next. How strange. A conversation with lasting consequences, she found herself thinking. At last she said, “And what if I became the only thing standing between you and that palace of your dreams?”

Gabriel snorted. “I think if we save the world, we can each get a palace. As a treat.”

“And yet, if it’s all done through manipulations in the shadows, how will people know?”

“Then we can seize it ourselves. Accumulating wealth is trivial for us.”

Mirian stood. “I’ve told you the important parts. There’s tools in the Labyrinth I think will be useful. There’s the Gates, and how to operate them. There’s the spell engine crisis and the possibility we’ll have to manually stabilize the leylines. Everything else is practice. While you were studying the blade,” Mirian said, gesturing at Gabriel’s crotch, “I was studying magic.”

The other Prophet snorted. “Sorry, what were you saying? I was distracted by your eyes glowing.”

“If I could explain how I did that, I would. I don’t fully understand it myself. Try meditating in odd spots, it does wonders for your auric mana. What is this really about? I thought you didn’t care.”

“I didn’t, but that was when I thought it was hopeless and all the other loopers were insane. Now I still know they’re insane, but at least one of them might be able to do… something. What’s your myr rating?”

Mirian hesitated. Was that really knowledge she needed to keep secret? “High. Archmage level. I haven’t tested it in a while.”

“Hmph,” Gabriel said. “Fine. Just know that if you get to keep secrets, so do I. I’m a man of fair exchange. Please take note that I don’t want my status as “Prophet” or “Chosen” or any of those asinine titles spread around. I’m an information broker. As far as our fine prince is concerned, I serve as part of his network.”

“And what about the Holy Sentinel who’s been listening to this conversation the whole time, knowing it’s being deliberately spoken in a language she doesn’t know?” Mirian gestured behind her.

“I know how to deal with her. She’ll believe it’s an interrogation maneuver. Please try not to piss off the prince any worse. Royalty don’t like being snubbed or talked down to.”

“Or talked to as equals.”

“Yes, exactly,” he said, and walked away. As he passed Sentinel Eylua, he muttered something Mirian couldn’t make out.

Mirian went back to the lotuses. When she and Viridian shared a glance, he raised an eyebrow. He may not have understood the conversation, but from the tone he could probably deduce something.

I haven’t seen him riled up like this. This is more than that he doesn’t like dying. Perhaps getting on the wrong side of Prince Rehiz led to something more traumatic. She still remembered being trapped in Specter’s little prison room. Or falling onto the spike trap in the spy headquarters. Or being cut apart by an Akanan soldier’s force blades—her very first death. By the time the greater horrors had started butchering her in the Labyrinth, she’d grown more numb to it all. But maybe he hadn’t.

Or maybe it’s something else. She was having trouble communing with the lotus she was touching. Her mind kept wandering. Maybe it has to do with Ibrahim. He doesn’t want him down here. Neither do I, though. She went through different possibilities in her mind. Ibrahim’s relentless. And Gabriel was part of the RID as they were suppressing Dawn’s Peace. Was it personal? 

She went back to studying. In the evening, she and Viridian would debrief, discussing technique. Professor Seneca would have some of her alchemistry results soon. And she’d see Professor Jei again. Maybe she could make her laugh with a good joke.

All she had to do was not piss off Prince Rehiz. That shouldn’t be too hard.

            
Chapter 201 - Research Interrupted

                Selkus Viridian sat next to Mirian on the garden bench, looking out across the courtyard. An artificial waterfall from one of the stone aqueducts was complemented by bird song. The birds, unfortunately, were in little bronze cages, which glittered prettily but somewhat soured Mirian on the scene.

Sentinel Eylua stood just behind them on the bench, looming. Her presence was starting to grate on Mirian.

“There’s definitely novel research to be found in exploring the lotuses,” Viridian said. “Probably, new hybrids could be grown that produce more of the magichemicals Sefora is after. The problem is, that would take over a month, and I’m to understand that’s a bit of a problem.”

Mirian had told the professors about the apocalypse like she always did, but hadn’t told the prince. Given that Gabriel was trying to keep Prince Rehiz happy, it meant dancing around certain facts in her conversations.

“That would give us a very short time for the alchemistry side of the research. But if it works…”

The jeweled lotuses could be used to make arcane catalysts with minimal alchemical processing, and the tests Seneca had done on the tiny crystals in their petals had shown that they might be useful in creating new kinds of conduit crystals. The problem was, they produced both the magichemicals and crystals in tiny amounts. The other problem was both Prince Rehiz and Minister Zeysum had only allowed them to sample a few petals from a few plants. The lotuses, after all, were also sacred. Mirian was a bit sick of how many sacred things Mahatan seemed to have.

“Anything that has the potential to enhance the capacity or efficiency of a conduit crystal has to be a priority for our research.” Glancing back, she said, “If there’s an arcane eruption near the palace, the sacred gardens are vulnerable. The leyline disruptions are going to get worse the longer this takes us.”

Eylua didn’t respond to the information, but Gabriel had assured Mirian that the woman had an excellent memory.

“I’ve asked permission to try growing my own, and I’m trying to get silt imported from the Setarab river. I’m afraid the royal gardeners don’t trust me much. I suppose that’s natural, but it has been a bit disappointing. The practices they’re using have a strong traditional basis, and while traditions can be a great source of well-tested knowledge, they can also be an impediment to new methodologies. It would be easier if they shared my feeling of our impermanence in this world,” Viridian said.

What he meant was, ‘tell them about the time loop so no one cares if I turn the whole garden to mulch,’ but he was being diplomatic about it. “Maybe next time,” she replied absent mindedly. That was vague enough Eylua couldn’t infer too much. Next time would be better. She was filing away bits of knowledge that might be helpful in convincing them. She stood. “I need to see how Torres is progressing with the spellrods.”

As soon as she started moving, Sentinel Eylua was behind her. She’s taking the order ‘shadow her’ a bit too literally.

***

Professor Torres met her with a stack full of diagrams. “These designs all have glyph organization methods that might improve the efficiency of your spellbook, depending on how you’ve optimized it,” her old artificing professor said. “This one is interesting because of the way it does conduit-linkage.”

Torres had another spellrod partially disassembled on a table. The head archivist was looking at the whole thing with a great deal of concern. Clearly, she didn’t know how meticulous Torres was.

Mirian ran her finger over the diagram, tracing glyph paths. “This is interesting. The crystals are directly linked? It doesn’t use silver or gold wire at all?”

“None. They used calcite crystals, so not the most efficient conduit, but they chose ones with faces that fit together like a puzzle.”

That would be a useful technique to copy. The ancient Persamans had needed to find crystals that could line up. With Zhighuan crystal magic, Mirian could just grow them. It would greatly reduce the inefficiency of the mana moving through the conduit and prevent the kind of heat and electric energy buildup that occurred when massive amounts of mana were moving through a conduit.

They began to discuss the other layouts that Torres had discovered.

Midway through the conversation, the archivist interrupted them. “You are going to put the spellrod back together, yes? It belonged to Triarch Masikatt, second of her name.”

“Yes, I’ll get to it,” Torres said, annoyed. “That one’s more ornamental than functional. Too much gold bleeding off mana,” she told Mirian.

***

Several days later, the eruptions had worsened. That had led to Viridian being able to convince the gardeners to give him a bit more free-reign. Viridian had also managed to steal several lotus seeds and was attempting to secretly introduce them to small amounts of fossilized myrvite under the suspicion that ebonbloom lotuses might be regular jeweled lotuses that grew differently because of environmental conditions. There were a few myrvite plants that did something like that, though it wasn’t common.

The leyline readings that were coming in were promising. The intensity of the leylines running near Mahatan were lower than usual, though the eruptions near Torrviol had increased. One arcane geyser had erupted in Torrviol Lake itself, destroying two fishing boats and terrifying the rest. The spellward barrier around town had been breached too many times, and myrvites were starting to kill farm animals—and at least one student.

By then, Endresen and several other professors Mirian had brought through the Gate were teaching classes to some hundred Persaman students. Rehiz seemed pleased by this, especially since he was able to position the classes as a gift from the palace and promise it would help rid Mahatan of the much loathed bandits that plagued the trade routes.

Mirian had just finished her debrief with Jei when Gabriel barged in. 

“God, are you going to ever make a move on her?” he asked in Cuelsin.

She clenched her jaw. “Stick to the report.”

“Seriously, it’s obvious you like her. So seduce her! You must know something she likes by now.”

“That’s not why. She’s not… it doesn’t matter how I see her. She doesn’t see me that way. And I respect her too much to do anything. You don’t know what she’s done for me, so shut the hells up.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes, then swapped to Eskinar. “I kept the news out of the city as long as I could. Paid a lot of bandits, tipped off others, even killed some messenger birds. But now our wonderful prince has heard what’s going on with Ibrahim.”

“Hmph. And how’d he react?”

“A little too eagerly. You have to remember, Mahatan was straight-up fucking pillaged by Baracueli soldiers and their mercenaries. They fought here for a decade before the prince sucking on Baracuel’s teat was assassinated and replaced. Yes, Dawn’s Peace got chased out of here, yes, the northern corporations have their sticky little fingers snatching up all the foss dug up here—”

“Foss?”

“You should try talking to normal people sometime. Academics and corporations use ‘fossilized myrvite.’ Miners and traders just say ‘foss.’ You’re all about efficiency, right? Seems like the sort of thing you’d love. Anyways, the point is, you need to talk to him. Convince him that Ibrahim is just faffing about and that he’d be a fool to join him. Or that you’ve foreseen some bullshit. He’s already pissed at me that my agents somehow ‘missed’ this development that Alatishad has known about for a full week now. Actually two, but I’m not about to let truth get in the way. You want more time to let your little team of ivory tower wizards play with flowers? Then you need to earn it.”

***

Mirian met Prince Rehiz in his hunting room three days later, which was decorated with the skulls of various myrvites. She wasn’t sure how impressive it was to kill a two-headed vulture, but that seemed to be a favorite hunting target. Maybe it was some tradition.

The greater dune drake skull, on the other hand, was impressive. It was about as wide as Mirian was tall.

“Ah, Mirian the Chosen,” he said. He seemed in a good mood.

“Honored Prince,” she replied. “You wanted to see me about Ibrahim Kalishah?” Gabriel had arranged the meeting, though obviously the prince had felt no rush about the matter.

“I doubt that’s his real last name. The tomes of families indicate that line died out.”

“I wouldn’t know. What did you want to know about him?”

“Surely you’ve heard by now.”

“That he claims to be Chosen like me? Yes.”

Rehiz brought a hand up to one of the vulture skulls and gently ran a finger over it. “And this doesn’t concern you?”

Mirian shrugged. “He’s invading Baracuel. Such a maneuver is part of the collapse of the myrvite industries, as I said. It strengthens your position, especially now that you’ve already begun your preparations. My concern is with the leylines.”

“The rumors are he took Alkazaria in a matter of days. I dare say it’s a bit more impressive than what you’ve done.”

She ignored the jab. “Winning isn’t particularly difficult if you know what your enemy will do ahead of time. Besides, the necromancer is doing most of the work. True teleportation would not be possible without my foreknowledge.”

“We could move armies between the Gates. That seems more interesting than teachers.”

“If you drained the oasis, yes. And whatever happened next, that would be the end of Mahatan’s tale in history.”

Rehiz stopped examining the vulture skull and turned back to Mirian. “I’m more concerned that you didn’t tell me of this development.”

Mirian was already growing bored of the conversation. Shouldn’t have gone with the lie about foresight. I should have just told him the truth about the apocalypse. “I cannot possibly tell you of all the future’s I’ve foreseen.”

“This seems something of an oversight. What is Ibrahim’s fate?”

“He fails. His armies are annihilated.” That was the truth, but not one Rehiz could understand.

“Hmm.” The prince began to pace, then stopped himself, correcting his posture. “And how does he treat his allies?”

“As sacrifices. Men are tools to achieve an objective, nothing more.” That seemed true enough too, though of course, Mirian had done the same often enough. It was hard not to see people as game pieces after a while, especially when they became easy to move.

The prince sighed. “Ah, well. Jibril has cautioned against an alliance with him. He needn’t have bothered. North Baracuel is farther away than the flight of the zephyr falcon would imply. Crossing the desert is inadvisable, and we can’t exactly route our armies from Alatishad to Urubandar. A shame he falls. I’m curious. What exactly is his undoing?”

“A leyline eruption,” Mirian said, which was close enough to the truth.

“What a shame,” the prince repeated, and went back to studying the skulls on the wall.

Mirian took that as her cue to leave.

***

The next four days, Rehiz had lightened the restrictions on Viridian further, and Mirian was allowed to buy an entire pond’s worth of lotuses. That gave Seneca and Jei much more material to work with for their tests, and it kept Mirian busy with her own investigations. With Eylua continuing to shadow her and wards all over her quarters, it was impossible to practice her spells like she normally did. Her auric mana was full enough that in one instance, it caused one of Eylua’s spells to fail when she was standing too close to Mirian. That was more because the other woman hadn’t anticipated the extra spell resistance, but Mirian wasn’t sure how much mana her aura could accumulate. No doubt, Eylua was beginning to suspect Mirian had capacities she still hadn’t revealed and would inform the prince—and possibly Gabriel.

Mirian was deep in her studies with Torres, a disassembled spellrod before them, when she felt the buildup of arcane energy in the adjacent room.

She manifested her spellbook directly to the page of battle spells she needed, casting prismatic shield around herself and the artificer a heartbeat before two beams of fire smashed through the door and into her barrier.

Eylua’s eyes went wide, and even the unshakable Torres let out a yelp. Mirian’s ‘spellbook’—the empty case she carried—was on a table across from her. It was clear within moments the Holy Sentinels were part of the attack, because Eylua drew her pistol and a wand and pointed them not at the attackers, but at Mirian.

She was already in the Dusk Waves stance. She started with a magnetic detonation targeting Eylua’s armor, then followed it up with an enhanced disintegration beam. The spells did damage, but were mitigated by strong spell resistance. Mirian knew Eylua didn’t have any orichalcum, but it made sense that she might know a dervish stance—likely The Sinister Hand of Shadow. In fact, this close, she could feel the other woman’s aura brushing up against hers.

Eylua fired a pistol shot point blank into Mirian’s prismatic shield. Torres was still flipping through her own spell book, looking for her combat spells, face pale. 

Mirian conjured Eclipse and ran it through Eylua’s neck. The woman gave out that sickening gurgle Mirian hated.

Another volley of attacks came at Mirian, this time various force and lightning spells. The spellrod on the table shattered and some of the glyphs detonated.

“Stay behind me. For better or worse, you’re in my shield now,” Mirian said to her old professor, and advanced towards the door.

There were three attackers, each Holy Sentinels. That meant Prince Rehiz had commanded the attack. Apparently, Mirian’s conversation about Ibrahim hadn’t gone as well as she’d thought.

The Holy Sentinels had layered shields around each other. Mirian could have overpowered the defenses with piercing spells, but there was an easier way. She thrust Eclipse into the center of their shields. She felt a searing sensation as her soul was singed—the blade was an extension of her own soul resistance, after all—and their shields glowed, cracked, then shattered. Desperately, they bombarded her with spells. One of them screamed something—maybe for mercy, but Mirian cut their throats, one by one. Another guard, this one just a regular palace guard, ran for the door, but Mirian telekinetically slammed it shut and then butchered him too.

She looked around with detect life. There were more guards, but not near her. She released her prismatic shield, and Torres backed up, panting. “Tell the other professors we’re no longer welcome here. I need to find Gabriel and figure out our next move. I’ll clear a path.”

They were in the third basement level. Mirian could see the souls of the guards who were gathered by the stairwells to ambush her. 

The ten guards and remaining Sentinel didn’t stand a chance. She cut through them like a steel blade through paper.

She found Gabriel lounging in his room, looking dejected. “He sent them north,” he said.

“Prince Rehiz just tried to assassinate me. What are you talking about?”

Gabriel gave a loud sigh. It reminded of how the students in her preparatory school had reacted to being assigned homework. “Yes, he tried to poison me. And it was lamb stew, one of my favorites. It doesn’t matter. We can kill the prince, but it still won’t stop his force.”

“What the fuck are you talking about? What force?”

“Prince Rehiz sent his elite eximontar riders north. About two hundred of them. He acted like it was a bandit-slaying expedition, and I only got suspicious when they didn’t return yesterday. Now I know their true objective: to offer Ibrahim an alliance, and to give him information on us. And the Gate. He’s going to know about the Gate. And me. God’s blood. What a mess.”

I told him Ibrahim died by leyline explosion. Prince Rehiz must have thought he could easily change that. “Have you been drinking?” Mirian said, her nose wrinkling. Now, she could see Gabriel had an empty bottle of wine. There was a desert rat in a cage in the corner of his room, dead. He hadn’t used a detect poison spell; he’d just checked the old fashioned way. “How long ago did the expedition leave?”

“Four days ago,” the other Prophet said sourly. “By now, they’re probably halfway to Rambalda. No chance of catching—where are you going?”

“Keep my professors safe,” Mirian said as she left. “I’m going to go stop that expedition.”
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Celestial Bodies

Divir - The small moon, the one that keeps falling down (skill issue).

 

Enteria - The planet.

 

Luamin - The big moon





Elder Gods

Altrukyst - The traveler, the star-bearer, the void. Associated with doors, travel, and beacons. Statues of them have changed over time, but most involve him having a hollow chest with a chain linking one side to the other. They usually hold a lantern, and if in a painting, are usually standing in front of a door.

 

Carkavakom - The destroyer, the law, the terror. They are depicted as humanoid column of flame locked behind a cage, with a sword in one hand and eyes embedded in Their other hand. They wear a cloak of skulls and screaming faces. Carkavakom is associated with the brutality of war and the punishments that keep law and order in society.

 

Eintocarst - The enigma, the forerunner, the mathematician. He is depicted with myrvites and monsters by his side, and is associated with the Labyrinth and human progress. Industrial factories in Baracuel often have a shrine to him.

 

Ominian - The guardian, the believer, the herald. Often depicted with knives sticking into them, a crown of burning laurels, and an open chest showing their heart. In paintings, they often sit on a throne. The Akanans hold the Ominian as the only true divinity, and most Persamans hold the Ominian as the only prophet of the true god. The Luminates simply believe the Ominian is the first and most important of the Elder Gods.

 

Shiamagoth - The protector, the watcher, the crown. Associated with preparations for war and defensive wars, protecting the innocent, and ecology. Depicted with a floating aegis, a burning scepter, and a crown of floating eyes. He is often quoted as saying, “Power is only righteous if it protects life.”

 

Xylatarvia - The breath, the envoy, the arcane, the hearth. Often depicted traveling on a boat made of vines through an ocean in the stars. Her hair is shown as plants, and skin as bark, and her statues have her holding out a scroll full of strange symbols. Prayers for life and knowledge are directed toward her.

 

Yiaverunan - The bearer of light, the clockmaker, the cosmic. She is associated with light, time, and magic. Depicted with four arms, holding a timepiece, a star, a hammer, and a wheel. Her statues often have a blindfold.

 

Zomalator - The renewer, the turncoat, the redeemed, the forgiven. They are depicted as a pale corpse full of red growths that resemble blood vessels and tangled briars, and a hollow face full of needles. The Luminate Order does not acknowledge their divinity, and sects that worship Zomalator are considered heretics.






Countries

Akana Praediar - A large country that dominates the western continent. There used to be a bunch of countries there, but a few hundred years ago, Baracueli colonists took over, then broke away from Baracuel and formed their own country. Recently, they’ve had a magitech boom and are now the richest and most powerful of the nation states.

 

Baracuel - Where our story begins. A large country, on the north portion of the eastern continent. It used to be a bunch of separate countries, but after the Unification War it became… well, you get the idea.

 

Florin Principality - On the southwest tip of Baracuel, and technically independent. This is where the famous Florinian ingots are stamped. Florin is still an important financial and trade city full of great wealth.

 

Persama - A large region. It used to be one big empire ruled by a triumvirate, but it’s been broken up into various complex principalities, oligarchies, and areas occupied by Akana Praediar and Baracuel. Rich in fossilized myrvite, the stuff that makes spell engines work. Lots of vast desert areas.

 

Tlaxhuaco - The country of the Tlaxhuacan people. A large island south of Akana Praediar. Contains both temperate and tropical rainforest zones.

 

Zhighua - Southeast of Persama. Somewhat tropical.






Cities / Places 

Alkazaria - Second capital of Baracuel, on the eastern side of the country. Large city. The Ibaihan River passes south of it. Has its Citadel and Great Temples on the creatively named Central Hill, and is famous for its many spires and temples.

 

Arborholm - Akana Praediar city. North of the other major cities.

 

Arriroba - Mirian’s home village. Found in east Baracuel, north of Madinahr. No train connects to it.

 

Cairnmouth - Large coastal city in Baracuel, south of Torrviol and north of Palendurio. Straddles the Cairn River. Not to be confused with the hill in Cairnmouth with the same name. 

 

Falijmali - Small city at the southern edge of the East Sound, in Persama.

 

Florin City - A technically independent principality (the Florin Principality), basically consisting only of this city and the surrounding countryside, found on the southwestern tip of Baracuel. Important port city and its banking guilds regulate the Florinian Ingot, which uses a seal system to guarantee arcanists don’t meddle with gold.

 

Frostland’s Gate - Very small town at the northern edge of Baracuel, bordering—you guessed it—the frostlands. Has an entrance to the Labyrinth.

 

Madinahr - Baracuel city, east of Alkazaria and south of Mirian’s hometown.

 

Mahatan - Large Persaman city. Sustained by a large oasis. North of Alatishad. Ruled by Prince Rehiz.

 

Mercanton - Akana Praediar city. The largest city in Enteria.

 

Palendurio - First capital of Baracuel, on the western side of the country. The Magrio River passes through it.

 

Second Cairn - Town famous for myrvite hunting. Upriver from Cairnmouth. Not to be confused with the neighborhood inside Cairnmouth of the same name.

 

Torrviol - Home of the Torrviol Academy; where Mirian is living when this all begins.

 

Vadriach - Capital of Akana Praediar. Across the Rift Sea from Baracuel.






People

Grouped by city and then alphabetically, with cities listed in the order they were explored in the story. Professors (and generals) are listed by last name first because that’s how you usually see them in the story.





Torrviol

Ada - Magistrate of Torrviol. One of the few non-corrupt officials.

Adria Gavell - An Arcane Praetorian who was assassinated some years ago, but had her identity stolen by code name “Specter.” 

Atger, Jurrian - Professor of spell engines. Not a major character.

Ayland - Akanan spy in Torrviol. This is the one who Mirian catches infiltrating the Myrvite Studies building early on.

Bertrus - Guard of Torrviol. Usually in the plaza. Former classmate of Professor Seneca.

Calisto Ennecus - 6th year student. Frienemy of Nicolus (they used to date). Family is heavily involved in myrvite hunting and harvesting resources from the Labyrinth.

Cassius, Eskier - Professor of combat magic. Good at riding eximontar and magical fights. His eximontar’s name is Winterblossom.

Daith Whellian - 5th year student on the combat mage track. Takes several classes with Mirian later in the cycles. Sister is Betella Whellian, a mercenary battlemage in Palendurio.

Eld, Mician - Professor of enchantments. Harsh teacher, best known for being a jerk in the early chapters.

Ethwarn - A prominent Torrviol banker and investor. In several cycles, he was elected Mayor to replace Wolden, and did a decent job. Technically a knight, so he can write “Sire” on formal letters.

Ferrandus, Roland - High wizard and in charge of the Divine Monument project.

Gerard - Akanan spy. The one that Mirian sees first on the roof of the alchemistry building.

Holvatti, Marcel - Professor of arcane geology. Knows quite a bit about fossilized myrvite and rocks.

Liamar - Fifth year student, and master duelist.

Lily Berton - Mirian’s roommate. Blind, but wears enchanted glasses that let her see. Sister: Beatrice, up in Frostland’s Gate.

Luspire, Medius - Archmage of Torrviol Academy. 

Marovim - Younger cleric of the Luminates. Speaks Cuelin better than Friian. Primarily works as a healer. Turned in Mirian when she had a curse-mark.

Marva, Ghellia - Professor of Illusions, and likes to change their appearance drastically each day.

Moliner - Elected Captain of the Torrviol Militia alongside Cassius in several cycles. A veteran of several conflicts in Persama and was a low-ranking officer before joining civilian life.

Nicolus Sacristar - 6th year student. Member of the Sacristar noble family, an old Baracueli family. Lately, they’ve fallen out of power. Early ally of Mirian. Uncle is over in Akana Praediar. Dad is down in Palendurio.

Nurea March - Knight, and guardian of Nicolus. Family serves the Sacristar noble house still. Stern and only a bit paranoid.

Idras Norton - One of the more experienced Akanan spies in Torrviol, though he’s more loyal to Akana Praediar than the actual operation, which has some rather suspicious things going on.

Ingrid Herrera - Grandmaster craftswoman and in charge of the crafting stations of the Torrviol Academy. In several cycles, helped tutor Mirian on precision artifice, metalworking, and woodwork.

Jei, Song - Professor of arcane mathematics and early ally of Mirian. From Zhighua. Sister’s name is Bao. Secretly works on the Divine Monument project.

Krier - Head Priest of the Luminate temple in Torrviol. 

Platus - Fellow student, best known for accidentally blowing himself up in the alchemistry lab early on.

Runer - Professor of combat magic. Not a major character.

Selesia - Akanan transfer student with Takoa heritage. Briefly dated Mirian in the early cycles.

Seneca, Sefora - Professor of alchemistry and chemistry.

Specter - The code name of a Baracueli agent turned Akanan double-agent. Leader of the Torrviol cell of spies. Usually disguised as Adria Gavell, who she killed. Her real name is (spoilers for chapter 124) Nikoline Brunn. Who?

Timmon - Akanan spy in Torrviol, acting as Mayor Wolden’s secretary.

Torres, Iliyia - Professor of artifice. A prodigy in her field. Connections to the military and secretly works on the Divine Monument.

Valen - A 6th year student. Rude to Mirian, but it turned out that was because she liked her. Her dad was a Department of Public Security spy and, it turns out, wasn’t the best at teaching healthy relationships.

Viridian, Selkus - Professor of myrvite ecology. Older man with a gray beard. Master botanist and arcanist. Easily changes his behavior during a cycle.

Wolden - Mayor of Torrviol. Corrupt, and has been taking bribes from the Akanan spies. Those spies also monitor him in his own office.

Xipuatl Yanez - 6th year student. From the Yanez noble house, which has both Tlaxhuacan and Baracueli heritage. Trained in some celestial plant magic. Friend of Nicolus, and early ally of Mirian.

 

In/From Other Places But You Should Probably Know Them

Alexus Sacristar - Uncle of Nicolus. Currently in Akana Praediar in Vadriach City.

Atroxcidi - Legendary necromancer that Mirian heard about from one of her classmates. Fought in the Unification War. Ahh, that was so long ago. He probably won’t come up later. Don’t worry about it.

Cearsia, Emera - Marshal of the Akana Praediar and nearly an archmage. Commands the airships Might of Liberty (her flagship) and Republic’s Justice, two airship dreadnoughts. Frenemies with Archmage Luspire.

Dhelia Castrella - Mirian’s adoptive mother and a woodworker.

Grandpa Irabi - I’m not making an entire section just for Arriroba, so Irabi goes here. He’s a beloved village elder who acts as everyone’s Grandpa. If you don’t remember him, Mirian is very disappointed in you.

Jeron Castrella - Mirian’s adoptive father. Works as a teacher in Arriroba’s schoolhouse.

Zayd Castrella - Mirian’s younger brother. Extremely cute. On a family trip from Arriroba through Florin City to go visit his big sis for graduation.






Cairnmouth

Arenthia - High priestess of the Cult of Zomalator. Captured before the cycle begins and slated for execution.

Hanaran - General of the Baracueli Fort Aegrimere Division. Brings her division up north when Akana Praediar invades.

Lecne - Priest and prominent member of the small Cult of Zomalator, a heretical split from the Luminate Order.

Maruce - Cult of Zomalator acolyte.

Numo - Syndicate criminal and arcanist who specializes in document forgeries.

Pelnu - Cult of Zomalator acolyte. The temple cook.

Ravatha - Syndicate criminal. Sire Nurea’s contact among the Cairnmouth Syndicate. 

Sethra - Cult of Zomalator acolyte.

Tlati - Cult of Zomalator acolyte.

Willhelm Marhurst - Governor of Cairnmouth.






Frostland’s Gate

Aelius - Leader of the Ennecus Group Expedition into the Labyrinth.

Beatrice Berton - Lily’s sister. An arcanist (combat mage) and researcher of the Labyrinth. Part of the Torrviol Academy’s Expeditionary Group.

Cediri - Part of the Torrviol Academy’s Expeditionary Group into the Labyrinth. Also a member of the Great Cairn Academy. Also a Syndicate smuggler.

Elsadorra - Appraiser and independent researcher. Knows quite a bit about the Labyrinth and myrvites.

Gomaer - One of Aelius’s heavy fighters.

Grimald - Part of the Torrviol Academy’s Expeditionary Group into the Labyrinth. Heavy fighter.





Palendurio

Arturus Castill - Director of Operations in the Department of Public Security (Deeps).

Aurelius Palamas - King of Baracuel, though since Baracuel is a republic now, it’s officially a ceremonial position. As patriarch of the Palamas family, though, has quite a bit of wealth and sway. Brother to Quintus, the governor.

Betella Whellian - Sister of Daith, a student in Torrviol. Caught up in the attack on the false-flag attack on the Akanan Embassy that helps kick-start the war.

Decian Corrmier - Leader of the Pure Blade mercenaries. Brother of Kallin Corrmier.

Celine - Journalist and editor of the Magrio Broadsheet, a Palendurio paper.

Everad - Luminate Guard, stationed in front of the holy vaults of the Grand Sanctum.

Hamel - Acolyte in the Grand Sanctum, and former accountant.

Kallin Corrmier - High ranking General of the Baracueli Army, stationed in Palendurio. Brother to Decian Corrmier.

Kathera - Akanan embassy worker.

Lancel - Bishop of the Luminate Order, stationed in the Grand Sanctum.

Marduke Sacristar - Nicolus’s dad, and head of the Sacristar family, an older noble family that has declined in power over the decades.

Oculo Stellnat - Pontiff of the Luminate Order. Birth name is Alberin Allard. Lives in Charlem Palace, which is on the hill above the Grand Sanctum.

Quintus Palamas - Lord Governor. Prominent member of the Palamas noble family, and brother to the king.

Rostal Bedeu - Older Persaman Dervish. Has been all over Persama. Mentor to Ibrahim, and introduced Mirian to Dervish soul-forms.

Treyul - Priest of the Luminate Order, also in the Grand Sanctum.

Valentar - Bishop of the Luminate Order stationed in the Grand Sanctum.





Second Cairn

Annita - Experienced myrvite hunter and powerful sorceress. Works regularly with the Ennecus guild.

Bern - Guard for the Ennecus Guildhall

Cain Ennecus - Calisto’s father and head of the Ennecus Guild

Silvera - Cain’s secretary





Alkazaria

Batima Ayral - Commander of Alkazaria’s garrison

Izrif, Iredol - First Councilor of Alkazaria.

Saban - Bishop of the Luminates, but also working with the Department of Public Security.

Sybil - Artificer in the city. Not particularly important (sorry Sybil).

Trinea - Praetorian and friend of Adria Gavell, the dead Praetorian whose body was left in the Torrviol catacombs. Awkward.

Voran - First Praetorian, and leader of the strike team sent to kill the arch-necromancer Atroxcidi. Leading about 36 Praetorians.





Florin City

Funnily enough, not really anyone to put here yet.





Vadriach City

Allen Matteus - Director of the Republic Intelligence Division (RID).

Clement Stalswrot - Another random rich guy

Grand Marshal Maximus Caldwell - Head of Akana Praediar’s armed forces

Lester Rosen - Owner of Rosen Joint Stock Corporation and friend of Mr. Aurum. Daughter is married to Tyrcast.

Lord Saiyal - A very rich Persaman Warlord with influence in Urubandar and Alatishad

Magnus Tyrcast - Archmage of Vadriach University. Married to Josephine Rosen. Invented the Tyrcast engine.

Silou Westerun - A Baracueli who worked with the Deeps on mind control magic, now working for the RID. Messed with Mirian’s mind as part of Project Flayer.

Sylvester Aurum - Richest man in Akana Praediar





Mercanton

Gwenna Aldworth - Theodoro’s handler and RID agent, associated with Westerun.

Jondar Kinsman - Prime Minister of Akana Praediar. Fated to be assassinated if nothing changes, which is used to rile the Akanan population up for war against Baracuel.

Mavwell Mark - Contractor working as a RID assassin

Theodoro - Baracueli immigrant who currently acts as a patsy during the assassination of the Akana Prime Minister.





Mahatan

Eylua - Holy Sentinel. We first met her when she was assigned to shadow Mirian.

Minister Koyar - Minister of Towers.

Minster Zeysum - Minister of Sanctuaries. 

Prince Rehiz - Lord of Mahatan, Keeper of the Forbidden Palace, and Protector of the Sacred Waters.





Faljimali

Najwa - Artificer and owner of Najwa’s Artificing

Thaseem - City guard, and member of the Junudasun, a rebel group that doesn’t like Baracuel.






The Noble Families of Baracuel

Technically, after the Unification War and founding of the Republic of Baracuel, all the noble houses were stripped of official privileges and titles, with the exceptions of “king” and “lord governor.” However, these families are still powerful, and have high connections throughout the government. You’ll generally know if someone is part of these families because this will be their last name.





Allard - A relatively powerful noble family. Invested heavily in solver-mining, banking, and glyph-security technology.

Bardas - Another old house, mostly in west Baracuel. They invest heavily in real estate, farming, and monster hunting preserves.

Corrmier - A family with a strong military tradition.

Palamas - One of the oldest and most powerful of the noble families. Mostly in west Baracuel. They are most heavily invested in spell engine production and fossilized myrvite extraction.

Sacristar - An older house, but one on the decline. It has shrunk drastically in the past few decades. This is Nicolus’s family.

Yanez - A family with old ties to both Baracuel and Tlaxhuaco. This is Xipuatl’s famly.





Big Spoilers! Probably don’t click unless you’re done with chapter 195. Anyways, you were warned.


Other Time Travelers / Prophets

Celen - Akanan time traveler who begins in Mercanton. Currently committing suicide at the start of each loop. A bit dark, I know.

Gabriel Arjen - Half Persaman, half Akanan. Worked for the Akana’s Republic Intelligence Division for a time. Begins the loop in Urubandar in Persama. Bit of a hedonist.

Ibrahim Kalishah - Initially known as the “southern traveler.” Persaman, and begins the loop in Rambalda. Leader of the Dawn’s Peace, a rebel group inside north Persama. By now, a Powerful Dervish and expert general.

Liuan Var - Half Akanan, half Zhiguan, though has spent most of her life in Akana. Where she starts the loop is unknown, but Mirian suspects Ferrabridge. Member of the Church of the Ominian. Cautious.

Sio Jherica - Wizard at Vadriach University. Cursed into a coma for many cycles.

Sulvorath / Troytin - The first other time traveler Mirian encounters. Akanan, and obsessed with political power. Believes the time loop is a grand contest he is fated to win.







And Now Some Magic!

Glyphs - Used for arcane spells and spell-engines. Glyphs are used to manipulate the fundamental energies of the world (light, heat, magnetism, kinetic energy, etc.) and matter. The arcane force is impeded by auras and souls.

 

Runes - Used for celestial and necromantic spells, like healing, soul-binding, and curses. Spells and magic that concern life and the soul use runes.

 

Dervish Forms - These involve manipulating one’s own soul into different ‘patterns’ or ‘currents’ to achieve an effect on the body. Here’s the ones Mirian knows:

The Spear That Cuts Water - Enhances the agility of the dervish, making it easier to dodge blows and land hits.

Lone Pine On The Mountain - Enhances endurance, dulling pain, mitigating injuries and increasing stamina.

The Sinister Hand Of Shadow - This is the stance that Akanan auramancers are based off of. Extends the aura of the dervish in order to extend their spell resistance. With training, the exact dimensions of the aura can be manipulated.

The Blooming Red Iron - A dervish training form. Increases the speed at which one learns physical lessons (and how fast one can grow their aura, as Mirian discovers). Dangerous if you learn something ‘wrong.’

The Dance of the Dusk Waves Across the Ocean - The tempest stance, enhancing speed and reaction time.

Last Breath Of The Phoenix - The strength stance. The dervish gains more physical power to their muscles, which can also be used to keep going when their natural endurance has run out. However, this stance consumes soul energy to function, so is dangerous.





Calendar

All countries use the same calendar, though not the same dating system.

There are 13 months, each of which is exactly 28 days*.

The months the story has covered are (in order):

Cerelorn (pre-time loop)

Solem (time loop starts on the 1st of this month)

Duala

Merisheth

 

*How convenient! That means a year on Enteria is 364 days, almost exactly one Earth year, so all characters ages would essentially be the same on Earth too.

 

There are 7 days of the week, conveniently named Firstday, Secondday, Thirdday, etc. until Seventhday.

 

In Baracuel, the year is Poclym 4851, based on counting up from the Cataclysm

In Akana Praediar, the year is Prophet 3492

There are other dating systems as well. That said, the exact years of events very rarely come up in the story.





Languages 

Country is listed, with the languages used after

 

Akana Praediar - Mostly speaks Eskanar, though the semi-autonomous Semnol, Takoa, and Mianol have their own languages.

Baracuel - Mostly speaks Friian (in the west) and Cuelsin (in the east). Dozens of other languages exist, but are spoken much less frequently.

Persama - Mostly speaks Adamic

Tlaxhuaco - Speaks Tlaxa

Zhighua - Mostly speaks Gulwenen

Viaterria (historical entity; doesn’t exist anymore) - Used Lorcadian for writing. Spoken language unknown.

            

            
                
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from UraniumPhoenix
                        

                    

                    If you looked through that whole thing and still can't find something you were looking for, either it's a big spoiler, so shhhh, or you can request I add stuff in the comments and I'll either eventually get around to it or tell you it doesn't exist in my notes.


                
Chapter 202 - Prophet’s Wrath

                Prince Rehiz was already on the move as Mirian flew through the palace, sending servants and bureaucrats scattering. With enhanced detect life, she could see the a large group moving down a hallway towards the north section of the palace. The tight formation moving in synchronization around a single individual meant it was almost certainly the prince. Based on how dim the souls looked—indicating spell resistance—at least two of them were Holy Sentinels. Likely, they were making their way towards some sort of fortified room.

Several groups of guards were ahead of her in the halls and junctions. Mirian used force blast on the nearby window, sending tapestries billowing, and she flew out, bypassing the guards and moving in parallel to the fleeing group until she passed them. She cast prismatic shield, then smashed another window and flew in ahead of them.

She cast two spells simultaneously: grounding, around the prince, and greater chain lightning, coated with soul energy to pierce the Sentinel’s robust resistance.

Thunder shook the palace as her lightning flashed through the hall, blinding in its radiance. They were all so tightly packed that the electricity chained through them all repeatedly, forming a ribbon of electricity. The guards didn’t have time to scream. They simply dropped to the ground, smoldering. Two of the nearby tapestries caught fire. The nearby windows had all shattered. Scorch marks dotted the walls.

“Tell me the route they took,” she demanded, dismissing the grounding protection that had prevented him from getting caught in the attack, as well as her own shield.

The prince looked around in horror at his dead bodyguard. He was shaking. “You… you…”

“I am one of the Chosen you fool! Or was doing the impossible not enough for you?”

He had grown pale, but he at least had recovered some of his wits. “I have your Torrviol allies hostage. If you kill me—”

“Killing them is meaningless. The way this all works isn’t what you think. It’s a time loop. That’s how I know possible futures. The world ends soon. The Ominian needs us to stop it. All you’ve done is open up the possibility that the most powerful necromancer in memory gains information that could lead to the annihilation of all life on Enteria. Now tell me. Where. They. Went.” She cast light of the Prophet, then conjured two orbs of raw fire in her hands.

The prince took another step back. “Promise to spare me.”

“Very well.”

“Straight north to Alkazaria. But you’ll never—” Mirian bound his soul to recharge her repositories, then smashed the two orbs of fire into his face. She dismissed her illusion spell and replaced levitation with accelerated levitation.

She blasted back out the window, heading north.

Palendurio was closer to Alkazaria, but whether it was close to the cavalry she needed to catch depended on how far they’d gotten. Either way, taking the Gate back north would mean needing to pass through territory held by Ibrahim’s armies. That might give Ibrahim or Atroxcidi the very information she was trying to prevent falling into their hands.

The accelerated spell was mana hungry, but the extra force push it incorporated meant it could break the horizontal speed limitations of the base spell, just like an airship. The wind whipped by her, sending her dark hair streaming behind her.

Since she’d emerged from the oasis, Mirian had done little with her auric mana as it had accumulated. Now, she spent it. She rocketed north.

***

The larger the Southern Range grew, the more worried Mirian became. The wind had cleared away most evidence of the riders, but detect eximontar continued to pick up on their droppings. Her prodigious mana reserves were growing low, but even with a layered lens spell, Rehiz’s riders were still out of sight.

Several hours of flight had drained most of her mana. She had only brought a single mana elixir, and had consumed it an hour ago.

As she’d been flying, she’d had plenty of time to think; the vast desert was stretched out before her, and there was no civilization between her and the Southern Range. The life in the desert was scattered, but like the Endelice Mountains, a surprisingly large number of myrvites lived scattered through it.

She had started doing estimations in her head. A binding took a small quantity of soul. A force blade spell, a small quantity of mana. Using mana siphon to turn soul energy into mana took a small quantity of mana, and resulted in mana depending on the soul used and how much was siphoned. Mana was notoriously difficult to quantify, but she could quantify the mana costs of each spell as a ratio and compare that to how many minutes of accelerated levitation it would give her. For very small souls or weak souls, the ratio was obviously unfavorable. As she did the math, though, it seemed that if she spent a few minutes killing and draining the soul of a two-headed vulture, she could make that time up as long as the deviation from her route was less than around 30 degrees. The cost in time and distance deviated from her line north could be compared to each other. If she wasn’t busy flying, she would have made a table, but rough estimations would do.

For something like a desert drake or manticore, the ratio was much more favorable, and both the time spent and the degrees off course she went could be increased while still letting her have an overall increase in distance covered.

Jei would be proud, she thought.

The first two-headed vulture in her path was only about a thousand feet out of her way, mostly up. She bound it, killed it, and siphoned its soul into mana without needing to pause her flight. By the time its carcass hit the ground, she was already a few thousand feet away. Detect life picked up a desert drake hiding in its dune burrow. Some sort of natural spell they used kept the sand around it from collapsing. Mirian killed it, needing to pause only briefly, then she was on her way again.

She became a flying butcher. Vultures, drakes, manticores, and dessication hounds all fell to her force blades. She left a trail of corpses behind her, all to gain just a bit more mana for a little more speed.

The sun set and she continued on, sacrificing a bit of valuable soul energy to buoy her stamina with the Last Breath stance. Under the light of the Luamin moon, she continued on. That night, the slaughter continued. It took hundreds of myrvites, but she was able to not just reverse the drain, but achieve net mana gain. She still had to be cautious of soul destabilization as she took in and swiftly burned the B-class mana, but she could feel her auric mana had grown.

It occurred to her that she had broken open a gate, and now that she had, there was no closing or fixing it. This type of travel would let her reach high speeds no other arcanist could reach without an airship.

All she had to do was kill myrvites by the hundreds.

As she flew, she approached another metaphorical gate.

By now, Mirian had killed a lot of people. Killing the Akanan spies and soldiers was easy. They had, after all, literally killed her first. The soldiers, even Marshal Cearsia, were deceived by the RID before they were whipped into a frenzy, but they still had no compunctions slaughtering the people of Torrviol. Her friends. Her second home.

She had no problem killing the conspirators of Palendurio. The Pure Blade mercenaries. The corrupt bishops. Corrmier and Castill. Here and there, she had killed out of convenience. She still felt a pang of guilt thinking about Everad—and yet, would she not do it again? By dying a few minutes early, he saved her an entire cycle. She still worried they might discover the cycles were limited.

Now, she had set herself to kill again. Some two hundred of Prince Rehiz’s soldiers. They were following orders, as they had been trained to do. They weren’t attacking her. And yet, she had to hunt them down.

For the greater good. She’d read that in a philosophy book somewhere. Pontiff Oculo had said he was working for the greater good. Too much could be justified by that.

 Her own justification rang hollow to herself. They’re all dead anyways. What couldn’t she justify by that thought? It was true, every time. Did that mean she was bound by no morals at all?

It still bothered her. Yes, the world ended, but these people—they were real. They died, but then again, everyone died eventually. Eventually, a time would come when even the longest lasting memory of a person, even the great Prophets, would fade from memory. All their pain would be gone, lost like so many grains of sand in this desert she flew across.

Enteria, she thought, and realized she had walked with the Ominian here. Back then, the Southern Range had been a bit higher, the peaks a bit sharper. There had been plants blooming in the desert. Perhaps it had been after one of the rare monsoons that swept across it. Did you foresee this? she asked. Is it necessary?

Another fire drake fell to her force blades, then a sun-scarab beetle lumbering across the desert, carapace bright. She cast detect eximontar and detected more of their feces along the path. There was a discarded water cask, half buried in the sand. A mile later, a dead eximontar, covered in lightning scorpions and sand writhers that were picking apart the corpse.

She was getting closer.

The Southern Range mountains were growing closer, barren enough they didn’t have the same feel as the Littenord or the Casnevar ranges, even though the peaks were of comparable height. Mirian had a sudden flash of memory. She’d seen them before, at this distance, if not at this exact angle. She’d been holding someone’s hand. There’d been a two-headed vulture flying in the sky, and she’d pointed at it. That was all she remembered.

Mirian flew higher. The day was cloudless, and only the faintest auroras could be seen high above. She layered several lens spells and looked around.

Far to the northwest was Rambalda. To the northeast, the East Sound. Directly north, she could just make out the easternmost fort, nestled in the pass, and beyond it, Alkazaria. Nearby, the terrain had shifted to the highlands, replacing the sands with desiccated soil, rolling hills, and the occasional rock outcropping. The desert rolled on endlessly, empty except—there. She could see the small cloud of dust kicked up by the eximontar.

Almost there.

Mirian descended as she flew forward. There was another desert drake hiding in a nearby hill. She butchered it for mana and kept going. She felt an ache inside her; so much mana had passed through her aura. What she’d just done below the oasis was nothing compared to this. This is the power of necromancy, she realized. No wonder Atroxcidi had been able to go up against multiple archmages. He had incorporated mana-siphon designs that exceeded hers in the enchantments of the bones of his minions—enchantments that siphoned mana off active spells. That wasn’t even theoretically possible under the frameworks she’d been taught in Torrviol Academy.

It was both terrifying and intriguing. Not just for the personal power it could grant her, but the implications for the leylines. Could they be siphoned?

She wasn’t the first arcanist to ask the question. Plenty of wizards had investigated drawing power from the leylines. But it was the difference between creating a light enchantment for a lantern and the light of the sun; the difference between a spark used to to trigger a glyph in a spell engine and a lightning bolt descending from the sky. But if anyone would know the theory…

The dust cloud grew bigger. She could hear the shouts of the riders echoing from ahead. They were wearing white robes with enchantments to reflect the harsh sun, while the eximontar had their spike-like regulator bones protruding out of their thighs, indicating they were rapidly dispersing heat. As she drew closer, she could see the rifles slung across their back and the bandoliers of wands.

Two hundred riders. They had given oaths to the prince while under the dome of the Great Madin Sanctuary, then drank from the waters of the oasis from the prince’s own chalices. This was their sixth day of hard riding in his name. There would be no negotiations, no surrender.

This wouldn’t be like ambushing the Akanan army, when her mana was still mostly full. She couldn’t let any of them escape. There was only one strategy that would work here.

Mirian started with total camouflage, and swapped from her accelerated levitation to regular levitation. Then she started casting bindings on the souls of the rearmost riders and their mounts. Likely, the riders felt a strange pressure beneath their aura. If they were trained dervishes—probably a few were—they felt it directly on their soul. But only for a moment. She cast a force blades spell, enhanced for length, drawing two blades at neck-height for the rear soldiers and head-height for the eximontar. Six riders split themselves open, and Mirian felt the soul energy flow into her. Rapidly, she began to siphon it into mana, then began to systematically cast.

Soul bind prepared their soul to siphon into her repository on death. Force blades cut them open silently. Mana siphon turned the soul energy she wasn’t feeding into the next soul bind into what she needed to fuel her levitation, total camouflage, and next round of force blades. She was in the form of The Dance of the Dusk Waves Across the Ocean, so she did this all with unnatural speed. She had just practiced this sequence endlessly on her flight over. Four more riders died before some of the nearby riders noticed and shouted warning.

The riders turned, continuing to gallop as they drew wands. Fire blade mixed force and heat spells shimmered through the air, as did magnetic lightning orbs. But they couldn’t see her. The spells went wide. Force shields appeared around both mount and rider. These were well-trained sorcerers. At last, someone said, “There!” Likely a wand that detected a wavelength of light her spell didn’t hide.

Mirian dismissed her near-invisibility and cast prismatic shield. The more intensive spell started rapidly draining her mana as offensive spells bombarded her.

She cast cascading inferno, one of Luspire’s spells, directly at the center of the riders. Eximontars and men alike screamed as the fireball erupted into more fireballs, then into pinwheeling bolts. Their shields had helped, but only a little; the high myr spell was further made difficult to block by the soul coating. Meanwhile, the mythril and adamantium in her amulet and spellbook weakened their own attacks just prior impact on the universal shield.

Even then, a normal archmage would have found themselves overwhelmed, but she was only gathering more mana and soul energy as the battle progressed. Five more riders died. When they swapped to heat shield, she changed her attack to greater chain lightning. Ten more died. When they used grounding, she swapped to magnetic detonation, targeting the ammunition they carried. Five more died. Two more. Six more.

It wasn’t a close fight, and it certainly wasn’t fair.

“Split up!” one of the riders called.

With the mana pouring in, Mirian switched back to accelerated levitation, rapidly overtaking the lead rider as he galloped off west, then when she was done picking them apart with force blades and disintegration beams, she moved north to cut off the second, largest group. Their souls fueled her next flight east, where the last group was aiming towards the distant East Sound.

She had taken too much power into her. Mirian grit her teeth and distortions shimmered around her soul, disrupting the flow. Light-sucking jagged black lines ran across her skin. She discharged as much as she could in a soul-coated disintegration beam, pouring as much energy as she could into it. Where the beam struck, the riders were cut apart, and the ground was seared molten.

Mirian screamed and let out the rest of the siphoned mana as raw lightning. The last rider’s mount was cut out from under him by the crackling bolts. Mirian clenched her teeth and knelt down on the hot ground. She’d overtaxed herself. She’d taken in too much soul energy too quickly. The distortions in her soul were rippling outward, and what was left of her auric mana was spalling with it, releasing in flashes of light. She knelt there, letting the pain bring her focus, letting her soul and aura calm.

When she opened her eyes again, she could see the corpses still scattered before her. There were no survivors—except one woman.

Her leg had been seared off. She was slowly crawling away from her.

Mirian grunted and stood, jaw still clenched. One of the dead riders had a dagger with a jeweled hilt. It was by his belt; his head was missing, and his legs were partially melted to the eximontar he’d been riding. As she walked forward, she pulled it out of its sheath and stumbled towards the woman who’d lived.

The woman’s breath was coming in ragged gasps. One of her wands had burst several glyphs while still in its sheath,  and she’d probably gotten a punctured lung.

“I’m sorry,” Mirian said. This is a mercy, she thought, as she knelt down next to the woman and plunged the dagger into her neck. 

She suddenly had a vivid memory of being next to a corpse like this one, one with dark hair and burn marks all over her. The memory tore through her like a whirlwind, and she felt a crushing despair and a dread that threatened to cut her apart. The emotions came all at once, and then they left, leaving her feeling hollow. Mirian found herself weeping without even meaning to. She couldn’t tell if it was for her dead mother who’s face she couldn’t remember, or for the woman that was dead before her now.

This was the path she’d been set on. This was the path she would continue on.

She looked around. Already, the sun was reddening as it sank into the distant haze of sand to the west. Yet even in this barren, harsh place, little plants clang to life. It was so beautiful.

Enteria, she thought mournfully.

For a time, she knelt there. Then, at last she stood. On the summit of a nearby hill, she sat cross-legged and meditated, calming her soul.

            

            
                
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from UraniumPhoenix
                        

                    

                    In case you haven't seen it, there's an updated version of the glossary. It has a few names you might not have encountered, but should have no major spoilers if you've made it this far. If anything is missing or you have suggestions, feel free to drop them there. If it's something that I haven't already written up (like one reader suggested a bit more details about what sort of things have happened at various places), it might take longer for me to write. If it's just a character or location missing, that's easy to add.

Anyways, enjoy!


                
Chapter 203 - Return

                Mirian’s journey back to Mahatan was significantly longer. By the time she arrived in the city, the worst of the soul disruptions were smoothed out, though she still sometimes felt her aura discharge mana as some tangle swirled about. She could still sense soul fragments, and still incorporate ambient mana, so the damage didn’t seem to be permanent. The warning was clear, though. Necromancy was a path to power unlike any other. But it was equally dangerous. She needed to properly learn it.

Unfortunately, she knew of only one teacher.

The sky above Mahatan was full of auroras. By now, any fool could see the apocalypse was well under way. Still, it was the 23rd of Duala, and the eruptions weren’t as bad. Their initial data had predicted this, but it was nice to see it confirmed. A Gate connection between Mahatan and Torrviol was more effective at slowing the cascade that eventually led to the leyline collapse.

Keep this up, and I might even see the month of Merisheth again. Making it to Spring was still a distant dream.

Smoke was rising from Mahatan, though mostly by the palace district. When a desert drake burst from its hiding place and tried to attack Mirian, she strongly considered letting it eat her just so she wouldn’t have to deal with the inevitable mess awaiting her. She ended up killing it with a bolt of lightning though, then trudged onward.

The eastern gate to the city was mostly deserted. The routes going east were the most dangerous, and while the journey across the desert was shorter and avoided several port fees and border taxes, it also often ended in disaster. Few merchants and fewer mercenaries were willing to risk it. But that didn’t mean no one. One caravan was parked outside the gate, waiting for someone to review its manifest. Mirian passed it by.

“Halt—oh fuck,” one of the guards said, apparently recognizing Mirian. “What do we do?” he asked the other guard.

“I heard she killed a dozen Holy Sentinels,” the other guard said, perhaps not realizing how far his voice carried. They both stood aside, looking nervous as she passed by. After she was in the city, she heard him say, “She can fly anyways, wasn’t really any point trying to stop her.”

Inside the city, she got the same fearful glances as she passed by whispering crowds. No one barred her way.

As she approached the palace, she could see the damage. She braced herself for what was coming next. If the professors were all dead, so be it. She’d seen them die too many times for it to do anything more than cause a distant ache in her heart. No, it was Gabriel she didn’t want to talk to. And he’ll likely tell Liuan Var, who will get even more paranoid about me… but putting it off will only make it worse.

Four guards stood at the entrance of the palace. Their armor looked ill-fitting, and Mirian didn’t recognize their faces. Probably new recruits. But who ended up in charge?

As soon as they saw her, they started gesturing and talking rapidly. As she summited the steps and approached the door, they all stood rigidly at attention. “Uh, Chosen,” one of them said. She recognized his Adamic accent as one held by the lower classes of the city, and was pleased with herself for recognizing the distinction.

“Who’s in charge now?” she asked, wondering how ready she needed to be for a fight.

The guards glanced at each other. “Didn’t you, uh, already… foresee it?” one of them asked.

“You can’t just ask a Chosen if they’ve foreseen something!” another whispered.

“Foresight doesn’t at all work like you think it does,” Mirian said.

The guard who’d just admonished the other one said, “Vaulted Chosen, Her Highness Prince Zeysum commands Mahatan with her, uh, wisely rule.”

“I see,” Mirian said. Then, because she couldn’t help herself, “The word is ‘vaunted.’” And it’s not really a traditional honorific, she didn’t add. “And Jibril?”

“His in-generous Minister of Gates,” the first one said.

This time, Mirian didn’t bother with the correction. “Well. Good. Thank you.” She proceeded inside.

The signs of battle were everywhere. Wrecked artwork, burnt tapestries, scorch and slash marks over the walls and floors, shattered windows, and blood splatters that the servants were still scrubbing away. 

With detect life, she could tell the throne room itself was empty. It made sense. It wasn’t like she’d given anyone time to prepare for an audience, and there was probably plenty to do. “Where is the Prince and the Minister of Gates?” she asked the throne room guards.

One of them had grown pale upon seeing her, and the other swallowed nervously. “In the diviner’s room, Blessed Chosen.”

Mirian headed that way, causing a commotion simply by passing through the halls. It annoyed her. By the time she made her way to the diviner’s room, she was in a sour mood. She burst in on Gabriel and the newly crowned Prince Zeysum along with several guards and bureaucrats.

“Have you ever noticed that knowledge never gets the same respect as violence?” she said to Gabriel.

“That’s how she says, ‘hello,’” said Gabriel to the Prince, sotto voce. He’d looked shocked to see her, but had quickly recovered.

“The riders are dead. I pray that was enough and Ibrahim will remain ignorant.” To the room she said, “And you will all pray he remains so as well unless you’d like legions of undead ransacking Mahatan!” she snapped.

The room had grown very quiet, and the occupants very still.

Turning back to Gabriel, she said, “Did any of the leyline detectors survive? Any of the professors?”

The other Prophet cleared his throat and said, “Your Highness—”

“Cut the charade, Gabriel. You’ve seen the aurora intensity. We have a few more days at most before armageddon. Even a zephyr falcon couldn’t get Ibrahim a message in time. What is the point!?” It was the 23rd, two full days after the longest cycle they’d had yet had ended. However useful it was for extending the cycles, it still wasn’t a solution.

Gabriel clutched his forehead. Normally, he would have swapped to Eskinar, but he kept speaking Adamic. “The point is to make preparations for what comes after. Any illusion of foresight will vanish too quickly, especially for us, with only a month and a half. I already told you—you keep this ‘Chosen’ bullshit up and the inevitable result is a holy war. There’s no point saving the world if it just gets torn apart by rampaging armies right afterward.”

“The historical analogy isn’t at all comparable. None of the other timeloops had more than a single Prophet.”

“That we know about,” Gabriel said. “But Sulvorath disappeared, didn’t he? Who’s to say more of us won’t be pruned away like so many lotus petals.” His gaze was now directly on Mirian. She could see the fear in his eyes, suppressed, but not gone. He knew what she was capable of now; there was no hiding it. For a moment, the room was gripped in silence. The new Prince Zeysum was looking at Gabriel with something between horror and hatred.

Gabriel unclenched his jaw and started ticking off names on his fingers. “Torres and Jei are dead. Seneca took a dive in the oasis, though I don’t know if she actually managed to make it to the Gate. A bunch of commoners hid Endresen so she’s fine. Viridian is alive, but not in good shape. I honestly don’t remember the names of the others you brought through, but I’d say half of them are dead. One of the leyline detectors was destroyed, though no one was targeting them, it was just bad luck.”

“You… you are also claiming to be a Chosen?” Zeysum said. “You’ve been manipulating me?”

“Sorry little lion, that’s how the dice landed.”

“Then by my order, you are relieved of your titles and properties.”

Mirian shook her head. “This is what I’m talking about. Any fool could estimate the kind of energy intensities needed to generate an atmospheric aurora at the brightness we’re seeing and realize that they’re dealing with arcane forces magnitudes above what even the entire country of Akana can put out in a month. They can hear me say the end is near, but some mental trick of the mind lets them just dismiss it for… what? A made up title?”

Zeysum’s face was now red. “You dare—!”

“If you won’t listen to reason, will you listen to violence?” Mirian asked. She used raw magic to conjure an orb of fire in her hand.

Zeysum took a step back, eyes going wide. She looked to her guards, but they weren’t moving.

Mirian dismissed the orb. “I need the jeweled lotuses harvested prepared for alchemical tests. I need Viridian and his notes. I need all leyline data that was collected, and I want the secret archives opened and scoured for any information on the Gates of Fire, the Prophets, the Chosen, and any secret Gods. I need—”

“Mirian, we just stopped a coup and then a rebellion. Start cutting up the sacred gardens and you’ll piss off all the rectors, who will then stir up the city people again. Open the secret archives and you’ll piss off the bureaucrats—”

“Then let them rage. Two days at most, Gabriel. Can you not keep the information from spreading for that long?”

The other Prophet clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath. “It would have been… easier… if you hadn’t just announced all those things in front of these good people. A bit of patience goes a long way,” he said. Then he gave a hand signal.

Four of the guards drew their swords.

Mirian was about to summon her spellbook, but then she realized the target wasn’t her.

“What? I order y—!” Prince Zeysum cried out, just before her neck was cut open by a scimitar. One of the guards apparently not in on it and three of the bureaucrats were also killed on the spot.

Gabriel stroked his chin. “Go arrest the Minister of Streets. We’ll pin the assassination on him, since those are his functionaries. Put daggers in the hands of those two. Guard the room, but it’s fine if the servants see it. We’ll say the council of Ministers will convene in four days’ time. I’ll get the rumor mill turning. We only have to delay for two days. Isn’t that right, Chosen?”

“Yes,” she said coldly. She didn’t bother to wipe the blood off her face. So he’s as ruthless as I am, she thought.

“We’ll need to have a talk, you and I,” Gabriel said. “You’ve been holding too much back. But not now. I suppose we better wrap this cycle up.”

***

The next two days passed in a blur. Sefora Seneca had indeed made it back to Torrviol alive. They ended up bringing the lotuses to her, where the Torrviol facilities were better set up to examine the magichemicals. Mirian dutifully scribed the results in her spellbound book. That Torrviol wasn’t being besieged also told her Liuan could now stop—or at least delay further—the Akanan invasion. Despite Gabriel’s hands on the levers of power in the palace, there was another riot in the city.

Just after noon of Duala the 25th, Mirian received a report that the leyline detector had gotten a reading of one of the precursor events; the end would come in a matter of hours.

Gabriel met her at the pinnacle garden, at last alone. “We need to meet with Liuan Var,” he said. “Start properly communicating. Our lack of coordination is, frankly, embarrassing.”

A flash of annoyance passed over Mirian. She’d found the Mahatan Gate. She could finally start her search for Atroxcidi. But you need allies more. Don’t be so short sighted like these insolent princes and fool ministers, she chided herself. “Fine. I have a protocol to contact Liuan early in the cycle. We should meet on neutral ground.”

“There’s no such thing as neutral ground, my dear, but there is geographic convenience. The logical place to meet is Florin City.”

Mirian didn’t like that, but she couldn’t think of any reason to argue against going there, either. It was neutral ground, which she had just proposed, and it would take all of them about the same amount of time to get there. “Agreed,” she said.

***

The dreams came again, and Mirian wandered the Mausoleum of the Ominian. Behind the Ominian were still those great arched windows full of stars. In the vestibule at the head of the great hall, the two colossal doors. Mirian stood at the doors, trying to exert some sort of force on them. She was still intently curious as to what was behind them.

They remained closed. She returned to the Ominian, who sat on Their throne, the single temporal anchor still dug into Their shoulder. Their eyes were closed. Perhaps asleep. Perhaps dead. Perhaps something in between those two states that she couldn’t quite comprehend. Her encounters with the Elder creatures Conductor and Eyeball had begun to shift her perspective. It was one thing to know, intellectually, that the Elder Gods existed across a broad swath of time, and controlled it with powerful magic.

It was another to think through the implications. Fields of time, Conductor had said. What would it be like?

She rested a hand on the feet of the Ominian. You have seen different futures. Ones that don’t come to pass. What’s it like? She didn’t expect an answer, of course. But she thought about it. I suppose, what we Prophets are experiencing is as close as someone can get to understanding. We gain the memories of dead futures. In a sense, they never came to pass. And yet, in another sense, they’re all real. Conscious, sapient beings live them, die in them. A thousand tragedies, all in service to a single path on the fields of time that leads to a place of hope.

The stone beneath her fingers felt like nothing; her fingers didn’t feel real either. She perceived herself as having a body in this dream, but what was it, really? As always, there was a pervasive silence. Some days, it felt peaceful. Today, it felt heavy with pain. Mine or yours, she wondered.

Then, Do I trust them? Are we to work together, or will there only be one, in the end? Why did you make Troytin a Prophet?

Silence. It was always silence here.

She thought of how she communicated with myrvites, of how Conductor and Eyeball talked to her, and tried to emulate it. What was communicated was less words and more feelings, more states of mind. Undulations of the soul. She thought of the dead, scattered across the dry-packed earth of the northern desert. She thought of the blood splattered across the palace, of the bodies that had been left out in the streets of Mahatan when the riots had finally subsided. Will all the death be worth it? she asked.

Long ago, Mirian had been cut apart by an Akanan soldier. She’d never learned her name. The memory was still there. The visceral feeling of the force blades tearing her apart, the terror of watching her own lifeblood seep out of her. The knowledge that she was going to die. The horror that a stranger could kill her with no remorse. She had been fighting it all this time, but each cycle, she felt herself being dragged closer and closer to inhumanity.

There was no movement. She looked up. The stars behind the Ominian still glittered. I’ll keep holding on, she promised.

She felt an anticipatory dread. She wanted to meet together with both Gabriel and Liuan. But she also didn’t. Gabriel had gotten a taste of the power she was capable of. She knew he feared it. Did he also envy it? Did Liuan resent her power too? Whatever she did, there was no turning back the clock. One way or another, the consequences would follow her across the fields of time.

            
Chapter 204 - The Council of Prophets

                Mirian started the cycle by connecting the Torrviol Gate to Mahatan, then snuck into the hidden gardens and stole several jeweled lotuses for Viridian to study. With the professors set on various research tasks, she headed for Florin City.

With some trepidation, she wondered if her adoptive parents and Zayd would make it. They were crossing the same area that Ibrahim would attack, and on the same days. On the night of the 4th, Ibrahim’s forces started seizing the trains between Rambalda and Alkazaria. It was only on the 5th of Solem that her family made it to Westbay.

She had been avoiding finding out their fate deliberately. Better to not know.

Now, it was possible she would find out. She almost had argued against meeting at Florin City, but getting Gabriel to Alkazaria would take too long, getting Liuan to Urubandar would be just as annoying, and she still didn’t want either of them poking around in Palendurio too much lest they notice two missing relics. Besides, loudly saying they shouldn’t meet in Florin probably would have just gotten Gabriel more interested in what Mirian didn’t want him to see.

They had agreed to meet on the 7th of Solem. Mirian bought new clothes in Cairnmouth. The arcanist’s robes she found were sturdy enough for work, but fine enough to pass in wealthy circles. She liked the black with violet and silver accents. She went back to veiling her eyes with an illusion spell, and when she was walking around Florin, it would be no problem at all to extend the illusion to her face. She’d risk no chance encounters with her parents or Zayd.

Mirian had forged enough letters of credit up in Cairnmouth that the three of them could live in luxury in three different apartments deep in the Highcastle neighborhood for as long as they needed. 

Liuan Var’s priests were already roaming about the neighborhood when Mirian’s train pulled up to the station on the 6th, which annoyed her, but it fit the other Prophet’s pattern of paranoia. Gabriel seemed to have eschewed precautions, and the detective firm Mirian had hired reported that he sauntered off his boat, heading straight for the rendezvous without a care in the world. By Mirian’s estimation, it was half bravado and half fatalism.

Mirian wandered about the city before their meeting and passed by the inn that her parents had stayed at in a previous loop. Detect life confirmed the room was empty, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t made it to the city. If they had escaped Ibrahim’s armies, that would have changed how they acted in so many small and big ways that they could have ended up anywhere in the city. Or, they could be delayed.

She didn’t pause. Better to give no outward sign of any interest in the area in case she’d missed a spy one of the others had recruited.

They met in the Starcrest tower penthouse. The security team there had experience protecting the richest and most powerful people across two continents, and Mirian appreciated their ward system. Beyond the wards, though, they had spell engines set to activate on contingencies. The expense must have been enormous given the amount of fossilized myrvite it consumed daily, but Mirian had also paid a small fortune for the penthouse so they could afford it.

She arrived last at the room. Gabriel was already lounging back on a couch, stuffing his face with delicacies from the feast that was laid out on the table, while Liuan sat in one of the black velvet chair tracing a finger over the armrest’s scrollwork. She stiffened when Mirian entered the room, but then relaxed, looking outwardly calm.

“Prophet,” Liuan said.

“Prophets,” Mirian replied.

“Progfigt,” Gabriel said, through a mouthful of eclairs.

“We should formalize our agreements to each other, to the Ominian, and to Enteria,” Mirian said.

“Nog poight,” Gabriel said, still chewing. He swallowed, then wiped the cream off his cheek. “No point swearing oaths. We’re Prophets. Oathbreakers. Accountable to God only.”

“We can hold each other accountable. And should.”

Liuan said, “I see no harm in it. Most oaths rely on the heart of the person swearing them.”

“Ah, seems like I’m outnumbered. And yet, we haven’t decided on how our little Council of Prophets ought to decide things.”

Mirian suppressed her annoyance. “We shouldn’t need fancy rules. We’re not a Parliament. A majority vote should suffice.”

“Great! I propose the Council gets to take a look at your spellbook. All in favor?” he said, raising his hand and giving her a big grin.

To Mirian’s dismay, Liuan raised her hand as well.

“Absolutely not,” Mirian said.

Gabriel leaned towards Liuan using a hand to cover one side of his mouth and said, in a mocking stage whisper, “Sounds like someone wants traditional parliamentary personal privilege as granted by King Moroseth after the second Houses’ Rebellion.”

Liuan said, “The idea is to build a structure that can accommodate other Prophets, is it not? The Ominian has appointed us arbiters of Enteria’s fate. Mirian, you want us to trust each other. Then we need to build an institution of laws that we follow.”

“There’s three of us.”

“And if all goes to plan, there will be more. I have the RID investigating ways to break Jherica’s curse,” Liuan said. “And you intend to bring Ibrahim into the fold, once he can be put in check.”

“Look, I get it. You have a grand plan, and you want it simply put into action. And, I’ll be honest, it actually is a plan, don’t really know what Liuan thought she was going to accomplish mucking about in her little secret societies. But no institution—no matter how small—functions long without some sort of established order.”

Mirian grimaced. She was beginning to suspect Gabriel and Liuan had exchanged letters behind her back. “Perhaps we can hammer out the institutional details later. I prepared notes on a number of topics, but council governance wasn’t one of them.”

“Sure. There’s no rush,” Gabriel said, taking a bite of a pear. “Informally, we should start sharing knowledge in common.”

“Agreed,” Liuan said.

“There’s that majority again,” Gabriel said, grinning, but to Mirian’s surprise, he then turned to Liuan and said, “Let’s start with you. How do you wrest control of the RID from Allen Matteus?”

Liuan stiffened.

Gabriel’s smile only widened. “She may not know the Republic Intelligence Division well enough to identify anomalous deployments and changes in the organizational structure, but I worked for the bastards, and I was paying close attention when this all started.” He pointed at Mirian. “To be clear, I’m not picking a side. There’s only one person on my side, me, and I’m sure as hell not going to let either of you use me as a tool to check the other in some hells-blasted power play.”

“I don’t know—”

Gabriel threw a grape at her.

A brief flash of rage passed over Liuan’s face before she suppressed it.

The man winked at Mirian. “Saw that, did you? She’s a better actress than you are, but not flawless. Liuan, do you want to tell her your trick with the spies, or shall I?”

Liuan stared at Gabriel, mouth a tight line.

“Not a problem, I love hearing myself talk. RID calls it a ‘in-plain-sight’ operation. You send a bunch of bumbling oafs to the front, in this case, her little cult of priests, to walk around and draw attention. Counter-espionage then focuses on the incompetent group, which is easily outmaneuvered. Both the target and the first layer of agents are usually unaware of the second layer of operatives. Those operatives are actually skilled, and either survey the target or carry out the task. In this case, Liuan has some of RID’s top agents in Florin already. They’re currently monitoring the perimeter of the building. The part I don’t know is how they’re warding against divination. Did you want to tell us?”

The other woman took in a sharp breath. “Orichalcum-sheathed wands.”

Mirian looked at one of the papers in the stack of documents she’d prepared. “So you don’t need instructions on how to make it?”

Gabriel snorted. “Any other preparations you’d like to tell us about? I’ll find out either way, I’ve already assigned my team to capture one of your agents. The real ones.”

This time, Liuan looked surprised. She hesitated, adjusting the bracelet on her wrist, then said, “Orichalcum-tipped spellpiercer bullets. In theory, they should be able to defeat even a magnetic shield of… substantial strength.”

“The bracelet with the communication spell won’t work because of the building’s spell engines automatically using counter-spells,” Mirian said. Her bracelet appeared to be a small artifact. Likely it was manufactured by the RID using the same kind of minuscule glyph scribing that was used in glyphkeys and seals.

“My turn,” Liuan said. “How did you sneak agents into Florin City without our knowledge?”

“I didn’t. I lied. Mirian’s turn. How do you hide your spellbook?”

Mirian frowned. She held up her fake spellbook case. “The real one looks too conspicuous.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” he said, and Mirian bristled because it wasn’t even true. She’d deceived Archmage Luspire, Sylvester Aurum—even Specter! Gabriel continued. “I want to know about the real one. I used a remote weight spell, and most of the time, that fake spellbook case is lighter than it should be. Occasionally, the spell just fizzles. Liuan here tells me you made it disappear from a hole in the ground. And Minister Zeysum was quite willing to tell me about the precautions Prince Rehiz’s assassins took to ambush you. They were told to make sure—absolutely sure—that your spellbook was not on your person when they attacked. Even went so far as to get the Head Archivist to make up a rule about magical objects being too close to the ancient scepters you were studying so that you’d set it aside.”

Mirian’s mind raced. There were a few secrets she wanted to keep, and soulbinding objects was one of them. “I hide it in the fourth dimension,” she said. “It’s related to the blink spell. Based on my research of stone moles.”

Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “Can you teach us it?”

“I’d rather not. Parliamentary person privilege, or whatever you called it. I developed it when fighting Sulvorath so I could better ambush him. I’m no good at taking over intelligence agencies, so I’d like to keep my one advantage over her.”

“Hmm,” Gabriel said, and Mirian thought, Not as good at detecting lies as you think, are you? “Just the one advantage? What’s your practice routine? What kind of myr can you hit?”

“Practice varies. Sometimes I don’t have enough time to go through all of it in a day. Sometimes, I have an annoying Holy Sentinel shadowing me and can’t do any of it.” She paused. Gabriel already knew she had overtaken and then killed two hundred riders. Better to reveal this and build trust, and keep the most critical secrets safe. “I usually go through the dervish stances a few times per day when there’s downtime. Ten minutes of tri-elemental raw magic practice. I’m working on seeing if antigravity raw magic is possible. A few practice sessions with a new spell I’m working on, like blink.  A half-hour of practicing simultaneous quickened casting of the most common combat spells I used, plus I’ve reworked my spellbook for flexibility with non-combat spells so I’m getting in that habit of being able to use those quickly. That’s usually another half-hour of practice. Then interval casting of something at high power, alternating through the energy types.” Luspire had taught her that particular technique.

“Bloody hells,” Gabriel muttered.

“I’m not done,” Mirian said. “I also have to practice soul magic. That’s mostly the bindings.” This was an understatement. She had been practicing her mana siphon spell as well, and recent events had made her resolve to spend more time on that. “Plus Viridian’s myrvite soul-communication technique is a new addition. I like to end with meditation.” Her soul was mostly settled after the disruptions from the last cycle. “That doesn’t include artifice research, but I get to practice that regularly with all the leyline detectors I make.” She’d neglected to mention tri-bonding glyphs and runes. Perhaps she could say it had slipped her mind. She also decided to omit her rapier work and physical exercises.

Gabriel nodded his head, raised both his eyebrows, then sighed. “So who’s scarier? The woman who can destroy an army—” he turned to Liuan, “or the one who can marshal one?” She didn’t answer. “How do you gain control of the Akanan high command?” he asked.

“Parliamentary person privilege,” the other Prophet said without missing a beat. “If she can hide spells, I can hide my own piece of information. After all, I don’t want her thinking I’m not serving a critical function.”

Mirian opened her mouth to object, then closed it. There was no argument she could make that would sway the woman. She had also underestimated Liuan significantly. She’d known she could stop the Akanan invasion, but hadn’t realized it was by influencing the top brass. “Now that we’ve cemented the bonds of mistrust, can we move on?” she said instead.

“My dear, this is just bringing things out into the open. Better to open the chest of secrets then to let the wound fester beneath bandages,” he said, popping another grape into his mouth.

“You’re mixing your metaphors,” Liuan said.

“Right? Now you see what I have to deal with,” Mirian said.

Gabriel laughed and Liuan almost smiled.

“Anyways, it’s clear to me that the Elder Gates can, at the very least, delay the crisis. Our priority should be locating as many of them as we can. Historically, they may have been referred to as the Gates of Fire. It seems clear they were used prior to the Gods’ War and the resulting Cataclysm, but seem not to have been used since. Finding even one more Gate could have a significant effect; simply having Torrviol connected to Mahatan for an entire cycle has delayed moonfall until the 25th of Duala. With judicious use of multiple gates, the cycle might extend multiple months. That extra time will be invaluable in researching the crisis. Liuan, any luck in Akana?”

“If there are Gates, they’re well hidden. I’ve begun systematically searching the holy records for records. Akana has little enough information. There are more complete records in the Grand Sanctum of Palendurio.”

Mirian waved a dismissive hand. “I’ve scoured those thoroughly enough. The Grand Sanctum is a bit of a mess.”

 Liuan nodded. “You also mentioned geological surveys.”

“Large anomalous formations of obsidian. Alkazaria and Palendurio both have examples. Mahatan and Torrviol don’t.”

“Then there’s the thing you want to do with large mana regulators. Study conduit crystals, muck about with jeweled lotuses, blah blah blah, we know,” Gabriel said. “I can get the lotuses.”

Mirian cleared her throat.

“Oh, she already got them,” he told Liuan. “I suppose I can… ah, shit. You want me to search Alatishad, don’t you?”

“The historical records could be invaluable. Anywhere in Persama.”

“I hate archive work. It’s sooo boring.”

“Yes, well, you’re a Prophet,” Mirian said.

He sighed. “As long as you don’t yell at me for taking breaks.”

“Breaks?” Liuan said, raising an eyebrow.

Mirian made a rude hand gesture. Liuan snorted.

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “I’m only human. So are you two, if you’ve forgotten. Fine, I’ll search for more Gates. Anything else?”

“Labyrinth entrances and Labyrinth Vaults. The more we find, the better. There’s Elder tools that might become useful. Memorize what you find and where you find it. Liuan, it also might be worth investigating the leyline repulsors used in those two airship dreadnoughts, especially now that you have relatively easy access to them. And investigating where they came from and if it’s possible to find more. I assume, like most Elder artifacts, we won’t be able to duplicate them.”

“She really does love ordering people around,” Gabriel mused.

Mirian glared at him. “Did you have some suggestions?”

“Find more political levers of power to pull on. Subtly. If you can get the elites to see that their own best interest is with you—it’ll be much easier to guide things. Isn’t that right, Liuan?”

She nodded.

“I’ll work on it,” Mirian said. “I want to see if I can break Ibrahim’s hold over Atroxcidi. Then, he’ll be much more approachable.”

“And you’ll be that more dangerous,” Liuan said.

“You can manipulate the entire Akanan army. That’s more than what I can do. What we don’t want is an arch-necromancer who knows curses only he and the Gods have heard of exterminating us because of a tall tale Ibrahim spun. Everyone here already knows about Westerun’s curse.”

“She definitely does,” Gabriel said, nodding at Liuan. “And that means all of us have demonstrated our disinterest in the Sio Jherica treatment. Liuan, I have to agree with our cute little archmage here. Ibrahim is a scary fucker, but he’s manageable without the necromancer.”

“I am not cute.”

“Gabriel thinks anything with a pair of tits is cute, and I’m quite sure that includes wild animals,” Liuan said.

“Uncalled for,” the man replied, but for once, the retort shut him up. But only for a little bit. “So we’re largely in agreement, then? Fascinating. I still think we should develop a framework for our little council. And Mirian, you’re going to need to play schoolteacher with some of that magic of yours. Plus, we need to actually start putting together a proper list of where we’ve all investigated and where we haven’t so we’re not running our trains over the same tracks, so to speak.” He grinned. “But first, a bit of fun. Mirian, why don’t you show us what you can do?”
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                    Book 3 is now done on the lower tier of the patreon as well if you're eager to read ahead.


                
Chapter 205 - Steps On the Long Path

                It turned out the ‘bit of fun’ had to wait; they first had to acquire a tri-point meter, which took longer than any of them anticipated. While a carriage full of servants was borrowing one from one of the private academies in the city, Gabriel took the time to review the menu and made some suggestions to the building’s chief chef. Having thoroughly annoyed the kitchens, they started compiling lists of places they’d searched throughout the loops and what they’d found, ranging from geographic features to which libraries they’d ransacked.

When the tri-point meter finally arrived, Mirian was glad to take a break from the drudgery. However, when she inspected the basement of the tower, she frowned. “The stone isn’t thick enough. We should do it outside of town.” That statement seemed to delight Gabriel. So next, they acquired a map, and Mirian found an abandoned quarry they could use.

They hired a carriage. Mirian gave an impromptu lecture on artificing as she fixed up the tri-point meter. “They have to use special ones for testing archmages, but adding a few extra conduits and replacing the energy divination glyphs is simple enough, just remember you’re introducing five new flux glyphs so you need to add three pairs of static glyphs along the secondary axis. Gabriel, don’t pretend to snore, you need to know this sort of thing. I need leyline detector data in Urubandar and Alatishad at the start of the cycle; there’s a southern anomaly in the energy gradient my equations can’t account for.”

“How do you keep it all in your head?” he asked. 

“Practice,” Mirian lied. “And imagination. I match memories with statues and features of the Mausoleum of the Ominian. Then, I always have a connection to the thing I need to remember.”

“Clever,” Liuan said. “I used my father’s house.”

Gabriel made a face. “You’re using memory tricks?”

Once they’d disembarked, they had to shoo away the servants. “Yes, we’ll be safe, darlings,” Gabriel told them. “Go have lunch at the inn we passed on the way here.”

They waited a bit, then levitated down into the quarry. That means Liuan Var can hit at least 70 myr, she thought. It was probably higher, but that established a baseline of competency she couldn’t hide.

“Liuan, you’re first up,” she announced.

“I thought we were just measuring hers. I don’t have a combat wand,” she said.

“Terrible excuses. Here you are,” Gabriel said, handing her his own searing fire wand. It was the same one he always carried, which meant it was probably easy to acquire.

“Wand design is a limiting factor in maximum energy output—”

“Then bring your own wand the next time we do this. Go ahead.”

Liuan sighed, then set up by the tri-point meter. She took aim at the quarry wall, and then a gout of flame burst out, flashing bright in the midday sun.

“82 myr,” Gabriel announced. To Mirian he asked, “Are you in the camp that thinks anyone can become an archmage with enough practice, or the side that thinks only rare individuals can accomplish the status?”

Mirian didn’t have a good answer for that. “I don’t know yet. No matter what, practice can drastically improve your capability. But then, certain people like to practice more than others. I find it satisfying. Others find it excruciating. But was that taught, or something inherent to their birth? I don’t have any particular insights into the philosophers that study the issue, though I suspect I don’t possess any inherent traits. I tested at 36 myr near the start of this all.”

Gabriel whistled. “Well, my turn.” He took the wand from Liuan, then strode up to the detector.

Mirian watched as he casually let out a cone of fire. “74 myr. But you weren’t even trying. Come on,” she said.

He flashed her a grin. “That was a test to see if you’re learning to catch lies. The worst lies aren’t always said with words.” This time, he lowered the wand and spent some time in the aiming pose. Flames erupted again, this time, significantly brighter and hotter. The black scorch marks on the quarry wall grew larger.

“87 myr,” Liuan said.

“Care to try to beat that?”

“No,” she replied. “Mirian’s turn. You want the wand?”

“I’ll use my spellbook, thank you. That thing isn’t using a double-conduit, so it’d break. You’ll both want to stand back. A bit further. A bit further. A bit—there, that’s fine.” As she approached the tri-point meter, soulbound spellbook in hand, she considered her fellow Prophets. With a proper wand, Gabriel might be able to hit 90 myr, but he’s liable to panic in a fight. He can’t consistently output that kind of spellpower, or the fight with the bandits would have been a lot closer. Liuan might be weaker, but there was a shorter delay between setup and spell, meaning she’s probably the better combat mage. Also, I think she’s more competent with soul magic by far.

Then she cleared her mind, taking a deep breath. Most of the time in combat, she was holding back so she wouldn’t burn so much mana, and because she needed tight control on her mana flows to cast simultaneous or quickened spells. Still, she’d been practicing for maximum spellpower, and she’d always had a competitive urge. Better to show them this, instead of the secrets that matter most, she reassured herself.

She closed her eyes and continued her deep breathing. She saw the Ominian sitting on Their throne. She tapped into the titan catalyst and her auric mana began to stir. Usually, she cast almost immediately, but now, she let it swirl and gather. She concentrated it into a single stream, holding it at ready. She prepared to take soul energy from her repositories and converted it to mana. With the right timing, the overall power of the spell would be increased. She opened her eyes. 

Mirian cast. 

The noon sun was bright, but the greater lightning that erupted from her was brighter. The bolt roared, the thunder echoing throughout the quarry. She saw the lightning had taken on a violet hue before it blinded her. The ground shook. She cut the spell after only a few seconds.

The bolt had sent fissures through the rock, all of which glowed molten. A large face of the rock wall had collapsed. Along the sandy floor of the quarry, fulgurite had formed where smaller forks had spalled off the main bolt. The air smelled of ozone and ash.

Gabriel took a moment to find his words. Finally, he said, “God’s fucking blood.” He looked at Mirian, then at the detector, then back at Mirian. “134 myr,” he said.

Liuan didn’t say anything. Her gaze was just fixed on the quarry wall, watching the stone as it cooled.

“So that’s how,” Gabriel said.

***

The rest of their Council was not nearly as dramatic. Gabriel had servants bring them maps of every city they’d visited. They set about applying the lists of places they’d explored already to the map, covering them in annotations and notes. Mirian only held back what she considered critical information. She noted most of what she’d found in the Grand Sanctum, but noted the Holy Pages and Sword of the Fourth Prophet as missing, instead of the state she’d actually found them in. She omitted the Prophet’s letter she’d found in a secret room, mostly so that none of them would get too interested in the Sanctum. She assumed the others were holding back their own information too.

Despite all they’d learned and all the places they’d visited, the task before them was onerous. There were dozens of universities and academies that the three of them had barely touched, including Vadriach University.

“Good reason to get that Jherica fellow up and in fighting shape,” Gabriel said. His jovial mood had faded after the spellpower tests in the quarry, but had now returned. “They’re a professor of something, right? Ought to give us a head start on that place.”

Liuan was being coy about Ferrabridge, which hinted to Mirian that was where she started the loops. She knew Arborholm well, though, which meant she’d figured out how to operate right under Troytin’s nose back when he was still in the loops.

They made lists of archives and libraries, divided them up by who would explore them, and then set about memorizing them. And Mirian did memorize them instead of writing them down, mostly because her soulbound pages were already crammed full of information and a few more names and locations wouldn’t be too much of a bother.

Next, they pulled out the larger maps of the continents.

“No one’s been out to Tlaxhucao?” Gabriel asked.

Liuan said, “No. And their relationship with Akana Praediar is… poor. I could infiltrate, but getting useful information might take dozens of cycles as I evaded a bunch of grumpy nagual.”

“What’s a nagual?”

Mirian chimed in. “Sort of like a druid, but more focused on plants. Actually, I know a minor Tlaxhuaco noble heir, so I might be able to get to the island with him. I also don’t have any sort of suspicious background. The island should be a low priority, though. Leyline energy is anomalously low there, probably due to them not using spell engines. I took measurements from Takoa, and there didn’t seem to be any pooling that indicates a Gate in the major cities where we might expect to find one.”

Liuan nodded. “Agreed. And eastern Baracuel?”

Mirian furrowed her brow. “East of Madinahr? Hardly anyone lives in the wildlands. There’s a few fortress cities and some farming far out by the coast. I haven’t had the opportunity to go get good readings, but it’s also out of the path of the leyline energy cascade. I can investigate, but I’d say it’s a low priority too.”

“As is east Persama. It’s desert right up until it becomes the stormcoast. There’s a reason only a few nutters live out there,” Gabriel said. “Zhighua?”

“Haven’t been there,” Liuan said.

“Nor I,” Mirian said. “It’s also extremely far.”

Gabriel sighed. “I’m closest, but ships only run sporadically when the route is signaled as clear. Have to have good weather and no leviathans. It’s a nasty coastline to navigate, too. Naturally, the last merchant convoy departed on the 24th of Cerelorn. An airship might catch them, but there are none near me. I’ll also need to brush up on my Gulwenen.”

“How much do you know?” asked Liuan.

“None at all,” Gabriel said, smiling sweetly.

“I’m not teaching you. Find a tutor,” Liuan said.

“In Urubandar!?”

“Anywhere. Use that clever brain of yours.”

“Zhighua is a priority to explore, but we have our other tasks ahead of that. There’s not just the research work, but locating and exploring the Labyrinth for Vaults.”

Gabriel sighed even louder this time. “I hate the Labyrinth.”

“And yet, it’s obvious that time travelers are the only ones who can properly navigate it.”

“It’s a death sentence.”

“And yet, death means so little to us.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Gabriel grumbled.

Liuan nodded.

That was the next task they set themselves on—documenting all the entrances to the Labyrinth and noting who would explore them.

“There’s entrances in Frostland’s Gate, Torrviol, and Second Cairn,” Mirian said. “I’ve only explored the first one. One Vault.”

Gabriel told them of the one he knew about in Urubandar and what he’d found down there. “I’ve done no research at all about any others. I’m sure there’s quite a few others. One in Alatishad, I think, and definitely one in the Jiandzhi, but that wilderness is a worse death trap than the Labyrinth itself.”

“The leyline eruption west of Ferrabridge exposed part of the Labyrinth. That’s where the Akanan Army found the leyline repulsors,” Liuan said.

Oh, so you already knew, Mirian thought, annoyed.

“There’s an entrance the Semnol know about, hidden somewhere and protected by treaty rights so they can do some ceremonial trial. Vadriach also has an entrance nearby, which the University jealously guards. That one should be easy for me to get to.”

Mirian nodded. “Good. We can add more as we find them. Finding entrances should be easier than actually exploring them. The initial levels can be explored fairly easily by a single person, perhaps with a few mercenaries. If we find something worthwhile deeper, we can try banding together. There’s also the potential that the antimagic fields—entropic or suppression—might be extremely useful in regulating the leylines. Eventually, I’d like to get Torrviol’s professors investigating one, but it might be even easier to get Vadriach University to research that.”

“Potentially,” Liuan said.

Then, with the big picture items out of the way, it was onto more details. They mapped out magical resources. By Gabriel’s insistence, they added fossilized myrvite deposits to the map, even though Mirian grumbled about it being counterproductive to use the stuff. On her insistence, they mapped out myrvite populations. She explained what she’d found up in the Endelice Mountains, and was eventually able to convince Liuan it might be worth seeing what happened if she could halt the mass culling of myrvites out in western Akana.

Mapping out all the resources that might be useful was time consuming, and required consulting several oppressively large texts.

By Gabriel’s insistence, they took breaks to enjoy life in Florin City. “When They say, ‘this place,’ They mean we should enjoy it,” he said. “That’s why the world exists!” Mirian knew he was projecting his own desires on the God, but she let it slide.

To mix things up, Mirian began running several practice sessions on magic use and teaching sessions on artifice. Liuan understood Gulwenen a lot better than she spoke it, but she gave them some basic instruction. That made Gabriel even more cross than artifice lessons, though he picked it up fairly quickly.

As they continued to compile information and tasks, Mirian took to studying pre-Unification maps of south Baracuel and Persama. The first thing she noticed were dozens of towns and villages that appeared on the older maps, but not the new ones. History class, it seemed, had omitted the full scope of devastation that has visited the area around the East Sound.

Her memories of recognizing the Southern Range—what the Persamans called Nihayabranan—made her think that perhaps she had lived north of Mahatan as a child. There was an inconsistency there, though the most obvious explanation was that the people that had taken her from her birth parents had lied. But why? To what purpose? There was an occupation and massacre of Mahatan around the same time. But north of the city—all these villages are gone. And we just mapped out the resources. There’s no fossilized myrvite. There’s no mines. You couldn’t find a place more inhospitable to farming. 

She was missing something. And the disturbing part was that it had to do with her. She hoped the other Prophets didn’t bother inquiring about her past. 

Mirian closed her eyes and tried to remember that moment she’d seen. It wouldn’t come. The angle was wrong, but that makes sense. Most of the abandoned villages are east, between the edge of the great desert and Falijmali. The area around the bay makes the most sense to investigate.

It was, approximately, what she had already assumed, going off of the area the Praetorians were going to investigate, but it was good to get confirmation. The trick was that she would need to be cautious. She needed to locate Atroxcidi without tipping him off. His undead army might have moved north, but no one had actually sighted the necromancer himself moving with it.

They wrapped up the first Council of Prophets with little fanfare. Gabriel insisted he be allowed to celebrate properly and take a break from their research. Mirian let him, with the caveat that he tell them nothing about what he wanted to get up to. Liuan’s RID agents were getting restless, so she departed back to Akana. She was needed there to stop the invasion to extend the cycle anyways, which would give them more time overall.

Mirian lingered in Florin, skimming through various libraries, figuring she might as well do as much research as possible in the city while she was there. In the evenings, she walked around the parks. Dhelia and Jeron liked to let Zayd play after dinner, so it seemed like the easiest way to search.

One evening, she saw him. He was unmistakable, a little bundle of excitement and joy raging about the park, chasing ducks and joining in ball games with other children that had no fathomable rules to them.

It was such a relief. They’d made it. They escaped the war, escaped the fighting.

Dhelia and Jeron sat by the park bench. Jeron had a nasty scar on his face that a priest had done a poor job healing. Dhelia had an arm bandaged. It seemed they were low on coin, but they were smiling too as they watched Zayd play, and they looked alright.

Mirian kept her illusion over her face. She yearned to join Zayd, but she couldn’t be sure that Gabriel or Liuan’s agents weren’t still watching her. Instead, she contented herself to watch from a distance, and simply take joy in that. I’ll leave a good world for you, Zayd, she promised him.

The plans were in motion. The Prophets were beginning to work together. There’s a path, she thought, to both Zayd and the Ominian.

            
Chapter 206 - Finding Atroxcidi

                Near the end of the 205th loop, Mirian checked back on Torrviol. Professor Seneca and the alchemists of the Academy were isolating and studying several of the strange magichemicals produced by the jeweled lotuses, but the alchemistry was time consuming. Viridian continued to work on hybrid lotuses, but obviously, they took time to grow. It seemed, like most advancements in magic, it would be a lengthy process.

On the 206th loop, Mirian established the link between Torrviol and Mahatan, stole some jeweled lotuses for the professors to continue studying, deposited the fake Florinian ingots from town for coin, then departed north in the evening.

Wary of overtaxing her soul and aura, she kept her mana siphoning to a sustainable rate, doing short bursts of accelerated levitation and then returning to a regular levitation spell. This pace, while slower than a train, was significantly faster than what an eximontar could sustain.

Ibrahim only seemed to finish consolidating his forces in Rambalda on the 4th. Mirian suspected he had optimized that portion of the loop about as much as was possible. That gave her three days to look around without fear. After that, she would lay low, continuing to investigate Falijmali and the surrounding towns.

Mirian had no illusions about being able to achieve her goal in a single loop. She had planned out routes over the next few cycles that would take her past the ruins of some few dozen towns and villages that had been destroyed in the Unification War. The theory was that while a normal person wouldn’t find much use in staying there, a necromancer might find such a place a valuable resource. Perhaps soul fragments still lingered, though Mirian had only noticed fragments of significant size in the First City and in the depths of the oasis. More likely, there were corpses perfect for making Atroxcidi’s mummy soldiers.

While rune production could be done almost exclusively with myrvite souls taken from the desert creatures, her analysis of the resources available to Atroxcidi purely using the myrvite parts in the local ecosystem led her to conclude he must be obtaining supplies from other parts of the world. As a minor city and port on the East Sound, Falijmali was the most likely place he visited, though Mirian wasn’t entirely sure if the Deeps had simply made up the rumor and been right by coincidence or he really had been spotted there. Upon reflection and discussions with Gabriel during their council, it seemed like a rumor like that would be difficult to contain. A legendary arch-necromancer visits town, and only the Deeps and Praetorians find out? In Gabriel’s words, “That stretches the imagination more than a millstone weighs around the neck,” which didn’t make any sense, and yet she knew what he meant.

Her first route took over the ruins of Saghibalda which mean, in Adamic, “little town.” There were, by her count, seven places that had been named Saghibalda, which seemed like it would have been an absolute headache to deal with for travelers and tax collectors alike. This was the westernmost one, positioned on a creek that ran dry most of the year. Professor Holvatti had once said in one of his lectures that, due to the lack of good topsoil in the region, farming was completely impossible in the region, hence why it was never settled. This was flatly contradicted by a history of people farming the region for, according to the records Mirian had examined, at least a few hundred years, having settled it well before Holvatti’s great great grandfather had been born. The fact that the area was barren now was due to the war. It was yet another lesson that sometimes very smart, knowledgeable people had absolutely no idea what they were talking about.

Mirian landed in the abandoned town on the evening of the 2nd. The scars of war were still apparent, even after a century. Some of the buildings seemed to have collapsed from neglect, but others clearly had been blasted apart by artillery. The mudbrick walls were pocked with bullets, some of which were still stuck in the walls. Sandstorms had blown over the town, burying most of it in drifts and mounds, but the Isheer sanctuary in the center of town still stood tall, despite the damage to its stone pillars and a gaping hole in the roof.

It looks so much like Arriroba, she thought, and trailed her fingers across the buildings. Detect bone revealed a mass grave just outside town.

Mirian thought of the Akanan soldiers who had no compunction about slaughtering the people of Torrviol. This is nothing new. Only, it was Baracuel doing it. It was a depressing thought. Is all of history like this? She’d learned about the horrors of the Persaman Triarchy, when necromancy had run rampant and slavery had returned to the world. She had learned about the ancient Zhighuan Empire and the great slaughters that had taken place as emperors and pretenders alike conscripted entire countrysides for their war, and then the terrible famines that had swept through the lands. The history books, it seemed, had been more circumspect about discussing the true cost of Unification. Now, the immediate future held an Akanan invasion, and Gabriel thought it was inevitable. 

Has it always been like this? Will it always?

The problem always seemed to originate in throne rooms, councils, and parliaments. The cry for war never started on farms or craft shops. And yet, they’re swept up in it. And bear the heaviest cost.

The graves were undisturbed except for some lightning scorpion burrows in the mound. They’d no-doubt helped with decomposition. There were no signs of living people. Another place, another people who will be forgotten.

Mirian flew on.

There were three more villages along her route. Two had the same mass graves. Another had a collapsed well. Some divination revealed the bedrock had been shattered by earthbreaker shells, and what had likely once been an aquifer that supplied the town with water had dried up, forcing the population to move on.

Her divination revealed nothing of note in the large swathes of desert she crossed.

She moved onto Falijmali.

***

It was one of those towns that had seen better days. East of the bay, there were the remains of an old castle. Nearby, a lot of the houses were made out of the stone they’d stripped from it. All around town were the remains of what had once been a mighty wall. Now, there was a spellward that circled the town. The spellward was short, run by only two engines, so many old houses were outside of the barrier, and were now abandoned. 

Still, it was bustling with activity. A ship had just come into port, and was offloading crates of goods. Mirian recognized the barrels of olive oil that came from Arriroba’s groves, and felt a brief pang of nostalgia. The fabrics people wore were more drab than the wealthier parts of Persama, but here, there was a distinctive style that immediately set it apart from places like Mahatan. 

Mirian had observed the town from afar with lens spells, then landed far enough away that she doubted anyone had seen her levitating around. She kept her illusion over her eyes, which was now necessary to prevent people from staring. If informants had spotted Atroxcidi here, that meant there were informants, and such people didn’t always care who they sold their information to as long as the coin spent.

First, she walked around town with detect life, looking for any souls that were different. If the Deeps had agents here, they weren’t wearing soul disguises. If there was an advanced Praetorian force, they weren’t wearing orichalcum. No one stood out. 

She wandered over to a tavern by the port and listened into the conversations. There would be a few days before tales of Ibrahim’s rebellion and war would reach Falijmali. For now, the sailors griped about sea serpents and leviathans, of hard labor on hot days, and of the price of wine. 

What she needed to find was where key magichemicals got shipped. She headed around to visit the magic shops.

The first one she entered was a place called Najwa’s Artificing. Walking in nearly gave her vertigo. The decor was warm and considered, with a beautiful but unostentatious rug and a few soft glyph lamps. There were two carved wooden chairs sitting by a small table, the kind of furniture that Grandpa Irabi had in his house. The kind of furniture she immediately knew had been passed down for generations. Behind the counter, she could see a high quality artificer’s table, complete with enchantments to help regulate glyph production and a few basic woodworking and metalworking benches. The racks of tools were organized, and each tool clean enough they glimmered in the light. On the counter itself, there was a teapot sitting in a tiny glyph circle that would keep it warm. It was cozy and functional at the same time.

It was exactly the kind of place she’d dreamed of having when she graduated from Torrviol Academy. The perfect little artificer’s shop. Mirian felt a deep pang. It was a nostalgia for something that never had been. For something that now never could be.

“Can I help you?” the woman behind the counter, presumably Najwa, asked. She raised an eyebrow. The shopkeeper had the same eastern complexion as Mirian, and the same dark hair, though she kept it pinned up.

Mirian took a deep breath. “I like the attention to detail here. You have a nice shop.”

“Thanks. It’s not for sale,” Najwa said.

“Oh, I didn’t mean… that’s not why I’m here. I am interested in magichemical shipments. I see you’ve got an alchemical refinement set, and I was wondering if you know what the trade caravans going south look like?”

“I don’t pay attention to that sort of thing,” the woman said curtly. 

“I ask because I’m both looking for new suppliers and experienced crews,” Mirian said. “Anyone you could point me to? I can pay for your expertise,” she said, pulling out three silver drachms. That was a lot to pay for information, but also small enough that it hopefully wouldn’t indicate suspicion, just an abundance of wealth.

The shopkeeper eyed the silver, but said, “Not interested. Either buy something or leave.”

Mirian bought several pre-fabricated conduits and copper mana-flow splitters. It might make Najwa be more amenable to helping her, but at the very least it would also save her some time in setting up a few leyline detectors locally. As she left, she felt the shopkeeper’s suspicious gaze on her.

The next shop she went to got a similar response, and the shop after that. Mirian could track the reasoning well enough. The traders and merchants saw her as a potential threat to their competition. While a merchant in Akana would see her inquiries as a chance to churn out more silver, the merchants here favored stability and close relationships with their partners over growth. And, it was clear to Mirian that everyone talked to each other. A few days after she’d talked to Najwa, everyone was giving her the stink eye.

She moved on to eavesdropping spells. She did some refinement on hidden remote spy, adding a few dozen glyphs but improving the overall efficiency of the spell while reducing its detectability. This brought back memories of observing Torrviol’s spies with Valen. Almost always, people were extremely boring to listen to. They talked about the weather. They talked about petty arguments and small dramas. They talked about their children being annoying, or being adorable. They talked about their husbands and wives. They talked about fruit being spoiled, or a house repair that was particularly difficult. They talked about getting a poor grade of copper from the last ship in. Mirian found it all excruciating. Even narrowing her scope to a few select merchants or trademasters she knew must be involved, she overheard no details that brought her closer to the southern caravan routes.

A few days of this was too much to tolerate, and she began exploring the south herself. Outside of town, there had once been roads, but they had fallen into disrepair. Pack camels and eximontar were mostly used to move goods, as well as a domesticated myrvite that looked a lot like a drake but was apparently called a ‘spotted mage-lizard.’ It didn’t have spots, but did have colorful frills it would display if it was annoyed.

The high winds from the east constantly were wiping away the tracks of the pack animals. Instead, Mirian went back to the tried and true method of divination: looking for animal scat. However, detect eximontar and detect camel unexpectedly returned tiny scattered points all across the desert.

When she investigated why her divination was being thwarted, the culprit was unexpectedly tiny. Little colorful scarab beetles were constantly taking the dung and rolling it off somewhere else. 

Her search moved her south to the high desert where the land was full of crag-filled plateaus, jagged spires, and maze-like canyons. The area she was trying to search was still massive, and the terrain only magnified the difficulty. Still, she got to work.

***

The next loop, she took a different route across the desert. She changed her approach to talking to the townsfolk, but they remained suspicious of her. This time, decided to use the same method she’d used to find her family: break into the port offices and look at the log books. Here, she picked the fluoronide subset of magichemicals to analyze. Back in Torrviol, Platus had blown himself up using one of the alchemical compounds. Perhaps he still was. Mirian had long since stopped caring about whether he lived or died. The point of picking the category of compounds was that they were distilled from northern flora like the royal cordyline and fireweed, and the only way to get them was to ship them in.

Next, Mirian broke into each of the magic shops that did any sort of alchemistry and checked their ledgers. Two of the shops didn’t seem to actually keep ledgers, which was appalling. For those shops, though, she could look at their inventory on the shelves and extrapolate.

Mirian wasn’t particularly knowledgeable about criminal smuggling operations, but she was good at math. She could tell the numbers weren’t adding up. Even without access to all the information about shipments, it was clear that a lot more magichemicals were making it into Falijmali by boat than were ending up in shops.

The problem was, caravans didn’t seem to leave the town very often. The number of nearby villages only reachable by land was quite small, and the overland caravans directly to Mahatan were risky and required a lot of guards to escort them. Perhaps another caravan would have left, but the leyline disruptions still caused mass myrvite migrations, scaring off anyone.

More divination in the desert was achieving little. Her high powered divination spells were returning nothing, but that was no surprise. Atroxcidi had hid from the Praetorians for over a century; no doubt he’d come up with schemes to defeat most search attempts. She could cover a lot of ground by flying over the rocky terrain, but the necromancer had probably accounted for levitation. Detect cave and its variations might work for finding an underground hideout, but there were simply ways to defeat the spell. That, and thousands of false-positives. Most of the caves she did find seemed to be full of myrvites.

There was a riskier way to find Atroxcidi; she could do what she did with the spies in Torrviol and track his army backward through time by using multiple loops. However, that would involve first getting right next to the undead legion, and after Ibrahim had talked to the necromancer; it was the very thing she was trying to avoid.

For any other army, she could simply follow the inevitable refuse they left behind, but the undead left no waste, ate no food, drank no water, and struck no camp. An army that requires no logistics. 

She kept the tracking method in mind, but as a last resort. She had another idea. She needed to talk to someone who did have expertise in smuggling operations.

Nurea had written her a letter of introduction to Ravatha, one of the Syndicate criminals. Her smuggling operations in Cairnmouth were extensive. If anyone would be able to advise her on untangling the operation in Falijmali, it would be her. Fetching her from the city would give her a later start than she liked, but now she could guarantee a safe route through the area.

On the 208th loop, Mirian headed to Cairnmouth.

            
Chapter 207 - Continuing the Search

                Ravatha looked at Nurea. Nurea looked at Ravatha. Mirian, lounging in a chair, observed them both as they both had what could only be described as a stern-look contest. After a bit, the competition seemed to resolve in Nurea’s favor, because Ravatha looked away. “This is absurd,” she said.

Nicolus, who had been amusing himself by reading a book from the small shelf in Ravatha’s office, said, “Yeah, but it’s also true.”

“I said I would handle negotiations,” Sire Nurea said.

There’s probably a faster way to do this, Mirian thought. 

“She’s a Prophet? She looks as old as my daughter.”

“Her eyes are literally glowing. I can promise you they didn’t do that a few days ago,” Nicolus said.

“Nicolus,” Nurea said quietly, and her ward rolled his eyes. She turned back to Ravatha and said, “I was equally skeptical, if not more so. But you just watched her do magic that is completely unknown to any academy. She fixed the Torrviol train, knowing exactly what parts would be needed. One of her professors said she opened some sort of ancient Gate. And she knows secrets. She knew about you. She knows about…” Nurea was still hesitant to speak about it, so she lowered her voice, “…knows about what my Lord Marduke is… planning.”

Mirian had demonstrated the blink spell to them and summoned her spellbook as well. For the time being, she was keeping Eclipse hidden, since Liuan and Gabriel still didn’t know about the soulbound relic.

Ravatha looked at Mirian skeptically. “And you want me to… analyze the books of a port in… where did you say it was?”

Mirian piped up. “Falijmali. The southernmost port on the East Sound.”

“I don’t speak Adamic.”

Mirian shrugged. “You don’t need to. It’s mostly tables of numbers.”

“What’s in it for me?”

She felt her mood shift from amused to furious. It happened so suddenly, as her outbursts of anger often did. She stood. “Sire Nurea just explained that the world itself ends without intervention. The price you gain is your life. Is that not enough for you?”

Ravatha’s eyes widened. Then she shivered.

“You see me now,” Mirian said, voice a whisper. Before, she’d seen Mirian, the young student. Now, she saw the age behind her.

The Syndicate woman looked at Nurea one more time, this time, looking much less sure of herself. Finally, she said, “Very well. It will help if we take one of my associates. He usually works in wards and forgery, but he’s also quite adept at bookkeeping—”

“Numo. Yes, I remember him. I’ve worked with him.” He’d helped her analyze the wards at the Temple of the Four to save Arenthia. Mirian thought of the old priestess. She had worked for the Deeps, and most of her acolytes were former criminals. She would be executed the next day at noon. “Hmm. I know someone else who will be a good asset. I’ll meet you at the train going to Torrviol. Get Numo and meet me there.”

“Why are we going to Torrviol first?” Ravatha asked.

Nurea looked at Nicolus, who shrugged. “I’m just enjoying the fireworks, you know? She seems to know what she’s doing.”

Before, Mirian had needed to arrange a special heist where she stopped the bullets from killing Arenthia at the moment of her execution, then hired smugglers to take her away while a fake corpse was ‘burned’ by a corrupt worker at the morgue. Now, she would have no trouble breaking into the prison. 

The anti-divination ward scheme was simple enough to crack. Once she’d done that, she could locate the wards that existed to detect illusion spells and burnt out the key glyphs involved on the route she planned on taking. She used telekinesis to pick-pocket a guard’s glyphkey, then disguised herself as a guard and moved into the cells. Once inside, she cast zone of silence in the area. Then she could kill the two guards on duty on the cell block. That was, unfortunately, the best solution; while she could immobilize them with force binding, maintaining the bindings and zone would grow exponentially in mana cost at great distance, and the disturbance could lead to a pursuit she wanted to avoid. Rostal had shown her a way to choke someone so that they went unconscious, but that only lasted a few seconds. It was much easier to kill them.

She used the glyphkey to enter the door, where Arenthia was sitting by the window. The old priestess started when the door opened.

Mirian dismissed her illusion and stepped inside, telekinetically dragging the corpses of the guards into the room and propping them up by the wall. “Hello Arenthia. I’m Mirian, seventh Prophet of the Ominian—though the more I learn, the more it seems that number is a bit low. I’ve worked with you and Lecne is past time loops, and need your expertise. You can send a letter letting your cult know you’re fine, and I still intend to keep my promise saving you in whatever the final cycle is.”

Arenthia looked at Mirian, then looked at the dead guards. Mirian hated seeing her like this. She was so scared before she died. Arenthia didn’t deserve to languish in that fear, not when she was so wonderful and full of life without it.

“I’ll explain more on the train ride to Torrviol. All I need right now is for you to walk with your head high. That, I know you can do.”

She cast disguise illusions on both of them, then marched them out the complex. An hour later, they were on the train going north.

***

Mirian first brought the lotuses through the portal to the professors. Getting the results meant flying back to Mahatan to return through the portal before the end of the world, but the inefficiency of the route was outweighed by the efficiency of spreading the research out through multiple loops. Since she could use total camouflage, moving around alone was simple.

Next, she brought Numo, Arenthia and Ravatha through. Nicolus wanted to go, but then Nurea would insist on joining too and Mirian didn’t want to carry that many people.

Ravatha, when behind her Syndicate desk and surrounded by her allies, was unshakable. It turned out she wasn’t always that way. Bringing her through the Gate caused her to go pale faced and get a pronounced tremor in her right hand. Mirian flew them over to the prince’s eximontar stables and had them steal six of the beasts. As they galloped northwest, she used shields to protect them and force blasts to knock the prince’s pursuing riders off their mounts repeatedly until they gave up.

Ravatha, who hadn’t flinched at all when the prince’s riders had started slinging spells and firing rifles at them, said, “Coming through and just… the water closing in all around us—I didn’t know water could be so dark. That was terrible.”

Arenthia laughed, now well recovered from her ordeal in the Cairnmouth prison. “Gets the blood stirring, doesn’t it! I haven’t been chased like that since those street thugs tried to grab me when I was twelve!”

Numo said, thoughtfully, “I thought it was a fascinating experience. I think everyone should try it.”

“Hah!” said Arenthia, while Ravatha muttered to herself.

The ride north was, in Mirian’s opinion, quite uneventful, though Ravatha got jumpy about all the desert drake and the manticore attacks. From the amount of pacing Numo was doing when they camped, she could tell he was concerned, but he kept it to himself.

When they got to town, Mirian got them all different rooms to stay in. Arenthia went straight to the bathhouse, complaining of sand getting in her unmentionable places. Ravatha didn’t complain, but quietly went to join her. Numo started unloading his pack onto the table in his room, ordering the objects from smallest to largest as was his habit.

Mirian got to work on her ward scheme. She’d developed some tricks to making sure the rooms didn’t look like they were vandalized. She could use shape wood to carve out little sections of the floor, scribe the glyphs in the furrow, then use shape wood again to replace it and erase any trace of the scheme.

Numo apparently noticed her doing this—using divination, since Mirian kept her door closed—and commented on it at dinner.

“It took me some time to pick up on it. But why use the taraj and muno glyphs?” he asked.

“There’s dozens of flux glyphs that can be paired to get the same result, but are uncommonly used and therefore not searched for with standard divination spells. How did you know to look for them?”

“It was the sarang glyph.”

“Used in glyph lamps though. It should read as a false positive.”

“Yes, but glyph lamps aren’t on the floor.”

Mirian nodded. That was true enough. But it gave her an idea. Next cycle, I can use shape iron to put my own ward sequences inside the glyph lamp, in parallel, but not interacting with the light itself. Or, perhaps I could integrate it into the lamp… people might suspect poor scribing rather than a ward hidden inside the primary sequence. I want more time to study those ancient spellrods. Always easier to iterate off of the ideas of others.

That night, Mirian broke them into the first of the artificer shops. While Numo looked over the books and the inventory, Arenthia and Ravatha started looking around.

“Where would you put it?” Arenthia asked.

“Here,” Ravatha said, pointing at some of the floorboards.

Mirian was puzzled. She wasn’t a complete fool; she’d cast several divination spells last cycle checking for hidden basements or the like.

Nevertheless, Ravatha quickly found a spot on the floor she could press down on, leading to a click! and the floorboards sliding away. Below were three brass cases lined up neatly. “Standard smuggling practices,” Ravatha said. “Brass, so that the materials inside are harder to detect with magic. A shallow hiding spot the same height and width as the containers, so that detect compartment or other similar spells that look for hollow space don’t find anything. A nonmagical mechanism so that there’s no glyphs to be found.”

You’ve learned this lesson before, Mirian mentally chided herself. An over-reliance on magic can blind you. 

“That confirms the operation,” Mirian said. “Now I need to know where they’re going.”

***

That part proved to be more difficult. Ravatha managed to find a hidden rest area south of the town about a day’s travel away, but anything that was beyond that remained hidden.

“I think I know what it is. Can’t understand the words, but I understand faces. They’ve got the suspicion,” Arenthia explained over one of their dinners.

“I gathered that,” Mirian said.

“It’s not like you think. It’s not that they’re suspicious some of the time. It’s that it’s in them. In their bones. They lost something. Their parents lost something. Their grandparents lost something. They’ve kept the memory of it alive, but not the thing. The loss, they shared. They’ve bonded over it. If you haven’t felt it, how can you be trusted. You know?”

Mirian leaned back in her chair. “Like the cult.”

“Nah, that’s different. Zolomator is the redeemer. We’re the ones who took things. Stole. Hurt. Killed. We may have been hurt, but we also were the perpetrators. It’s hard to face the shock of that. To embrace a truth that you have done evil.”

Ravatha, who had been silent up until this point, snapped, “Are you trying to say something?”

Arenthia got a big grin on her face. “Wasn’t judging you, sweetheart, but it sounds like you’ve judged yourself.”

The Syndicate woman’s chair screeched as she stood and left the table. Numo didn’t even watch her go. He was busy separating the food on his plate, something it seemed he did every meal.

The priestess snorted. “Some people think the whole world is about them. Anyways, where was I?”

“It’s hard to face that you’ve done evil.”

“Hah! Sure is. People want to justify themselves. Much easier to deny what’s real than you accept there’s something rotten in yourself. Even if Zolomator joins the pantheon of accepted Gods—They’ll still be rare to worship. Takes something special to change like that. Wish it wasn’t so special, mind you, but I say it like I see it.”

Mirian stacked her second plate on top of the first, then signaled the waiter for a third helping. The spice here was just right. The flavors, almost nostalgic. She could imagine she was eating in Arriroba. 

“You really pack it in,” Arenthia said.

“Mana has to come from somewhere.” There was a longer theoretical discussion to be had about that. She’d been taught that people didn’t absorb ambient mana, but she thought now that had to be wrong. The amount of food an archmage would have to ingest to get the kind of output their spells were capable of would be absurd. Mirian was convinced it had to do with where soul energy originated from. Her leading theory was that the soul absorbed ambient mana, and the body, its mirror in dual aspects that created the single self, required its own proportional amount of energy to compensate. Then, there was whatever her soul-alignment had done in the Endelice. It seemed ambient mana was directly integrating into her aura. Was that a quantitative change, though, or a qualitative one? That wasn’t something she wanted to talk about with Arenthia, though. As much as the woman knew about the soul, it would be beyond her expertise.

Instead, she said, “So what does that mean about the people here? How do I get them to trust me?” It would be so much easier if they did. Someone clearly knows what’s going on.

“Not sure. They have a hope in them too. Don’t know what it is. Doesn’t seem like things are on the mend.”

Mirian ate her third plate of food, then sat back again in contemplation. Eventually, Ravatha returned to the table, glaring at Arenthia but content with the silence.

Mirian didn’t pay much attention to it. She thought of the Ominian. They lost something too, didn’t they? Do They wander in search of it? Or in tribute to its memory? And she had lost—

So many things. Things she didn’t remember. Her childhood memories. Her birth parents. Her pet cat.

Things she did remember. Innocence. What it meant to live a life free of pain. Friends.

Things that would never be. She thought of Najwa’s shop. I could have had something like that. I would have been happy.

Then she thought, No. That was just a dream. There was never going to be a normal world waiting for me. “What did the Prophet of Zolomator do? What did he see?”

“Mmm. Quite a bit. Most of the holy texts were destroyed, though. Because they were heretical, of course. Such a pity. Anyways, it was about Pocli 4615 when there was the Declaration Crisis. If he was trying to stop it, he failed. Strange though. He was executed, and that was the end of it. But when you die… you just go back to the start, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Mirian said, which got her further lost in thought. Was he a real Prophet after all? Zolomator is real—They are one of the statues in the Labyrinth Vaults. Impossible evidence to fabricate. But what was the Sixth Prophet trying to do? How did he exit the time loop? Was it the Gods’ choice, or did he remove the temporal anchor himself?

Mentally, she thought about history facts. The Declaration Crisis hadn’t been talked about much in her schooling, and it hadn’t come up much in the reading she’d done. Most of her studies had revolved around the Unification War. And its precursors, of course. There was the Spell Engine Revolution just before…

…just before. Gods, that’s it. Pocli 4651 is the first recorded use of a spell engine. Maybe he thought he had succeeded—maybe that was his task. And maybe he stopped the invention—only for it to show up a few decades after his death.

Someone had said something about that. Maybe it was Gabriel, or maybe it had been Jei or Nicolus. Something about how some events in history were overdetermined. That it wasn’t one small factor or bit of chance that led to them. Like Ethwarn getting elected Mayor of Torrviol when Wolden gets exposed as corrupt. Happened every cycle. Or Kinsman getting assassinated in Akana. Hmm. Gabriel must have mentioned the term, because he thinks the invasion of Baracuel by Akana is inevitable. As it is, Liuan is only delaying it, convincing the generals to wait a few weeks until Ibrahim has further weakened the country.

That kept her thinking. So how does one change an overdetermined event? Only a time traveler could possibly do it. But the levers to change history must exist, or why would the Ominian bother? They know…

But did They know? The Ominian had told her They couldn’t see all the possible paths. Was it just a God’s misguided hope? How doomed are we?

Giving into such thoughts wouldn’t do. She needed to focus. Take one step at a time. Maybe that meant getting the people of Falijmali to trust her. Maybe it just meant scouring the desert until she found the necromancer’s hideout. Either way, she would succeed.

“Silver for your thoughts?” Arenthia asked.

Mirian smiled. “Not this time.” She stood. “But you’ve given me an idea. I’ll try it tomorrow.”

            
Chapter 208 - The Pain of Falijmali
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                The next day, Mirian returned to Najwa’s Artificing Shop. It was early morning, so there were no customers. Najwa was carefully disassembling a scrapped spell engine. From the dozens of glass vials spread out on the table, Mirian guessed she was extracting magichemicals from glyphs, a laborious process that she’d never bothered with because she never had to deal with a scarcity of resources or money.

“You again,” Najwa said, not setting down her tools.

“Too often, I’m blind,” Mirian said. “You can’t really earn trust without giving trust. And when you get hurt by something, it’s hard to expose the wound. Better to keep the tender parts hidden.”

The artificer looked at her. “Most people start with, ‘hello, I’d like to buy something.’”

“Everyone has their own motivations, bubbling beneath the surface. Me, I just want to save Enteria,” she said, spreading her arms wide and smiling. Then her gaze grew stern. “But people like you have seen that everyone pretends to be a kind soul, especially the sinister ones. The most abhorrent ones grip their masks the tightest.” She thought of Westerun, pretending to be only interested in the health of his patients. “The problem is, when you’ve been betrayed by enough people wearing masks of kindness, you stop trusting kindness. And then the world is a little less bright.”

Najwa’s suspicious gaze hadn’t lessened. “You should leave,” she said.

“The brass smugglers’ cases are behind a false wall in the closet. It’s the best hiding spot of all the artificer shops, I think, because a diviner might think it’s just the plumbing. At least fifty doubloons worth of material goes south each month. An incredible amount, given the poverty of the town. What I can’t figure out is what you all get in return.”

The other woman had grown stiff. She had her hand by her belt, next to her wand.

“I’m looking for Atroxcidi, of course. But I need him not to know this yet, because the Prophet Ibrahim has already manipulated him.” Najwa was about to talk, but Mirian raised a finger. She summoned her soulbound spellbook and opened to one of the pages in the middle. “In three days, you plan to add two grams of silvophus, eight grams of sparkleberry extract, and three grams of wintersap to the brass case. But the myrvite migrations spotted south of here will delay the caravan. It never gets sent.” She closed the book and dismissed it.

Najwa had taken a step back. “What are you?” she whispered.

“A Prophet. Chosen. Whatever you call them. I don’t know how to fix the world yet, but this I do know: it is only by understanding truth that we have a chance.” She spread her arms wide again. “So I’ll ask again. What truths do you hold? Why is Falijmali like this? What history do you and the necromancer share? Was he your ally in the Unification War? Or does he threaten the town with ruin if you don’t obey? What do you know of him?”

The artificer was still silent.

“I’m still not being honest, am I?” Mirian took in a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her voice became a whisper. “I was taken from my birth parents. I don’t know who they were, only that I would have lived my life here, in Persama, had Baracuel not stolen me away. They didn’t just steal the children, though. They cursed them so they’d forget having ever lived here. That curse still lingers.”

She opened her eyes in time to see Najwa’s face shift through a dozen different emotions. There was still that fear, still disbelief, but there was horror, too—and sorrow. Najwa stepped back as if hit by force blast, and tears started running down her face. “One of the lost,” she whispered. “We wondered why they never returned… wondered where… Gods above.”

Mirian found that her own eyes were moist too. These others will never remember the time together we had, but somewhere in the world, there is always someone who understands. 

***

This time, when Najwa went to talk to the people she knew, it was a new story about Mirian. She hadn’t had to explain Ibrahim all that much, but that the man had seemingly stolen away their necromancer was a point of friction. It was after all, their tribute that let him build his undead army.

That was good. Mirian hadn’t wanted to hunt down and kill anyone trying to contact Ibrahim like she had with the prince’s riders.

“So you don’t need us anymore?” Numo asked.

“No.” She slid a pouch packed with gold and silver across the table. “That’s enough coin for you to live in luxury. I  wouldn’t recommend leaving town for some time, though. There’s myrvites swarming to the south, and more leviathans and other sea beasts surfacing in the East Sound.”

“Hmm.” Numo shrugged. “If it was just information you needed, why didn’t you just torture them?”

Mirian recoiled. The thought of what Specter had done to her flashed through her mind. “No,” she said.

“Well, whatever. Might be faster next time to do that, though.”

He and Ravatha left, heading down the block towards their favorite restaurant, Mirian assumed. She had tracking glyphs hidden on their things. Numo knew this; Ravatha didn’t. Either way, she’d know if they suddenly tried running west.

Arenthia sighed. “I’m glad you draw that line,” she said. “The Deeps… tortured a lot of people.” The way she said it, Mirian knew she’d seen it done. Maybe even done it herself. “It did sometimes work. Rarely. Most of the time, they just told us whatever they thought we wanted to hear. The other times, we never intended to get information. Just to send them back to their people, broken, as a warning. Nothing good will ever be built on a foundation so full of pain. And no mortar will ever patch the fissures. Zolomator watch over you.”

“They are. I’m sure of it,” Mirian said.

Mirian then went to her meeting. She and Arenthia split up. What she’d said to Numo and Ravatha in public was a lie; they would still be on the lookout for spies and informants. As Arenthia had noted, though, anyone listening thinking they were no longer associated would make their job easier. Arenthia would be on the lookout for anything too obvious, and had a small device Mirian had made that let her use remote whisper at some distance. The priestess had some experience in using mana for devices, and that was all that was required. Like a wand, the spell just needed mana shoved at it, nothing that required any control.

Najwa met her in one of the plazas, then they took a circuitous route to an unremarkable building. In the basement was what she recognized as an old bathhouse, but one of the chambers had been repurposed for meetings. “How old is this?” she asked, looking around.

“At least two thousand years. It was built sometime during the Persaman Triarchy. We resisted them too,” Najwa said proudly.

The meeting was kept small to avoid attracting attention. The other woman in the room was Thaseem. Mirian knew her as one of the guards of the city, but apparently she was much more. Najwa had been sparse on the details until they were in a secure location.

Mirian summoned her spellbook, going down her list of common divination spells to check. “I detect nothing, and my companions haven’t contacted me either.”

Thaseem nodded. She would have done her own checks. Mirian had caught at least one of the other guards casting a quick divination spell as they’d approached the building. “Najwa tells me time is not the same for you. And Prophets don’t work quite like the histories report.”

“It isn’t,” Mirian said, and briefly described the situation. For Ravatha and Numo, she’d left out just how proximate the end of the world was. For these people, she’d told them the truth. “So. Tell me about the Junudasun,” she said. That was what Najwa had called the organization.

“It’s quite simple,” Thaseem said. “At the end of Unification, Baracuel promised to let us live in peace. It then broke that promise, not once, not twice, but eight times. Twice, it sent the navy to our port and bombarded our town. Another time, it had our Council assassinated and replaced by those more friendly to it. Oh, they lie and say it was the separatists who did the deed, or had some fig leaf of justification for their attacks, but we know the truth of things. Always, it acts as a redmire serpent coiled around our necks, fangs sunk in deep, and no amount of blood will satiate it. Our ancestors, when they made peace, forgot a lesson they should have known: that empires don’t accept limits.”

Mirians head spun. “Eight times?” She’d never heard of that. Madinahr was across the sound from them. Surely such things should have been in their textbooks. But by now, she could recognize the truth. Of course Baracuel wouldn’t want the worst of its excursions being well known. It had a reputation to uphold.

Thaseem continued. “And they continue to send their agents. For a time, Falijmali was content to let the serpent strangle them. But even the blood and silver they sucked from this land wasn’t enough. When we organized an attempt to get them to follow the Unification Treaty, they unleashed a campaign of terror and violence. It was the necromancer who came to our aid. Shortly after, they resorted to kidnapping. Two dozen children, ripped from their families. They were never seen again.”

“Gods’ blood,” Mirian said.

“Until now,” Najwa said. Her eyes were pricked with tears again. “I was one of the mothers they stole from.”

A thousand emotions ran through Mirian. “I think… the memory is so fragmented. But I think I remember my mother dying.” She swallowed. “I don’t remember what happened to my father. The memory curse… it’s withering away. Slowly. But it’s still there. Sometimes I get flashes. Fragments. And the harder I think about it, the harder it is to remember.”

Najwa wiped the tears from her eyes. “We’ve put out a quiet call to see if—but it is unlikely. To be Junudasun is to live a dangerous life. Most of those who had children taken from them are dead now.”

Mirian felt crushed. Briefly, she’d allowed herself to feel hope that at least her real father was still alive. She suppressed it. Focus. Still, the horror of it all needled her. “What is here that they want so badly?”

“The dream of the leeches up north is to build another train line that circles south along the wastes. There’s said to be huge, untapped quarries of foss. Both Akana and Baracuel have their greedy eyes on it.”

Follow the energy, she heard Nicolus saying in her mind. Is that really what this is about? More fossilized myrvite? That’s worth destroying families over? She felt the rage within her growing. She suppressed that, too. Now was not the time.

“Tell me about Atroxcidi,” she said.

“You’re pronouncing it wrong,” Thaseem said. “It’s ‘Atrah Xidi.’ It’s Old Adamic. Means—”

“—Star’s Breath,” Mirian finished. “You know, that makes a lot more sense. Otherwise it sounds, uh. Well. A bit more sinister, to anyone who speaks Friian.” Though it sounds more like a title than a name. It would be a sort of silly name.

Thaseem snorted. “Hmm. Of course. Where to begin? We don’t see him. There’s a smuggler’s drop three days south. We give him supplies. Sometimes he supplies us with things. Wands. Protection amulets. Useful artifacts. But we don’t see him, and he doesn’t see us. For both of our protection. He’s been building that army of his for… some time. That was to be our leverage to break from this stalemate and gain our independence back. Though I suppose, if Akana and Baracuel are to go to war with each other…”

“Everything will change. Old alliances will shatter. The world will need to be rebuilt.” She felt that rage stirring in her again. “Falijmali deserves better. I will make sure it gets it,” she declared. It was a rash thing to say, but she was committed. “Still, I need to be prepared. The stories of the Unification War… they don’t paint him as particularly nice. But Atrox—sorry, Atrah Xidi takes to negotiation well?”

Thaseem nodded. “He has his desires. And he’s certainly no paragon of benevolence. He is a true necromancer, and that means dealing in death. No one’s hands were clean, though, after your Unification War. All war is terrible. Brings out the worst of humanity. But when given the choice of perish or fight, we fight.”

“As you should,” Mirian said. Gabriel, you’re wrong, she thought. Nothing goes back to being stable after this. The current order is untenable, even without the impending doom. Everywhere I visit, there’s tensions bubbling beneath the surface. Unresolved conflicts. Competing interests. Social contradictions that will erupt like so many leylines. There was such complexity to the political situation of the world, but when she constructed a simplified model of it, she thought she understood the general brushstrokes now. Liuan’s wrong too. Akana Praediar may be able to militarily dominate Baracuel and Persama, but after its armies have come through, it’ll be left with a bloody land that will resist its grip with every fiber of their being. Conquest is not so simple as winning battles.

“What are the things he wants?” Mirian finally said.

“His true end goals? We don’t know. Only that he’s willing to help us break the bloody chains of Baracuel. Who else will come to our aid? There is no one else.”

“Rambalda?”

Thaseem spat on the ground. “No different than Baracuel. Their only problem is who’s in charge of the empire.”

And then there’s the nuances, Mirian thought bitterly. Old rivalries and hatreds she knew nothing about. She would need to learn them. For Enteria’s sake.

***

Mirian and Thaseem waited until dark. The Junudasun had a shadow government that had a great deal of influence in the town, but official control of the city still sat with a council that was loyal to Baracuel, and plenty of soldiers and merchants marched to their orders. Thaseem knew the guard shifts, though, and as the last vestiges of twilight faded, easily arranged for them to slip out the gates.

Once out, Mirian flew them south. She already knew the route to the first stop thanks to Ravatha.

“Gods above,” Thaseem swore when they landed. “I didn’t know mages could levitate this fast!”

“Most can’t,” Mirian said. “The drawback is the mana it burns. And unlike an airship, I can’t just load more fuel in. Well. Not quite.”

Mirian powered up the enchantments at the site so they could sleep in safety. Then, in the morning, Thaseem had them de-power the glyphs fully. “Inactive glyphs are much harder to detect. I doubt anyone will look, but best to stay cautious.”

The next morning, they flew out. Mirian completed the rest of what was normally two full days of riding in a few hours, killing a few myrvites along the way for mana.

“There,” Thaseem shouted over the wind. There was a formation of red and black striped rock—sedimentary, Mirian was pretty sure—and a small cave. Upon close inspection, one could see the faint outlines of where heavy cases had sat.

“That’s it?” Mirian asked.

“That’s it.”

Mirian looked around. They were surrounded by boulders, spires, mesas and rock formations she couldn’t guess the name of. Here and there, she could see sinkholes leading underground to a network of treacherous caves. South of them, there was a plateau that was broken up by jagged canyons, and beyond that, bare lumps of mountains scattered across the desert. The winds were relentless. In the distance, she could see twisters of sand spiraling across the wastes.

“Any idea where his minions come from?”

“No,” Thaseem said. “They only come out after we’ve left. And we’ve never been foolish enough to try tracking them.”

Mirian nodded. Well, she thought. Time to continue searching.

            
Chapter 209 - Mayat Shadr

                Mirian’s search of the surrounding area that cycle turned up little. Occasionally, she would look out at something and feel the faintest hint of deja vu, but it was hard to say if she was even remembering something or just going insane from looking at too many rocks.

With a few days left in the cycle, she returned through the Mahatan Gate to see if any developments had been made during the research.

As she strode through the Elder Gate, she startled High Wizard Ferrandus and two of the wizards working for him. “Prophet!” he exclaimed.

“Any breakthroughs on Gate research?”

“Our notes are over there,” he said, gesturing to a haphazard pile.

Mirian swept them up with telekinesis, then levitated upward to the ceiling. She used blink to bring her to the strange shaft above the Gate. When she was at the top, she cast detect life to ensure she wouldn’t collide with someone, then blinked again, bringing her to the plaza in front of Bainrose. That was significantly faster than any other route, but as usual, it caused something of a shock to anyone in the plaza. Mirian ignored the yelps of surprise and made her way into Torrian Tower.

“Hey! Students aren’t—ah, apologies, Prophet,” one of the Academy guards told her.

“As you were,” she said, unconcerned. She levitated up the central room towards the advanced wizarding laboratories.

The notes Ferrandus had handed her turned out to be useless. It told her all sorts of things she’d seen before; only the arrangement of the sentences were different. She was still figuring out how to create initial conditions that would get him and his team to find new information about the Gates, one that didn’t involve her spending an inordinate amount of time tutoring him first. Unfortunately, Jei getting pulled off the Gate project to work on crystallography with Seneca caused their productivity to crater.

Mirian smiled as Jei emerged from the alchemistry room. “How went the research this cycle?” she asked. It was her habit to speak Adamic now any time she addressed her.

“That remains to be seen,” Jei said. “Have we integrated jeweled lotus extract into chrysoberyl crystals before?”

She raised an eyebrow. “You have not.”

That brought a smile to her old professor’s face. “Then it went well. Come and see.”

They had grown minuscule crystals, since the amount of magichemical they were extracting was equally small, but Mirian marveled at their beauty. The ones in front of her were translucent golden minerals, but as Jei quickly demonstrated, using a different kind of light spell caused them to look brilliant orange.

“The inclusions of lotus extract, when properly suspended in the growth medium, significantly alters the properties of the crystal. It specifically took extract from an amber-jeweled lotus, though. It may be that different extracts match different crystals. We believe—”

Seneca burst into the room. She was so excited she was nearly vibrating. “She’s back! Did you tell her!?”

Jei switched to Friian. “Sefora, I am being in the process of—”

“It’s amazing!” the alchemistry professor interrupted. “It displays higher mana resonance than corundum! There’s also the research implications—that there’s dozens of new formulas that might do even better! If we can just resolve the problem of the flaws developing in the crystal structure—”

“There’s a way to resolve that, it just involves going to the Labyrinth,” Mirian said. “Let’s go through the full report.” She smiled at them. “You’ve both done well.”

***

Between the cycles, she dreamed again. First, of the Mausoleum, gazing out at the endless stars in those towering windows she could never reach. She went again to the entrance where the colossal doors stood. Always, a faint glow lay beneath the stars in this direction, muting them. She pushed against the doors, but it was still like she was exerting no force on them.

The dream shifted, and there was the tree, but more than half of it was on fire this time. The branches didn’t splay out in the kind of fractal patterns common of trees, though, they wove together, merging and unmerging, impossible to untangle just by looking. She climbed, putting one hand in front of the other, seeing if she could trace a path—

She was in that place of darkness again, the wall of fire coming closer, blotting out all the stars with its terrifying light. The Ominian floated in a void, watching it approach. It was closer now, closer than she’d ever seen it in a dream. At first, it had seemed a line of fire, then a rectangle, but as it came closer, it seemed to grow vertically. An expanding sphere, she realized. Mirian could feel the anticipation radiating off the God. The dread. She turned to see what They were guarding—

—and the dream vanished, just as the first drop of water hit her on the head.

She sighed.

***

For all the rapid progress she’d made in the search for Atrah Xidi in the 208th loop, the next two loops were incredibly frustrating. She scoured the area near the smuggler’s drop the next loop, then roamed farther out the loop after. When increasing her search radius turned up nothing, she tried exploring what she could of the cave system.

That also proved to be a dead end. Even if the necromancer was using a blink spell, the tunnels were too narrow and twisting to be much use. She began to only explore tunnels large enough to easily fit a person, but after weeks of exploration, it seemed there was nothing near the place Thaseem had shown her.

She returned to Falijmali again to replenish her supplies and get clean of the sand that found ways to get into everything. On a whim, Mirian took a different route on her return, flying eastward first before swinging around in an arc south.

That was when she saw it.

A streak moving through the air. It was moving faster than a two-headed vulture, and was too large to be a sand-kite. Mirian snapped off two lens spells, layered on top of each other. Sure enough, it was a dark-robed figure, flying against the wind. He was flying southeast, his back to her. He apparently hadn’t seen her. There was only one person it could be.

Atroxcidi. Or rather, Atrah Xidi. But where is he going? Ibrahim’s armies are marching in the opposite direction.

She cast total camouflage, thinking, Gods’ blood, I almost ran into him. All this searching, sure that he would be somewhere north near Rambalda, and it was coincidence that they nearly crossed paths while levitating. Why didn’t I anticipate that?

Then, you can’t anticipate everything. She didn’t like that.

Her camouflage spell didn’t seem to be necessary. The necromancer’s back stayed to her, and he was flying farther away with every passing moment. But that did mean she had an opportunity, however dangerous. Quickly, she considered her options. There were only a few days left in the cycle. He was flying southeast and appeared to be traveling in a straight line, which meant he had come from the northwest. Rambalda was in that direction, but she wasn’t sure that was where he’d come from. Did he come from his hideout? Has he actually just been there the whole time?

Mirian looked down, mentally marking the place where his shadow passed over a rock formation. When he passed over another distinct formation, she noted that too. She moved the lens spells back up. The necromancer was nearly out of sight. She flew towards the first rock formation she’d noted, then used a compass spell to align herself. In the Holy Pages, she’d copied a scale map of Enteria. She glanced back. The necromancer’s speed and angle hadn’t changed.

She flew up several thousand feet where the air had a chill to it, layering more lens spells. In the distance, she could just make out Rambalda. Wrong angle. Then he came from closer by.

Mirian used a special ink she’d developed to mark a red line across her map. Later, a remove ink spell, enhanced to target the specific type, could clear the notes. If Atrah Xidi had come directly from the same place he’d started the loop in, this little encounter had just drastically reduced the area Mirian needed to search. In fact, it should only take a single cycle more to find it. Ibrahim is coming from Rambalda, and based on his army movements, I can guess when he leaves to find the necromancer. I don’t know how he’s managed to move as fast as he does, but I can find a location to watch from, and it’s as simple as posting up where the two lines intersect.

That had, essentially, just solved the problem of finding the necromancer. There was no need to continue the search this cycle. Now it was just a matter of time.

She glanced back at the direction he’d gone.

What is he doing? The curiosity was burning her.

The smart thing to do would be to be grateful about the narrow miss. But this doesn’t seem like something Ibrahim would have told him to do. He would want him attacking Baracuel, right? Understanding this might untangle the motivations of the man, which would help her in negotiations. If she went after him, she’d likely not have time to return to Torrviol. She’d lose the research progress the Academy had made this cycle.

Mirian hesitated only a moment more, then flew after him.

***

The necromancer turned out to be easy to follow. She couldn’t maintain his speed without using accelerated levitation, and she couldn’t use the mana-hungry spell for long because the necromancer wasn’t leaving her much fuel.

The corpses were everywhere.

Whatever he was using to kill, Mirian wasn’t sure. The desert drake corpses she encountered were simply that: dead. But unlike her slaughter, he hadn’t spared the smaller creatures either. No flies gathered to the corpses. No scavenger beetles sought to carry away their remains. When she cast detect life, it didn’t pick up burrowing mammals or tiny insects like it always did. He had scoured the desert.

That worried her. The only thing she’d seen like that was the hollowing out of Akana Praediar as the myrvite hunters there culled everything they could find and piled them up on carts to be dissected. But even they’d left scavengers and decomposers.

Can he really use the soul energy efficiently from even these small forms of life? It worried her, and it excited her. Already he’d demonstrated knowledge of magic beyond anything the Academy or the priests had taught her.

She continued her pursuit. By now, she knew where he was going. There could only be one destination this far southeast: Mayat Shadr. 

The dead city.

***

The closer she got to Mayat Shadr, the more cautious Mirian grew. It wasn’t even that she was scared of Atrah Xidi. No, her divination was focused on the leylines beneath them.

Mirian had seen the eruption by the train tracks to Alkazaria. She’d seen the breach along Casnevar Range when the Monument blew, and watched how it destroyed Palendurio.

Those had been small.

With three days left until the end, she saw two leyline breaches, one to the north of her, another to the west. Even some ten miles away, she’d had to put up shields, and then keep a filter air spell going so that the resulting gyres of sand didn’t choke her. In the gaping wounds in the earth the breaches left, she saw pieces of the Labyrinth and the red glow of lava. Periodically, magical energy would erupt from them, transmuting into lighting, flames, and bursts of force.

With two days left, there was a massive breach five miles south of her. Mirian snapped up a prismatic shield as soon as it started. The entire southern horizon turned white, and she had to put up a block light spell so she wasn’t blinded.

In that moment before the spell went up, she thought she saw a black sphere near the breach.

Or maybe it was a trick of the afterimages burned into her retinas. 

She cast constant divination spells, trying to anticipate any other breaches or eruptions. Her leyline data was useless here. She’d never gotten this close to the center of the final collapse. Looking up, the Divir moon was almost directly above them. It really does fall directly on top of the old city, she realized.

That night, the auroras were so bright she might as well have been walking in an overcast day, only the ground was lit by oranges, violets, and greens. The world she walked became surreal, like she was in one of the Ominian’s dreams.

That was how she first saw Mayat Shadr. It was in the distance, awash with the colors of the auroras above so that it didn’t look real. The size of it—she blinked several times to make sure it wasn’t a hallucination. Torrian Tower in Torrviol had always stood out as this massive thing, so much taller than anything around it that it had a presence to it. The towers of Mayat Shadr had fallen into themselves so that they were jagged shadows of their former selves, but even in that state, she could tell they had once stood nearly as tall. There hadn’t just been one, though, there’d been hundreds of them, overlooking a city that once must have been magnificent to behold.

Thousands of years of sandstorms had blown over the city, shrouding the buildings in a sea of dunes. Somehow, that made the ruins feel more momentous. What secrets are buried here? she wondered. Here was the former capital of the Persaman Triarchy. Once, it had been full of grand palaces that even Sylvester Aurum would have been envious of. Once, it had been the heart of civilization, and from it pumped the blood of empire that spread its influence around Enteria. Once, there had been the Conclave of Archmages, sitting in their marble towers. The histories spoke of grand gardens and bountiful aqueducts, of bustling markets full of wares from around the world, of great innovations, and greater armies.

Now, it was this vast ruin, one that only whispered of the greatness that it was.

Of Atrah Xidi, there was no sign, and her divination picked up nothing. To stay hidden, Mirian burrowed into the ground with gather sand and shape stone to make a shelter. That would also protect her from the worst of an arcane eruption putting out a shockwave.

When she woke the next morning, she started moving cautiously by foot towards the archeologist’s camp. Over the past few decades, researchers had aimed to learn of long-lost technologies of Persama, with some controversy. Not all the discoveries were old spell rods or useful architectural techniques; the Triarchy had been infamous for its use of necromancy. Most of the stories she’d heard about it were cautionary tales, teaching the dangers of hubris.

Is there some powerful necromancy still hidden here? Is that why Atrah Xidi has come here?

From what she’d read, the camp itself was the size of a large village. A few hundred archaeologists worked here. Half-again as many servants in turn supported them. It was all funded by Persaman elites like Lord Saiyal as part of a project to reforge a Persaman identity. All the major cities were allowed to send expeditions, and so the camp was divided into sections that competed for discoveries. Ibrahim had apparently spent time here as a young man.

Now, the actual camp had been abandoned and the people had moved into the ruins, which they’d fortified. No doubt, the wizards and historians there were terrified of what was happening around them, but it looked like few had been able to leave. The nearest occupied village was over a hundred miles away. The caravans had likely stopped coming weeks ago. She could see defensive glyphs enchanting stone ruins where the camp was taking shelter, and places where spellward engines had been repurposed into force barrier spells. Far more fuel intensive, but it had likely saved them from the worst of the eruptions and the resulting sandstorms.

She was maybe a mile from the camp when Atrah Xidi appeared. He had been somewhere in the ruins, doing what, Mirian didn’t know. He floated just above the ruins and held a single hand up.

Mirian used detect life, just in time to see streams of souls rising up into the necromancer’s hand. Whatever spells he’d just used, he’d killed the entire camp—just like that. Mirian’s breath came out in a hiss. Gods’ blood.

Part of her screamed that she should start flying. But that was animal instinct. She was above that. If she really needed to, she could knock her temporal anchor against her soul and be pulled from the loop. She kept watching, keeping low against the dune. The apocalypse was growing near. She’d come this far. She wanted to understand this man.

For a moment, he stayed floating in the air, soul energy coalescing around him. It was disappearing somewhere. A repository. But what soul repository could be large enough to store that much soul energy?

Atrah Xidi turned and flew towards the center of the city.

Mirian followed, using total camouflage, and then on further consideration, began maintaining three other anti-divination spells. She levitated forward, keeping herself low. The world felt strange, here, beneath the Divir moon. The howling wind had become so normal it didn’t seem like noise, just a part of the eerie silence of the city. Mayat Shadr had been a massive city, with a network of streets and blocks that surrounded its center in a circle. The minutes ticked by. By her reckoning, the apocalypse itself was only a few more minutes away.

Abruptly, the city ended. Only, it didn’t, she realized. There was an abrupt stop to the structures and a slight depression, full of sand. The city formed a ring around that circle of sand. There was a lone figure, no longer flying, but walking, black robe billowing in the wind. He was slowly making his way to the center of that ring.

Mirian stared at him. Is there some ritual he’s prepared here? Is he part of the cause of this all? From what she could tell, there were no glyphs. The ambient magic was intense enough she felt it as a thick pressure, but that was the leylines getting ready for their final burst. There must be some magic artifact. Some device. Did the Triarchy leave something behind? Does he trigger it? What does he hope to accomplish?

Her mind raced with possibilities.

A flickering white light washed over the city, bleaching it. Somewhere in the distance, another leyline had breached. The eruptions would be coming faster now.

The dark figure reached the center of the circle in the middle of the ruins. Then, he knelt down in the sand and put his face in his hands.

Mirian stared, uncomprehending. Is he… weeping?

Then he stood and gazed at the moon.

If the old necromancer said anything, she was too distant to hear it. But when he began to cast, she could feel it. The ambient mana in the area shifted, responding to the absolutely massive amount of auric mana pouring into Atrah Xidi’s spell. Belatedly, she cast prismatic shield, because the final eruptions were beginning. A dark shield surrounded the necromancer a moment later, but his spell continued to build.

The city turned bright with bursting leylines. All around them, sand spiraled into the air. Old stone buildings shattered like children’s sandcastles.

Above them, the moon began to descend.

Mirian’s mouth fell open in disbelief. He wasn’t using the souls to increase his levitation speed. He’s been gathering them all. The necromancer had so much mana swirling around his aura that the edges of it were decomposing into random forces. The very air around him was distorted, and the sand was swirling around him like a gyre as bits of electric and heat energy crackled around him. The Divir moon was falling faster now. The leyline bursts had ceased, and now, the sky was bright with the fires of the falling moon. It was coming straight down at them.

The necromancer released his spell.

A beam of force erupted from his hand, pointed directly upward. The air around it smoldered with heat and light energy as the edges of the beam decayed.

Gods above, Mirian realized, a chill running through her despite the heat. He’s trying to stop it.

It was an awe inspiring display of power. Far above 150 myr, she knew. Perhaps as high as 200, and not just in a burst—sustained. A thousand souls and a hundred years of practice. A mastery of magic, perhaps unrivaled in all of human history. And yet, it wasn’t enough. The force beam didn’t even slow the moon as it descended.

But when Mirian woke from the death at the beginning of a new cycle, she knew. He understands. Too late, of course, but everyone had understood too late. Whatever evil his ancient heart held, he was for Enteria, and for life.

            
Chapter 210 - Questions of the Soul

                On the 211th loop, Mirian flew northeast from the Mahatan Gate again, this time skipping the retrieval of the lotuses in exchange for pure speed. She kept her use of using myrvite souls and mana drain to a pace she knew she could handle, allowing her to use bursts of accelerated levitation, but not so many that it threatened to destabilize her aura.

Her map and the angles she’d measured implied one of the large plateaus should be close to the necromancer’s hideout. It was also the perfect place to watch anyone coming west from Rambalda. Mirian had flown around the area several times and detected nothing but drake dens and kite-wyvern nests. Both liked to burrow into the rock, making it seem like there were hundreds of caves. Deeper in the rock, though, her divination had returned no caves, so she was curious to see what she’d missed. She was also curious as to how Ibrahim had found the necromancer.

Mirian busied herself making a little cave the same approximate size and depth as a kite-wyvern nest. As she worked, kite-wyverns circled the area. The large, eagle-like creatures were a cross between a lizard and a bird, with both folds of skin and bright feathers. Their toothed beaks let out a wailing cry. Their scales and feathers were the colors of a brilliant dawn, and they keened and called throughout the day as they hunted. Miran finished carving out her little nook and busied herself practicing forms, reviewing her extensive notes, and relaxing a bit by watching the kite-wyverns wheel about in the sky.

It was the evening of the 4th when she saw the dust cloud a few miles off. At first, she dismissed it as desert drakes having another wrestle in the sand, but then she realized the cloud was being drawn across the desert in a line. She quickly cast three layers of lens spells.

Ibrahim.

He wasn’t using an airship. He wasn’t using a spellcart. He wasn’t even levitating.

He was sprinting.

Ibrahim was a tall, handsome man, and as he ran across the desert, she could see his dark skin glistening with sweat, his well-defined muscles pumping. Mirian knew a thing or two about running. Even with the dervish forms, she would have struggled to keep the pace he was maintaining for more than a mile or two. But here he was, maintaining a dead sprint for hours.

She cast detect life to better see his soul-currents.

With the spell changing her sight, Ibrahim became a creature of light. His soul shone bright, and around the edges, it burned like a hungry bonfire. She recognized the soul-pattern. Rostal had warned her about the Last Breath Of The Phoenix form. Somehow, Ibrahim was using it constantly. How can he use it for so long and not turn his own soul to ash? she wondered. She squinted. Something about the currents was off. Is he using two dervish forms simultaneously? That shouldn’t be possible.

Mirian dismissed detect life and looked again at the man, trying to understand his nature. She could see in his dark eyes the same sort of thing people sometimes told her she had—a determination. She could see it in his face, in his easy, powerful movements. There was a confidence he projected. She could see immediately that when he deigned to lead, people followed.

She dismissed the lens spells, then summoned her compass spell, aligning it. Then she began to grow concerned. It looked like Ibrahim was heading straight at the plateau. Not slightly north or south of her position. Right at it.

She looked down the cliffside. Shit. Is the necromancer right below me? Mirian recast detect life, looking for abnormal souls. There was a prominent desert drake nest at the base of the plateau and a few other smaller animal burrows. Casting examine geology, a more complicated divination spell than the relatively primitive detect cave, she peered at the rock beneath her feet again.

Other than the superficial ones, there were no caves or passages at all.

She was about to start using targeted divination of glyphs, when she stopped. Something felt off. No caves or passages at all. But the periodic monsoons do a great deal of erosion. This plateau has a granite cap, but the sandstone should still have fissures and caves throughout it like all the other ones. They would be tiny, but they would still be present—unless…

She froze. Unless a ward-scheme interfered with the spell. And a necromancer who’s hidden from the Praetorians would not just have wards to hide, but wards to detect divination.

Ibrahim was drawing closer. I’m not ready for a confrontation. I want to be able to make sure Atrah Xidi is fortified against any lies he’s telling him.

Mirian ducked back down in her carved hole. Her spell resistance should make her soul harder to see if the other Prophet was using rune-magic—though she saw no spellbook or even wands. She waited until he was close enough to the cliffs that he couldn’t look up and see her. The drake cave is the entrance, she confirmed. I can figure the rest out later. She cast total camouflage, then levitated south.

***

As she passed back through the Mahatan Gate, most of the prince’s lotuses crammed in a satchel, Mirian still felt unsure. Had her spells been detected by the necromancer? Would that alter what Ibrahim did? There was no way he didn’t know about the other Prophets looping through the cycles with him. They’d changed too many things: the length of the cycles, the Akanan invasion—she’d also thwarted his attack on Alkazaria one cycle.

It ate at her, but there was nothing to be done. Next cycle. The anticipation had her both terrified and giddy. All sorts of doubts swarmed through her mind. But in the end, he does want to save Enteria. For himself, if no one else—but I can work with that. Ibrahim’s proved he can be convinced. I can do it.

She tried to put it out of her mind and work on her studies of magic. After several cycles, she needed to analyze the research going on in Torrviol and figure out what needed to be iterated on, and what initial conditions she could use to maximize new research.

It was certainly becoming a problem. Professor Holvatti, no matter what he was told, tended to do poorly constructed experiments that would disprove Professor Viridian’s work. That his rival had been right seemed too much for him to handle, no matter what Mirian told him. Professor Runer was friends with Viridian, but ended up doing incredibly similar work each cycle. Variations in the directions he was given and who he was working with did little to move the man. Clearly, there was an idea stuck in his head, and he wanted to work on it.

It wasn’t just a problem of inflexible minds or old grudges, either. Even the brilliant Professor Torres was having trouble making any progress on her designs. Mirian could provide her with more information, but the more information she gave her, the more the artificer had to study and learn just what it was Mirian was talking about. Torres, for all her genius in artillery design, knew little about the leylines, so several weeks of each cycle was taken up by her reading the same reference books. Mirian could teach her directly, but that detracted from the time she had near the start of the cycle to do other things, and from her ability to spread out research efforts.

Fundamentally, there would be only so much people without the ability to remember what they worked on could do. She hadn’t reached that limit yet, but eventually, she would have to change tactics.

For this cycle, she first set up her own spy network to keep an eye on trains departing Cairnmouth and used Nurea to hire the Syndicate to watch smuggler routes. Ibrahim and Atrah Xidi would likely continue to do what they had done, but she couldn’t shake the paranoia.

It was a good thing she had located Atrah Xidi’s hideout, though. After conquering Alkazaria, Ibrahim had started sending the necromancer’s forces west, using only a token force and some sort of infiltration tactic to take Madinahr. That freed up nearly his entire army to make that western move. He’d abandoned trying to push through the scrublands, and was simply sending his forces through the Casnevar Range, trying to push through the treacherous passes so that he could descend to the Magrio River and threaten Palendurio that way.

According to Liuan’s latest message, he was still getting bogged down. The fall of Baracuel’s second capital galvanized the rest of the country, and under intense pressure from his own allies, General Corrmier was now forced to abandon his plans of a coup and take the Palendurio Army and intercept Ibrahim’s forces at those passes.

General Hanaran and Commander Hirte seemed to have their division deployed to rescue Alkazaria, with disastrous consequences, leaving Cairnmouth undefended. If Ibrahim did find a way to take Palendurio in a cycle, it would be the end of Baracuel.

Only, it didn’t matter at all. None of it would stop the apocalypse. Why? If he was a fool, he couldn’t do what he’s done. But to what point and purpose? she wondered. 

At least she’d find out soon. It wasn’t a confrontation she was looking forward to.

In the meantime, she busied herself with practice. Given that she’d be staying in Torrviol, her new goal was to soul-commune with a bog lion. Viridian found the idea amusing.

“It’s never been done before, usually because anyone trying was mauled to death and then subsequently eaten,” he said. “As you’ve noticed, adult myrvites are also a bit more, hmm, hostile. The loss of childhood innocence and curiosity, perhaps. Have you ever seen a hatchling wyvern exploring its nest? Adorable. Quite the opposite of an adult bog lion devouring a carcass.”

Capturing the bog lion was the easy part, though. She knew where one would be, and she could overcome its spell resistance entirely, using lift person to carry the struggling creature to a specially prepared cage in Myrvite Studies. Then,  she could touch it through the bars on the flank. With Viridian’s instruction, Mirian could sense the wants of plants well enough now. She could commune with the young wyverns and the drakes, and understand their emotions and instincts.

From the bog lion though, there was a hostility. A resistance. She found its soul repelling hers, no matter what she tried to say.

It seemed to her like there was something about soul communication she still didn’t understand, and Viridian was at a loss as well. Mirian found her way down to where one of the true masters of soul communication lurked—specifically, the one who might actually help her. She made her way down to the conduit room where Eyeball lurked.

Hello, she told it.

WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO ASK, WE WONDER? WE ARE SO EXCITED TO ‘FIND OUT.’

Soul communication. You teach?

HAHA! WHAT A WONDERFUL QUESTION. Eyeball’s carapace pulsed with light.  IT’S LIKE ASKING YOU TO TEACH ME TO HAVE A HEARTBEAT. CAN YOU STOP YOUR OWN HEART? CAN YOU MAKE ME ONE? Eyeball continued to ‘giggle’—that was, flash its carapace in what Mirian had learned meant it was highly amused. And Eyeball was always amused. Then it said, OKAY, ASK YOUR NEXT QUESTION.

There was no use pretending. It was supposed to act like it didn’t know, but it knew. You have heart?

NO! HAHA. IMAGINE HAVING A SINGLE ORGAN THAT ACTED AS A POINT OF FAILURE. RIDICULOUS!

That was interesting. Even myrvites had hearts. Leviathans had two hearts because of their size, of course, but they needed both of them. Did Apophagorga have a heart? She wondered if the cataclysm beast was truly dead. But she couldn’t get distracted. How communicate better with myrvites? Communicate better with soul? she sent.

HUMANITY HAS TO LEARN ITS OWN STUFF. THAT’S ONE OF THE RULES. AND YOU HAVE TO LEARN IN SEQUENTIAL ORDER! THAT’S ANOTHER. HAHA, IT’S OUR FAVORITE RULE. SO FUNNY. BUT… WHAT IF YOU ALREADY KNEW?

Another human teach?

OH, NO. THAT’S NOT WHAT WE MEANT AT ALL. WHOOPS, GOTTA GO. YOU WANT ME TO OPEN THE GATE LAST WEEK!

Eyeball shimmered its scales, then vanished. For all intents and purposes, it was still around, but if she’d learned one thing about the Elder creatures, it was that they talked when they wanted to and not a moment longer. If Eyeball thought the conversation was over, it was over.

Cryptic, as usual, she thought. But that was a constraint put on them by whatever the ‘pact’ was. Eyeball had been trying to tell her something though. She would mull over in her mind exactly what.

A week of practice and meditation later, she returned to the caged bog lion. She cast detect life and embraced the Dusk Waves form, but otherwise kept her defenses down. She unsummoned her spellbook.

“What are you doing?” asked one of the assistants.

“Opening the cage. Back off, if you want, but I have a hunch I want to test.”

The assistant ran for one of the doors and slammed it shut. Mirian heard “—crazy!” but ignored it. She telekinetically opened the lock with raw spellcasting.

The bog lion wasted no time. It pounced at her immediately, but Mirian used another blast of raw force to deflect the claws, then a second attack. The fungal-maned myrvite let out a low growl as it retreated, then seemed to disappear. Its own camouflage, Mirian had to admit, was even better than her own. And yet, with detect life, she could track it by its soul. It circled around her, then silently charged—only to smack into another raw force shield Mirian had summoned.

It tried twice more, and then made a dash to escape. It tried to scramble up the wall, and its massive leap carried it quite high. Not high enough to get out, though. As its claws tore at the stone, Mirian came behind it and growled at it.

The bog lion whirled, growling back at her. It was no longer trying to hide, and its greenish scales glinted in the overcast light of the day. It conjured an illusion of itself to her side, but Mirian kept her eyes locked on it. Then she lay spread eagle on the ground.

The myrvite’s eyes narrowed as it approached her, a snake-like tongue lashing out from its mouth to taste the air. Mirian let it sniff her, but when it went to swipe her again, she blocked the claw with another blast of raw force. She growled at it. It retreated, pacing back and forth while Mirian lay back down.

It took nearly a half-hour of this. At last, the bog lion laid down next to her. Mirian waited for it to get comfortable, then finally crawled over to it and gently placed her hand on one of its legs. It was both slick and warm. This time, its soul didn’t immediately repel her. Food? she sent to it. She could feel a mix of hunger, frustration, and confusion roiling through it.

She signaled for food to be brought in. One of the assistants cautiously opened one of the windows overlooking the courtyard and threw in a haunch of baduka boar. The bog lion rose immediately to devour it. Mirian waited. Bog lions didn’t like to share food, and it would feel threatened if she approached now. Only when it was done, serpent-like tongue licking at the leftover bones, did she finally get near, walking carelessly. If she moved cautiously, it would think she was stalking.

Gently, she touched its back. The bog lion growled, but it didn’t attack. There was still resistance, still wariness, but she could feel it was reduced. Progress, she thought. She left through the door where Viridian was waiting. “Now that was fascinating,” he beamed. “What in the world made you think that was a good idea?”

Eyeball, she thought, but didn’t say that out loud. Eyeball was comprehendible by her because it acted human enough that she could understand it, even though the daily life of Elder creatures was completely incomprehensible to a person. They didn’t even experience time linearly. But if she were to talk to an ant, she would use pheromones. To talk to a bog lion, she had to think like it. “Communication is more than just words. I had to show the bog lion I was like it enough to get it to lower its defenses. In the cage, it was too ready to fight.” She couldn’t rely purely on magic. Najwa’s smuggling spots had reminded her of that. Magic did not exist in isolation. It was integrated into every part of the world. She needed to understand both, not just one.

The rest of the cycle, Mirian continued to oversee the crystallography research and large conduit device, while still practicing her soul communication. By the end of the cycle, she could say a few words to the bog lion, and it no longer attacked her on sight. It was a pity the bog lion would forget her, and how long the process took to subdue it.

Liuan reported success at getting some Vadriach University professors to study one of the leyline repulsors up in the military base, and was exploring the first floor of the Labyrinth in Vadriach City. It was slow going, but at least it was forward progress.

Gabriel was still scouring Alatishad for a Gate—to no avail, it seemed. What he had noticed was that the steady stream of refugees who risked crossing the Jiandzhi to escape Zhighua slowed to a trickle as the cycle progressed, then vanished altogether. He hypothesized three possibilities: a change in government, an increase in myrvite predation along the route, or magical eruptions closing. Naturally, the refugees only knew about what had been going on in the weeks before they set out, and were no more informative than the papers they already had. Zhighua had been undergoing crisis much like Persama. Unfortunately, they couldn’t interrogate the non-existent refugees who had stopped coming for their reasons why. Gabriel still refused to go through the Land of Spires, citing how he didn’t like the idea of being eaten. That Mirian had told him “you get used to it” didn’t do anything to change his mind.

But at least one of them was doing something useful. Well, that wasn’t entirely fair. Gabriel was still learning Gulwenen, and how to make a leyline detector. That he continued to complain about both just meant he was actually doing them.

Meanwhile, the news from Palendurio was that Ibrahim had successfully fought through the passes and seized the upper river. As she feared, there were reports of Persamans in the city being run out—or mobs that did far worse. She thought of Rostal, and the children who ran around after the lector was done with his service at the Sanctuary. None of the Persamans in that city deserved a fate like that.

Soon.

As the loop came to a close and the apocalypse neared again, she found herself unable to sleep, the anticipation overwhelming.

The next cycle, she would actually talk to the legendary necromancer.

            
Chapter 211 - Race to the Necromancer

                Mirian woke, sealed the hole above her bed with shape wood and shape metal, quickly threw on her clothes, then sprinted out her dorm and to the plaza in front of Bainrose Castle. She blinked beneath the flagstones, plummeting a dozen feet before casting levitation to stop her fall. Then, it was to the conduit room, where Eyeball sat spread across the table full of glyphs and crystals, its eye squinting at her mischievously.

You already know if I succeed, she thought grumpily.

HAHA. NO, OF COOOURSE NOT! HOW COULD I KNOW? THAT HAPPENS IN THE ‘FUTURE.’ HAHA. HAHAHA.

That Eyeball was able to convey sarcasm through soul-information was just an indication of how much she had to learn in the field. Still, nearly two months of practice had helped refine her technique significantly. Open Mahatan Gate, please, she thought.

HAVE FUN! Eyeball thought, and Mirian felt the strange pulse of magic that accompanied the Gate opening. Then blinked and levitated her way to the Gate room. Mirian used shape stone to create a post between the Gate and the door, and then wrote in large block letters on a spare sheet of paper: 


Do NOT go through. Gate leads to a location deep underwater. Please continue studying it, though. —Mirian, Prophet (and former student)



It took a minute, but she could spare that. Next came her least favorite part. Though she’d tried, she simply couldn’t maintain spells when she was teleported. This meant she had to rapidly form an air bubble to breathe and a force shield to alleviate the crushing pressure. Inevitably, she still had aches in her joints from the brief moment when she was unshielded, and she knew of no healing magic that fixed those aches. She took a deep breath, and holding it, stepped through.

A moment later, she was in the crushing depths of the oasis casting her spells. Then she surfaced, speeding off north away from the city. She didn’t bother with stealth. By the time anyone alerted the Sentinels, she’d be long gone.

As she passed over the desert, she once again debated tactics. Should she burn as much mana as she could just to get there faster, or save some just in case? Fighting the necromancer wasn’t realistic, but hated the idea of not having mana for whatever might arise. Perhaps he’d make the two Prophets fight and see who came out on top.

Get a hold of yourself, Mirian thought. She mentally rehearsed what she was going to say again. My name is Mirian. I’m one of the new Prophets. You’re likely aware of the ongoing leyline breakdown. The Ominian has established a time loop to prevent it, because it soon leads to the Divir moon falling… hmm. Is that leading too much with the problem? I could say I’m the only Prophet, but I’ll likely only have a few hours at most before Ibrahim arrives. What if I led with me being one of the abducted children from Falijmali? Of course, if he goes to talk with them, none of them will have heard about me this loop. But he must be smarter than that—that would just confirm the loop. But he must understand his help is a valuable commodity to bargain. Especially if Ibrahim shows up…

She kept thinking as she flew. She butchered a drake and absorbed its soul, using that to cast accelerated levitation for a few miles. Several loops using this route had given her a pretty good idea of where to look for drakes, and they had the largest souls to mana drain. It was also easy to strip their legs of scales and use heat spells to cook them so that she could eat while she flew. She could also use spells to harvest water from the cacti along her route.

At night, she only slept a little, using a carefully decaying ward system to set herself an alarm. The Lone Pine dervish form would supplement her lack of sleep. Every hour counted.

***

The plateau, at least, was easy to spot. As she moved over to it, she first levitated high up and layered several lens spells on top of each other to look towards Rambalda.

Finding the dust cloud was too easy. It was closer than it should have been. Dammit! Ibrahim’s several hours closer than he was last cycle. He was an hour away, give or take. She ground her teeth. Far less time than she’d wanted to have alone with the necromancer, but it seems Atrah Xidi had detected her last cycle, and possibly alerted the Prophet. Perhaps accidentally. Perhaps not. Or, Ibrahim had made a breakthrough in the early cycle. Either way, she had no time to lose.

Mirian flew down to the cave she’d detected as the entrance to the necromancer’s hideaway. She landed just outside. She could see the souls of the five drakes inside. One of them was massive—likely a matriarch. She cast her first divination spell, targeting the rael glyph, which was used in basic alarm wards. There it was, present on some sort of ward deep at the back of the cavern. That was to be expected. Quickly, she cast other detection spells, looking for what exactly the purpose of the ward was. It detects any kind of mana-to-energy transformation. Force, fire, lightning—even sound. Whatever I use. Generally, such broad alarm wards weren’t used because something like lift object was perfectly legal to cast, while force blades was not. Ward schemes in cities needed to be specific.

Her trick of cracking key glyphs by heating them up would trigger the alarm before it disabled the sequence. The necromancer had also proven a master of energy transmutation arrays; if his undead soldiers had layers of protection, no doubt, the door to his hideout did as well. I could blast through the drakes and simply trigger the alarm. But that doesn’t exactly send the right message. Nor does butchering them with Eclipse.

The cave was relatively tall but narrow, twisting several times before it bottlenecked in a passage just large enough for the drakes to move through. Then it opened up again slightly. Back there was the door. There was no going around the drakes. And, with Ibrahim on his way, she didn’t have time to do anything elaborate, like lure the drakes out with meat.

But despite his innovations, Atrah Xidi doesn’t seem to have been able to use tri-bonded sequences to combine runes and glyphs. Then soul magic is safe to use without alerting him.

An idea struck her. There was a way to bypass the drakes, and do so in a way that sent a message of diplomacy to the arch-necromancer. From Viridian, she knew desert drakes had a symbiotic relationship with two-headed vultures. The vultures, circling high in the sky, often indicated prey. Once the drakes had killed the prey, they shared it with the vultures.

Mirian assumed the form of the Dance of the Dusk Waves, speeding up her reactions and movements. As she entered the cave, she heard the guttural growls and hissing of the five drakes. She darted towards the first one, placing her hand on it. Share with, she sent, and patterned the edge of her soul with the same patterns she’d seen with the two-headed vultures. By now, she’d mana drained enough of them to know their rhythms.

The first drake looked confused. Mirian repeated the communication, then leapt back as one of the other drakes snapped at her. She backed up. It had been quite some time since she’d run the Frostland’s Gate Labyrinth, but the motions still came instinctually to her. She ran up one of the boulders in the cavern, then leapt over the attacking drake, kicking off one of the walls to adjust where she landed. In the narrow confines, the larger drake would have trouble turning. The two juveniles behind it came at her next, but she placed her hands on each of their snouts. Share with two-headed vulture, she told it. Turning, she repeated the same instructions to the drake that was snarling and trying to turn. Since it couldn’t see her, the soul communication worked better. The drakes still weren’t sure about her, but some innate behavior written into them made them hesitate.

Blocking the way to the door, though, was the matriarch. Mirian had never seen a drake so large. Only a thin echo of sunlight was this deep in the cave, but she thought she saw the glint of a metal collar on the drake. A pet? I made the right move not just slaughtering them. I wonder how Ibrahim gets around it, though. The matriarch snapped at her. Mirian leapt back, then scrambled up the rough-hewn wall of the cave to get some height on it. When the matriarch turned to snap its tail at her, she leapt to the other wall, briefly embracing the Last Fires form to give her fingers the extra force needed to grip the small handholds. 

This time, the matriarch used one of its innate spells, and a haze of sand filled the cavern, choking Mirian. Desert drakes liked to use the spell to hide or to blind their prey, but Mirian already had detect life going. When the tail snap came again, Mirian launched herself back to the other wall, but the haze made it impossible to see the holds. Her fingers came away bloody as she fell, thudding to the hard stone floor, pain shooting up her legs and spine. While she ran raw soul energy through herself to heal the damage, the large drake came forward, head snapping at her. She was forced to leap back. The rough sand battered at her skin, and Mirian raised her cloak to her mouth so she wouldn’t choke.

I just need to touch it, she thought, but without arcane magic, that was proving to be more difficult than she anticipated. The matriarch’s agitation was also riling up the rest of its family. Frustration coursed through her. Every minute she was delayed was another minute Ibrahim drew closer. And if she screwed up, pissing off the necromancer, then Ibrahim would for sure know what she was trying to do.

Mirian retreated from the drake’s snapping jaws, only to stumble on a rock behind her. She went sprawling, and as her cloak fell away from her mouth, she choked on sand.

With her reaction time, it felt like it was happening in slow motion. She saw the glow of the matriarch’s soul as its claw came down towards her. Mirian’s first instinct, as her hands scraped against the sandy cave floor, was to summon her spellbook and end the fight. Then, she realized something. Conductor talked to me with the soul language when I wasn’t touching it. I just have to extend my soul—The Sinister Hand of Shadow form needn’t only be for suppressing spells. Auramancy can be used for other things.

She scrambled back from the claw, letting it smash the cave floor where she’d been, then swapped forms. The outer layer of her soul spread out, scraping at the drake’s.

STOP! she commanded.

To her surprise, it worked. The matriarch froze, and it let go of the sandstorm spell.

Let me pass. I mean you no harm, she thought to it. When it growled, she focused her will. This creature wasn’t looking for diplomacy, but strength.

This time, she commanded it. LET ME PASS. The matriarch backed away, then put its snout against the ground, indicating it was trying to be non-threatening.

Mirian caught her breath, then walked to the door. The matriarch drake growled at her, but she seemed to have cowed the beast. Stay, she reminded it as she turned her back on it to look at the door at the end of the cavern.

Glyph sequences ran across the border of the door and the frame, carved directly into the rock. As she’d suspected, there were complete alarm sequences. In the center of the door was a ring of orichalcum. Within that circle was a disk of bone, engraved with runes. Of course. When she’d been searching through the desert, she’d been on the lookout for steel, a clear indicator of human presence. The mechanism being pure orichalcum meant it was undetectable by divination because of the metal’s resistance to spells.

The metal would be aligned to Atrah Xidi. Unlike the soulbound objects she carried, it was isolated, so she wouldn’t be directly interacting with his soul. That was good. She would need to realign the metal to her own soul in order to operate the door mechanism. Only once she had done that, control of the orichalcum disk would then allow control of the runes embedded in the bone. She could add soul energy, which could in turn ever so slightly manipulate the bone disk itself. Her best guess was that detect bone glyphs embedded in the door then would become active. It was a clever way to make sure the Deeps—who knew of, but didn’t use orichalcum—would be stymied, and the Praetorians—who wore orichalcum but didn’t use soul magic—would be equally impeded. 

Mirian placed her hand on the circle, feeling the burn along the edge of her soul. Gradually, she forced it into alignment. Once she could sense the metal beneath her fingers, she realized she was wrong. No glyphs were in the door at all. This was a necromancer. Of course he could manipulate bone without glyphs. There were runes she didn’t know, but like a wand, she could simply channel soul energy into them and the result was that the thick bone spikes holding the door closed retracted. The door opened.

The sandstone hallway before her was dark.

“Atrah Xidi! I come in peace,” she called. Her voice echoed. Other than that, there was silence. The drakes behind her were quiet.

She closed the door behind her and continued down the hall, risking a light spell now that she was past the detection wards. With every step forward, her anticipation grew. The hall led to stairs that were cut into the stone. Beneath the plateau, the air was cool. A welcome relief from the desert. Mirian called out her greeting again. This time, the echo was different.

At the bottom of the stair, there was an arch that opened up into a colossal chamber. There were eight wide pillars, each riddled with nooks, reaching up to a ceiling some hundred feet tall. All the walls around the room also had nooks. Each one had a mummy in it, covered in runes. Storage for his army, Mirian realized. There were thousands of them. He constructed them all. Amazing.

“Atrah Xidi!” Mirian repeated.

 On the opposite side of the chamber was a stone door. It rumbled down as Mirian approached, and a figure wearing a dark cloak emerged. She couldn’t make out his features beneath the cowl of his hood, but she recognized the way he walked, from watching him at Mayat Shadr.

The arch-necromancer took several steps forward, and then he froze.

“Atrah Xidi. I come in peace. My name is—”

The man lowered his hood. His face was gaunt, and his skin reminded her more of the mummy soldier of his she’d seen than anything living. He looked at her with his gray eyes, so bright they shone silver in the dark. “Naluri,” he whispered, the reverence he placed on the name echoing in the chamber.

Mirian’s mouth fell open. She recognized that face. Those eyes.

The memory curse was overwhelmed. She felt it fragmenting with the pressure. Atrah Xidi cast briefly, and the curse shattered entirely.

“Dad?” she whispered.

And the memories came pouring back.
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Chapter 212 - Memories

                She was four. She was running through her home, feeling the glee of movement. The hot desert air blew between the sandstone pillars of the open hall. Beyond them was a garden of hardy desert plants. She didn’t like it as much as the courtyard garden, the one with the pond and all the pretty lotuses. The black ones were her favorite, because the petals had a rainbow sheen.

There was a noise, and she turned her head to look. She caught a glimpse of the distant mountains to the north, the ones with the big long name she couldn’t pronounce.

Then she was sprawled on the ground. She’d tripped, and the sandstone floor had shredded her knee. She began to wail.

“Little lotus,” came the kind words of her father. 

She kept bawling. “Daddy!” she said, clutching her knee. It was scraped, but not that bad. Still, the blood was trickling out, and it stung.

He kissed her on the forehead. “Heal it, daddy!” she said between sobs.

“You can. Remember? Hold onto this.”

She grabbed his finger so she could feel the ring beneath it. Both the ring and his finger were cold. “But it hurts!”

“Close your eyes and feel it, little lotus,” he said.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Breathe in. Breathe out. In again. Out again. Feel your inner self. Search for the part of you that hurts. It should be easy to feel.”

“I feel it,” she whined.

“Keep your breathing steady. In slowly, just like me. Out slowly. Good. Now remember, push the rest of you into that hurt. Feel it move the way you want. Like watching the ripples in the pond calm.”

She’d done it so many times. It was just hard when it hurt. “I’m doing it,” she whispered.

“Yes you are, darling,” her father said. With a flick of his finger, a trickle of water came out from one of the nearby jugs and washed away the blood. He then bent down and gave the healed knee a kiss. His lips were dry. “All better,” he said.

She giggled.

“And what did you learn?” he asked.

She groaned. He always asked that. “Be careful when running,” she said, showing her exasperation with her whole body the way toddlers always did.

“But do keep running,” he said with a wink.

***

She stood in the courtyard garden while her father tended the jeweled lotuses, holding her mother’s hand. She heard a muffled “mraw!” and up came Meu, carrying another bone rat.

“Ohh, good kitty,” her mother said to him. “Gaius, the cat found another. I thought you cleared the fields of them.”

Her father sighed. “I did, beloved, but there are two constants in this world: war and bone rats. We can either avoid one or the other.”

Her mother sighed. Telekinetically, she disassembled the exoskeleton of the rat. Meu paced about excitedly until the bone rat corpse hit the ground again, and then the little terror of a cat started going at it.

“Gross!” she shrieked, but she kept watching the cat. 

Later, she found him perched up on the balcony licking his paws in between surveying his domain. She could see the farm. Here and there, she could see the mummy guards, posted around the field and the perimeter of the house. They were creepy, but she also knew they wouldn’t harm her.

She ran her fingers over Meu’s mottled fur. “Good kitty,” she said.

In the distance, something drew her eyes. A flash of light, far out in the desert. Purple and orange. It was pretty. “What’s that?” she asked the cat.

“Mreew,” the cat said, annoyed that she’d stopped petting him. She resumed.

***

She sat across the table from her mother. Each of them had an abacus. Her mother wiggled her eyebrows in a way that always made her laugh. “Ready for another round, flower?”

“Yeah!” she shouted.

“Okay.” She flipped over a clay tablet where she’d scrawled a math equation. “Go!”

She froze, trying to remember what the symbols on the tablet meant. Her mother started moving beads, which meant she had to hurry. “Twelve,” she read carefully, and started clacking beads over. “And four!” Clack clack clack! went the beads and then she started counting them.

“Fifteen!” she shouted with elation.

“Count again, sweetie.”

She scrunched up her face, touching each bead. “Six…teen?”

“Good job!” her mother said.

“Yes!” she cried out, and ran around the room in a victory lap before returning to the table. Her mother was already smoothing the clay, ready to write new numbers. “Again!”

***

She stood at the front door and screamed.

Meu was there, fur far too red, dragging its way through the threshold. There was a trail of blood.

“Meu! No!” she rushed forward. She could hear her father telling her to slow her breathing. But she needed his ring. She couldn’t heal Meu without it. “Mooooom!” she shrieked. She started petting the cat, making sure she was gentle.

Her mother came running, but by the time she got there, it was too late. “I’m sorry, little flower. When your father gets back, we might be able to do something, but he’s gone.”

She pressed herself into her mother, sobbing for a long time.

When she had sobbed herself dry, they went out to investigate the field. She clutched her mom’s hand tightly.

There were three bone rat corpses laid out around the bush.

“Well, he certainly went down fighting,” her mother said.

That made her feel a little better.

***

“Concentrate, Naluri,” her father said. “The flow must go through the circumference of the ring. The runes do the hard part. You just control the flow.”

Naluri squinted, holding her hand. She’d grown frustrated several times before, and her father had let her run around and get the frustration out before she returned to it.

“That’s my stubborn lotus,” he said, and then he put the shining black ring on her finger again where it adjusted itself to fit snuggly. Naluri let her thumb trace the initials carved on it: G.N. Gaius Nezzar, she knew, her father’s real name. The one he used only at home. The world had forgotten it, he’d said. Dad said a lot of weird things. Mom was constantly telling him that, in that lighthearted way she did.

“Feel the flow,” her father repeated.

Naluri squeezed her eyes shut altogether. She imagined her soul was a river made of light, just like he’d taught her. She just needed a trickle to thread through the ring, like a string going through the eye of a needle. Only, just like putting a thread through an eye, it was frustrating. She grit her teeth. There! A tiny trickle. She pushed at it. She gasped. “Daddy! Daddy it worked! I think it worked!”

“So it did,” he said, and he had this huge grin spread across his face, his gray eyes shining with pride.

Below them, the corpse of Meu, wearing a collar engraved in runes, stirred and sat up.

“Meu!” she shouted excitedly. “Oh Daddy, thank you,” she said, and hugged his leg.

“Of course, little lotus,” her father said, stroking her hair. Naluri spent hours playing with her now-undead cat, using the ring to give it commands. When they went to the village, he took her aside and said, “When we go to the village, do not mention the cat. Ever. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she said seriously. They were still hiding, she knew. It had been repeated enough. As far as the village they visited knew, they were farmers. Best that they didn’t know just how far away that farm was, or what tended the fields. 

When they got to the village and she saw the other children playing, she looked at her dad. He was wearing his ‘disguise face,’ as he called it. Illusion magic. He nodded at her, and Naluri went tearing away to go play.

She was good. She never mentioned the cat once. It earned her a scoop of dessert when they went to the market later.

***

Naluri woke from an after dinner nap, only to hear her mother and father talking in harsh whispers. That was how she knew they were talking about something important.

“Another violation of the treaty. What they’re doing to Falijmali—I can’t stand by and just watch.”

“Gaius,” her mother’s voice warned.

“I’ve seen this pattern play out before. They can’t leave well enough alone. You should see the history books they’re writing about the war now. No, I take it back, you shouldn’t. As if their hands weren’t drenched in blood too.”

Dad was angry. He was scary when he was angry. But she didn’t understand what he was angry about.

Her mother was tapping on the table, which meant she was nervous. “Be smart about it,” she finally said. “But—”

“She’s up,” her father said. She still didn’t know how he could see her through walls, but she did know it was totally unfair for when she was trying to sneak around. “Come here darling. Did you have a good nap?”

“Yeah,” she said. “What were you talking about? Did someone get hurt?”

Her mother sighed. “A lot of people, Naluri. But don’t you worry. We’ll tell you about it when you’re older.”

***

She was five. Dad had gone on one of his trips again, but she’d whined enough that he’d let her borrow his ring to play with. She’d spent some time playing math games with her mother and more time adventuring around the farm. “Bone rat. Get it!” she’d shout, and if she channeled in the right spot on the ring, Meu would dart off to go get it. Then she’d pretend she was in a library. “I’m going to be a historian, like my dad!” she told a wall she was pretending was a bookshelf. She picked up a rock. “Hmm, this book has secrets! I’m going to find them alllll out.”

In the evening, over dinner, she said, “When’s Daddy coming home?”

“Two days,” her mother told her, brushing a strand of dark hair out of her face. 

“Alright,” Naluri said. “Can we go to the village? I wanna play there.”

“No.”

“Please?”

“No. You can play with Meu. Or we can play a game together.”

She grumbled, but they ended up playing a game together, the one with letters and tiles.

That night, Naluri woke to a loud noise. She grabbed the ring off her nightstand to have something to hold onto. “Mom?” she asked.

Another loud noise. Then another. Then a scream. Her mother.

“Mom!” she shouted, running for her. She needed to get to her. She’d be safe with her.

She saw her in the hall. Beyond her were a bunch of people. Strangers. But that wasn’t right. People never came to their house.

There were scary flashes of spells, and Naluri froze, ready to hide. Then a terrible noise, wet and sickening, and her mother collapsed. Naluri ran to her. One of the people yelled at the others, then started moving toward her. A strange man. The emotions were too much. She was terrified, but it was her mom.

The man said something. As he approached, Naluri froze, too scared to move. She could feel her mother’s warmth beneath her left hand. Her right hand was squeezed tight around the ring.

Another gruff noise. A bright light. The man loomed over her.

She hadn’t recognized him at the time, but now she knew him. She’d seen him plenty of times. He was younger in her memory, and larger, but he had a distinctive face.

Voran. Now First Praetorian.

He wrapped her in a dark sheet that covered her face, and picked her up, carrying her like a bag of flour. She’d kicked and screamed then, but it didn’t help.

Desperately, she’d called for Meu.

***

Then a haze of memories. Being moved around a lot. A lot of strangers talking to her. Most of the time, she was scared. Sometimes, the fear erupted, and she was angry. A little ball of impotent rage.

Then there’d been Doctor Westerun. Talking so soothingly to her. Helping her forget her fear.

One day, she’d put the ring she’d held onto so long, kept hidden so long, in a drawer and then forgot it existed. Remembering anything became so hard. Sometimes, the rage seized her, and she didn’t know where it came from. 

She remembered meeting her new father. Her new mother. They’d been kind to her. They gave her sweets. They helped her remember to breathe when she was angry. She liked them, even if some days she couldn’t say it.

But there was a wound in her, and it had never been healed.

Just covered up.

***

“Dad,” Mirian repeated, and the tears came cascading down.

Naluri. Her name had been Naluri Nezzar. Somehow, her mind had conjured up that name from her memories when she was searching for aliases, first incorrectly, then the exact name.

She found herself in his embrace. He was thin and bony, but he clung to her desperately. “My little lotus. You came back. You came back.” They stayed like that for some time. His body was cold, she realized.

Mirian wiped her eyes and stepped back.

“Let me see you,” her father said. Then, he looked down at her heart, and his eyes grew wide. “Gods above. You’re a Prophet.”

“I am,” she said. “Gods, there’s so much to say. Where do I even begin? There’s another Prophet on his way. Ibrahim Kalishah. He’s been using you each cycle for your army. To what point and purpose, I don’t know—he’s obsessed with destroying Baracuel, but it’s useless, because the world ends on the 25th of Duala at the latest.”

“Hmm. I know him and Dawn’s Peace by reputation. Likely why… but the world ending? Then it’s worse than anyone suspected.” He smiled. “But the Ominian couldn’t have chosen better.” 

Mirian started laughing. “I… I wasted so much time. I thought—I worried—but all this time… because I didn’t remember. Fate… what a strange path it’s taken me on.”

“I hope there is no such thing as fate, for if there is, it is a cruel thing. What happened to you? Where did they take you?”

“Doctor Westerun—a Deeps agent—developed a memory curse. I was raised by an adoptive family in Arriroba. They gave me the name Mirian. It was only after the time loop started that I began to put together pieces that didn’t make sense. Seeing you… it must have activated too many connections at once.”

“Arriroba. I searched there. I searched half the eastern continent.”

Several dots began to connect in Mirian’s mind. “Dhelia and Jeron took me on a trip when I was young. Six, I think, maybe seven. Because they came into some money… Gods. How much of my life was manipulated?”

The necromancer’s jaw was clenched tight. “They’ll pay for what they did.”

Mirian—or should she think of herself as Naluri now? But that didn’t feel right either—nodded. “They will. Just not yet. First, we must save Enteria.” She looked over Atrah Xidi—Gaius Nezzar, and examined his soul. It wasn’t as bright as she might expect. The lines wove in on each other, and they were retracted, like they flowed along the bones, rather than the flesh. His skin was clammy and cold, and in the center of his chest—

“You have an anchor,” she realized. “But… you’re not part of the loop.”

“A chthonic needle. Quite different than a temporal one. It anchors my soul to my body, or else I would have died long ago. We should sit down somewhere nicer. I designed the war catacombs to be functional, not pretty,” he said, gesturing at the room.

They walked through the far door and up a staircase. The room looked familiar.

“Our old dining room. You rebuilt it,” Mirian said. The table was sandstone instead of wood now, and instead of looking out on the farm, the windows now looked out to a blank wall.

“I did,” he said, and cast a spell. He had glyphs worked into his robe, she realized, and was casting through them. That was… really clever, actually.

Light filled the room, and then a large illusion covered the wall on the other side of the ‘windows.’ She could see the Southern Range and the rest of the house, just like she remembered it. In the other room, she could hear the trickle of a fountain. Gaius was rooting around in the cupboards.

Her father the necromancer—it was still a strange thought, both new and old in her mind—sat down and handed her a steaming cup of tea. “How much time do we have before the other Prophet arrives?”

“Half an hour, perhaps. Maybe a bit less if he—”

Gaius looked up suddenly, his gaze towards the door. “Never mind. He’s here. He just killed Lizzie.”

“…Lizzie?”

“The drake.”

“You know, that seemed to me the worst way to start a diplomatic talk. Kill someone’s pet on your way in?” That was followed by a crash that echoed through the chambers. He’d smashed the door too.

“To be fair, it wouldn’t be the first time she’s died. Now, I hope you have a plan.”

            
Chapter 213 - The Man of Endless War

                Mirian had thought through her plans endlessly, but they had all been for different circumstances. Worse ones, in fact. If there was one thing she could be absolutely certain of, it was that her father was on her side.

It was a key advantage.

They had a minute, maybe less. “If you were a Prophet, and had to deal with other Prophets, how much would you trust them?”

“Not at all,” her father said.

That was straightforward enough. “I would like to align us to purpose. I fear the others have goals beyond just saving Enteria. We will say nothing of our relationship. As far as Ibrahim knows, all we’ve agreed is that you’ll tutor me.”

“Done,” he said, and stood.

“Atroxcidi!” called a voice. It echoed off the walls.

Gaius Nezzar dismissed the illusion on the wall.

“He’s got your name wrong,” Mirian whispered.

“Good. I haven’t used my real name since Leyun died.”

A jolt of grief shot through Mirian. She nodded, and breathed in sharply. She needed to clear her emotions. She veiled her eyes with a quick illusion. They walked out.

“Atroxcidi,” came Ibrahim’s deep baritone as the necromancer entered the catacombs. “I come to you as… oh. So you are meddling again, Mirian.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You know me?”

Ibrahim snorted. “You’ve had yourself declared Prophet by the Pontiff of the Luminates several times.”

“You’re sure I’m not one of the other Prophets?”

“Sulvorath? Unlikely.”

“No, one of the other Prophets,” Mirian said, and was satisfied to see that Ibrahim was caught off balance by the statement. The surprise faded quickly, though.

“What do you hope to accomplish here?” he asked, sounding tired.

“I would have talked to you sooner, but I wanted to ensure our honored necromancer here wasn’t being manipulated first. There’s three Prophets so far in our council, and we’ve begun to coordinate our actions to solve the puzzle of Enteria’s doom.”

Ibrahim glanced at her father, then back at her.

“Did you really not tell him in the previous cycles? He figures it out anyways. The Ominian needs us to stop the apocalypse. Not conquer Baracuel. You have a place on the council of Prophets—or Chosen, if you prefer—if you can agree to work with us.”

The other Prophet shook his head. “You think you know the will of God. You know no such thing. God has given each of us a task. You can scurry off and do yours, I care not. I will do mine. But do not interfere.”

“What exactly makes you think the Ominian has tasked you with the destruction of Baracuel?”

Ibrahim was silent. Mirian could see his soul still writhing, like steam was coming off it. There was a barely contained fury beneath the surface of the man.

“In Baracuel, there’s several communities of Persamans. They don’t deserve to die for the sins of the generals and Parliament. But that’s what your invasion causes. Rostal—”

Ibrahim took a sudden step forward and hissed, “Do not speak his name to me. Or the names of any of the other traitors who abandoned their people for coin and comfort.” He spat on the ground.

Mirian looked at Ibrahim, jaw clenched. Here was someone truly implacable. She needed to proceed cautiously. Today, she was either going to make an ally of him, or a terrible enemy. “In Akana Praediar, there’s a conspiracy of businessmen, spymasters, and generals. They get their population to hate Baracuel, and then they invade. The first cycle, I watched my friends and professors cut down in cold blood. Innocents, butchered. Then I watched it again. And again. Merciless slaughter, all based on a lie. I have every reason to hate all Akanans. They were fools, easily riled up into bloodlust, eager to call for the death of people they knew nothing about. But I’d rather kill the liars that led them. Even without the apocalypse, there would have been a slaughter across Enteria. But we have the opportunity to set ourselves on another path. You’ve seen the tree, half in flame. The path through the tangles is not so obvious. But there is a path.”

Gaius twitched slightly at the mention of the tree.

“Your path may be tangled,” Ibrahim said, head high. “Mine is clear.” He had such a confidence about him. More than Gabriel’s bravado. Despite his hatred of his old mentor, she saw Rostal’s steps echoed in the other Prophet’s. He simply radiated leadership.

“Then tell me your path, Ibrahim Kalishah.”

“Each Chosen has their duty. The Sixth Prophet, as you call him, failed.” Ibrahim turned his gaze to the necromancer. “Baracuel was never meant to have united. That must be fixed.”

Gaius shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll wait for you two to resolve your differences before I comment. Besides, you already know how I feel about you and Dawn’s Peace. This isn’t the first time we’ve talked, is it? Then this certainly isn’t the final loop.”

Ibrahim gave an amused “Hmph.” Then he continued. “If Baracuel is allowed to stay as it is, when this is all over, it will continue to spread again like a creeping plague.”

“And if it’s destroyed, Akana Praediar will take its place. As it intends to. Do you know what kind of armies they can field? How fast they can build artillery? How many airships they have? There’s a smarter way to do all this. Solve the apocalypse first. Then we can discuss what the world looks like after that.”

“This is God’s trial. The crucible that forges us into Their unbreakable weapon. If Akana Praediar stands in my way, I’ll break it too.” His aura tightened and flared as he said it. What must it be like to fight this man? she wondered.

“There are three Prophets in Akana,” she said. “Sulvorath is no longer one of them.”

That made Ibrahim hesitate, though only for the briefest moment.

“You’re practicing for the final cycle. I understand that. But there won’t be an Enteria in the final cycle if you don’t help us. I have business in Alkazaria that I can’t accomplish when it’s already been conquered and razed. I have people I need to talk to in Palendurio and allies in Cairnmouth. If I’m your ally, I can make your objectives easier. I can convince Fort Aegrimere not to march against you, for example. General Corrmier is a traitor, and given more time in the capital, I can find the levers that will topple him early in the cycle. There’s a way to change Baracuel without slaughtering the farmers and artisans who live in it. They are not your enemy—”

“They are,” Ibrahim snapped. “If the injustices of the past cannot be repaired and a new destiny forged, then I care not if Enteria bleeds out, for it is already bleeding. The fossilized myrvite ripped from my land, cut from it by the bloody fingers of my people, is used to power these ‘innocent’ cities. Baracuel’s citizens then feast on it like ravenous dogs. What fuels your spellwards and the spell engines your artisans use? Whether or not they wield weapons means nothing. They drink our blood.”

“And the children?”

Ibrahim said nothing to that. She could guess how he’d justified it to himself, though. After all, Baracuel had killed as many children in their wars.

“Ending all fossilized myrvite extraction is already on my agenda. Would you rather end the feast of blood, or bleed your people more with endless war? What will Persama look like after every soul has been fed into the machines of war? And even if I step aside, will the other Prophets?”

“You can’t understand,” Ibrahim said.

Mirian peered at him. Revealing she was not born of Baracuel might convince him she did understand, but that might lead to questions. If he or the other Prophets knew her relation to Atrah Xidi, they might seek to remove him from the equation. Or unite against her out of fear. And there’s something more. Mirian remembered the anger she felt at the Akanans who had butchered her and her beloved town. But that hate had faded. The hate inside Ibrahim—it was fresh.

“Then help me understand,” she asked quietly.

Ibrahim glanced at the necromancer, then locked eyes with Mirian. “I watch her die, Mirian. I watch her die in my arms. My star. My love. My beautiful wife. All this power—but it’s too late. Had the cycle started another minute sooner—another half-minute—I could save her.” He closed his eyes, and she could see the tears leaking out of them. He opened them again. “But God did not want her saved. I asked myself ‘why’ for many cycles. In the dreams, I screamed at the holy messenger of God. I tore open pages. I interrogated philosophers. ‘Through Them, we shall know true sorrow; the loss of unimaginable lifetimes. God cannot be fathomed, but clutch your grief tight, for through it, you can know the smallest part of Them.’ God does not speak in words, but in signs. My cruel plight is a message, just as the Second Prophet was given a similar message. We must be clear-eyed looking for the signs of the divine.”

Mirian looked at the other Prophet with pity. The quote from the Second Prophet was phrased differently than Luminate scripture, but it was his other words she focused on. He can’t move on from his grief. From his anger.

She was treading on dangerous ground now. Here, at his most vulnerable, Ibrahim was poised to become a force of destruction throughout the loops if she said the wrong thing. And given his mastery of the soul forms, one that might be significantly more challenging than Troytin to remove. And if I did remove him, that would cast a great deal of suspicion my way. One time traveler opposing me getting removed is plausibly coincidence. Two might be the burden that cracks the eximontar’s shell. She wanted to ask her father for help, but she didn’t dare look to him.

Mirian kept her voice gentle. “What would she want?”

A mix of emotions flashed across Ibrahim’s face. With Gabriel and Liuan, she could see the way the time loop had worn on them. But for Ibrahim, the trial of the loops had scoured him in a way it hadn’t for the others. He too is losing his humanity. Emotions, for all the trouble they bring, are what make us people. If he lets go of her, is that better or worse for us?

Ibrahim wasn’t answering. Couldn’t answer, maybe. 

“I understand the need for war,” she said. After all, if Akana Praediar did invade after all of this, despite her best efforts to stop it, she would not sit idly by and simply let it. “But what is the mission of Dawn’s Peace?”

“You already know,” the other Prophet said bitterly. “A new day. A world at peace. But there’s no path to peace.”

“Have you looked for it yet? I admit, were I in your position, I don’t know that I’d have the strength to.”

A thunderstorm passed across Ibrahim. His soul was in such turmoil. Rostal had been right. He burned.

And where would I be, if it was my mother who died in my arms at the start of the cycle? If I was a moment away from saving her? Why would one even try to quench such a flame? Now she could remember it. In all the terrible detail. That fire had been in her soul too. It had driven her mad as a child, had sent her rampaging around the school, raging against phantoms even as Westerun set up his curse barriers, one by one. “My mother died,” she whispered. “In my arms. It was long ago.” And yet, only now I remember it. It’s still raw.

She felt the tears trickling down her own face. “Fate was not so cruel as to make me watch it again and again. But I never got the chance to say goodbye to her. To tell her I loved her one last time.” Mirian’s cool broke, and she could no longer control her tears, or her voice. She didn’t know if she was telling Ibrahim, or her father. “Not so long ago that it wasn’t in the Ominian’s power to send me back. Gods I wish I could see her. I was just a child.”

The sobs wracked through her, and her body trembled. She looked up at Ibrahim.

“Ask her,” Mirian said. “You still have time, don’t you? Ask her about the future she wants.”

“The Baracueli assassins tear out her throat,” he said.

This time, she did turn to the necromancer. Her long lost father. He had never gotten to watch her grow up. It was an unforgivable theft. “Then ask her soul,” she said.

Gaius Nezzar looked at Mirian—at Naluri. He had kept his gaze steady, but she could see the strain of hiding his feelings. She hoped Ibrahim was too enveloped in his own grief to notice. The necromancer looked at Ibrahim. “If I haven’t yet, I can teach you,” he said.

The flames were quenched. Ibrahim still stood, but his soul had settled. “Teach me,” he whispered.

***

The next few days were agony for Mirian. She so badly wanted to talk with her father, to catch up on all that they’d missed together, but they had a deception to maintain. That first night, while Ibrahim slept, he had come in and given her a quiet hug. Silently, they had mourned Leyun and their lost time.

Ibrahim was indeed a master of the soul. Mirian observed the training sessions as she practiced her own magic. He used at least one dervish form she wasn’t familiar with. She planned to ask him about it, but after things had settled.

His mastery of the different soul forms meant he picked up the technique he needed remarkably fast. Like Rostal had done to examine Mirian’s technique, like Viridian did to talk with his myrvite plants, there was a way to touch the soul of another without a focus. He could commune with his wife’s soul, if just for a moment before it faded. Without a focus, he couldn’t heal or bind it, but he could talk.

Mirian prayed it would be enough.

When Atrah Xidi had taught him the communion technique to his satisfaction, he stood before Mirian and said, “I’ll talk with her. I want to do it now. Send me back.”

She hesitated. “You mean kill you?”

“No. It’s not death because we don’t die. Send me back to her.”

“The other Prophets will want to meet. How will I contact you?”

He shrugged. “Send a falcon to Rambalda. Doesn’t matter where. The city will be mine, whatever happens. If I don’t purge the Baracueli agents and sympathizers, they’ll send assassins at me until I do. That much death is inevitable.”

“Very well,” Mirian said. “Let me go get my spellbook.” She walked to her room, summoned the soulbound book, then returned. She’d opened to disintegrating ray. She cast it at his heart.

Ibrahim grunted. The spell had seared away his shirt and left a burn mark on his chest, but that was all. He raised an eyebrow. “You can do better than that, surely?”

Mirian raised an eyebrow back. “Not used to dealing with spell resistance like that. See you next loop,” she said, and carved away a thick chunk of the ceiling, figuring a rock the size of the matriarch drake would do. She slammed it down on him with the speed of a Baracueli train. The catacombs shook.

She watched. His soul, so bright, vanished almost instantly from her sight. He was right. It wasn’t really death.

Mirian could have used soul-coating to penetrate the resistance, or attempted to knock his temporal anchor, but despite the breakthrough she’d made here with the Prophet of Rambalda—one that would hopefully stick—she still had those secrets she wanted to keep.

“Good technique,” her father said from behind her. Then, “Gods, that was agony. There’s so much to say.”

“There is,” Mirian said.

“That was true, what you told him? About…” he choked the word, “Leyun?”

Mirian nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“It took all my strength not to comfort you as you spoke of her. Come here, Naluri” her father whispered, and embraced her again. They stayed that way for a long time. When at last they broke their embrace, Gaius said, “Whatever resources are at my disposal are yours. Whatever knowledge you want, I’ll give you.” He looked at her, a sad smile on his gaunt face. “There’s so much to say,” he repeated. “But I finally get to say it. You have no idea what it was like to wait.”

“We’ll make up for the lost time,” she said.

“Good. Now where to begin?”

            
Chapter 214 - Tales of the Past

                Gaius Nezzar stood in the kitchen, hands wrapped around a mug of tea. He’d reactivated the illusion so that one of the walls looked like Mirian’s childhood home. 

“Where is this house?” she asked.

“Ten miles or so northeast. Not too far from Falijmali. Deep enough in the desert I thought it would be safe. But your mother was right. I should have never let those Baracueli scum get away with the first treaty violations. All it ever did was encourage them to keep doing it.” He sighed. “But who would have renewed war alongside me? By then, all my allies were dead. Ground to dust by war or time.”

She had so many questions. “You said you hid your true name. Were you always Atrah Xidi to them, or did you have another name before that?”

“You’ve read the histories of the Unification War?”

“Several, by now. Well, skimmed most of them.”

“And what did you think?”

“I’d burn half of them if they wouldn’t come back in the next loop anyways. Riddled with contradictions and what sources I did investigate didn’t say what the author said they did. Atrocious scholarship.”

The necromancer nodded. He held the teacup, but hadn’t taken a drink. Mirian was pretty sure he didn’t actually eat or drink anymore, but he seemed to like the ritual of tea. One question at a time, she told herself, though she was burning with so many. “Before I was Atrah Xidi, I was no one. I never needed another name. Gaius was good enough. I was, for most of my life, a historian. One who dabbled in necromancy not for power, but for answers.”

“That’s right,” Mirian said, a pang running through her. “I have this memory of saying I wanted to be a historian, just like you.” Only, Westerun had taken that from her. How much had warping her memory changed her? At least I kept my love of math, she thought. “I want to know your story,” she said.

Her father smiled. “Probably best not to tell the whole thing in one sitting.”

“The short version for now, then.”

He nodded. “I’ll try to keep it brief. Highlight the important parts, the parts that might be important to your mission. I was born, from what I remember, in a small village upriver of Alatishad.” He shook his head. “It was so different back then. Different in ways people don’t understand, can’t understand anymore. There were no spell engines, so there were no spellwards. Every able bodied man or woman in the village was required to do guard shifts in the watchtowers or maintenance around the palisade. Despite the precautions, myrvites killed someone at least once a month. Usually, in the farms along the river, but sometimes a river creeper would snatch a child from a room at night. And magic… it wasn’t the same. Now, they ship myrvite parts around Enteria. Every ink and organ is available, and alchemistry makes it so easy. In my time, spellbooks were worth more than gold. Collecting spells was the work of a lifetime. Getting the materials was only half the problem. Mage guilds and wizards’ towers kept their spells and artifice methods secret.”

“How old are you?” Mirian asked.

“Three hundred. Give or take. But I don’t feel a day over two hundred and fifty!” Gaius smiled. “I know, it’s a pretty poor historian who doesn’t know his exact age, but in my defense, the village I was born to never kept census records, and had no tradition at all for celebrating birthdays.”

“So how did you become a necromancer powerful enough that Baracuel still fears you?”

He snorted. “Doesn’t fear me enough, it seems. We’ll have to change that. Well, it happened slowly. When I was young and foolish, I figured out that I could sneak out into the desert and visit the old Persaman ruins leftover from the Triarchy, and that visiting arcanists would pay a fine price for some of the relics. Eventually, a wizard noticed I had a knack for finding the good stuff and not getting myself killed. She hired me to work on collecting old artifacts for her full time. Eventually, I realized that some of the libraries in Alatishad had old Persman records and maps, and if I used those, I could quickly find the best things. At first, I was only interested in the artifacts. Fragments of alchemistry equipment. Old spellrods. Extinguished glyph pieces. But then, I became fascinated by the history itself. I began to wonder, first about the Persaman Triarchy. How could an empire that had endured so long fall so far? I quickly realized that understanding necromancy was crucial to understanding the history.”

Mirian nodded. That was the historical consensus. “But you wanted to know the mechanism,” she guessed.

“Precisely. It was taken as axiomatic that necromancy was so terrible that its use destroyed the Triarchy, but that didn’t explain why such a civilization was able to rise above all the kingdoms around it, subjugate half the continent, and persist for over a thousand years. All the while, using necromancy.”

“So you started learning it.”

“Indeed. I had picked up a bit of arcane magic from serving the wizard. But it was in Mayat Shadr that I found a spellrod with a focus incorporated into it. I became obsessed with learning all I could about necromancy. I scoured libraries for books, scoured ruins for old scrolls and tablets. Eventually, one of the old restorationist cults got wind of what I was doing and recruited me, and then I had proper teachers.”

“Restorationists?”

“Wanted the Triarchy back, necromancy and all. Largely culled by Prince Fariba and her Great Guilds a hundred years later. Most of them moved north to hide in what would become Baracuel, then got purged by the Luminates. Anyways, that was all to come. At the time, we figured we could both help each other. The years passed, and I began to understand something of the nature of the fall. And here’s where you might be interested. The Ominian is dead, and yet, They live. The last Triarchs sought to resurrect Them. Whatever ritual they prepared, whatever method they thought to do so, all I can tell you is it involved mass sacrifice on a scale that chills the blood. They thought, perhaps, with enough souls, it could be done. Except, the necromancers at the time perhaps knew more about that soul than we do today. They knew a soul cannot be simply switched around. No amount of falcon souls could ever animate a person.” Gaius shrugged. “Most of the records around then, including of the magic, were deliberately destroyed. Whatever those Triarchs did, it caused a collective horror that changed the culture of the land for generations to come. The exile of what would become the Luminates. The rise of the Isheer. Mass rebellion, war, and the near-complete destruction of necromancy. I never did quite solve the history, because I became obsessed with another question.”

“The fate of the Ominian?”

“Not quite. The question I wanted to know was: how far could I trace humanity’s history?”

Mirian paused at that. Even a few years ago, she would have thought, ‘to the Cataclysm,’ because too much had been destroyed during it to say much. But then she’d seen those soul fragments beneath the oasis of Mahatan. “There are tales told in the remnants of souls. Tales in the stones of ancient ruins. Tales in legends,” she said.

“Yes. I began to seek them all out. It all led to more questions. That all non-Elder creatures share common ancestors is ancient knowledge, passed down as common sense for generations. But where did the idea originate? It is easily seen in the variations of birds and lizards, or the traits of flowers. But where are the creatures like humans?”

Mirian found herself nodding along. Talking of humanity’s origin had triggered an old memory. “Xylatarvia’s Great Ship. She descended from the stars on a boat made of vines.”  Priest Kier had given a sermon on it that she’d heard many times in the early cycles. There had been a strange reference to that it in the Grand Sanctum. She closed her eyes, trying to remember. Down this hall, in this room. “There was as cult of Altrukyst that had a secret room in the Grand Sanctum of Palendurio. It said Xylatarvia sailed her ship through a hole in Altrukyst’s chest. She then emerged from the moon. The strangest tale. It sounds like a fable for children.”

“Fascinating. I had not heard that one, but yes, I began to wonder about Xylatarvia’s great ship. I began to wonder why ancient texts never specified which moon they talked about. I began to travel the world, searching for texts and ruins. Torrviol was one such place you might be familiar with.”

“Indeed.”

“Someday, I’d love to tell you the full scope of my research and discoveries. The Praetorians destroyed some of my collection when they stole you away, but I still have some of the texts and notes. Suffice to say, all my journeys led me to one place: the Jiandzhi.”

“The Land of Spires. The only place as dangerous as the open ocean.”

“Yes. When I traveled, which was often, I usually took work as one of the mages guarding the caravan to earn a bit of coin, and so I’d done a lot of fighting. But to traverse the jungles outside the trade routes, I found myself in need of gaining power, simply so I could survive my explorations. As the years went by, I started to feel my age. I turned to necromancy to extend my life, which required new studies I could apply to my mastery of the arcane. Finally, I discovered something fascinating. Some of the spires in the Jiandzhi are of simple rock. Others, of steel and hewn stone.”

Mirian’s eyes went wide. “Structures from before the Cataclysm?”

“Yes,” he said. “But there was one thing I could never understand. If you map out the history of a thing, say, building architecture, since that’s what I found the most of, you can see iterations and advances. Modern Persaman architecture is based on Triarchic designs, which in turn were based on melding at least seven distinct pre-Triarchy styles found in the surrounding kingdoms. Go back farther, and you can see these kingdoms were in turn adapting Zhighuan geometry to local materials, which then slowly evolves into its own distinct style. The monuments in that era combine practical, cheap techniques with practices that were clearly imported. Travel to Zhighua, and you can see some truly ancient structures. Several of them copy pre-Cataclysm techniques.” He paused for dramatic effect then said, “I could find no examples of precursors to the Viaterria structures.”

Mirian considered that. “The Cataclysm wiped them out.”

“That’s what most historians will say, if you back them into a corner. But I’ve never been satisfied with that. There’s a discontinuity in the history. Pre-Cataclysm people had marvelous technology. And not Elder technology, either. My greatest discovery was a group of artifacts, hidden in a collapsed structure in the Jiandzhi. I hesitate to call what I found ‘necromancy,’ because that does a disservice to how carefully it melded the many arts. It wasn’t just soul magic and arcane magic, but some amazing technique that harnessed small amounts of electric energy to do things I still don’t understand. I also found the largest treasure trove of the Viaterrian language—Lorcadian—that anyone has yet discovered. I was then actually able to translate the instructions on and understand how to operate several of these ancient devices.”

“Fascinating. And you still have them?”

“Two of them. The other was smashed by the Praetorians.” Gaius’s face grew dark. “Barbarous thugs. They destroyed so many things that day. All irrecoverable.”

He sat there, and through the contortions of his face, she could see the hatred he still held. Then he washed the emotions away, his voice steady again. “It was some sort of medical facility, I believe. The healing arts they had—the most advanced soul magic we have still can’t surpass it. One of the devices, the one the Praetorians smashed, was used to preserve living tissue in perfect stasis. Useful for, say, preserving a thumb that was cut off to it could be reattached, or, if the Lorcadian texts are to be believed, transporting a living heart so it could be given to another.”

“I can’t believe I haven’t heard of such discoveries.”

“Ah, well. The crusade against necromancy was quite problematic for me. I never could get people to understand how valuable necromancy could be, and I never could hold my tongue around Luminates or the Isheer when they told blatant historical untruths. After a while, I ignored the wizard towers and academics, and had to stay in the shadows so the priests and mages didn’t purge me as they did so many other necromancers. There was a lot of hiding.” He frowned. “And killing. I don’t remember those years fondly.”

“So was the chthonic needle one of those Viaterrian artifacts?”

“No, that came later. I should say all these things took a long time. Travel took ages back then. No trains or spell carriages, you have to remember, and myrvites preyed on travelers along every route. By the time I returned from the Jiandzhi, I was seventy or so, and by the time I gave up swaying academia and hid myself in Alatishad where I could settle and do my research in peace, I was near ninety. Even with necromancy, I knew I would die soon. But I had too many questions, still. An old Persaman text discussed a device that could extend life far beyond mere spells, but it was only to be found in one place: the Labyrinth.”

Mirian raised an eyebrow. “You managed that. Without a time loop?”

“I did indeed. They didn’t have tri-point meters at the time, but I think I must have been an archmage by then. There’s something to be said about obsessive study. The chthonic needle was my prize from an Elder Vault,” he said, tapping his chest. “I got lucky. It was in the third one I opened.”

“Gods above. That’s impressive. I died a lot opening just one Vault. You know the locations of them? After enough time, the Vaults seem to regenerate their stock. Well, so says one text, at least.”

“I could give you their general area, though the Labyrinth’s no doubt shifted by now. Anyways, I still didn’t have a child at that point. Had never married, never settled down. Only then, at the end of my life, did I suddenly regret that. So I opened up the old Viaterrian device that could preserve tissue and…” He cleared his throat. “Preserved a living sample. For later. Just in case.”

“Oh my,” Mirian said.

“I knew I wouldn’t be able to do it after I bound my soul with the needle. I used what I’d learned from the techniques on the device to preserve as much flesh as I could, but it’s just preserved, not living. But it all worked out. There’s two-hundred or so more years to my story. More studies. A nasty encounter in the Jiandzhi that convinced me it wasn’t worth it to keep going there. Falling in love with this land and its people. Meeting with the Sixth Prophet. That terrible war. How I met Leyun. But I’ve told you what I think is the most important part for you as a Prophet to know—that somehow, these things I stumbled on in my journey—they’re connected to this moment. The Viaterria and their knowledge. The necromancy of the Persaman Triarchy. The secrets still hidden in the Jiandzhi. It’s hard to describe, because it’s a hunch based on centuries of study, but they must lead back to the Ominian. To Their missing Mausoleum. To the story of humanity. To the Cataclysm. To the narrow path up the burning tree the Sixth Prophet spoke of—the same one you spoke of with Ibrahim.”

Mirian’s heart raced at that. He saw the tree as well. I wonder—did it burn as brightly when there was so much time left before the end?

She wanted to know it all. She still had a thousand questions.

Gaius cleared his throat. He was still holding onto his tea cup. “I’ll be honest. I’m quite sympathetic to Ibrahim. I’d like to kill everyone involved in your abduction. Take their corpses and reanimate them, then parade them into Palendurio’s Parliament and explain to them the exact text of the treaty their ancestors signed and what I’ll do if they violate it again.”

A shiver passed through Mirian. He said it so calmly, but she knew he meant every word. He’s friendly to me because he’s my father. But he and Ibrahim are probably the only two people in Enteria who have personally killed more people than I have. “I’ll make sure justice finds them. Ibrahim uses the blade. In normal circumstances, it would be the right tool. But with the loop, there’s time. I can use a scalpel. Cut away the tumors. No more innocent lives wasted.”

“I pray that you are right. I find myself restless. I don’t get out as much as I used to,” he said, gesturing at the cavern walls.

“I want to learn everything,” Mirian said. 

Gaius smiled. He set his teacup down, the liquid still steaming, and stood. “I always did love teaching you. Then let’s have a lesson, my little lotus. First, let’s see what you know.”

            
Chapter 215 - Lessons in Necromancy

                They stood atop the plateau. Mirian faced her father and gave him a salute with Eclipse.

“Don’t hold back,” her father called.

Mirian took a deep breath. Her heart was pounding in a way that had only been matched by her confrontation with Ibrahim. She had thought through her strategy for a confrontation with Atrah Xidi before she’d realized that was her father. Her usual strategy would be to cast total camouflage and levitation, using her near-invisibility and speed to first catch her opponent off-guard, then swap to prismatic shield if a spell might actually hit her. Meanwhile, she would use direct attack spells, coating them with soul energy to pierce spell resistance if needed. 

She already knew that her father had techniques that could modify the energy type not just of his own spells, but those of his opponents. Mirian didn’t know if that was merely an enchantment or if it could be wielded as an active spell, but she had planned for both contingencies. From her observations two cycles prior, she also knew he was capable both of soul-drain and mana-drain style spells and possessed a powerful soul repository. That would act both as a defense and a way to empower him. Then there was the black shield he used. She wasn’t sure exactly how it worked, only that it was at a minimum equivalent in defensive capability to Luspire’s prismatic shield.

Her father had of course agreed not to endanger her soul. He had helped dispel the fragmented remains of Westerun’s curse like it was nothing, so she had no doubt his finesse was as potent as his raw power. Gaius had refused to discuss his spells until after the battle, not wanting to “spoil the surprise.”

Mirian still didn’t like surprises, but nevertheless could admit that practice against an opponent of unknown capabilities was useful.

Her plan assumed her father could easily pierce a prismatic shield. Instead, she’d rely on overwhelming his senses by using greater illusionary army. With high spell resistance from all three of her soulbound items, her soul would be harder to see amidst the illusions, especially at a distance. She would use beads of soul energy in several of the illusions to further complicate picking her out. Meanwhile, she’d be ripping up chunks of the plateau to hurl, avoiding the problem of spell resistance altogether.

If the battle came to attrition, she would try spells that detonated near the target, like Luspire’s cascading inferno, and if that failed, direct attacks with soul coating while using mana drain. 

Mirian lowered her blade and began. She cast her illusion spell simultaneous with levitation, then had herself move in a criss-cross pattern with the illusions as she deployed the beads of soul energy so that he’d have trouble tracking her. As she lifted her first boulder to hurl, though, her spell was interrupted.

Her plan of using indirect attacks had been too obvious. He’d been ready for that specific spell. Then, while she was reformulating, he hit the entire region of air she and the illusions were in with a widened force blast—but one that targeted the air. Mirian was blown back, but she wasn’t ready to move the illusions the same way. As light constructs, they weren’t moved at all by the blast of air.

Mirian snapped up a prismatic shield just in time to deflect a disintegration ray. Needing to alleviate the pressure, she cast cascading inferno as planned—only to look on in horror as something sapped mana from the spells as they were airborne. Mirian cast detect life so that she could see what had just happened and repeated her attack. He’s using some sort of net defense that traps the spell in a binding then saps it, she realized. The net would take a great deal of soul energy, but that didn’t matter if he knew where the attack would come from.

Then, Mirian saw her prismatic shield was getting sapped as well. She cut with Eclipse, disrupting the spell, only for it to reform at the back of her shield where she couldn’t easily get at it.

Shit. She used force drills to break up the rock in front of herself, then manipulate stone to harden it into a temporary barrier and dismissed the shield.

The mass fireballs still might work, but they need to avoid his nets, she thought. Here, her work with Jei on four-dimensional paths would be critical. She could move the path of the cascading inferno beads first through four-dimensional space, then route them around to his back. Mirian flipped back and forth between her page of attack spells and her page of pathing glyphs. As she launched the spell, she predicted her father would be using some sort of spell to bombard her hiding position. She flipped back to her utility page and used blink, just in time; a spell severed the connection of the rock wall to the plateau, then sent it crashing into the spot where she’d just been. That was then followed by a fire beam.

Mirian saw that Gaius’s black shield spell was up now. She blinked again, nausea rising in her, just in time to dodge another fire beam. There was a brief moment of hesitation. Hah! I know a spell he doesn’t, she thought triumphantly.

She raised another prismatic shield a moment later, not knowing how else to defend herself. Immediately, the claws of some spell were digging into it. She couldn’t tell how the siphon worked, just that she had to pour mana into the spell to keep it from falling apart.

He wins by attrition, she realized. Her aura was vast, but she’d been draining it the whole time. Meanwhile, his auric mana was probably untouched. Mirian attempted her own mana siphon spell, but whatever the black shield was, her spell dissolved against it. She tried to counter his siphon spells, but he started recasting the spell every few seconds with a different pathing, so by the time she’d enacted her counterspell, he’d already moved it so that her spell landed on nothing. In a burst of inspiration, she tried siphoning mana from the spells he was attacking her with, but got no result.

Then, she saw tendrils of soul energy burrowing into her shield.

Mirian only had a moment to react. She blinked away again, but this time, her father was ready for her. The tendrils appeared again where she’d moved and cracked open her shield. Then she was hit by a series of spells she didn’t recognize. Glancing at her soul, they appeared to be curses—at least four of them. She fell to the plateau, paralyzed, and her connection to her catalyst fizzled entirely.

Her father approached her, face beaming. “Wonderfully done!” he said. “You lasted a full fifteen seconds longer than the Archmage Tellicus, and I daresay he had a few decades of experience on you. The repathed fireball barrage was a nice trick, but unfortunately, you’re not the first to try it. Now the short range teleportation spell—that’s new.” He raised his hand and the curses around Mirian dissolved.

She gasped for breath, then dismissed her rapier and spellbook.

He reached down to help her up off the ground.

Mirian took his hand. “It’s not true teleportation. It’s a jaunt that pushes me through the fourth dimension briefly.”

He was still smiling, but there was a sorrow in it now. “Your mother would have been proud. You weren’t just my little soul mage, you were her little mathematician.”

The pain of her death was still fresh. She wanted to embrace it. She wanted to feel the waters of grief wrap around her until the torrents boiled, and then she could become a creature of rage and scour the Praetorians and Deeps for what they’d done to her.

No. There’s work to be done. “Your mana siphon spell doesn’t work the way mine does. And there’s versatile versions that can attack the mana fueling the spell.”

“Yes, I was meaning to ask about that. Who taught you to siphon?”

“I deduced it. Soul siphoning is only a short step away from capturing a myvite soul in a repository, but since mana is soul energy at a lower frequency, I figured out how to force the step-down process.”

“Really! Well then you’re brilliant. But yes, necromancy has seen a great deal of refinements. Though I’m not surprised you haven’t encountered any of the last cults hiding about—they’ve learned to stay very well hidden.”

He put a thin finger to his lips. “Some advice. First, without knowing the spells that can counter siphoning, you can still refine your casting technique to avoid it. All of your pathing glyphs for your shield are completely standard, which is what I’m relying on to sap them. It’s the most efficient path for the arcane force to take, but a less efficient path would mean I couldn’t predict where to sap. Siphoning an active spell is an exercise in targeting the place where the arcane force is still going through the transformation process. You’ve wisely shrouded your catalyst and book in adamantium, not just enchantments, so I can’t sap mana prior to the transformation. But arcane energy knows no ownership, just as the sun’s rays know no ownership. Catch it, and it’s yours.”

Mirian nodded. “So you’re using nets to capture energy, then energy transformations. But you can turn arcane force back into mana?”

“No. Theoretically, the alchemists are convinced it’s possible to ‘unbake’ bread, but in practice its never been done. In our analogy, it’s more like I’m taking the baked bread and crumbling it up, then using it as a poor substitute for flour.”

Her mind spun. “So you’re using someone else’s arcane force for your own spells? But that would mean… but it’s already left the shaping glyphs.”

“Yes, so I’m just casting a simple energy transformation spell at the coordinates where the arcane force is. Hence why you using standard pathing is a vulnerability. By transforming your arcane force into bursts of kinetic energy prior to the resolution point of the spell, it weakens the construction of the shield while also attacking the shield at the same time.”

“I see,” said Mirian, furrowing her brow. Gods, I’ll have to redo all my combat spells. And figure out a way to modify Luspire’s prismatic shield. That won’t be easy. “That was how you countered the shield, though. What about that net that was trapping my spells?”

“Ah, Masikatt’s web. Yes, that uses a necromantic binding. Using a stronger force to contain a weaker one, and then redirect its purpose. Similar concept to what I just described. Not a true mana siphon either.”

“I’m guessing there’s runes involved I haven’t even seen. The Luminates know very few runes, and I only discovered a few more. But the key to most of it is mastering post-glyph energy transformation. Like what you did with your mummy soldiers.”

“You’ve examined those?”

“In a different cycle,” she said, waving a dismissive hand. “Was a pain in the ass to dissect while it was trying to kill me. I had to bury it in rock first.”

Her father stroked his chin. “Yes, energy transformation and its associated runes might be the best place to start. Then, I suspect if you’ve only been learning from the Luminates, there’s several necromantic bindings they wouldn’t have taught you. Next, a comprehensive review of the known runes and their categories. After that we can move onto curse structure…”

***

For a week, her father pushed her to the edge of her capabilities in a way she hadn’t experienced since her fight against Apophagorga. Since the instruction would take multiple cycles, they worked together to plan out a curriculum for Mirian to follow, as well as exercises in each area. Together, they pored over her spellbook and Mirian noted down the changes she would make when she was back in Torrviol and able to use Torrian Tower’s advanced scribing equipment. 

Then, Mirian visited Falijmali so she could send word to the other Prophets that Ibrahim was considering joining their efforts, but it remained to be seen if he actually would.

There was also another problem: the Praetorians. She had questions for them, but at the moment, she didn’t want to deal with any of it. She worked with Thaseem and the Junudasun to use their informants to create fake information that spread through the city. In both batches of rumors, Atrah Xidi had learned of the Praetorians’ pursuit. He’d either fled west to Rambalda, or he’d fled east towards the storm coast. Mirian made sure the information made it to one of the Deeps informants. They’d be happy to pass it along; as long as the Praetorians were bogged down and far away from Palendurio, they were happy. When the boat with the Praetorians arrived in Falijmali, Mirian headed back south to continue training.

For the next month, she continued her lessons in necromancy and runes.

One night, as she ate a perfectly spiced lamb stew atop the plateau, she discussed Ibrahim.

“Why haven’t you been putting sigils on his soul?” she asked. “Troytin’s soul was covered in them.”

“I’m sure it occurred to me in previous loops. I imagine I insisted I would be allowed to do so to track any bargains we made. I’m also certain he’s just scrubbing them off. It might not even be on purpose. Repeated applications of that Last Fires stance would destabilize the surface of the soul used to anchor the bindings. Soul-writing was used to track debts during the Triarchy, you know. It’s essentially a benign curse, too shallow to disrupt anything.”

“Makes sense,” Mirian said. They sat in silence. There was another thing that had been bothering her. “I can save Ibrahim’s wife.”

Gaius nodded. “I deduced as much,” he said. She’d told him of her journey, so she wasn’t surprised he’d figured that out.

“He just needs relicarium. He’ll have no problem finding a focus to bind.”

“But if you tell him this information, you’ve revealed one of your advantages. And then there’s a scramble to consume an irreplaceable resource, either to deny the others it, or to gain advantage. But the same thing that grants you an advantage in the short term may destroy you in the long term.” Her father paused, then sighed loudly. “I have, in short, just described human civilization.”

“You’ve seen it before.”

“When you live as long as I have, you start to see patterns. When you study history, they become more explicit. The same armies King Attah used to reconquer the Uru Coast became the destabilizing factor that killed his heir three generations later. The silver mines that fueled the rise of House Argentus led to them overexploiting both the rock and the peasantry, so that their finances collapsed as anger against them came to a boil. I watched as spell engines were invented. Fossilized myrvite went from being a nuisance to the foundation of civilization. And as people scrambled about to control it, it split apart a fragile peace, and all the other problems of the world that had been writhing under the surface erupted. I thought the Naasqual here were too small to matter. I hoped the foundation would crumble before the shackles of empire came to bind us.”

“Mom was Naasqual,” Mirian said. “Falijmali is, too. They all get lumped in as Persamans, now, though.”

“Yes. ‘Persaman’ is a useful word for the Baracueli to use, because then they can punish, say, Falijmali for violations of the treaty in Rambalda.”

“Or use it as an excuse to occupy Mahatan,” Mirian thought, remembering what she’d learned of that city.

“I could see the wheel of history turning. Fool that I was, I acted too late. And then so much blood was spilled. It came to a point where I couldn’t stand seeing another drop. I failed to see that there is a kind of person who cares not how much blood drenches the sands. They would spill an ocean of it and flood the world if only it meant they could claim dominion over a lashed together raft that floated atop such a crimson sea. ‘Peace’ to them just means a chance to rearm. Then, after the treaties are signed, they ignore them and do as they please. They only understand one language: violence. And they only understand it if it’s enacted against them, personally. But they surround themselves in castles and armies.”

Mirian thought of the gala atop Aurum’s tower. None of them would be on the front lines of any war.

Her father continued. “If your enemies demand war, they demand the most terrible thing. And yet, you must fight, for they will wage the war even if you don’t.”

He sounds like Ibrahim. It’s no wonder he could ally with him. They’ve both come to the same conclusion. “As you learned. How many mummy soldiers do you have?”

“Two thousand. Give or take a few.”

Mirian did some math. “About one every three days since I was taken.”

“I had a few hundred left over from the war that I refined. But yes. It has taken up the majority of my time. It helps that I don’t have to sleep anymore. Though I do miss sleeping.”

“If I could find another chthonic needle in the Vaults… the extra time would be invaluable.”

“They’re incompatible. Because I have a chthonic needle, I could never use a temporal one, since removing the needle would unbind my soul from my body. You could use one, but only if the temporal anchor was removed.”

“Ah. Pity.” Then Mirian blinked. “They return to the Ominian…” Their body is full of temporal anchors, but then they were distributed to the Prophets. Troytin’s anchor returned to the Ominian. The chthonic needles are also an Elder magic. Could that help? She finished her thought out loud. “But where is the Mausoleum?”

“Never could find it. The scholarly consensus was that it was destroyed by the triarchs when Mayat Shadr was destroyed. Or possibly razed afterwards as people attempted to destroy necromancy. There was an immense magical detonation in the center of the city, but it wasn’t an explosion. Otherwise, the damage would look different. The Sixth Prophet was also looking for the Mausoleum. Obsessed with it.”

She felt a hunger in her to know more. “You haven’t told me about him yet.”

“In the morning. I need to spend some time sorting through old memories. And then… I’d like to visit Leyun’s tomb with you.”

            
Chapter 216 - Tomb

                Gaius prepared breakfast for her, and then they set off, levitating to the old house. As they flew, they talked.

“I believe your theory is right,” her father said. “The Sixth Prophet spent a great deal of his time dealing with corruption in the Academies. There were also some high profile assassinations around that time. None of which were ever solved. But all of them arcanists.”

“But spell engines were invented anyways. Just a bit later.” Mirian remembered finding the correspondence of another Prophet deep in the Grand Sanctum. It had been a balm to her soul. She yearned for more of it. “What was he like?”

“Like Ibrahim, in a way. He had this outward confidence. But also a sorrow inside him. An exhaustion. It slipped through the mask. I only talked to him briefly, well before the Declaration Crisis. But it was clear, when we spoke, that it wasn’t the first time we had talked.”

“It must be so strange, from the other end. For someone to know you so well, and yet be a stranger to you.”

“It was. I found myself overthinking every path the conversation could take. Considering what I might have said to him previously. Afterward, it was a shock. The holy texts said the Prophets saw the future, not that they lived it. He never told me as much, but it was obvious from the way he talked.”

“How did you meet?”

“He came to me. Knew exactly where to find me, though I wasn’t an easy person to find. Back then, I was living in the shadows. Hmm. I suppose I did have another name back then. A pen name for when I wrote to the academies, and another identity I was using for my underground work as a necromancer.”

Gaius paused in thought. “Can’t remember those names anymore. Anyways, he needed me to construct an artifact for him. Mythril armor with advanced soul repositories, and defensive rune enchantments.  I didn’t have quite the mastery of energy transfer at the time that I do now, but it still was a piece of formidable defense and utility. In exchange, he gave me a pile of gold, information on several historical texts, and some ruins in the central wastes. I was working in Mahatan at the time. It was only near the completion of the artifact that I began to understand what he was. Let’s land there. I want to recall it as best I can.”

They landed, and Mirian’s attention was completely on her father as he closed his eyes.

“It was so long ago… yet the strangeness of it helped me crystallize it. I took notes in a diary later. I remember saying, ‘It’s not a chthonic needle you have. I can’t understand the function.’ And he said, ‘You always do get curious.’ I still didn’t understand until later. There was… we talked about something else, but I can’t remember. But I do remember… I was working on several refinements I’d gotten wrong while he waited. And he got this distant look in his eyes, and he started rambling. He said, ‘The journey to the new world could be peaceful. It could be. But people have been wrapped about in great chains made of ideas. All of Enteria is shackled to cruel masters, instead of tied to each other. They demand the path to change must be one of destruction. If the old world is not first burned, the new one cannot emerge. It was not Carkavakom who saw that, but Eintocarst.’ He seemed so tired when he said it.”

Mirian felt dread building in her. “Another Prophet, come to the same conclusion as Ibrahim. And as you would, a century later.” Is war really so inevitable?

“Yes. He said something about needing to remove his needle eventually. Said, ‘Three have already returned.’ I became worried and told him he couldn’t have mine. Got ready to fight. But he didn’t want to fight. He said, ‘It doesn’t matter. We never could find the Mausoleum.’ In the moment, I was still confused.”

“Did he say where he looked? Why it was important?”

“No.”

“Did he believe the chthonic needles—does the Ominian need them? Or just the temporal ones?”

Gaius shook his head. “I don’t know. It was the last thing he said that stuck with me. I still dream of the conversation sometimes. He said, ‘There are a few who see the chains. Like Zomalator, they understand how to fight the hunger for the endless feast. Instead of consuming the stars, they will bind themselves in webs of companionship, as the Renewer did that gave the Ominian Their final hope. These, I will name companions. A pity you are not yet ready to join their ranks.’”

Her father paused. “In all my long life, I never felt a cut to my self-identity like those words. When he said it, his eyes flashed, and I felt a judgment being rendered against me. I think… I don’t know what he intended. I wonder sometimes if he meant for the cycle to be the last one at all. Perhaps he knew what his words would do to me. Perhaps it was just his musing. The ramblings of a man who needed to talk. But they changed me. It took a few decades, but it changed the path I was on. Eventually, his words brought me to the Naasqual lands. I never intended to fall in love with the land. But when I trace it back… when I interrogate my own soul, I think it was his words that inspired me to fight for them. Did he see that, I wonder? Or did the Ominian?”

“A narrow path, through the burning branches,” Mirian muttered.

Gaius got a dazed look as he reminisced. “Yes. Yes, he said that too. I can’t remember when… the order gets mixed up sometimes. It was a long time ago. Then, he went north, and there was that bloody little heresy.” His gaze came back into focus. “I doubt the Sixth Prophet was responsible for the outcome of the Unification War, as Ibrahim seems to think. If he thought he had stopped the creation of spell engines, then how would he have predicted what happened nine years after that? He was human, after all.”

Mirian’s mind went back to the dervish. “Are you familiar with soul alignments?”

Her father looked confused. “You might be using a different term for a phenomenon I am familiar with.”

She explained what Jei had told her, and her experience in the frostlands and the First City, and how it had changed her soul. “Ibrahim must have discovered one as well. I saw him using two dervish forms at once. That’s not supposed to be possible, but then again, neither is directly absorbing ambient mana or being able to incorporate soul fragments.”

“Soul ascension,” Gaius said. “I’m not familiar with Sun Shuen, but I found a heretical text discussing the First Prophet in such terms, and at least some of the Triarchs seem to have done something similar. The dervishes were secretive about most of their techniques, but there are legends in the second millennium of such arts. I’d have to get out a reference book to remember the names. As best I can tell, the location itself doesn’t guarantee anything. You could send a hundred people to that place in the frostlands, and it may be that none of them gain anything. For me, I achieved the same ascension you did in the First City when I first stood in the center of Mayat Shadr.”

“Interesting. Are there… kinds of ascension that are known and documented?”

“Only as much as I’ve told you, unless they’re hiding in archives I haven’t yet visited. Another thing: the old Persaman texts seem to imply that ascended dervishes and ascended arcanists must follow different paths. I do believe you could learn what Ibrahim has learned, but by aligning your soul in that direction, you would lose the two ascensions you have now.” He paused. “Probably. Since the phenomenon is not easily replicable, it’s difficult to study. But what I know of soul-flow theory backs that up.”

Both of them became lost in thought. They resumed levitating shortly after that, the wind a welcome relief from the heat of the desert. Mirian watched the rocks and sands pass beneath them. Succulents nestled in the cracks and shadows where they grew out of thin soil. Here and there was a cactus. She briefly remembered after a rainstorm, the desert blooming. It felt so good to just be able to remember.

She at last broke the silence. “Did you only ascend the once?”

“No,” her father said. “Twice. The second one was recent.” He was silent. “Soul ascensions are never a sure thing. But I have reason to believe that you might find the path I did. After all, we share a connection.”

Mirian knew where he had done it then.

A half-hour later, they arrived. She recognized her childhood home instantly. It was as she remembered, only, the fields and gardens were barren and the courtyard ponds that had once held jeweled lotuses were dry. They landed in the courtyard. She began to walk around, hand drifting over pieces of dusty furniture. Mirian—no—she was Naluri here—found it strange. The house seemed so small now. She found the hallway quickly enough. She knelt in that spot where she had, so many years ago.

“Necromantic revival isn’t the same as resurrection,” her father said, kneeling beside her. “As soon as the soul is broken and begins dissolution, the memories begin to dissolve with it. In a few hours, there are no memories left. The body without the soul retains some memories. If necromantically refined soul energy is carefully bound to the body, some semblance of memory and instinct remains. If the resonance of the new soul matches the resonance of what the creature is like in life, the simulacrum most closely approximates the behavior.”

“The mummy soldiers.” She smiled. “Meu. Yes, he never was quite the same. I still loved playing with him.”

He nodded. “That’s all to say, I knew it was hopeless when I tried to bring her back. But I did try. Not as something I could control, but her true soul, as it was.” Gaius let his hand gently touch the place where Leyun’s corpse had once lain. There was silence in the house. Only the sound of Naluri’s breath, and the distant wind. “I’ve had many brushes with death. Only twice in my long life have I nearly destroyed myself spellcasting. The first time was when I killed Solvir and his band of archmages. And the second was right here, in this spot.”

“There was a third,” Naluri said. “When you realize the leyline crisis will cause Divir to fall, you try to stop it. Before I remembered, I watched that. In the ruins of Mayat Shadr, you tried to do the impossible.”

“Did I?” He smiled softly. “Well, that’s good to know.”

Together, they rose and walked into the storeroom. Gaius cast briefly, and a patch of flagstones in the center of it rumbled open. There was a dark staircase leading down. Simultaneously, they both cast light spells, and the warm glow of it illuminated the sandstone steps.

“I built this for the two of us, to remember her. For many years, I gave up hope that you’d ever see it.”

They descended.

The earth beneath the sands was cool. The stairs led out into a small but beautiful tomb. He’d carved it to look like a cross between a natural cave and a nice room, with nine sandstone pillars in a circle around the edges. Her sarcophagus was made of black marble, Leyun’s favorite. There was no lid. Instead, her body was preserved with runes. There was a carved hole in the ceiling, meant to resemble a natural cave’s fissure. From it, an enchantment spilled out light so it was like a sunbeam was hitting her face. Her mother had always loved to walk out onto the balcony and let the sun wash over her face. She’d close her eyes and take a deep breath and just bask in the moment.

Clasped in her crossed arms were a wand and a scroll. One of the scrolls she’d used to teach Naluri as a child. The same wand she’d used to try to defend their home.

Carved into the side of the sarcophagus was a stone relief. The tombs of famous emperors and kings showed their great deeds in battle and acts of political domination; this relief only showed their family together. Naluri saw herself, playing in the fields while Leyun and Gaius watched. In another carving, she was petting Meu. In another, sitting around a dinner table.

On the side, Gaius had carved words in old Adamic:

 


Here lies Leyun Nezzar

We hope there is another world beyond this one where our souls will meet again. We fear that there is not. No words can do justice to her resplendent soul. Until we cross the dark veil, we will remember her, and cherish the time we did have.



 

The old Adamic script itself was beautiful, carved in flowing loops so that the words themselves were art.

Around the sarcophagus was a ring of water. Jeweled lotuses of every variety bloomed there. There were other desert plants around the edges of the room. “The enchantment and environment is almost entirely self-sustaining. The jeweled lotuses absorb ambient mana as they grow, then when they die, the runes are set to bind them and use their energy to replenish the enchantments.”

“It’s beautiful,” Naluri said. She placed a hand on her father’s shoulder. “She would have loved it.”

“She would have loved to see how you’ve grown,” he said, choking on the words.

Naluri let the tears come freely as she walked to the sarcophagus. She let her fingers drift across the edge of the marble. She gazed at her mother’s face.

She hadn’t died with a smile on her lips, but her father had mended the burn wounds and cuts as best he could, and left her smiling as she faced the light.

It wasn’t so much memories that flooded Naluri, but emotions. The way her mother had made her feel. Safe. Happy. Loved. But not just those things. She’d thrown her share of tantrums. Begged and whined about silly little things that seemed so important. Always, though, it came back to that feeling of belonging, of knowing she had her mother’s arms to fall into.

No matter what.

Except not no matter what.

She steadied her breathing and closed her eyes.

She could sense the faint flows of soul energy in the lotuses around her. That had been her nickname: little lotus. Oh, how she had loved the garden. Here, her father had shown how deeply one could know a person; every detail in this tomb referred back to some small thing Leyun had loved. In a niche in the wall, shaved leaves of her favorite tea. In the air, there was an illusion producing the scent of lavender and tiger lily. Leyun had loved the smells so much she’d made a special enchanted garden to try to grow the plants so she didn’t have to import them. In another niche, there was a stone slate, poorly cleaned so the chalk dust still lingered, and her abacus. One of the beads was broken.

Only she and Gaius could look at this room and know what every thing here meant, and why it had been included. If, in a thousand years, both of them had passed, a hundred scholars could analyze every mote of dust and still not understand that Gaius had deliberately made the tomb walls look unfinished because Leyun had loved the natural caves of the desert, especially those where a bit of sunlight spilled in and there was some secret garden. They couldn’t know the purple and orange cloth draped around her was her favorite scarf. They wouldn’t understand that her feet were bare because she’d loved the feeling of the warm sand between her toes as she did her morning walks.

In ten thousand years, if this tomb still existed, she might be thought of as an example of the burial rituals of Persama. At most, the entire knowledge of the Naasqual culture would be a few degraded scant references in weathered fragments of stone. Even the names of the old Triarchs might be forgotten. Perhaps there’d be a legend of ‘Atroxcidi,’ warped beyond any semblance of reality.

Piece by piece, every part of her memory would be lost. But here, now, she was known. In her own soul, there was a piece of her. There was a piece of her father too. And of the people she knew best. It would pain her birth father, she knew, but Dhelia and Jeron were also her parents. She knew them too, knew all the little things they loved, and all the little things they hated. Jeron would have never let a dirty writing slate be propped up in his tomb. Dhelia would have hated the smell of the flowers, but loved the smoothness of the petals beneath her fingers. Each day, a person changed, but small parts of them crystallized. Gems that weren’t permanent, but only to be beheld in a single life.

She thought of little Zayd. So little about him was solid; he was a liquid being, almost completely in flux. One day, he might love eating fish, and the next day, spit it out on the ground, much to Jeron’s dismay and Dhelia’s wry amusement. Now, he was a little bundle of raw feelings that loved sprinting across the fields and chasing butterflies. What would he be in a few years?

And then there was Grandpa Irabi, not related to her by blood either, but simply by the bonds he chose to tie to the people around him. There was Lily, who Mirian knew so well it was annoying. Nicolus, who she’d grown to understand. And Jei. And so many others—each had changed who she was and helped her on this journey.

None of this could be described as anything but ephemeral; each day, she changed. And yet, there was a realness to who she was.

In this room, she saw the impermanence of life, but also the shape of a beauty that could only be perceived in this short span they’d been allotted. As Eyeball might say, it was a beautiful flower, growing in only this spot in the great fields of time as she passed it by.

She would remember it and savor it as long as she could.

She was Naluri, but she was also Mirian. Both sides of her cried for what was lost here, but her heart swelled with joy for what love she’d been given. Her tears fell down from her cheeks to her mother’s.

The lesson for her soul was not in the ambient mana or the old bones of Enteria’s mountains, not in some deep tale of humanity’s long history, but inside herself. She felt her soul’s flows intensifying, not at the edges where it touched the world, but deep inside herself. A core of light and memories, irreplaceable and unique.

It will be for you, Mom. When I’m done, no one will have to go through what you did. No sudden moments of fear and violence. When I’m done, we’ll stop burying people, and start burying the wands and rifles of war. There will be a garden for you, and a library. Zayd will run through it and trample some of the flowers and knock a book off the shelf. And I will remember you, as long as I can.

She brushed her hand across Leyun’s cheek. She was cold, but her skin was still soft. She remembered her mother’s gentle touch, the way her hand would brush through her hair. Inside her, knots of soul energy broke open like so many flowers unfurling, no longer a tangle, but like fibers being woven, being thickened and strengthened. Inside her was a garden of memory. Not complete; it would never be complete until she took her last breath.

Naluri took in a deep breath, and when she opened her eyes again, she could see the glint of her silver eyes reflected off the tears that had fallen.

“Thank you,” she whispered.
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                    This was definitely one of my favorite chapters to write, and one I put a lot of thought into.

On a less emotionally devastating note, I'll be at this year's Dragoncon. I don't have a table or anything, and I'm not on any panels. I'm mostly going to wander around and learn since I've never been to one before. I'll be going to various litrpg panels and using advanced spy equipment to figure out what it is these other authors are doing. More seriously I'm still eternally grateful that so many people have supported this story that I've been able actually make this my new career. Thanks again to all the wonderful folks who read, rate review, and comment! As usual, I'm working to make sure there's no interruption in the posting schedule. I haven't missed posting a chapter I promised in a year and a half since this story started, and I don't intend to.


                
Chapter 217 - Cursebreaker

                They spent the night at the old house, then headed back to the plateau. As the date ticked closer to armageddon, her father continued his instruction. Centuries of spellcasting had given him such a wealth of knowledge, and there were old spells he knew about she’d never heard of. He also had a complete mastery of technique. Magic to her was as easy as breathing, but for him, it was as easy as a heartbeat. There was an automaticity to it that surpassed hers.

“It was the war that really forced me to apply what I’d learned over two lifetimes,” Gaius said one evening, as they relaxed atop the plateau. “I’d had my share of arcanist duels by then, but war changes the way you see the world. I only wish you didn’t have to learn that firsthand.”

“There must be a way to prevent it all,” Mirian said again. Liuan could stop Kinsman’s assassination and unravel the conspiracy there. Ibrahim could unify Persama. She could cut away the conspiracy in Baracuel and stop its conquest of the south. Tlaxhuaco could continue its isolationist policy. Perhaps Gabriel could get to Zhighua in time and settle whatever was going on there. “It’s no coincidence that the Ominian chose us.”

“And yet, I think the failure of the Sixth Prophet is evidence enough that even the Ominian’s foresight isn’t perfect.”

She couldn’t argue with that. Many paths, the Elder God had shown her.

“What are your thoughts on the grand design of the project?” she asked.

“It seems these Elder Gates you’ve discovered can delay moonfall, but I can’t see how leyline collapse isn’t inevitable. It’s like trying to use your breath to keep a patch of sand still in an earthquake. There’s far too much instability. I think you need to know the nature of the Divir moon. Something is generating an incompatible arcane force up there. Enteria’s arcane energy is part of the myrvite cycle. What fuels such a potent force in such a small moon? And… if the Divir moon is really so unstable, it must be dealt with in the long term. The Sixth Prophet couldn’t see far enough into the future. You cannot afford to repeat his mistake.”

“Sio Jherica had some theories on that. You think you can break their curse?”

“I know I can. You could as well, but I fear it will take more than a few months to learn such precise control.”

She nodded. “You’ve reviewed my designs of the leyline conduit?”

“I have. I think there’s a way to incorporate the runes we discussed into it, though I can’t see how yet. I can’t wrap my mind around the tri-bonded glyphs yet. But you’ve done some amazing artifice here. At the very least, you should be able to triple the capacity of the device with the runic additions and some refinements.”

Mirian smiled at him. Left unspoken was the problem that they would need to increase the capacity of the device by a thousandfold. There was no research in Torrviol to check in this cycle. And incorporating runework will be beyond the professors there. They may be able to arrive at a better conduit crystal—maybe—but there’s simply too much to teach them for them to be useful in even a two-month timeframe. Another reason she wanted to break the curse on Jherica. They were perfectly positioned in Vadriach University. That was insufficient, though. The other Prophets needed to learn artifice.

“We’ll need to figure out how to get your ebonbloom lotuses to Viridian. Or, get Viridian and his equipment here,” Mirian said, looking out at the setting sun.

“Yes. The plant naturally deals with very high-flux toxic mana. An entire academy studying the magichemicals are sure to discover some new application. I only wish I’d visited Zhighua proper.”

Another aurora began to crawl across the sky, moving from north to south. They watched it together. The end would come in a few days now. Mirian didn’t want it to come.

“I wish you could remember with me,” she said.

“I know, little lotus,” Gaius said.

“It’s painful.”

“It is,” he said. “I watched my parents die. And my sister. And her children. And her grandchildren. And her grandchildren’s children. I lost countless friends. Each one was painful. Each one, a scar on my soul. And yet, for all the pain it caused, it was better to have loved with them, and shared the part of the road we got to travel on together.”

“I suppose so,” Mirian said. He’d only briefly mentioned that part of his life. Will I become so distant, too? She hadn’t talked to Lily in… a long time.

In the distance, she saw the telltale purple and orange light of an arcane eruption. The breeze was still warm from the day. To the east of them, a flock of two-headed vultures fled north. By now, all the myrvites were migrating. They could feel what was coming. There was no distance far enough for them to travel, though. “I’ll remember for us both,” she said.

“I know you will. And I’ll be here, whenever you need me. At some point, I’ll have to meet that Grandpa Irabi fellow you’ve mentioned.”

The day the apocalypse came, Mirian held her father tight, as if she could make up for the lost time by squeezing him hard enough. She’d heard his words, but she didn’t want to let go. That was how she ended the 212th loop.

***

And on the 213th loop, she woke to a terrible feeling of loss. Her first reunion with her birth father, after eighteen years for him, more for her—and only she would remember it.

“Mirian? What’s wrong?” Lily asked.

She shook her head. “You couldn’t understand.”

She sent her zephyr falcons to the other Prophets, updating them on the situation and calling them to convene in the next cycle. Then, she went through the Mahatan Gate. She reached Gaius’s hidden lair early on the 3rd of Solem, a day and several hours sooner. Part of this was Mirian using the new necromantic tricks she’d learned to better harvest the soul-energy of the myrvites on her path so she could fly faster for longer—and part of it was the soul ascension she’d achieved. Her soul had gained a great deal of stability, meaning she could incorporate foreign mana into her aura with less negative effect.

They travel back to Mahatan together. It was painful, both for him and her, to not have a proper reunion. She could tell this version of him so badly wanted to spend days catching up—but there wasn’t time.

At Mahtan, she visited Conductor, who reconfigured the gate connection to link with Palendurio. She thought of their words; as long as she was the only one who claimed authority over the Gates, she could manipulate them freely. The problem would be if someone challenged her on it.

Well, they have to learn simultaneous casting and four-dimensional glyph control a bit better first, she thought.

“A living Elder creature. Fascinating,” Gaius said as they emerged in Palendurio. Together, they bored through the stone.

That brought them to the coast of the Rift Sea on the 6th. Stuck in their coma, Jherica would die soon. Mirian had told Liuan to send priests to attend to them, but if she and her father didn’t make it in time, they would still perish. Presumably, she had a tight enough leash on the Akanan RID to keep their agents from making anything worse.

Together, they stole enough gold from a nearby bank to commission a cutter to cross the Rift Sea at top speed. Gaius mostly kept to the cabin as they made the crossing to avoid too many questions. It was unlikely that anyone would recognize him past his illusion.

As they approached shore, Mirian told him, “Once we’re in Akana Praediar, we have to assume Liuan is watching us.”

Her father looked sad. His jaw clenched slightly. “Understood,” he said.

Once in Vadriach City, their job was made easy. Liuan had already secured the house, and they were simply let in the front door and each given glyphkeys for the University. Liuan herself did not appear to be present.

“Convenient,” Gaius mused. “How is the patient?”

The priest at the door swallowed nervously. Mirian wondered what Liuan had told him about them. If he was looking at either of their souls, though, he’d know something was off. “Stable, if in poor condition. We’ve been dripping water into their lips to keep them hydrated and keeping them clean. We’ve done what we can with our healing,” he said, and then bowed.

“Good,” Gaius said.

The room looked just like Mirian had remembered. There was Sio Jherica, lying peacefully in their bed. The hole above it had been patched. Someone had brought another glyph lamp into the room so the lighting was better. From another room, there was the waft of soap. Presumably, they’d changed out the sheets.

Gaius sneered as he examined Jherica. “This is insidious. But yes, I can unpick it. Probably in about an hour or so.”

Mirian examined the curse herself. She furrowed her eyebrows, studying the way the apparent motions of soul energy twisted about. Did it always look like that, or have I just learned enough about curses now that I see it differently? “Will they have any memory damage?” she asked.

“Some, I’m afraid. I will minimize as best I can. Please be silent as I work.”

Mirian translated his wish to the priests.

He started spellcasting immediately, and Mirian observed his efforts as best she could to learn from them. Her father had estimated it might take a year of study for her to achieve such capabilities. Watching him, she thought his estimate might have been generous. He was casting such infinitesimal necromantic bindings to hold threads of the curse in place, then siphoning off the energies bit by bit, quickly suppressing any flare-ups of Jherica’s soul as he did.

Time seemed to pass at a crawl. One priest left, and another came in to attend. Mirian could see them glancing at each other. She wasn’t sure what the Church of the Ominian taught its priests, but whatever they learned, it wasn’t this.

Then, the last fragments of the curse were gone. Jherica’s eyes fluttered, then opened. They gasped and sat up, then froze, seeing the crowd gathered.

“Prophet Jherica, I’m Prophet Mirian,” she said. More gasps went up around the room, and muttering.

The other Prophet blinked at her, mouth opening and closing. “Is this… real?” they asked.

“Yes. You’ve been in the Ominian’s dream?”

They blinked again, still in some sort of shock. And no wonder, with how long it’s been. Jherica finally managed, “I thought… thought the dream had become real.”

In Adamic, Gaius muttered. “Anything I need to be concerned about, let me know.”

“This is… priests of the Ominian, if you cannot handle this discussion, you may leave,” Mirian snapped, annoyed at the mutterings going on behind her.

“S-sorry, Prophet,” one of them said, bowing.

“This is the 213th cycle, though I’ve found a way to extend the loops. It’s been roughly 17 years since the loops began. Depending on when Sulvorath pulled his nasty little maneuver, you’ve been in a coma for that time. Though your body would have died only a few days into each cycle from dehydration.” She paused. “I don’t know how that affects the apparent time you experienced.”

“God,” Jherica said. Then, “Sulovrath! Where—?”

“Removed from the loop. ‘How,’ we’re not sure. Perhaps by the Ominian.”

There was a loud crash. Mirian spun, already in the Dusk Waves dervish stance, ready to summon her spellbook—but it was one of the priests. He’d apparently fainted.

“That’s it. Leave us,” Mirian snapped. The priests filed out of the room, some of them bowing. None of them were quite sure what to do.

“You should establish clear ritual procedures for your underlings,” Gaius observed.

“What’s the point?”

“It makes them feel more comfortable, and helps establish your authority.” He paused. “I was briefly the head of a cult.”

“Some other time.” She swapped back to Eskinar. “Jherica, there’s a lot to catch up on. In short, I’ve called another meeting of the Prophets. I’m trying to establish a council that gets us all to work together. Liuan—who you may be familiar with, will attend, as will Gabriel and myself. Ibrahim has been invited, but I don’t know what his decision is. Celen is, to my knowledge, still committing suicide at the start of each cycle.”

Jherica’s face went through at least four different emotions, but settled on pain. “Celen…”

“Do you need some time?”

Jherica rubbed their eyes. “I’ve had… time. No, I need to move. I was working—I had a theory.”

“Research on the Divir moon, I believe.”

“Yes… it seemed the logical choice.” They rose from their bed, unsteady on their feet at first, then rifled around in one of the desk drawers. “I wrote it… well, no of course, it’s no longer there. I discovered something. Let me think what it was. It was…” They sat back down on the bedside, head in their hands.

Mirian looked at Gaius, who looked back at her.

“That was it!” Jherica exclaimed. “I built a device to look at the moons. A spell-engine telescope. I finally created a working prototype. It uses layers of lens spells, but uses a clever glyph-activated mechanical framework to stabilize them and correct for Enteria’s spin and atmospheric distortion. It made sense. The moon was falling. The most logical place to start looking was the moon itself.”

“And what did you find?”

They stared at her, blinking several times. Then Jherica’s face turned dark. “I used to… I used to be able to think clearly. What did that monster do?” they snapped.

Mirian turned to her father and switched to Adamic. “Will they recover the full function of their mind?”

“Possibly. The brain is a difficult thing to work with, and the disruptions to the mirrored function in the soul was deep.”

Mirian clenched her jaw and nodded slightly. She turned back to Jherica. “Can you build it again?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m sure of it. I made notes for myself.” They went back to the desk, searching for their notebook before realizing it was already on the table from earlier. “Ah. But I haven’t written them yet. I used to rewrite them from memory… as best I could. Conceptually, I know how it works. Do you have any skill in artifice?”

“Yes,” she said. “We’ll build it together.”

Mirian began to gather supplies that evening. In two days time, they began construction of Jherica’s device. They seemed to remember its design better as they made it. This was fine by Mirian, who rarely used design documents anymore, much to the chagrin of Torres whenever the topic came up. In between breaks, Mirian began to catch the other Prophet up on what they’d missed, and in turn, they discussed what they remembered.

From what Jherica could recall, Celen had quickly located them, since they began announcing the imminent fall of the moon in the newspapers, calling for academics to join in on studying the problem. In short, like Mirian in Torrviol, they’d made no secret of their foreknowledge, though Jherica had run into enough problems with the Church of the Ominian that they refused to even attempt to be declared.

Troytin seemed to have struck at Mirian first, then when Mirian went into hiding, turned on the other Prophets. Celen had disappeared, and Jherica hadn’t known what had happened. Then, the RID had started hunting them. They’d been captured quickly enough.

“Celen’s a writer. Dabbled in magic a bit. But what a way he had with the pen! He was a good man. Not very logical, but we all have our flaws,” Jherica said.

Over the next few days, they got to work. Jherica, who didn’t speak Adamic, only briefly questioned who Atrah Xidi was, and accepted Mirian’s answer of ‘a soul specialist, artificer, and researcher’ at face value. With the priests and RID agents hanging around, Mirian didn’t want Vadriach University to realize exactly who was present on their campus. It would inevitably lead to a lot of useless fighting.

Liuan corresponded by zephyr falcon, but made no actual appearance. She was apparently investigating a possible lead on a Labyrinth entrance west of the Ferrabridge eruption site. Still, she’d used her mastery of the loop to get them mostly unquestioned support from the professors, priesthood, and state, so Mirian was fine with her absence.

With Mirian and Gaius’s help, as well as the backing of the University, Jherica’s device was ready in only a week. 

That evening, they pointed it at the small moon.

            
Chapter 218 - Secrets of the Sky

                They’d set up the device on the tallest tower of Vadriach University. Late evening light near sunset was best for looking at the Divir moon. That way, the sky wasn’t too bright to see it, but the light was still reflecting off it. As the spell engine telescope swung into position, Jherica stared at it, immediately becoming lost in thought.

“I remember now. When I saw it, I started talking to Liuan. She was so much better at talking to the church. She was so sweet and bubbly. What a kind soul,” they said.

Mirian did her best not to react to that last part. Did we meet the same person? she wondered. But then all thought of that was wiped away as she gazed through the layers of lenses.

The sunlight was glinting off Divir, but the moon looked nothing up close like she’d imagined. The base of the moon was all jagged dark rock. It was a kind of rock she’d seen before—when exploring the caves beneath the Persaman desert in her search for Atrah Xidi.

Most damningly though was the edge of the moon. They were mostly crumbled and smashed, but the architecture was unmistakable. There were buildings up there.

The obviousness of it hit her like a force blast. “Gods above,” she whispered. “It’s a chunk of Enteria. The center of Mayat Shadr—it wasn’t destroyed. It was lifted up.”

Her father seemed equally shocked. “The Triarch’s necromantic ritual,” he said in old Adamic. “They… but I don’t understand the physics of it.”

“That was it. That was what I found,” said Jherica, beaming. “I remember now. And I told… or did I tell them?” Their face scrunched up in concentration. “I must have told them… or did I only tell the one?” Then they snapped their fingers. “Liuan found the name that made me look. In one of the old cults. The secret name of God.”

“The Ominian?”

“Ominian is a title. Their name is DIVITRIUS.”

As Jherica said it, there was a weight to the word, like a pressure wave had come and gone. Mirian shivered. For the briefest moment, she’d felt like she was being watched. The feeling was similar to when Eyeball or Conductor was talking in her mind.

But when she looked around, no one was out of place. They were atop the University tower, alone.

“Did you feel that?” she asked Gaius.

He nodded. “I’m casting divination spells right now. I’ll let you know if I find anything.” Another advantage of having his robes being lined with glyphs and runes.

Jherica was looking around too. Then they snapped their fingers again. “And then! I remember. It was the logical course of action. If one moon is strange, why not the other? So I pointed it… at Luamin.” The academic began hitting switches to reposition the device. Slowly, the machine angled itself to look at Luamin.

The larger moon was waxing gibbous, not quite full, but well on its way. The lenses rippled with light.

Mirian stared at the surface of the Luamin moon. At first, she couldn’t tell what she was looking at. There were geometric patterns all along the surface. “Devices. Conduit paths. They must be of the Elder Gods,” she said. The only structure of comparable size was the Labyrinth.

“Precisely my conclusion,” Jherica said, beaming.

“Did they build the moon?” asked Mirian, still gaping.

“The church tells us the Elder Gods created Enteria, Labyrinth and all,” Jherica said.

“But the Labyrinth is just a… a thing, inside the world. Luamin’s entire surface looks artificial.” After a moment, as she continued to gape, head still spinning, she said, “I see your point. There’s a difference, though, between knowing and seeing.” 

“Perhaps the old tales are more literal than we once thought,” Gaius murmured. “I want to talk with Liuan and her priests.”

“What do we do with this knowledge?” Mirian asked.

“Logically, we should explore both of them,” Jherica said. When Mirian raised an eyebrow at them, they added, “Ah… I am not quite sure how to get there. You mentioned a Gate system…?”

“Yes, one that requires being physically present to be allowed access.”

“Did they say ‘physically?’” Jherica asked.

“No. Why does that matter?”

“It probably doesn’t,” Jherica said. “But precise language is important sometimes. I would very much like to meet these Elder creatures.”

“Eyeball is nice. Conductor is a bit of a stick in the mud.” Mirian continued to stare at the Luamin moon. “I suppose we can discuss it at the next Council of Prophets,” she said. They would be meeting in Florin City again.

When they were done with the telescope and word of the discovery was slowly spreading among the University, Gaius pulled Mirian aside. “You know what this means, right?”

She nodded. “Now we know why no one could find it,” she said. But how do we get to it? “Did you figure out what sort of divination we got hit with?”

Gaius looked grim. “No,” he said.

That was a terrifying thought.

***

Mirian and Gaius took turns instructing Jherica on soul magic. They would be the weakest of the time travelers, so it seemed best to give them some means of self-defense against the one thing they couldn’t simply die and recover from. In the meantime, she continued working with her father. The University had several isolated labs and parks. Even with the detection wards, Mirian used detect life to make sure Liuan didn’t have agents watching them, and both of them checked for divination.

Only when they were sure no one was observing would they work on the more sensitive material. Mirian was now working on animating small insects with their own soul energy after killing them. Of all the soul magic she’d learned, that one was unarguably necromancy, and she didn’t want the priests getting their robes in a tangle.

Gaius’s lessons on energy transfer had given her some new ideas. She was beginning to sketch out new theoretical designs for leyline conduits. She also wanted some sort of robe like his. She’d begun considering how to incorporate conduits into a mythril breastplate. The lessons on energy transfer were giving her plenty of ideas. When they weren’t practicing, she used the extensive labs of Vadriach University to assemble different prototypes of runes and glyphs.

In addition to that, there was still the research on new conduit crystals and the research on jeweled lotuses, including specimens of the rare ebonbloom. Enough things to study that she could spend a lifetime on them.

And maybe I will have to, she mused. Jei’s knowledge of crystal magic was becoming insufficient to the task. If Gabriel could make it to Zhighua and find a gate, the scholars there might be able to make a key breakthrough. And, from what her father had told her, there were even more secrets hiding deep in its jungles.

That, and myrvites that made sea serpents look docile by comparison.

Then, there was a letter that she’d received from Liuan near the start of the cycle. With her focus on saving Jherica, she hadn’t looked closely at it, but Liuan had assembled and memorized data from leyline detectors placed in the south tip of the Takoa lands. Only when Mirian had gone back to look at it, the leyline energies to the south were too low. It wasn’t statistical variation. Either Liuan had gotten the numbers wrong, or something was actually changing. Possibly, it was her use of the Elder Gates, but it now seemed worthwhile to examine Tlaxhuaco.

That wouldn’t be easy. In her report, Liuan had also mentioned that several leviathans were spotted in the straits at different times during the cycle, and several vessels had gone missing. She hoped there might be more Gates to uncover. At the very least, though, it seemed almost certain there was a Gate beneath Alkazaria. She just needed to take the time to unearth it.

One evening, when she was telling her father more of what she’d been doing, she mentioned where Westerun was staying. The next morning, she noticed several bloodstains on his clothes that he’d apparently missed cleaning up.

“Did he tell you anything useful?” Mirian asked.

“Hmm? Ah, missed a spot. Some. Not really.”

“Are they close to mind control?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think they’ve just discovered new ways to destroy it. The memory curse seems to take several years to build up, and only through pin-pointing strong connections can a binding be put on that suppresses it. It has to be done repeatedly, dozens upon dozens of times, surrounding the target memories from every aspect. It also requires the target to willingly conjure the memory. Easier to do with a child than an adult, especially one who understands what is being done.”

She saw his face twitch involuntarily.

“I’d… rather not know what you did to him.” Mirian paused. “But I know he deserved it.”

“That and so much more. Any cycle you need information from him… it would be my pleasure.”

That sent a shiver down Mirian’s spine. “I’ll make sure he faces justice in the final cycle, whenever that may be.”

“Good,” her father said.

They went back to their lessons. Gaius was teaching her more about how the mummy soldiers worked. She didn’t think she’d be able to produce them in time for them to be useful, but going through the structure was already giving her some ideas about artifice she would be using.

Ibrahim, meanwhile, had been silent for most of the loop. Newspapers had reported his seizure of Rambalda and the decimation of the Baracueli force sent south from the forts to retake it, but none of his usual advances. 

At last, near the end of the cycle, Ibrahim sent word of his decision. His letter was nothing if not concise:

 


Mirian,

I will attend your council in the next cycle

If results are not to my satisfaction, I will continue my work

-Ibrahim



 

It was a chance. She’d hold onto that. Gabriel wouldn’t be happy, but hopefully the two Persaman’s differences in politics could be worked through. After all, the literal fate of the world was at stake.

There was still so much to be done. But there is a path, she thought. All she could hope was they were on the right one.

***

Her dreams returned her to the Mausoleum. Eventually, they always did. She gazed up at the Ominian, and she felt a chill pass through her.

There was a second needle embedded in Their flesh.

But who…? I received word from all the other Prophets. It gave her a feeling of dread. She’d missed something. She was still missing something. Where is this dream, relative to the fields of time? Does it stand in this moment? So many of the other dreams were clearly of the past. It must be after the fall of Persama, or else we wouldn’t be…

A thought occurred to her. This place never had sound. The stars were so bright and brilliant. She couldn’t feel her heartbeat, but in the thrill she suddenly felt, she could imagine it.

Mirian turned and walked towards the giant doors. She arrived in the vestibule where she’d found the ninth binding scrawled on the wall. I assumed it was done by the Second Prophet before this place left Enteria. But what if it wasn’t? What if this place is malleable?

She felt stronger here than she had before. Before, she’d been a ghost walking about the halls. Now, when she stepped, she still left no footprints, but she felt like if she’d willed it, the dust would stir. Mirian stared up at the colossal doors. This was the Mausoleum, and now she knew where it was, if not when.

Elder architecture. Like the Labyrinth. When the Elder creatures speak to me, they don’t use human language, but a language that mirrors reality. As the glyphs. As the runes. She thought of the drake matriarch. It hadn’t responded to pleas, but commands.

And that’s what magic was, wasn’t it? A command, issued to the world, enforced by the arcane force.

The temporal anchors were a part of the Ominian. When they left a Prophet, they returned to Them—that much was clear. But the Ominian didn’t exist merely in one path in time. If the fields of time were open to creatures like Eyeball and Conductor, surely the pastures were even more open to the Elder Gods. Their very existence was not comprehensible.

And yet…

The temporal anchor was a part of her, too. Somehow, it brought their souls in contact. In a real sense, her dreams were Their dreams. It was her soul, wandering, but never too far from where it was bound. Of course, the dreams weren’t linear with the time passing on Enteria. But Jherica had dreamed as they lay trapped in their coma, so some relationship between the dreams and time was preserved. The ways she had aligned her soul was preserved, here in this moment. That meant her focus, her blade, and her spellbook must be part of her here too.

She tried to summon them, but her lack of a physical body seemed to impair her.

But the focus is there. And I have my soul to draw on.

Mirian put her hand on the door. Open, she told it.

The doors remained immobile.

No, that wouldn’t do. There was a trick, she knew. Soul energy could be broken down into mana. And mana was what she needed here. She felt her focus within her; felt her spellbook. She couldn’t manifest them, but she could use them. The process came to her like a breath.

OPEN, she commanded.

The Mausoleum trembled, though it stayed silent. Light cracked through the doors as they split outward.

Mirian’s soul raced. Before her lay the missing part of Mayat Shadr, buildings crumbling, just like she’d seen from below. She drifted forward, now understanding that she had only walked before because it was a habit. The grounds outside the Mausoleum were littered with skeletons and dessicated bodies. They were still wearing the clothes they had in life. High necromancer-priests wore elaborate robes, now sun-bleached. Hundreds of other priests and arcanists were scattered across, with more dead around them. On a dais, she saw three bodies, armor time-worn but still glittering silver. One of them still clutched an ornate scepter.

All around the ruins of Mayat Shadr, the dead bodies were piled high. She found herself shivering, despite her lack of a body. A terrible thing had happened here. A sin committed by humanity against humanity.

Here was a monument to the Triarchy’s downfall, preserved high above the world for all to see, but none to remember. She walked past it, because the glow beyond the edge of the moon called to her. At the precipice, where the rock fell off into empty space, she stood.

And there it was below her: Enteria, like she’d never seen it before. A beautiful gem of green and blue, white clouds spiraling through the atmosphere.

Below her was Persama, full of golden sands. She could see the great Setarab, deep blue waters flanked by green fields. North, she could see the snow-capped mountains and the distant Endelice, its fields of ice glistening in glorious turquoise. Between them, Baracuel was full of mottled colors; emerald forests and brown hills. In the distance was Akana Praediar, and south of it, Tlaxhuaco, emerald forests brilliant. The great oceans sparkled.

Far in the distance, at the edge of what she could see on the world’s curve, were other lands. So there is land beyond the known world, she thought. She felt her soul stirring. Beautiful Enteria, she thought, and knew that the Ominian was watching through her. 

THIS PLACE… she could hear Them saying.

I am on the path, she knew.

She turned and looked back at the Mausoleum of the Ominian. Her eye caught movement atop its colossal construction. For a moment—less than a heartbeat—she had seen a hooded figure. Another Prophet dreaming? Or something else I haven’t yet understood?

Beyond where they’d stood, there was another object, incorporated into the Elder architecture of the Mausoleum, but easily recognizable. Atop the great structure was another Elder Gate.

Mirian turned back, mind whirling. It was a long path, and she still had many years to travel on it. But it will be worth it, she thought, looking out at the wondrous world below her.

Soon enough, she’d need to get back to her task. For now, though, she just watched it, taking in the beauty of the world below.

            

            
                
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from UraniumPhoenix
                        

                    

                    And that marks the end of Book 3! Now I'll be taking a long break to--haha just kidding, Mirian doesn't get a break and neither do you. The 2/week chapter schedule will continue uninterrupted, with the first chapter of book 4 going up Wednesday. 

As always, I'm happy to know how people feel about this ending. Does book 3 feel complete? Does this chapter feel like a good place to end it? Obviously there's plenty of unexplored stuff since the series isn't done, so feel free to discuss what you're still looking forward to and what you think might happen!
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