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      Steam rose from the distant mountain, black and thick. It smeared across the sky, creating a fog that climbed ever higher, a beacon that called him back. Volan rubbed the scar along his cheek, feeling the ridge of metal buried beneath it, debating what he might say when he returned. He had failed.

      Failure wasn’t acceptable, not to the Ai’thol. Punishment would be severe. Volan had avoided punishment for so long by succeeding; now that he would return a failure, he feared what might befall him.

      He glanced at the others with him. Of the Chosen who had gone to make the exchange with the Architect, only these two remained.

      So much had been lost because of Lareth. He had tormented them for years, and they had thought they finally had a chance to capture him—and they had had him captured, only to lose him once again.

      It was a mistake that would not be repeated.

      “Why the hesitation, Volan?” Jans asked.

      “Don’t mistake my consideration for hesitation,” Volan said. He had to be careful now, especially after having failed with Lareth. Any sign of weakness would be leapt upon by the rest of the Chosen, especially those with him. They would be eager to cast blame, and while he wasn’t blameless, he would not accept responsibility for everything that had happened. It was not all upon him. The capture of Lareth was meant to be a shared duty.

      It was the Architect’s fault, but he wasn’t someone Volan could blame. The Great One himself had bestowed the Architect’s gifts upon him.

      “You fear standing before him,” Nandal said.

      Volan looked over, glaring at Nandal. “You should worry about yourself.”

      The other man studied Volan for a long moment. He rubbed his finger across his forearm, where his implant was located. It was much less powerful than the one Volan had around his face, but then, Nandal’s potential wasn’t nearly the same as what Volan had. Volan had sacrificed much to reach his position, and after everything he’d been through, he had been so close to finally reaching the payoff, only to see it ripped from him.

      “Someone has to take the blame for this,” Jans said.

      He was smaller, and though Volan couldn’t see it, he was fully aware of the implant beneath the man’s chest. It gave him strength, but it also gave him a certain vitality that Volan didn’t have. It was part of the reason Jans had been selected for this mission. The sort of indestructibility he had was valuable, and the only reason he had survived in the fight.

      “Someone will. Lareth.”

      Nandal grunted. “You give him too much credit. You always have.”

      “You know what he’s taken from us,” Volan said.

      “I know what he’s taken from you, but you blame him for everything when he is little more than an impediment to claiming the rest of the stones. Your focus remains misplaced, Volan.”

      “And yours remains shortsighted,” Volan said, glaring at him. He paused with his hand on his cheek, filling himself with the connection he had to the alloy. It made him strong, powerful, and with anyone else, it would allow him to know their thoughts, but Volan wasn’t able to connect with those currently with him, not the way he wished he could. “Do you really believe I am so fixated on Lareth that I overlook the rest of our responsibilities?”

      Let Nandal believe that his focus was not on Lareth. There were others who could take the blame, others who were equally responsible for what had happened to them, but neither Jans nor Nandal knew of the connection Rel had to Olandar Fahr. When he discovered Rel still lived, everything else would be overlooked. It was the benefit Volan counted on.

      “Who do you intend to lay this on?” Jans asked. He had been mostly silent on their return, having said very little in the time that they had Slid back here. The distance was great, far enough that they couldn’t safely make the journey in a single Slide. It was that distance that protected them.

      “We have many who were lost,” Volan said. “Any of those would be able to take the blame for what transpired.”

      “And by taking the blame, they will not receive the exaltation.”

      Volan grunted. It was a price they would have to pay for failing. All wanted to be Exalted following their demise, and had they not failed in this mission, any of them could have been.

      Volan was determined to be Exalted, though it might not even matter. All that mattered was defeating Lareth. At this point, that was all he cared about.

      How much had he sacrificed in order to be given that opportunity?

      “Would you rather be blamed?” Volan asked.

      “You know I would not,” he said.

      “No, and neither would you,” Volan said, shifting his attention to Nandal. The other man simply stared at Volan, his eyes locked in a flat expression, though Volan didn’t need to know his mind to recognize the hatred burning from within him. He resented Volan and was jealous over his rapid ascension and command, but there were many among the Ai’thol who resented Volan for the same. He was determined to ignore that attention. It did nothing other than distract him.

      He looked at the distant mountain, staring at the smoke rising. It had been his home for the last fifteen years, ever since finding the Ai’thol. Though it terrified him, there was something about it that also soothed him. It was home, at least as much as anyplace was these days. The fires that burned within the forges there gave strength to the Ai’thol, power that few men ever experienced.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the interior of the mountain, and when he opened them, he had traveled. The inside of the mountain was warm, the heat from the forges filling the entirety of the mountain with a humid warmth. Moisture was a critical component of everything the Forgers did. Lareth mistakenly believed that the soldiers he had confronted were all Forgers, but they were the Chosen, soldiers who served on behalf of the Ai’thol, not the Forgers.

      They were celebrated. They were the source of the Ai’thol’s power. In time, most who served the Ai’thol dreamed of becoming Forgers. Not Volan. He was content remaining one of the Chosen. It was the way he had always longed to serve, and it was the reason he was gifted as he was. That was something the others did not understand. How could they, when they saw serving as one of the Chosen as a means of elevation and not the endpoint?

      The others appeared next to him, the soft shimmering of light that surrounded them when they emerged the only thing he noticed, other than the gentle pulling of the alloy on his senses. Even that was faint, subtle, though he had honed his ability to recognize it over the years. It was difficult even now, and there were few among the Chosen who had the ability to do so.

      Jans breathed out as they looked around. “We’ve been gone so long,” he said.

      “We have been gone as long as was asked of us,” Volan said.

      “You don’t mind?” Nandal asked. He spoke loudly, as if he thought those listening might care. Volan knew better, which was even more reason for him to continue to serve the Chosen.

      “Why should I mind? Every task we’ve been assigned serves the Ai’thol, and isn’t that our duty as the Chosen?”

      Nandal glared at him, and Volan ignored it. His attention was focused on the man at the far side of the room. Olandar Fahr was immense, imposing, radiating the kind of power that Volan longed for.

      He turned to them, his eyes narrowing. How much did he already know?

      It wouldn’t be altogether unsurprising for him to have already learned about their failure. Olandar Fahr was nothing if not incredibly well connected, and Volan didn’t know if that extended to an ability to detect what took place far beyond the borders of the Ai’thol. Then again, he suspected the Architect had already returned. He hadn’t been a part of the fighting.

      “Just the three of you have returned?” Olandar Fahr asked as he approached. He was dressed in a vest, exposing his muscular chest. Scars angled toward his abdomen, though they might be random scars rather than implants. Volan had never learned whether Fahr had implants the same as the rest of them.

      “Just the three of us,” Volan said, lowering his head. It didn’t do to stare at Olandar Fahr for too long. He would grow agitated, and when he was agitated, violence could often follow. Volan had learned that lesson after seeing far too many suffer for such ignorance.

      “What happened?”

      Could he not know?

      That seemed unlikely. It would be unusual for the Architect not to have returned by now. More likely was that he was testing them. It was the kind of test Volan would expect, but with the others? He could see Nandal denying his own failure—and his capture—though he doubted Jans would make a similar mistake.

      “We were ambushed,” Volan said.

      “Ambushed?” Olandar Fahr glanced from Volan to the others before his gaze settled back upon Volan. As the highest of the Chosen to have gone and returned, he was the one expected to report, and it was an obligation he took seriously. Even if he didn’t want to answer, what choice did he have but to speak as openly and honestly as he could?

      And it was entirely possible that Olandar Fahr knew his thoughts already. There were some who were powerful enough that they could peer beyond the implants, could look inside the Chosen’s minds and know what they were thinking. The most powerful of them was Olandar Fahr.

      “They were not alone.”

      “The agreement was a trade. We should have Lareth.”

      “That was the agreement, but we failed,” Volan said.

      He kept his eyes down, and Jans glanced over at him, the briefest of movements. Did Nandal do the same?

      “You brought nearly one hundred of the Chosen with you. Lareth was able to eliminate all of them?”

      A painful burning sensation began in the back of Volan’s mind. It had to be Olandar Fahr, but Volan didn’t dare attempt to resist. If he did, he would suffer. Just the fleeting thought of resisting left his mind burning even more, as if in punishment for the mere consideration of such a thing.

      There was little doubt that Olandar Fahr had a way of looking past his implant.

      Jans sank to the ground, landing on his knees and clutching his head.

      He was weak. And perhaps he had been foolish enough to attempt to resist. It was not a mistake that Volan would make.

      What of Nandal? He thought himself above Volan, thought himself powerful, but did he think he was so powerful as to escape Olandar Fahr’s ability to peer within their minds?

      There was no sign of Nandal dropping to his knees. A shame, really. Volan would have enjoyed watching him suffer, especially considering how difficult he made things for Volan.

      Olandar Fahr stepped closer to him, grabbing him by the chin and prying his face up. Volan met his eyes. They were nearly completely black. It seemed as if streaks of shadows swirled through them, reminding him of Rel and her power. For all Volan knew, they shared a similar ability.

      “What happened?”

      “Carthenne Rel organized an attack,” he said. The words had the desired effect. Olandar Fahr stiffened—slightly, but enough that Volan knew he had gotten his attention. At least he had guessed correctly. The others thought Lareth the prize, but Volan knew better. And what was more, he had discovered other connections that the others weren’t aware of, and perhaps wouldn’t—and couldn’t—know. “It wasn’t a complete disaster—”

      “How was it not a complete disaster losing nearly one hundred of our Chosen?”

      “If you are after Lareth and Rel, I have learned about those they care about.”

      “They care about many,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “This is different. Lareth has a son who has begun to follow him. He’s not nearly as powerful as his father.” Not nearly as powerful, but from what Volan had been able to determine, it was partly Lareth’s son who had thwarted their attempt at capturing Lareth and the stone. “And Rel has another, a woman she has trained.”

      “I know about this woman. There is no affection between them.”

      “That is what I thought as well, but during the attack, it became clear that Rel does care for this other. She was willing to sacrifice on her behalf.”

      Olandar Fahr released his grip on Volan’s chin, and he took an involuntary step back.

      Perhaps that was a mistake, but his cheek burned where he’d been gripped, and the implant underneath his skin tingled, throbbing.

      Could Olandar Fahr remove the implant without one of the Forgers?

      That was an ability Volan hadn’t considered, and if it were possible, then he needed to be even more careful. He didn’t want to lose that implant, not with everything he had sacrificed to receive it in the first place.

      “Let me redeem myself,” Volan said.

      Olandar Fahr glanced over at Jans. The man still knelt on the ground, hands gripping his head, and he rocked in place, moaning softly. How much of a fool had he been? Had he thought to attack? Or had it been something simpler—a foolish decision to try to refuse access to his mind? Volan hid only one thing from Olandar Fahr, and he kept it buried so deeply within him that even the great Olandar Fahr wouldn’t be able to reach it.

      Nandal clenched his jaw. Whatever he was experiencing wasn’t nearly as painful as what Jans suffered, but Volan suspected the other man still attempted to fight.

      That was another thing Volan had discovered. If he embraced the invasion, allowed it to happen, if he submitted, pain didn’t follow, not like it did for others. Most struggled with submission, especially here where they had reached a position of power.

      “What makes you think that redemption is possible?”

      “I can find them. And when I do, I will subdue them.”

      “And you think that you can do so?”

      “I would start with Lareth’s son. He is the weaker of the two, and once we have him, we can acquire Lareth.”

      “Others have tried,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “Others have tried, but they haven’t had the appropriate bargaining chip.”

      “If he remains within Elaeavn, we cannot reach him.”

      “Could not reach him. That is the other success,” Volan said. “We managed to secure the Elder Trees.”

      “And yet not the stones.”

      “Not the stones, but we will get them in time,” Volan said.

      Olandar Fahr stared at him for a long moment. The burning flared within Volan’s mind again, lingering for a moment before fading.

      When it was done, he turned to Nandal. “What is your opinion?”

      Nandal glanced over to Volan, sneering at him. “He has failed you once, Great One. He should not be allowed to fail you a second time.”

      “Failure takes on many forms,” Olandar Fahr said. “And he has not failed nearly as much as you might suspect.”

      “He was captured,” Nandal said.

      Volan pressed his lips together. Learning that he had been captured might diminish him in the man’s eyes. And while he had been captured by Lareth’s son, subdued, he had also managed to escape. That should count for something.

      At the same time, Volan had done nothing to mask the fact that he had been captured. It was nothing he had tried to keep from Olandar Fahr, not intending to hide it when the other man climbed through his mind. There would’ve been no way for him to do so anyway. He lacked the ability to conceal that from the other man, especially as it lingered at the forefront of his mind.

      “Through my capture, I was able to gain an understanding of Lareth’s son. I can use that knowledge, Great One. We can work with it, and once we have him, we can get to Lareth and to Rel.”

      Olandar Fahr took a step back. He looked at Jans still rocking on the ground. Volan didn’t dare look down, keeping his gaze fixed on Olandar Fahr.

      “You may have this opportunity,” he said. “And you will go with him,” he said to Nandal.

      Volan suppressed his irritation. Another assignment with Nandal was more than he thought he could tolerate, but if it was an assignment like that, they would have many others with them, enough that Nandal’s annoyance would get lost in the overall picture.

      “How many of the Chosen may we bring with us?” Volan asked.

      “Only the two of you,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Volan tried to hide his surprise but knew he failed. The pain that suddenly flared in the back of his mind told him that nearly as well as the hard look Olandar Fahr locked on him. “Only the two of us? Capturing Lareth—”

      “You will not be capturing Lareth, as you said. You will be going after his son. And if he is as easy to capture as you have claimed, then it should not be difficult for only the two of you. Bring him to me, and then we will decide what to do about Rel’s student.”

      Volan could only nod. It wasn’t quite what he wanted. He wanted an opportunity to prove that they could do more, and this was little more than a chance to redeem himself. It suggested that Olandar Fahr viewed his failure a little more severely than it had seemed at first blush.

      And it meant that he needed to be even more careful, especially if he was traveling with Nandal. Not only would the man try to take credit for any capture, but he would likely leave Volan behind at the first opportunity.

      “Of course, Great One. We will do as you demand.”

      “If you fail, you will never be Exalted,” Olandar Fahr said.

      He turned away, and Volan took a deep breath, glancing down at Jans. He no longer rocked, and blood pooled around his face.

      He couldn’t fail. He would serve Olandar Fahr, and he would capture Lareth’s son, and he would get his vengeance on the man. That was the only reason he remained one of the Chosen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Daniel

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel Elvraeth Slid, appearing near the shoreline. Movement had caught his attention, and he followed it. It wasn’t his usual strategy to trail after others, but this had been strange, not least because he had somehow detected the Sliding.

      When he emerged, a salt wind gusted, carrying to him. He breathed it in, looking out at the darkened night sky, listening to the waves crashing below. All of it was familiar to him from his time growing up in Elaeavn, though it was different enough that he felt like an outsider.

      He shouldn’t have come alone.

      Traveling to Asador, he had soon learned about the dangers found within the city. It was different than Elaeavn, and different even than many of the other great cities, the port and its harbor giving access to dozens of different peoples who moved in and out of the city, most coming for trade, though more than a few came for other purposes, not all of them good.

      What had drawn his attention? He still didn’t know, only that he had detected the strange pulling. And he had noticed it moving. Daniel wasn’t sure why he should be aware of that. He’d never before detected anything quite like it.

      With the wind gusting, there was more than only the waves crashing below.

      A ship rocked just off the shore.

      Could that have been what he had noticed?

      There was no reason for him to have detected something like that. But then, he hadn’t expected to be able to sense anything, not with his abilities. Whatever it was had drawn him, and the longer he focused, the more uncertain he was of why.

      He should have found Lucy and had her come with him. With her connections and enhanced abilities, she would be far more useful than him, but she was still struggling with trying to understand—and master—what it meant for her to have such strong abilities.

      Could he Read anything?

      His ability with Reading was limited. As much as he tried, he couldn’t get past the mental barriers most within Elaeavn placed. In Asador, things were different.

      Somehow he found himself struggling more than he thought he should. Even Lucy had more difficulty than she should, especially with the enhancements she now had. She suspected there was something more to it, perhaps something the city itself did to protect the people within it, but they weren’t able to figure out what that was. Having seen the Wisdom Stone, he wondered if that was the reason.

      And if it was, there might not be a way to Read the people of the city.

      Daniel pushed those thoughts away, watching as the ship bobbed out on the water. This wasn’t the main part of the harbor, which suggested that whoever was here didn’t want to be discovered.

      But why?

      He didn’t have nearly enough control over his Sliding to reach the ship, even if he were willing to risk himself aboard it. There was no telling what he might encounter, and though he was Elvraeth, his eyesight wasn’t as enhanced as some. It left him in a difficult situation, struggling to decide whether he should attempt to find whoever else might have drawn him here, or whether he should return to Asador—and to Lucy—for help.

      A voice nearby caught his attention, and Daniel dropped to the ground.

      That might be a mistake. Sudden movement like that would likely give him away, but standing out in the open would give him away, too.

      He pressed himself flat against the ground and crawled toward the rocky shoreline. He was situated up above, and as he moved forward, he made out movement along the shore. It was near enough that he could see it, but not so near that he could tell who was down there and what they might be after.

      The voice came again, and he leaned forward, listening.

      If only he had better hearing. Daniel wasn’t a Listener. He really didn’t have all that much in the way of gifts from the Great Watcher, not as so many others of his family did. A part of him felt more than a little jealous of Lucy’s augmented abilities. If he could somehow obtain the same augmentation, maybe he wouldn’t have to struggle as much to reach his abilities.

      “Is that as close as you can get?”

      The wind carried the voice up to his ears, and Daniel leaned closer, but there was nothing more.

      Another voice mumbled something, but the wind didn’t carry it nearly as well as the last one.

      “I understand the dangers in coming here,” the first voice was saying. “But where there is danger, there is opportunity. That is why we are here.”

      Daniel frowned to himself. What opportunity would they be coming for? And who were these people?

      “I’m not here for any opportunity you might think exists. I’m here for a single purpose.”

      The other person laughed. The wind brought the sound to Daniel’s ears before carrying it away. He waited, listening for a moment before crawling forward once again. He needed to hear what they were saying, but he wouldn’t be able to do so from where he crouched.

      He could Slide, but doing so risked drawing their attention when he emerged. Was there a place he could appear that wouldn’t catch their attention?

      “I understand all too well what purpose you’re here for, Rolen.”

      The other man started to say something, but the wind kicked up, making it difficult for Daniel to overhear anything more.

      The men climbed into a small dinghy that had been hidden in the rocks and started rolling out from shore toward the larger boat moored in the harbor.

      Daniel stayed low, watching, trying to determine whether there was anything he could observe about the movement. If he could discover something—anything—he needed to try, didn’t he?

      He crawled forward, focusing on a Slide, and emerged on the rocks below.

      That had worked.

      It was a technique of Sliding that he hadn’t tried before, and he was surprised that he was able to do so without standing and walking. Some people—Lareth, notably—could Slide without even moving. It was a technique that Daniel couldn’t even fathom. His own ability at Sliding wasn’t nearly as profound, though he had grown stronger over the last few months, mostly out of necessity. He still wasn’t nearly as strong as Lucy, but that didn’t necessarily matter. He only needed to travel on his own, not to take enormous groups of people with him. His was more of an endurance rather than strength.

      Down on the rocky shore, the salty spray splashed Daniel. He wiped moisture from his brow, trying to ignore it, but with each crashing wave, the splashing increased, to the point where he backed up from the shore, choosing instead to stay near the sloping rock wall.

      The small dinghy grew ever more distant, disappearing into the darkness as it neared the larger ship.

      He had noticed something, but what? He still didn’t understand what it was that had drawn his attention here, and he didn’t know if that even mattered.

      It might have been safer to have remained in the city, but now that he had observed this interaction, he needed to alert someone. Would Rayen do anything?

      If Carth were around, he suspected that she would have, but since they had stopped the attack on Asador, Carth had been missing. She came and went at times when Daniel wasn’t available, and he never knew when she might appear. He suspected that was the plan, not necessarily to conceal her presence from him but to prevent others from knowing when she might return. It was enough that people knew Carth still lived.

      As he stared out at the ship, he watched for another moment before Sliding himself back to Asador.

      The room he occupied was well lit. Two lanterns glowed on the table, pushing back the shadows of the night. The neatly made bed along one side of the wall called to him, but he would wait. Sleep always seemed to suffer when it came to searching for answers. A book lay open, the writing on the pages in his neat script, and he glanced down at his notes, considering whether he should take a moment to document what he had seen before changing his mind.

      From here, he could easily walk down to the tavern room of the Dancing Wolf. It was a nicer tavern than some, and his quarters were separate from many of the others, giving him some solitude even when the tavern was raucous. Daniel should be thankful for that, but his room was too far from Lucy. The Binders preferred to keep her near them, wanting to work with her, training her, though Daniel wasn’t entirely certain what it was they taught. Lucy wasn’t one to share, either. Whatever it was they thought to instruct her in, she had decided to keep it to herself.

      He headed down the hallway leading from his room and down the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs, music and voices drifted from the other side of the door, and Daniel hesitated with his hand on the door, wishing that he had better answers.

      When he found Lucy, she would have questions, most of which would involve why he had thought to risk himself when others could do so much more safely. She didn’t seem to grasp that he didn’t want to be safe. More than anything, Daniel wanted to protect the people with him, which included Lucy.

      He pulled the door open, standing in the doorway for a moment before stepping through. A trio of dancers—gymnasts, really—worked the far side of the room, stomping and flipping and twisting to the music. They were incredibly athletic, the way they moved nothing Daniel could ever accomplish, and everyone in the tavern seemed to watch.

      He pulled his attention away, looking to see who wasn’t watching. It was the same thing the tumblers likely did, especially as the Binders hired them to provide the distraction, along with a measure of security. The tumblers were all part of the Binders, and from what he had discovered, they made their rounds throughout the city, a traveling troupe that went unnoticed in such a fashion. Who would pay any mind to acrobats and dancers? He doubted that he would have had he not known otherwise. And if they were willing to travel throughout the city, it was possible they also traveled from city to city, bringing their acrobats to other places.

      The waitresses were the only spies the Binders had.

      The more he learned, the more he couldn’t help but be impressed by the nature of the network. It really was quite something. More than anything, he was struck by how skilled most of the Binders were. They were able to gather information unobtrusively, without drawing attention to the fact that they were doing so. Most of the men who came through here had no idea that they were being spied upon. And that was exactly the way the Binders wanted it.

      Daniel looked around the tavern, searching for Rayen. She had claimed she would be here, though he wasn’t certain whether she actually would remain as she’d promised.

      His gaze skimmed across the tavern, taking in the various patrons, along with the women serving them. They were the Binders, the part of the network that surprised Daniel the most. They were the first line of the network, and most of them went about their tasks with smiles on their faces, drawing no attention to the fact that they were there. The men they spied upon had no idea what the Binders did, and thus they were free with their words around people who collected that information. It made them effective, and dangerous.

      Surprisingly, the women didn’t do anything to hide their actions either. It wasn’t as if they concealed their presence, or tried to pretend they weren’t listening. And they had done nothing to conceal their efforts from him. They didn’t care that he knew of the Binders’ existence.

      “Are you just going to stand there?”

      Daniel started and spun. Rayen looked over, an amused smile on her face. Her dark hair blended with the shadows that swirled around her, practically concealing her along one side of the building. He marveled at how easily she controlled them, and he had seen just how powerfully she could manipulate the shadows.

      “I might,” he said.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I followed someone, but I’m not sure who or what.”

      Rayen chuckled. Daniel realized that she wrapped him in the same shadows, concealing him along with her, muting the rest of the sounds of the tavern while also muffling the sounds of their voice.

      “You follow someone, but you don’t know anything about them?”

      “I… I felt something.”

      Her brow narrowed. “I would suggest that you not share that with Lucy.”

      Daniel flushed slightly. “It’s not like that. There was a strange sensation that tugged on me. It practically demanded that I follow it.”

      “To where?” she asked.

      “North of the city.”

      “North? There’s nothing but—”

      “Rocks. I know, which is why it was odd. They had a ship and—”

      Rayen grabbed his arm. “Take me to it.”

      Daniel blinked. The sudden change in her demeanor struck him, and had he not known better, he would have suspected that she was concerned. From what he knew about Rayen, she didn’t get concerned.

      He focused on the place outside the city, and then he Slid, drawing himself and Rayen there.

      When they emerged, they were a bit away from the shore, near enough that they could hear the crashing of the waves, but not so close that anyone who might be there would have observed their sudden appearance. Daniel pointed toward the water. At this time of night, it was little more than a smear of darkness, a blanket of shadows.

      It was those shadows that Rayen could pierce.

      “There was a ship out here. The smaller vessel carried two men out to it,” Daniel said in a quiet whisper.

      “You don’t need to whisper.”

      “Because you have us wrapped in shadows?”

      “Because there’s no one here.”

      “How do you know?”

      She turned to him, and shadows swirled around him. It was a strange ability, nothing like abilities that were found in Elaeavn, but he had seen how powerful it could be.

      “I know,” she said.

      He nodded. It made sense. Rayen had exquisite control over shadows, and with them, she was able to use the shadows themselves as a way to access a certain type of power. She likely was fully aware of anyone who might be here.

      “Did you notice anything when you were listening to them?” she asked him.

      “Nothing that made a whole lot of sense.”

      She headed toward the shore, and Daniel followed.

      “What is it? Why does it seem as if you’re concerned about something?”

      “Because I am concerned.”

      “Why?”

      She didn’t turn to him, instead staring out into the darkness. Her face was twisted in concentration. “There has been no word of movement out there. That is why I am concerned.”

      “No word?”

      She nodded. “The Binders would have heard had someone come through here.”

      “The Binders aren’t all-knowing,” he said.

      “No. We aren’t all-knowing, but there is quite a bit that we do know. And if we’re dealing with people coming to the city, I would like to know about it.”

      “You think they’re with the Forgers?”

      Rayen breathed out heavily in a frustrated sigh. “I no longer know, not with any certainty,” she said.

      She jumped down to the rocks below, landing on shadows. The control she displayed amazed him. He wondered just what she could do with the shadows, and how well she could control them; perhaps he hadn’t seen the full extent of her abilities before.

      Daniel Slid, emerging next to her. She wandered along the rocky shore, heading close to the water, much more surefooted than he was. As she made her way along the rocks, she paused every so often, glancing out into the darkness before continuing onward. There was something here that she noticed, though what was it?

      Finally, Rayen turned back to him. “Did they have an accent?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. With the wind, it’s hard to tell.”

      “Do you think there was an accent?”

      Daniel thought about what he’d overheard, but he couldn’t recall detecting an accent. It made it unlikely that there was one. “No.”

      “We’ll have to return to the city and see what we can come up with.”

      “Are you sure it’s anything?”

      “I’m not sure about anything these days. I never would have worried about random smugglers moving throughout Asador before, but after the attempt on the Elder Stone, I can no longer take those things for granted.”

      She reached her hand out to him, and as he went to take it, there was a movement in the distance.

      “Do you see that?”

      Rayen hesitated, looking out into the night. Shadows faded, the night getting lighter, allowing him to See more easily. Had he not been with Rayen, he would have wondered if it was only his imagination, but with her here, he didn’t think it was.

      There were three ships moving out along the water.

      “Do you recognize them?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t. And that bothers me.”

      “Can you, you know, walk on the shadows and make your way out there?”

      She turned and frowned at him. “Can you just Slide there?”

      “With the ships moving in such a way, it would be difficult, if not impossible. I don’t know if I would end up appearing where I want to or not.”

      She grunted. “A shame. It would be nice to know who’s out there and what they’re after.”

      “Even if I could, I don’t know that it makes sense to suddenly just appear out in the middle of the ocean.”

      “I would go with you. I could mask you.”

      “How important is this to you?”

      “I don’t know, which means it’s probably quite important.”

      Daniel stared out toward the distant ship. If she could reduce the shadows enough for him to see a little more clearly, maybe it wouldn’t be as dangerous for him to attempt to Slide. It would still be dangerous, and it would still be something he didn’t necessarily want to do, but if it would help Rayen, he had to consider it.

      “If you can make it so that I can See a little bit clearer…”

      Her jaw clenched, and a trail of lightness traced away from her, the darkness of night parting on either side as it streaked toward the ship. Daniel took her arm, closed his eyes, and Slid.
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      They emerged near the bow of the ship.

      Daniel staggered, nearly falling overboard, but Rayen grabbed him.

      The only thing he was aware of was the firm—almost painful—grip on his arm. She held him tight, darkness swirling around them, keeping them concealed.

      The ship groaned beneath them, rocking with the water and the waves, moving with a regular sort of speed.

      “You did it,” Rayen whispered.

      “Now you’re whispering?”

      “It’s only good sense now. There are others on board.”

      “How many?”

      She tapped on her fingers, before raising her hand and flashing five.

      “Can you handle five people?” he whispered.

      “I don’t intend to handle five people,” she said.

      “What if we need to get information?”

      “This was for scouting purposes only. If it comes down to it, we can certainly sink the ship, but I don’t intend to fight our way through here.”

      Were the situation not so worrisome, he would’ve laughed. There were plenty of times he hadn’t planned on doing anything, but circumstances had forced his hand, and he doubted this would be much different.

      “How do you expect us to hear anything from here?”

      “You are Elvraeth, are you not?”

      He nodded. “You know that I am.”

      “Then you would have some ability with Listening.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I have some, but I’m not a skilled Listener like some.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I have a connection to the shadows.”

      “You can use the shadows to hear better?”

      “It’s difficult, but it’s a trick that Carth taught me long ago. It’s one of the ways we use to spy.”

      Daniel smiled. With the Binders, it seemed as if there were lots of ways they used to spy. Still, he wouldn’t say that to Rayen, not wanting to anger her. There weren’t too many people he feared, but Rayen was among them.

      “Something’s wrong,” a voice said.

      It was muted and had a thready quality to it, but he could hear it.

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “There was a flash of light, and now this darkness?”

      Daniel glanced over to Rayen. Whoever was on board the ship had recognized what she had done. She raised a finger to her lips, keeping him silent.

      “It’s night, Bernard. Darkness is part of night.”

      “But not the flash of light.”

      “Not the flash of light, but the darkness.”

      “I think you are overly concerned.”

      “And I think you are not nearly as concerned as you need to be. This is Asador, after all.”

      “Asador is nothing but rumors.”

      Rayen clenched her jaw, and the shadows continued to swirl around them, thicker than they had been before.

      “They’re not from Asador,” he said softly.

      She shook her head. “Apparently not.”

      “Do you recognize their voices?”

      “Not that I can tell,” she said.

      And if she couldn’t tell who they were, was it time for them to return? Sliding back to shore would be easier, but now that he had risked it and was on board the ship, he wanted to remain and get as much information as he could.

      “Search the ship,” Bernard could be heard saying.

      “You can’t be serious,” the other boy said.

      “Why can’t I?” There was a soft thudding, and Daniel worried that footsteps were making their way toward them, but then the thudding stopped. “Something’s not quite right, and I haven’t gotten as far as I have by simply ignoring such oddities. You would be wise to pay attention to them, too.”

      There was another thudding, and then the shadows separated.

      Rayen reached for them, trying to swirl them around her, but she struggled.

      A man stood in front of them. He was short, compact, and barely appeared startled when he realized his group weren’t alone on the ship. He carried a sword that reflected the moonlight.

      “It seems I wasn’t mistaken,” he said softly.

      Daniel reached for his own sword, wishing he had some of Lareth’s ability to push on metals. The idea that he’d want to be anything like Lareth would have amused him once. Now it was a simple matter of fact.

      Thankfully, he’d continued training with the sword, working with Carth and others on improving his skill. His time with the tchalit had given him skill, but nothing like what some of the people with Carth possessed.

      Rayen slipped toward him, gliding on the shadows, and she attempted to swirl them around the man, but he slashed at the shadows with his sword. For a moment, the sword pulsed with light, and it seemed to absorb the shadows into it, glowing brighter as it did.

      “S’al,” she hissed.

      “Someone who understands such things,” Bernard said. He leaned toward her, sweeping with his sword, but Rayen jumped back, deflecting with a pair of knives she suddenly flourished. Daniel managed to get his sword unsheathed and brought it toward the other man, slashing, but the man twisted, blocking his thrust, and turned his attention back to Rayen.

      Bernard recognized that Rayen was the true threat. And she was, but that didn’t mean Daniel couldn’t help.

      The one thing his training had helped with was honing his ability to Slide, using that in a fight. He’d never really used that ability as much as he should have, but he could jump from place to place, and he did so, appearing behind the man. He shoved, and the man stumbled. He managed to catch himself quickly, righting himself and spinning around, sweeping out with his sword, parting the shadows Rayen attempted to wrap around his ankles.

      “Interesting. Someone from Elaeavn? Or are you one of them?”

      Daniel hesitated. Did he mean that he wasn’t with the Forgers?

      If he wasn’t, someone like this could be a useful ally. He didn’t want to fight with someone who might be of use to them, especially as there were so few who could be useful against the Forgers. The Binders were, and there were members of the guild to continue to train, but how many actually were available?

      Somebody like this, even if he did have the ability to part the shadows, would be incredibly useful.

      “What are you smuggling?” Rayen asked.

      “Does it matter?” the man asked.

      “It matters,” Rayen said. “Asador is a closed city.”

      “It doesn’t appear to be closed. The harbor is quite wide, and there are a great number of very interested trade partners.”

      He darted forward, and Rayen caught his blade with a pair of knives, pushing off. Sparks erupted where the knives caught his sword.

      Daniel Slid, appearing behind him again, and went low. He kicked, trying to sweep the man’s legs out from under him, but the man jumped, twisting and kicking, catching Daniel on the shoulder.

      He went staggering off to the side and barely managed to catch himself. He slammed into the railing and would have gone overboard, but a streak of shadow wrapped around him and pulled him back.

      He spun, Sliding, and emerged next to the man, bringing his elbow back and trying to catch him in the chest.

      Bernard chopped down on Daniel’s elbow, deflecting the blow.

      “An interesting technique, but something like that is bound to get you killed.”

      Bernard twisted his wrist, and a dagger went toward Daniel’s stomach. He barely managed to Slide away and felt the sting of the blade as it streaked across his skin.

      Rayen charged forward, wrapping shadows around herself. He wasn’t sure at first what she was doing, but then he realized it was a buffer. A shield.

      Bernard slashed at them, but with as much power as she was funneling into the shield, the attack failed, and she was able to continue to push him back.

      Daniel Slid, appearing next to him, and he punched.

      He caught the man on the side, and he doubled over.

      He glanced up at Daniel, a grin streaking across his face.

      Daniel Slid, trying to take a quick survey of the situation and realizing that three others approached. All of them carried the same reflective swords that seemed to glow softly.

      Great Watcher!

      If they were all as skilled fighters as Bernard, then there was no way he and Rayen would be able to overpower them.

      Bernard twisted and caught Rayen with the flat of his hand, sending her flying backward.

      She headed toward the water, but she caught the railing with her shadows and streaked back on board the ship, slipping toward Daniel.

      “Any ideas?” she asked. She sounded far more relaxed than he felt.

      “I thought you might have some. What is that sword? You seemed to recognize it.”

      “I recognized the magic he wields with it, but I didn’t expect to see anyone like that here.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s the same as Carth’s other sort of magic.”

      Carth’s other magic was heat-related, though Daniel didn’t know much about it. There was power to it, something different than what he had with his Great Watcher ability.

      “If they know Carth—”

      “They might know Carth, but they aren’t with Carth.”

      Bernard made his way toward them, each step thudding across the deck.

      “We should get out of here.”

      “I still don’t have the information I need,” Rayen said.

      “You have more than you did before. You recognize that they have Carth’s magic. Isn’t that enough?”

      Rayen pushed off with the shadows, wrapping them around her to create a ring, a barrier that the others couldn’t quite push through.

      “It’s more than we had before,” he repeated.

      Could she really intend to wait around, thinking they might be able to get more information? The longer they remained, the more dangerous it would be for them, especially if these men had some way of carving through Rayen’s magic.

      He Slid, reaching Rayen just as one of the swords slipped through the dark barrier.

      Rayen blocked the attack, bringing her knives up and deflecting the sword.

      Daniel grabbed on to her and started to Slide but found that he couldn’t.

      He glanced over at her. “Are you doing something that anchors us in place?”

      She shook her head quickly.

      He attempted to Slide again, this time with more force than urgency.

      Once again, it didn’t work.

      Great Watcher!

      He spun, turning toward Rayen.

      “I can’t get us out of here,” he said.

      “They’re holding you in place?”

      “Somehow. I’m not exactly sure what they’re doing.”

      Her mouth tensed, and she pulled on the darkness. It swirled around her, growing thicker and thicker, the effort of what she was drawing becoming more intense with each passing moment. The darkness swirled, and he was pushed closer and closer to her, until he finally had his arms practically around her.

      “Rayen?”

      “Be ready,” she said.

      “Ready for what?”

      “Ready for your attempt to Slide.”

      He focused, wanting just to reach the shore, nothing more complicated than that, and shadows exploded away from Rayen.

      The men holding the softly glowing swords stared, the blades cutting through her shadows.

      Rayen said something under her breath—a swear, but not the kind he recognized, not in a language he understood—and she began to gather the shadows again, pulling them toward her.

      “Do you think it’ll work this time?”

      “Probably not,” she said.

      “Then why are you trying it again?”

      “I’m not trying the same thing. I’m trying something different.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Be ready. When the ship starts to break apart, I want you to be prepared for getting us out of here.”

      “You’re going to break the ship—”

      The wood began to groan, and he stared, realizing that Rayen somehow drew upon the shadows in a way that slammed through the ship, creating a growing crack that spread wider and wider the longer she forced herself upon it.

      As the crack spread, Daniel attempted to Slide again, but again he failed. He tried again and again, each time wanting nothing more than to get them free from here. As the ship began to sink, he felt a shuddering, and then the restraint holding them faded.

      He grabbed on to Rayen and Slid.

      He carried them back to the shore, and from there, he released Rayen. She stretched out with the shadows, swirling them around her, reaching into the darkness. Worry creased the corners of her eyes, but she said nothing, simply staring out at the darkness.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “They shouldn’t have attacked here like this,” she said softly.

      “You said they had some sort of connection like Carth?”

      “They do. And unfortunately, they might be even more powerful than Carth with it.”
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      The Slide carried her away from Asador, and Lucy emerged on an unfamiliar landscape, looking down at the ground, worried there would be something she would make a mistake with, but she emerged along the shoreline. Waves crashed far below, and it reminded her somewhat of Elaeavn, though the air was cold, and nothing but a rocky cliff dropped off below.

      “Why here?” she asked Carth, glancing over to the shorter dark-haired woman. With her enhanced eyesight, it was easy for Lucy to make out the shadows that streamed around the woman, swirling with incredible power. There was something about Carth that she found intriguing. It was more than just the shadows she controlled; it was also the fire and the heat, something more that she had yet to fully understand.

      “This is a place that I used to frequent,” Carth said.

      “How far to the east are we?”

      “By land? Several weeks. By ship, it’s about a week.”

      If there was one thing Lucy knew, it was that traveling by ship had been Carth’s preferred method prior to her travels with Lucy. “What are you trying to uncover?”

      “The same as before.”

      “The C’than.”

      Carth nodded. “As far as I can tell, Alera acted independently, but there remains the possibility that she did not. And if she did not, then I need to determine how deep the C’than have been infiltrated.”

      “Why does it even matter?” If it were someone else, she would have simply Read them, but her ability to Read Carth was limited. Something about Carth’s abilities protected her, keeping Lucy from breaking through the barriers, and yet Lucy suspected that she could learn quite a bit if she managed to do so.

      “It matters because the C’than have positioned themselves as peacekeepers for many years.”

      “Given the way the Ai’thol were using their attacks, you could argue that they were still acting in that manner.”

      “You could, and yet, that is not the way the C’than have operated.”

      “I need you to tell me more about them.”

      Lucy realized she was more forceful than she probably should be, and when it came to Carth, she needed to be more careful. Ever since her attack and abduction, something about her had changed. Partly it was her willingness to do what she thought was necessary, and partly it was the fact that she no longer had the same limitations as before. She didn’t yet know the extent of her new abilities, but the more she worked with them, the longer she trained with Carth and the Binders, the better control she had over them.

      “The C’than view themselves as keepers of knowledge and power. Over the years, they have kept the understanding of the Elder Stones to themselves.”

      “You would change that?”

      “Not necessarily. I don’t think the knowledge of the Elder Stones needs to be shared widely. They are powerful, and they belong to each land, not to anyone in particular.”

      “You suggest that no one other than people who were born in those lands should be given the opportunity to experience the power of the stones, but you have held more than one stone.” It was more than just shadows and fire for her. She didn’t know the full extent of what Carth had done, but it seemed clear from the nature of her powers that Carth had experienced more than one of the Elder Stones.

      “I have come across three of the Elder Stones. Now four.”

      “How many do you think there are?”

      “That is something I have struggled to determine. In the time that I have pursued Olandar Fahr, I have found that he travels beyond where I would expect him to be. It’s possible that there are dozens of Elder Stones.”

      “And you think he has acquired more of them than you.”

      “I think it’s possible. Unfortunately, he has an advantage that I do not.” Carth glanced over to her. “Or did not.”

      “Sliding.”

      Carth nodded. “With his ability to travel from place to place, he’s not limited in the same way as I have always been. My pursuit of him, and my attempt to keep up with what he does and is after, has been tied to how quickly I can sail. I can use the shadows to propel me, but even in that, I am not nearly as fast as Olandar Fahr.”

      Lucy considered for a moment. The idea that Carth could use shadows to propel her was intriguing. “Why shadows and not your ability with fire?”

      “You would think that fire would grant the ability to travel more rapidly, and yet, I haven’t managed to uncover the key to that. It’s possible that I’m not as potent with fire as I could be, and because of it, I don’t—and can’t—use it in that way. It’s also possible that fire simply can’t be used to propel the same way the shadows can.”

      The fact that Carth explained as much as she did surprised Lucy, but it was almost as if Carth were aware that Lucy couldn’t Read her. Either that or she was explaining so that Lucy didn’t continue to attempt to do so. The temptation to try to dig into Carth’s mind was there. The other woman had experienced much, and she had a grasp of power that Lucy simply didn’t, and in order for them to know exactly what they were going to deal with, she thought she needed a better sense of the abilities.

      “You still haven’t told me, why here?”

      “This was once a place where the C’than had power.” Carth turned away from the shoreline and waited for Lucy.

      Lucy took a deep breath, focusing on the island barely visible in the distance, and Slid.

      When they emerged, they were much closer to the water and the waves, and they crashed around her, slamming on the rocks nearby, spray misting against her face. She wiped a hand across her face and wished that she had brought a warmer cloak.

      A narrow finger of rock stretched into the sky, a slender tower outlined against the darkness of the night. Without her enhanced eyesight, Lucy doubted she would be able to See it very well, but even with her eyesight, it still remained shrouded.

      “What did they use to conceal it?”

      “You recognize that?”

      Lucy glanced over to Carth. The other woman had her lips pressed together in a tight frown, and her brow wrinkled. Something troubled her, enough that Lucy wished she could Read Carth.

      “Perhaps not before, but now?”

      Her hand went to the back of her head, feeling for the implant. There was little of the metal remaining. For the most part, the implant had retreated deep into her skull, to the point where she could feel the ridge of metal beneath the skin, but even that was beginning to fade. Over time, the implant would be completely a part of her, changing her, and yet Lucy couldn’t help but feel as if the implant helped.

      “The C’than have acquired knowledge and power over the years. They have used that to help devise protections around many of their strongholds. This is but one of them.”

      “Is there someone here who holds on to the shadows?” It had to be the shadows, unless they had some way of trapping them here.

      “There used to be, but over time, the C’than discovered a way of holding power within the stone itself.” Lucy arched a brow at the mention of stone, and Carth shook her head. “Not an Elder Stone, though the power comes from them.”

      “If it’s not an Elder Stone, then how do they hold it within the stone?”

      “Through a technique that I expect Olandar Fahr has been searching to understand.” Carth took a deep breath, sighing. “He has attempted to perfect augmentations over the years. Through all that time, he has used metal, particularly various types of lorcith, to add those augmentations. Rsiran Lareth has been attempting to uncover the key to what they’ve done, but even Rsiran hasn’t been able to fully discover it.”

      “And now?”

      “Now something has changed.”

      “What?”

      “The C’than—at least, one among the C’than—used their knowledge in a way that opened it up to the one person they have been trying to shield it from.”

      Lucy continued to touch the implant in the back of her head. “Because of me.”

      Carth nodded. “Because of you. The attack should never have taken place. Because of it, I am forced to take a more direct approach, but even then, I’m not sure I will be able to ensure the safety of that knowledge. I suspect that your time with the man you call the Architect has revealed much more information to them.”

      “I had the sense that the Architect already knew quite a bit.”

      “Undoubtedly he did, but at the same time, the Architect hadn’t changed the design of the implants in many years. Perhaps the metal has changed, but nothing else about it was different. This,” Carth said, reaching for the back of Lucy’s head, “is something different.”

      A sense of cold washed over her at Carth’s touch. “You’re saying they knew how to trap the power of the Elder Stones within this metal.”

      “That is what I’m saying.”

      “And now that they have discovered me…”

      “Rumors of the Architect have been around for many years. He is quite high-ranking among the Forgers, and I think he is quite close to Olandar Fahr himself. With the knowledge he acquired by studying you—and I’m certain that he studied you as much as he tried to help you understand your abilities—he will be able to change the type of implant they use. If they learn to trap the power of the Elder Stones within them more than they do already, then we will be facing a very different sort of battle.”

      “How many others within the C’than do you think will reveal the secrets?”

      “I would’ve said none. Now?” Carth shook her head. “The C’than have been a closely guarded secret for many years. Even gaining access to the C’than requires multiple steps, a gradual introduction, and it’s not until they can ensure someone’s trustworthiness that they are allowed to join fully. In this case, Alera caused far more damage than I suspect even she realizes.”

      Carth started forward, traveling on the shadows, gliding along them. It was a strange thing to see her moving in such a way, slipping forward, using the shadows as if they were something physical and real. For her part, Lucy trailed after her, Sliding as she went, keeping pace but not going any further.

      At the top of the small rise, the base of the tower greeted them. It was a gently curving mound, and the design seemed almost as if it were intentional, a way of trying to blend into the rock of the island. The only part of it that didn’t blend was the slender tower that stretched up into the sky, yet that stood out only because of Lucy’s ability to See beyond the shadows and whatever they were trying to mask.

      “Can I Slide inside?” Lucy asked.

      Carth frowned. “I would’ve said no, but I’m curious as to whether or not you would be able to.”

      “What happens if I can?”

      “It suggests that the C’than strongholds can be breached.”

      Lucy focused on the center of the tower. Now that she could Slide as she did, she no longer needed to take a step. Always before, that had been a limiting factor, but now she could simply imagine where she wanted to go, and she was there. There remained the sense of movement, power swirling around her, but everything else about Sliding was different.

      If she had had more time with Rsiran, she would have liked to ask him whether he Slid in the same way or whether his ability was considerably different. His was tied to the metal, at least from what he had described over the years, whereas hers was not quite bonded in the same way. With the implant in her head, it was entirely possible that she still was limited compared to Rsiran.

      Lucy focused on the inside of the tower. The Slide carried her forward, and then it met resistance. She tried to push through the resistance, but the more she pushed, the greater the resistance seemed to push back against her.

      She strained, and pain surged within her, a burst of agony that she had not felt in quite some time. The last time she had known pain like this was when the implant had first been inserted.

      Crying out, she released her attempt at Sliding, stepping backward.

      Through it all, Carth watched her, an unreadable expression on her face. Lucy’s head throbbed, pain pounding within it, and she leaned forward, trying to catch her breath.

      “I take it that you were unable to succeed.”

      Lucy nodded. “It didn’t work.”

      “I suppose that is reassuring.”

      “You suppose?”

      “I’m not convinced that the protections are still as stout as they once were. I suspect that there remains danger to the C’than. Even if the defenses are what they were, it is still possible that the Ai’thol have uncovered a way past them.”

      “They wouldn’t have a way to Slide any better than I would.”

      Carth clenched her jaw, her brow furrowing as she seemed to consider. “Perhaps not. It’s possible we are better protected than I had imagined. That is good.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you aren’t completely thrilled by that?”

      “There is much about this that has been problematic, Lucy. Over the last few years, I have been trying to gain insight about what Olandar Fahr might be planning. And let me assure you that he is planning something. Despite everything I have tried, I haven’t managed to uncover the secret to what he’s doing.” She continued to stare straight ahead, as if there were something she could reveal by doing so. “He is skilled. I knew that from the very first moment I came across him, but there is something about the way he maneuvers that is dangerous.”

      “You fear him.”

      “Yes. And I respect him.”

      “What happens if he gains the power of the Elder Stones?”

      “It’s likely that he has already acquired power from most of the Elder Stones, but if he acquires all of them?” She shrugged. “I can’t say that I have an answer to that.”

      “And the Wisdom Stone?”

      “I had hoped that holding the Wisdom Stone would grant me insight into what he is after, but unfortunately, I don’t feel as if I have discovered anything from it. In the time that I held the Wisdom Stone, I had understanding and knowledge, and I could use my power in ways that I couldn’t otherwise, but beyond that…”

      Carth started forward, the shadows sweeping around her in a tight spiral, and headed up to the rock, reaching what appeared to be a doorway leading into the tower. As Carth approached, Lucy felt resistance and was slowly pushed back despite every attempt she made to step forward.

      “Carth?”

      “You aren’t able to come.”

      “Is this another part of the C’than technique to prevent others from getting into their strongholds?”

      “This is something that I placed.”

      “Can you remove it?”

      “Unfortunately, only those who are C’than are able to cross.”

      Lucy stared at her. “Then you intend to leave me out here?”

      “You aren’t one of the C’than.”

      Carth turned away from her, and the shadows continued to swirl from her. As she reached the door, she barely seemed to touch it before the door swung open. Lucy stood outside of some invisible barrier, watching.

      Her mind worked over what she had encountered, struggling to make sense of the things Carth had shown her. All of this was designed to ensure that the C’than were intact, that there wasn’t any risk to their power, and the longer Lucy accompanied her, the more she questioned. Carth was secretive, though not nearly as secretive as Lucy had been led to believe. Part of that was likely tied to the fact that Carth shared information she thought Lucy would need for this role, but part of it had to be for a different reason.

      She had no choice but to wait. A sense of silence surrounded her. There was something peaceful about it, and though she might be far from home, the sound of the water crashing along the shore reminded her of Elaeavn and of the comfort she felt when she was there.

      Moments passed, minutes stretching into an hour. Through it all, she breathed in the salt air, waiting for Carth to return.

      It was strange coming here. Despite the power she had developed, and the exquisite control over her abilities, control that had increased considerably over the last few weeks, she was still powerless to enter this place.

      It was part of the reason she stayed with Carth. If anyone could help her understand her abilities and what was required of her, it would be Carth. She knew that she needed someone to guide her, to help her comprehend what had happened to her and the way that power had changed her. She couldn’t learn it on her own. Then again, she could go back to the Forgers, stay with them, risk losing herself with them. But if she did, how much control would she have?

      That was what scared her the most. Despite everything that had happened, she had not been in control at all. She wanted to ensure that she did have that control, that she was not used like that again, but she didn’t know if there was any way to do so.

      Eventually, the door opened, and Carth emerged again. She held something tucked under her arm, and Lucy attempted to Read her, trying to see what Carth might be carrying out, but it felt as if her attempt slipped across the other woman’s mind. It was a strange sensation, as though she glided past, unable to reach her mind.

      “Did you find what you came for?”

      “The C’than are still safe here.”

      “Didn’t you realize that before?”

      “Before, I only knew that we had not lost control over the stronghold.”

      “How many people are here?”

      “Enough that I am sure the C’than remain stable.”

      Stable didn’t sound all that reassuring to Lucy, but then, it wasn’t for her to decide. These were Carth’s people, and if anyone would know what to make of them, it would be Carth.

      “Where now?”

      “Now we will go on to our next stop.”

      “How many places are like this?”

      “More than even Olandar Fahr knows.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Carth hesitated, glancing back at the tower for a moment, darkness swirling around her face. Lucy wondered if that was intentional or whether it happened without Carth’s control. Either way, it gave a troubled look to the other woman’s face, and it made Lucy realize that Carth was far more bothered than she let on by what was taking place. Not that Lucy could blame her. She herself was bothered.

      “I’m as sure as I can be,” she said. “The challenge with him, as it always has been, is playing a game that he doesn’t see.”

      “A game?”

      “Unfortunately, that’s how he views this. To him, everything is a game.”

      Lucy smiled. “I seem to remember Reading something from Rayen that suggested you felt the same.”

      “I recognize that there is a difference between a game and the people who are impacted. Perhaps I didn’t always, but I do now.”

      “And Olandar Fahr?”

      “He is different. To him, all of this is a means to an end—a way for him to gain more power. That is what I oppose. That is why we continue to fight. And if we fail, many will suffer. He views all of us as pieces in his game. In order to stop him, we have to find moves—and pieces—he cannot see.”

      “How much time do you think we have?”

      “Not nearly as much as I would like. I fear that we are nearing the end of his maneuvering.” Carth turned again to look out at the water, staring into the distance. “He has been at this a long time. And because of it, he has made plan after plan, each of them giving him greater control. All of it is sweeping us up in his machinations, and I fear that we don’t have anyone who can outmaneuver him.”
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      Haern stayed low, keeping his eyes on the forest but moving carefully so as not to draw attention. It was one of the earliest lessons Galen had taught him, cautioning him to move slowly so as not to draw attention to himself. Sudden movement could be jarring, and it was that kind of movement that he needed to avoid.

      The only problem was trying to move in such a way that he could keep an eye on the figure in the distance. Anything he did was far too noticeable. He needed to be careful, make his way quietly, and only then could he begin to avoid detection.

      The trees were thick, smooth trunks blocking his view, heavy foliage all around. The scent of grass and rotting leaves hung in the air, mixed with a wet earthy sort of odor. The rain made moving difficult, as he would leave prints anyplace he went, and though he had learned to avoid detection, there were limits to how well he could navigate.

      Haern gripped his lorcith-forged knives in his hand, keeping them clutched close to him as he went. If nothing else, he could push on the knives, and when he did, he could attack.

      Nervous energy filled him. Every movement had to be careful, subtle, so as not to attract notice, but he was no longer certain whether he was successful.

      Haern continued to connect to the lorcith. It was the most useful of his abilities, though he had talents with Sight. Sight was not nearly as useful to him as it needed to be.

      A slight movement caught his attention.

      It was about one hundred feet away, near enough that he could reach, but not so close that he could get there it easily. It would take effort on his part, and any attempt to chase down the other person would draw attention to him.

      This was the kind of thing he had been training for. This was exactly the kind of thing Galen had wanted him to learn.

      He didn’t have Galen’s ability with throwing darts, but with his connection to lorcith, he could use the knives.

      And it was something he had practiced, over and over again, until he had gotten to the point where he could do so easily and without needing to maintain significant focus.

      Haern pushed on the knife, sending it streaking away from him. He used a controlled maneuver, not wanting to send it too quickly but at the same time needing it to reach the opponent that Haern knew was within the woods.

      The knife smacked uselessly against the trunk of the tree, and Haern sent the other knife, more quickly this time, not mindful of the speed.

      The knife sailed through the air, striking the trunk of a tree.

      Great Watcher!

      Somehow, he needed to have better aim, and he had to stop wasting his knives like this. Every time he sent one out, he risked drawing attention to himself again.

      Haern pulled on the knives, drawing them back to him.

      As they came toward him, he pushed again, sending them streaking back toward the movement. Once again, he missed.

      It was almost as if whoever he was facing influenced the trajectory of his knives. But the only way that could happen would be if someone had the ability to influence lorcith like he did.

      As far as he knew, there weren’t too many people with that particular skill. And the more Haern worked on his abilities, the more powerful he became, to the point where he didn’t think there were all that many strong enough to overpower one of his pushes.

      The only other option would be…

      Haern spun around and managed to See a shimmering as his father Slid.

      Haern pushed on his knives, and his father pushed back.

      For a moment, the knives hung suspended in the air, and then his father overpowered his ability to control them, sending them streaking off to the side.

      “What are you doing?” his father asked.

      “Practicing,” Haern said. He resisted the urge to look around him, not wanting his father to know he was training with Galen. They had never been close, and now that Haern had asked Galen to train him—and Galen had agreed—he still hadn’t shared what he’d been doing with his father. He should have, especially as Galen had been the one who’d helped Haern find his father in the first place, rescuing him from the Forger attack.

      “Practicing? I thought your adventures were over now that you have returned to Elaeavn.”

      Haern looked around. “I haven’t returned to Elaeavn. I’m in the Aisl—Treleavn if anything—not in the city.”

      Rsiran flicked his gaze up. “The Aisl is part of Elaeavn now. I know you would prefer to think otherwise, but the city in the trees and the city on the shore are one and the same.”

      For as much as his father knew, the fact that he still believed that troubled Haern. Those within the city were not the same as those outside of it. And Rsiran simply didn’t see it, though Haern wasn’t sure that he could, not after everything he’d gone through. He believed that Elaeavn extended out into the forest and that the guilds and their guildlords were all working toward the same goal as those within the city, including the Elvraeth. He probably didn’t even know what those in the city called them.

      “I want to be ready,” he said.

      “Ready? I’m not comfortable with you preparing to face the Forgers,” Rsiran said.

      “And I’m not comfortable being unprepared for when the Forgers come,” Haern said. “Had I taken more initiative before, I wouldn’t have been in such danger.”

      “You were only in danger because of a choice you made,” Rsiran said.

      A flicker of movement caught Haern’s attention and he spun, pushing on a knife.

      Galen twisted, barely missing the knife as it streaked past him.

      He stepped out of the shadows of the trees, approaching Haern and Rsiran.

      “This was your idea?” Rsiran asked Galen.

      “Your son was the one who approached me about working with him,” Galen said.

      “You are retired,” Rsiran said.

      “I was mostly retired until you were captured.”

      The two men stared at each other. For whatever reason, there remained no love lost between them, and Haern stepped forward, moving in between them before his father decided to attack or Galen decided to poison his father. He was no longer sure who would be victorious. There had been a time when Haern would have said his father would win, but that was before he had seen just how effective Galen and his darts could be. With his darts, Galen was able to overpower many people—including the Forgers. Even his father hadn’t been immune to them.

      “I asked Galen to work with me. If you’re going to be mad at anyone, be mad at me.”

      “I’m not mad at anyone,” Rsiran said.

      Haern chuckled. “Really? You could have fooled me.”

      “Is he teaching you how to use his darts?” Rsiran asked. He made a point of looking away from Galen.

      “He wants to, but I keep telling him that I prefer to use my knives. It’s the same as you, Father.”

      “The knives are fine, it’s just that I want him to be prepared for the possibility that he will need other abilities than only that of pushing on knives. Control of lorcith is wonderful if he’s able to maintain that connection. The moment that bond fades—”

      “I know what happens if his connection to the metal fades,” Rsiran said harshly.

      “I’m sure you do. I want him to be prepared for any possibility.”

      Rsiran smiled. There was darkness and irritation within it, making it less of a smile and more of a grotesque caricature of that emotion. “Is that right? You would have him learn the same techniques that you know?”

      Galen didn’t blink. “Yes.”

      Rsiran stared. “That includes everything?”

      “As much as I can, but there are others who might be more effective teachers.”

      His father glanced over. “Is that why you’ve been spending so much time with Darren?”

      Haern flushed. Maybe he should have talked to his father sooner. It was one thing for his mother to know what he’d been up to, but quite another for his father to hear it, and to find out about it in such a way as this.

      “Galen wants me to understand all properties of various herbs and medicines.”

      “Is that how Della taught you?” Rsiran asked.

      “Della taught me the healing properties of various compounds, and I later learned there were other potentials. If you would rather train him yourself…”

      Haern shook his head. “I want to work with Galen.”

      His father looked over at him, and Haern could only shrug. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to learn from his father. There were many things he thought he could learn, but everything his father had tried to teach so far didn’t really fit him. Haern might have some connection to the metal—well, maybe more than just some—but he needed more than that. He needed to have confidence in his abilities, and for whatever reason, he simply did not. Galen’s skills relied less on abilities granted by the Great Watcher and more upon training and skill. That mattered more to Haern.

      “Why were you out here?” Haern asked his father.

      “Do I need a reason to come into the forest?”

      “Were you following me?”

      Galen remained silent, but he glanced from Haern to his father.

      “What reason would I have to follow you?”

      “I don’t know what reason you would have. I also don’t know why you came out here. You’ve been quiet since we returned, and you certainly haven’t spent all that much time in the forest.”

      Haern regretted the words as soon as he said them. There had to be a reason his father had not come into the forest as much as he once had, and as difficult as it was to believe, he suspected it had something to do with his capture. How could it have any other reason? And Haern couldn’t even blame his father. Not that his father deserved blame for his capture.

      “You may not have seen me patrolling the Aisl, but I’ve been here,” he said softly.

      “I would see you,” Galen said.

      “And have you?”

      Galen only shrugged. “No.” He flashed a tight smile. “Then again, I haven’t been looking, either.”

      Haern might not know if his father was out in the forest. With his father’s ability to Slide, he could travel the entirety of the forest without ever being noticed. It was a potent ability, and combined with his other gifts, his father was extremely powerful. It was because of his father that Elaeavn had remained safe for so long.

      And now Haern no longer knew if the city remained safe. For all he knew, it was not.

      “I detected lorcith moving,” Rsiran said. He glanced at Haern. “And now I see why. I hadn’t realized you were working on developing this skill. I thought the guild worked with you on it.”

      “I don’t have the same talent as you, Father.”

      “Only because you haven’t attempted to hold it.”

      “Grandfather has tried to work with me. It’s just that I’m not a good smith.” Though, if his grandfather had anything to say about it, Haern would become a skilled smith.

      “You are a Lareth. The blood of the smiths lives within you. You can’t claim that you’re not good at something if you haven’t put the effort into it.”

      Several different thoughts came to Haern’s mind, not the least of which was that his father had rarely been around when he was growing up, so he wouldn’t necessarily know how much effort Haern had put into learning what it took to become a smith. He had expended some effort, though possibly he could have put forth much more. The only problem was that, while he found he had some ability, he didn’t really enjoy it. That was the difference between him and his father. His father had never truly understood. He loved standing at his forge, heating metal, hammering it into shapes and making his knives and swords and some of the truly incredible creations he had crafted over the years. Haern simply did not.

      “I will put as much effort into it as is needed,” he said. It was better not to argue with his father, when it came down to it. “Besides, I’m putting my energy into working with Galen, being prepared for what might come.”

      To his credit, it seemed almost as if Rsiran bit back his retort. Haern was thankful, as he didn’t really want to get into an argument with his father about this. It simply wasn’t worth it for either of them.

      “When you are finished, come and see me.”

      Haern could only nod. With a shimmer, his father flickered and then disappeared, Sliding back to the Aisl.

      Galen let his gaze linger for a moment before turning his attention to Haern.

      “You allowed him to influence your knives,” he said.

      “I didn’t know he was going to be there. How could I account for that?”

      “You need to be prepared for all possibilities. That’s what I’ve been trying to teach you. Just because you don’t see someone doesn’t mean they’re not influencing you. Even your father must acknowledge that. The ability to Slide is not without some potential for danger. There exist some who have the ability to influence a Slide, and if your father allows someone to do that to him, he could end up someplace quite different than he had intended.”

      “I doubt my father has ever been pulled on a Slide like that.”

      “Your father is not all-powerful. There was a time when his abilities were not as fine-tuned as they are now. In that, you are not so different. You view yourself as less than him, but in time, I hope you will see that’s not the case.”

      Haern grunted. “It’s not that I view myself as less than him. It’s just that I don’t have the same abilities, and I’m all right with that. I wasn’t. For the longest time, I hated the fact that I was different, that I didn’t have any of my father’s abilities, but I don’t, not anymore, which is why I want to work with you.”

      “I didn’t know that I would enjoy tormenting your father quite as much as I do,” Galen said softly.

      “I don’t understand. The two of you have been on the same side. Why would you be so interested in tormenting him?”

      “Just because we are on the same side and we both want similar things doesn’t mean that we have to get along.”

      “I suppose.”

      “And it’s probably childish of me to feel that way,” Galen said.

      Haern arched a brow at the other man. Streaks of silver worked through his hair, wrinkles marked the corners of his eyes, and there were deep furrows on his brow. There was nothing childish about Galen, not anymore.

      “Careful,” Galen said.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You didn’t need to. I Saw what you were thinking.”

      “You Saw it?”

      “I Saw your reaction,” he said, smiling. “I don’t need to See anything else.”

      Haern only grinned. It was so much easier chatting with Galen. It was the way he wished things could be with him and his father, only they had always had a strained relationship.

      “I didn’t say anything about your age.”

      “And you shouldn’t. If age matters, you would have been able to catch me, but you barely Saw me.”

      “I Saw you.”

      “Did you? I was—”

      “You were barely a dozen yards from me.”

      “That you Saw. Had you only been paying attention, you would’ve noticed that I had crept closer.”

      “Is that right?”

      Galen shrugged.

      “I’m not sure I believe that.”

      “Then what about the dart sticking out of your arm?”

      Haern glanced down and swore under his breath.

      One of Galen’s darts was sticking out of his arm, and somehow he hadn’t felt it.

      “What did you load it with?”

      “No poison. Not yet. That’s another part of your training.”

      “You keep saying that, but I have yet to be subjected to it.”

      “You should be thankful for that. When I began my training with poisons, it was the worst time of my life. There’s only so much you can tolerate, only so much pain you can withstand.”

      “I didn’t think all poisons were that painful.”

      “Not all are painful, but the sense of dying is painful regardless of the method.”

      Haern blinked at the simple and matter-of-fact way he said it. Galen really did have a level of experience that left Haern feeling inadequate at times. That was what made Galen such an excellent instructor. With his knowledge, he was exactly the kind of person Haern needed to learn from, especially if he wanted to protect himself, as he was determined to do.

      “When do you intend to begin teaching me those things?”

      “I think we need to continue to work on your physical prowess before we begin the rest.”

      “What happens if the—”

      Galen shook his head. “The Forgers aren’t going to return that quickly. It will take them time to regroup.”

      It troubled him that so many believed that. There had to be more to the Forgers than what most believed, especially with what they had already experienced. Though the attack in Elaeavn hadn’t been their doing, the Forgers still had come after them in Asador. Now that they knew the Elder Trees were weakened, would they use that to their advantage and attack? They still weren’t able to determine what had been done, only that the Forgers had used their strange metal—a mixture of lorcith and something else—to damage the trees, warping them.

      And if his father couldn’t determine what had been done, no one could. That seemed to trouble Haern more than it troubled anyone else.

      “I still want to be ready. The last time we faced the Forgers, the only way we were able to capture them was through your skill set.”

      “Then you need to stop using your knives,” Galen said.

      Was that what this was about? He frowned and glanced in the direction his father had gone. “Did you want my father to recognize that I was here?”

      Galen shrugged. “It doesn’t take much to rile up Rsiran, especially these days, and you needed a reminder of what happens when you don’t have the power to push on your lorcith knives. Continuing to rely upon it exclusively is dangerous, even with as skilled as you have become.”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “I would have you find a way of using your knives—if that’s what you intend to use—without relying upon your extra abilities. And perhaps I would suggest that you look into using another metal. It doesn’t have to be one that you can push. You can preserve that ability, use it when it’s available, but relying on it is a foolish mistake. And Haern, I have seen that you are no fool.”

      He didn’t have Galen’s dexterity with the darts. He had tried, but each time he had attempted to flick them the way Galen did, they had flown off to the side, not doing what he had intended. That wasn’t the solution, but the solution also wasn’t giving up on his knives. What Galen suggested had merit, though, however much Haern wanted to fight it.

      “What metal would you suggest?”

      “That’s something you might have to ask your father, along with whether he has some way of forging it so that the Forgers can’t manipulate it. We know some of their abilities, though not all, and you need to be prepared for how they might confront you. It’s one thing to go after men in a place like Asador, men who have no ability to manipulate lorcith, and quite another to go after Forgers and their ilk.”

      He was right, and that made things even more difficult. As much as Haern enjoyed using his connection to lorcith, he had become dependent upon it, and that was dangerous.

      But going to speak to his father about alternatives didn’t much appeal to him either. Maybe his grandfather would have suggestions.

      “I can see that you don’t intend to ask him.”

      “You can See or you can see?”

      “Does it have to be one or the other?”

      “I didn’t know that you had such visions.”

      “Not like some, but I have held one of the sacred crystals, and it has enhanced my Sight.”

      Galen didn’t often talk about what had happened to him after handling one of the sacred crystals, and his experience had been different than so many others’. From the stories Haern had managed to uncover, Galen had not come across the crystal the same way most had. He had found it by chance and had escorted it back to Elaeavn with Cael Elvraeth. That prolonged proximity had changed something about Galen.

      “I’ll go to my father,” Haern said.

      “You don’t have to say it as if it’s some sort of punishment.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t seem like a punishment to you, but we still aren’t close.”

      “No one is asking you to be close. I’m asking you to use his knowledge, the same way that I used his expertise today.”

      “Does he know that you used him?”

      “You saw the way he looked at me,” Galen said.

      “I thought that had to do with your past.”

      “The past is just that—it is the past. No, your father likely suspects what I did, and I doubt it pleased him.”

      Galen chuckled. “No. I doubt it pleased him, either.”

      “Yet, considering the reason behind it, I also doubt he will hold much of a grudge.”

      “If you think that, then you don’t really know my father,” Haern said.

      “On the contrary, I know him well enough. He will do anything for those he cares about.”

      Haern took a step back.

      “Now. Let’s continue with your training.”
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      Heat from the forge pressed upon Haern. He hadn’t spent much time in the forge since returning to the Aisl, though that wasn’t unusual. His father never knew how much time he had worked at the forge before, and his grandfather understood that Haern didn’t have the same interest as he did, even if he had intended to try to force Haern into an apprenticeship.

      The forge in the heart of the Aisl occupied a strange central location. There was power within it, though most of that power seemed to stem from the presence of so much lorcith. All the lorcith found here pressed upon Haern, an awareness, almost a song, and he ignored the calling.

      The air held the odor of lorcith as well. He always considered it a sweetly bitter odor, though it was strange to think of it in such a way. Heat augmented that smell, and right now it was the only thing he could detect other than the smoke rising from the coals.

      A steady hammering called to him. It was rhythmic, and fast—much faster than the pounding he normally heard within the forge. If he hadn’t known his father was here, the speed of the hammering would have told him.

      “You don’t have to hesitate,” his father said.

      Haern stood off to the side, watching his father work. It intrigued him that he would work so vigorously, pounding out the metal before flipping it and pounding some more. He had no idea what his father was forging, though perhaps it didn’t matter. None of it did. His father didn’t need to hammer the metal. He could simply force it into shape. His control over lorcith was such that he didn’t need to heat it conventionally. His connection to the metal would heat it enough, and he would be able to manipulate it in far more ways than could be done otherwise. It was through this connection to the metal that he had created the magnificent sculptures that decorated the Floating Palace.

      “I’m just watching,” he said.

      “Watching rather than wanting to participate?”

      “Did you always enjoy working at the forge?”

      His father hammered for another moment before pausing and placing his hunk of metal on the coals. Only then did he set down the hammer and turn to Haern. A thick leather apron hung around his neck, the weight of it pulling on his father’s broad shoulders. “There was always something soothing to me about working in the shop. I imagine it’s the same for you.”

      Haern must have hesitated too long.

      “Not the same for you, is it?” his father asked.

      Haern shook his head. “I’ve never found it soothing. It’s interesting, and being able to make knives and swords and all the other things I’ve learned to craft under Grandfather’s guidance has been helpful, but…”

      His father sighed. “Interesting. You know, when I was learning to work with metal, I didn’t always care for it, but mostly that was because of the circumstances under which I trained. It was a different time then, a time when we weren’t allowed to listen to the call of the lorcith. And now that call is celebrated, encouraged, and through it we have made creations that have not been seen in centuries.”

      “You always enjoyed it?”

      “As much as I could. I wasn’t always allowed to work the metal myself. There was a different style to the apprenticeships than there is now. And though we recognize the mistake now, it doesn’t change the fact that I didn’t have the same opportunities when I was learning. I had to sneak in my time, and ultimately, when I had my own forge, I was able to make whatever I wanted.” His father had a wistful expression on his face. “And I can tell from the way you’re looking at me that you feel none of that. Is that why you asked to work with Galen?”

      Haern licked his lips. He hadn’t expected to get into this type of conversation with his father, though maybe he needed to. “I’ve never felt quite at home in a forge.”

      “And yet you have the blood of the smiths.”

      “I do have the blood of the smiths, but it doesn’t feel the same, for some reason. I can use the lorcith, and I’m happy to do that, but I don’t feel the same pull to do so. I know that doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to you, especially as I’ve seen some of the things you’ve created and know you feel compelled in a way that I don’t, and maybe can’t.”

      “Your mother has asked me to try and understand,” his father said. “When I was your age, I struggled with my own father, trying to figure out where I belonged, and for the longest time, I lived feeling as if I were a disappointment.”

      Haern wondered how his father could ever feel like a disappointment. As skilled as he was, it seemed impossible to believe that same man disappointed anyone within Elaeavn. He was the savior of Elaeavn, not a disappointment.

      “Yes, disappointment. I can tell that you find that difficult to believe.”

      “It’s just that everyone knows what you’ve done.”

      “There was a time when I hadn’t yet done those things. There was a time when it didn’t matter. So much has changed, and most of it is for the better, though I wonder about that at times.”

      Haern had never seen his father like this. There was almost an introspectiveness about him, and with it, he seemed somewhat morose.

      “I came to ask your opinion on something.”

      His father turned toward him. “You did?”

      Haern nodded. “Eventually, I fear that I’m going to need to confront the Forgers again. When that day comes, I want to be equipped for it.”

      His father smiled tightly. “You want to know what metal you can use when you face them.”

      Haern shouldn’t have been surprised that his father would be able to determine that. He was smart, and he’d had to face the Forgers long enough that he must have realized what troubled Haern.

      “I can’t use lorcith,” he started. “If they have the ability to manipulate it, they will be able to overpower anything I can do.”

      “They can manipulate lorcith, but I would worry more about their ability to track it,” Rsiran said.

      “How far can they track it?”

      “I’ve never been able to determine that. I know that they don’t have the same limitations I do.”

      “Some would claim that you don’t have much in the way of limitations.”

      His father grunted. “Then they haven’t been paying attention. Everybody has limits to their abilities. Mine might be different than someone else’s, but eventually you run into a situation where your abilities let you down and you wish you could do more, that you had more potential.”

      “That’s why I’m trying to learn from Galen.”

      His father sighed and turned his attention back to his forge. “I suppose I should work harder to understand. Learning how to function without your abilities should be celebrated. And Galen is right. Eventually there comes a time when skills fade, or you have them stolen from you. I’ve discovered plenty of poisons over the years that can take abilities from you.”

      Haern had heard of some of them, and Galen had begun to teach him about the nature of some, but he hadn’t spent much time instructing Haern on all aspects of them. Eventually, he wanted to know what Galen knew, and that meant suffering the same way Galen had suffered when he’d learned about his poisons.

      “Is there any metal you recommend I use?”

      “The key is finding something the Forgers have no control over,” his father said. “But even then, they can mix something within it to gain control.”

      “Even over something like steel?”

      “You need to find what works for you. There are dozens of different metals and alloys that you could generate, and any one of them might be safe. But I would be more concerned about ensuring you don’t draw their attention too quickly.”

      “They will return,” Haern said. He didn’t need to step out of the forge at the heart of the Aisl to know the Forgers planned on something. The metal that now penetrated the Elder Trees was enough of a reminder of that.

      “The Forgers will always return,” his father said. “And we need to be ready. It’s why I’m continuing to work on modifying the protections that seal off the city. The more we can deflect the Forgers’ attention, the more we can protect ourselves and our people.”

      Haern hesitated, watching his father as he returned to work. At least he understood what he was working on. The barrier around the outer edge of the forest consisted of a combination of lorcith and heartstone, though his father appeared to be working with different metals than those. Maybe that was the reason he was hammering rather than simply pushing and pulling on lorcith, controlling it with his other abilities.

      He pulled the lump of metal off the coals and began to hammer it with a practiced stroke, muscles in his arms and back rippling with each blow. Each strike was precise, and he paused from time to time to reheat the metal before resuming his hammering.

      Haern needed to be that precise, but with his training. It was what Galen was trying to teach him, and if he could manage to be as precise as his father in everything that he learned, then he might be able to withstand the Forgers. He didn’t need to Slide or to have any other abilities in order to withstand them. Galen had proven that all it took was knowledge and perhaps the ability to recognize that someone was tracking him—something that he could learn, especially with his enhanced eyesight.

      “How come you stayed?” Haern asked when his father took a break from hammering.

      His father looked up, hammer raised before he lowered it to his side. “I should’ve stayed before,” he said.

      “What you were doing was important,” Haern said.

      “I think… I think I wanted to believe that it was more important than it was. I should have been here for you. Should have been here for everyone. Instead, I believed I was the only one who could confront the Forgers, and that simply wasn’t the case. There are others who fight, and others who need to fight. It can’t only be me.”

      “It hasn’t only been you. The guild has resisted.”

      “The guild has tried to resist, but there are those within the guild who don’t truly believe in the threat of the Forgers. Until the attack, they viewed them as no more of a danger than any other outsider. Partly that is my fault. I have allowed others to remain safe within the Aisl and within Elaeavn, thinking I was offering them a certain level of protection. We have remained as isolated as we ever were. That was a mistake. There will come a time—again—when I won’t be able to protect us, and possibly when Carth isn’t around. Our people need to be prepared.”

      “And that’s why you’re staying?”

      “Partly.”

      “Only partly?”

      His father looked down at the lump of metal. “When I was captured, something happened. It was more than just the poisoning, though that was part of it. Even though I was paralyzed, my mind continued to race, and I tried to understand what was happening to me. I tried everything I could to escape. I was helpless in a way I hadn’t been for a long time.”

      “Were you scared?”

      “I think everyone should be a little scared when they face something like that,” his father said. “The key is facing that fear and moving on.”

      Haern wondered if his father was struggling with the moving on part. Maybe he had been more injured than he’d let on. Maybe there was some other reason for his father to remain, though it was possible that he stayed only to make preparations, trying to get the city ready for the return of the Forgers.

      “When you’re ready to work on your knives, I can help you,” his father said.

      Haern nodded.

      He turned away. What had he expected? He had come for answers, but maybe the kind of answers he was looking for weren’t the kind his father could provide. And he had gained something. His father had agreed to work with him, to help him make the knives he needed for his training.

      He found himself wandering out to the border of the forest. He had taken to doing so more often these days, preferring to make his way along the edge of the boundary of Elaeavn, the heartstone barrier making it so that others couldn’t simply Slide inside Elaeavn. There was a time when he would have gone into the city itself, but since his return, he hadn’t been so interested in doing that.

      And now, as he wandered along the boundary, he would pause every so often, looking up at the trees, staring at the canopy, feeling as if he weren’t alone, though he knew he was. There weren’t many people who took the time to wander out of the city—only members of the guild, and then only when it was their turn to inspect the borders.

      At one of the heartstone rods, he paused and checked to ensure the integrity of it. It wasn’t his assignment, and he wasn’t even sure he would be able to identify if there was something wrong with it. His father had been the one to place this barrier, and they needed more like him, not more like Haern. He didn’t really have a role the way so many others did.

      Oh, he could serve the guild. With his connection to lorcith, he certainly could work with the smith guild, and he had, but he didn’t have the necessary connection—or desire—to continue to use lorcith the way so many of the smiths did. And with his limited abilities granted by the Great Watcher, there wasn’t much else for him.

      He felt like an outsider even within his home.

      It had never struck him quite like this, and maybe he wouldn’t have paid much attention to it had they not left the city, searching for his father, giving Haern an opportunity to experience more of the world. Since his return, everything had felt a little different. It shouldn’t—and he knew there was nothing he could do about it—but training with Galen had given him the chance to learn more, to try and become more, and even in that, he realized he was an outsider. It was possible that was because Galen himself had been an outsider for so long, his exile having made him one. He might be more a part of the Elvraeth than the ruling family within Elaeavn now, but that hadn’t always been the case.

      Haern ran his hand along the boundary. It was a physical thing, though not visible, even with his enhanced Sight. It was something that he could feel. The barrier pressed upon him, a soft and gentle sizzling, an energy that wouldn’t restrict his ability to cross over it but made it so that all within Elaeavn were aware of its presence. It was a separation, a way of keeping outsiders from reaching Elaeavn, of deterring them, of guiding them away from the rest of the forest. Somehow, the barrier even masked those within it.

      There was power here, and he had no idea how his father managed to manipulate that power. It seemed like magic as much as anything else. What his father did was so much more like the abilities of the Forgers.

      Haern froze. As he stood there, he wondered. Could his father use abilities similar to the Forgers’? Could that be how he had augmented himself?

      He’d never given it much thought before, especially as everyone knew his father was so incredibly gifted with his Great Watcher abilities, but some of his talents were different from those of even the strongest guild members.

      And if his father had those abilities, why would he conceal them? Why not offer them to others?

      Haern had seen how powerful people from Elaeavn could become when augmented by those abilities. Having witnessed the changes in Lucy, he knew those abilities were formidable.

      Movement caught his eye. There was a sound nearby.

      Haern froze, Galen’s training kicking in, helping him to think through what he had heard. He tried not to move, thankful he still wore the dark green cloak that would help him blend into the forest. Anyone with enhanced eyesight might be able to recognize that he was there, but if they didn’t, his lack of movement would hopefully keep him from being seen.

      The sound came again.

      It was a rustling of leaves, nothing more than that, and he scanned in the direction of the sound.

      It came from the other side of the barrier.

      Haern remained motionless. He should be hidden, but the barrier might not be effective; relying on it might not be smart. He was willing to wait and see if anything else appeared.

      It was a good thing his father continued to work on fortifying the barrier. With the added protections, they didn’t have to fear that someone else would find them.

      The sound came again, this time even closer.

      Haern stared, looking through the barrier, wishing he could pull the hood of his cloak up to conceal himself even better, but not wanting to risk the movement until he knew for certain. Though he didn’t think he was visible, it was possible that he was wrong.

      Slowly, a figure came into view.

      Haern’s breath caught.

      He recognized the cut of the jacket and the embroidery along the lapel. More than that, he recognized the man wearing it.

      A Forger.

      It was the same Forger he and Galen had captured, but what was he doing out in the forest and approaching Elaeavn?

      Would he recognize that Haern was here?

      Hopefully his father’s additions to the barrier were enough to ensure that he didn’t, but if he did recognize Haern, would he attack?

      Haern reached for his connection to the lorcith, wishing he had come up with other knives before now, weapons that might be even more beneficial. If the Forgers attacked, his knives might not be enough.

      Yet as much as Galen wanted him to learn to use other weapons, there was a benefit in using the lorcith. He could control it, which meant he didn’t have to move, and the better control he had over it, the more he could manipulate it, without even maneuvering himself.

      And maybe he didn’t need to use knives at all.

      Could he change the shape of lorcith, forge it into something smaller that would hold some of Galen’s poisons?

      It would be a question for another time, but if he could use a similar technique, he might be able to avoid injury. He didn’t have to throw darts the way Galen did. He could direct them with his control over lorcith.

      The Forger continued to move parallel to the barrier.

      Was the Forger aware of it? It was possible he could feel it the same way Haern could, though from what his father had said, the barrier should only be detected by those of Elaeavn, and only when they were on this side of it. On the other side of the barrier, it should do nothing more than push them away, encourage them to head deeper into the forest, away from the heart of the Aisl and the people of Elaeavn.

      The Forger came close to Haern. He practically stopped directly across from him, and through the barrier, Haern could smell the other man.

      There was something smoky and foul about him. He rubbed his hand along his cheek, pressing his fingers into a scar that ran along there. He looked practically straight at Haern, and his gaze drifted over him as if he weren’t there.

      The barrier held.

      If he managed to return to the city, he would have to let his father know that it seemed his barrier worked. Haern was tempted to simply attack. He could push one of his lorcith knives through the barrier, cut down the Forger, and bring him back to the Aisl to determine why he was here.

      “Have you found anything?” This voice came from deeper in the forest on the other side of the barrier.

      Haern tensed. There was another one.

      “There is something here. I can almost make it out, though I can’t quite tell why,” the Forger closest to him said.

      If he was aware of it, then perhaps his father’s barrier wasn’t as secure as they had hoped.

      “You’re imagining it. You want there to be something here.”

      “It was easier to find the last time.”

      “We knew Lareth would make it more difficult, especially if he discovered our presence.”

      The Forger across from Haern turned away, peering into the depths of the forest—away from Elaeavn. “We should be able to detect what was done to the Elder Trees.”

      “We should, but we can’t. Come on. We will continue this search.”

      The Forger lingered for a moment, practically staring at Haern, before he tore his gaze away and continued to head along the barrier for another dozen or so steps before veering off. It was possible the Forger didn’t even know why he was veering off, only that he did. The pressure from the barrier would have pushed him away.

      Haern stood frozen in place until he was certain they were gone.

      It was one thing to know the Forgers would return, and quite another to come face-to-face with one.

      He needed to let his father know what had happened. More than that, he needed to increase his training. It was time to become as proficient as he could in as short a time as possible.
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      The wind sweeping off the massive mountain in the distance sent snow swirling into the air, twisting it so that it was difficult to see anything other than the resulting haze. Despite the snow swirling around, Ryn wasn’t cold. The heavy cloak she’d been given prevented the overwhelming chill from creeping in, and she was thankful for it. Still, she wrapped her arms around herself, pushing away any remnant of cold.

      Olandar Fahr glanced down at her. There was something warm, caring, about the way he looked at her. Ever since he’d stumbled upon her, helped her to her feet, he had guided her and given her a place. She was thankful for it, much like she was thankful that he had stayed with her. After everything she’d lost, she wasn’t sure she could handle losing something more.

      “Do you see it?” he asked.

      His voice was deep, a sonorous and welcoming sort of timbre, and she wanted nothing more than to appease him. Still, as she peered into the distance, trying to see what he wanted to show her, she didn’t know what he wanted her to perceive.

      “Is it the mountain?”

      “While the mountain is impressive, that’s not quite what I was hoping you would observe.”

      They were in the middle of a frozen plain, and other than the mountain, she didn’t observe anything. Olandar Fahr asked her the same questions, always wanting to know what she might see. It was something about what she could observe that mattered to him, though she wasn’t quite sure what that might be. Power, perhaps. That was the promise he’d made to her. He had told her that if she went with him, if she worked with him, she would learn what she needed to gain the vengeance she sought.

      Ryn stared through the snow, hoping she could make out something more this way. Other than the mountain, though, there wasn’t much that she could clearly see.

      It would disappoint him, and that was the thing she hated most of all. She couldn’t stand the idea that she would disappoint him.

      “I’m sorry. All I see is the mountain with the snow around it. There’s darkness up along the surface of the mountain, so I don’t know if that’s a cave or something else but… I’m sorry.”

      He pulled his gaze away from her, staring into the distance, his brow furrowing just a little. He was a powerful man, and much younger than she had thought when she had first come across him. Now that she knew him as she did, she suspected he had only been weary from his travels, and that was what had made him look like an older man. Unlike her, he was dressed only in a jacket and pants and seemed unmindful of the chill in the air.

      “You did well,” he said softly.

      “I did?”

      “It can be difficult to observe in this place. There is something about it that makes it difficult.”

      “Why?”

      “This was once a place of much significance. Come, and let me show you.”

      He held on to her hand, and with little more than a flicker, they traveled.

      Ryn still hadn’t adjusted to the way that Olandar Fahr could travel. It reminded her of what she’d seen from Lareth. It was a powerful means of moving, one where he didn’t have to walk, to trudge across the ground, and she could easily imagine how much it would have helped her to be able to move this way when she had been running from her burning village.

      They emerged within the swirling wind. No longer was the threat of cold merely a threat. Now the wind burrowed beneath her cloak, biting shards of ice slashed at her cheeks and exposed hands, and she shrunk within her cloak, trying to bring it around her shoulders and gain whatever warmth she could. It was difficult for her to do.

      As usual, Olandar Fahr didn’t seem to be bothered by the wind or the cold, and he strode forward, working his way along a rocky path that she hadn’t even noticed from afar. It was narrow, and it left her wondering what would have happened had he made a misstep as he’d traveled. Then again, Olandar Fahr never made missteps. He was incredibly skilled.

      “Follow me, little one,” he said.

      She smiled and hurried after him. If there was something he wanted to show her here, she would see it. The path wound up the face of the mountain, and she soon realized that Olandar Fahr had taken them to the safest place he could have traveled, where it was wider, several paces across. But as she followed him up the face of the mountain, the path narrowed. She found herself scrambling up rock, reaching for handholds and struggling, partly because of the cold and her desire to wrap her hands in the sleeves of her cloak.

      “Wouldn’t it be better for you to travel us where we need to go?” she asked. She hated to question Olandar Fahr, but he had shown a willingness to answer, and she thought it was important for her to understand why he chose to walk from here.

      He paused, waiting for her to catch up. “Sometimes the journey is as important as the destination,” he said.

      “What is it about the journey here that is important?”

      “Perhaps nothing. It is difficult, and you do well to follow as much as you have. If you find that you struggle, let me know and I will give you a hand.”

      They continued to work their way up around the mountain. The wind shifted as they went, sliding around rocks, swirling up in strange ways that tugged at her cloak, pulling at her hair, threatening to push her from the side of the mountain itself. The snow never stopped biting at her cheeks. After a while, they grew numb, and she was less aware of the cold. Eventually, the narrow path ended, leaving little more than handholds for them to grasp along the face of the mountain. Ryn grabbed on to these, working her way along the face. It reminded her of the way she had climbed in Vuahlu. There was the volcano, Maunial, but she had also spent many days scrambling up the trees, using her fingers for grip, and this was a similar technique. There was the same threat of falling if her fingers were to slip.

      Olandar Fahr glanced back at her, watching as she wound along the rock. When he saw her making her way, he nodded before continuing onward.

      Ryn lost track of how long they went. At one point, a particularly strong gust of wind struck her, and she threw herself forward, squeezing the rock, prepared for the inevitability of a fall, but it never came.

      When her heart finally settled, she moved onward. It seemed like hours passed before they reached another path.

      When she stepped out on it, the tension that had filled her began to ease.

      “That should be the worst of it,” Olandar Fahr said. They made quicker time, winding around the mountain until they were up within the clouds.

      Olandar Fahr paused, staring along the rocky face. “Can you feel it?”

      “The wind or something else?”

      “Something else.”

      She waited, expecting some obvious sense that she should detect, but despite her interest, there was nothing. Whatever Olandar Fahr wanted of her, she could not reach it.

      “I can’t.”

      It felt like a failing, as if she were disappointing him, and though she knew it shouldn’t, that Olandar Fahr had never made her believe she needed to follow him in a specific way, she couldn’t shake the sense that she needed to be able to detect what he did. If she couldn’t, then she failed him.

      “Perhaps not yet, but I have faith that you will.” He turned and looked down at her. “Do you have faith?”

      When she was with him, it was easy for her to have such faith. She nodded. “I do.”

      He strode forward, and as they turned around the rock, he stepped inside a cave.

      Ryn followed, realizing it was the same cave entrance she had seen from the ground below, and wondered why they had needed to climb along the side of the mountain rather than simply traveling here. What was it about the journey that he thought would benefit her?

      The air was stale up here. There was no wind a few paces inside the cave, and no light either. She struggled to see through the darkness. Olandar Fahr had some way of mitigating the darkness, and he never struggled as she did, another way in which she wished she were more like him.

      “What do you see?” he asked.

      “Darkness. Shadows.”

      “They are both here.”

      “What else should I be able to see?”

      “Come,” he said.

      She followed him, tracking him by the sound of his voice. As she went, she looked around, searching for anything that would give her a sense of what he wanted her to find. There had to be something, as she doubted that Olandar Fahr would’ve brought her here unless there was something for her to uncover.

      As she went, the light within the cave began to change. There seemed to be a faint glow, a hint of orange, coming from someplace deep within the mountain.

      The air grew slightly warmer.

      “A volcano,” she whispered.

      He turned back toward her, and now she could see him more easily. “Very good.”

      “Why here?”

      “There should be something else here,” he said.

      The cave opened wider, and she stopped. This time, it had nothing to do with the cold or fear or anything like that. She remained in place because of the shock of what she saw.

      It no longer looked to be a cave that stretched in front of her. Instead, an enormous domed ceiling rose overhead, covered with tile, the detail on the tile so exquisite that she could imagine artisans had worked at it for decades. The tile extended along the walls, covered with patterns and symbols and writing she couldn’t understand.

      “What is this place?”

      “It’s a place of ancient power.”

      “And why did you bring me here?”

      “I thought you could use an opportunity to see that not all volcanoes are destructive.”

      Her heart hammered, and her mouth was dry. “I know.”

      He turned to her. “Do you? In the days and weeks and months since I found you, you continue to think back to that night when you lost your home.”

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s a failing of mine.”

      He smiled, the warmth radiating from him mixing with the warmth of the air. “It is no failing. But you suffered, and now it’s time for you to move on.”

      “To what?”

      “Whatever you decide.”

      She had dreaded this day, when he would tell her that she could no longer travel with him. “I would stay with you if you would have me.”

      “I will ask much from you.”

      “I understand.”

      He watched her for a moment. “I don’t know that you do, not yet, but you will.” He turned away, wandering through the chamber. “There was a time when this was used for great power. With fire, there comes destruction, violence, pain, but there also comes life. Without the heat and lava that flows through here, there would be no mountain. Places like this change the world. Once, those who lived here recognized that, and they sought to understand the power.”

      “Is that what you do?”

      “I seek a different sort of power,” he said.

      “What sort of power is that?”

      “Much like fire, there is other power here that binds the world. There is an energy, a gift left by those greater than us. I seek to understand that gift, to harness the powers they left for us, and in so doing to be more like them.”

      “The gods?” She paused within the cave, though it didn’t feel like a cave here. She ran her hand along the surface of the tile. It was slick, slightly wet, and far warmer than she would’ve expected. The pattern on this particular sequence of tiles was impressive, and it seemed to her that it was designed to depict something, though she wasn’t clear what it was. “There were some in Vuahlu who worshipped different gods. It was before…”

      She caught herself. Olandar Fahr didn’t need to know it was different before she had moved to the village. There were no gods that they worshipped. There was nothing, but then, there had been a sense of happiness, of family, a feeling of welcome that had disappeared when she’d lost them.

      “Some perhaps call them gods; others have different names for them. In some places, they even named themselves, though to me, that is less interesting.”

      “What is more interesting?”

      “They left something of themselves in this world. There are many places where you can find it, though often it’s little more than a remnant. I have visited countless places over the years, trying to understand the powers left behind, to see if there was any way to harness them, to use them to help others, much like these Great Ones once used them.”

      “You want to become like these Great Ones?”

      She smiled as she said it, and as he turned to her, it seemed as if the glowing in the distance increased. It almost surrounded Olandar Fahr, a swirl of power, illuminating him against the backdrop of darkness. She wondered if perhaps he had already become like the Great Ones. If he had been chasing power like that for a long time, it made sense that he would be. She had seen many great things from him, not the least of which was his ability to travel. There was also his kindness and compassion, and the way that he had helped her.

      “You think that is so difficult?”

      “Not for you, but certainly for me.”

      “You would be surprised.”

      “I don’t have any of your abilities.” Ryn wasn’t even certain of the extent of his abilities, only that what he did possess was far more than she could ever imagine. Her mother had made it sound like if she had only stayed in the land of her birth, she would have had greater abilities, but even in that, Ryn couldn’t believe that such a thing would be possible. It was difficult for her to fathom.

      “Perhaps not now, but you could. You come from a people of great power.”

      “I might come from them, but I don’t have any of that power.”

      “I can see it reflected in your eyes. There is power there, though you must be willing to embrace it.”

      “I…”

      She turned back toward the wall, looking at the images worked into the tile. That was what she wanted, though it was hard for her to admit. When she had gone with Olandar Fahr, she had done so with a desire for vengeance, a desire to get back at the man who had harmed her family, destroyed her village, killed everyone she had known. She couldn’t do that as herself. There was nothing powerful about Ryn. But if she could find power like the Great Ones, something similar to what Olandar Fahr possessed, then perhaps she would be able to get the vengeance she desired.

      “You fear it.”

      She shook her head, not turning back to him. “I don’t fear it, I just know that it doesn’t fit me.”

      “Perhaps not, but if you were to return to that land, to draw upon the power of a Great One they called the Great Watcher, you would find that you had more strength than you could ever imagine.”

      “The Great Watcher? That was one of the Great Ones?”

      “One of them, but separate from the rest. There were those that lent power to the land—those Great Ones that are often referred to as Elders—and then there is the Great Watcher. Different, much like his power is different, though some conflate the two.” He smiled, staring at the wall. It was almost as if he could read it. And, Ryn pondered, perhaps he could. If he could read what was written, then maybe that was how he understood so much about this Great Watcher. “The people of your homeland believed that the Great Watcher was one of the Elders and that his power was one of his stones, but I know differently.”

      “Is that what this place tells you?”

      “This place, and others like it. They are remnants of a time when those who lived understood a different sort of power. Much can be learned in places like these, though you have to be able to open your mind.” He turned his attention away from the walls, meeting Ryn’s gaze. “Are you willing to open your mind?”

      “I am,” she said without hesitating.

      “I know that you are. There are times for soldiers, and there are times for believers. Which are you?”

      It was a strange question, not only because she didn’t feel as if she were anything like a soldier. Then again, was she a believer? Olandar Fahr might talk about Great Ones and gods and things like that, but she wasn’t sure if she knew enough about them to even believe.

      “You don’t have to answer now. Perhaps you don’t know the answer yet.”

      “I—”

      He took a step toward her and, taking her hands, he squeezed gently. There was something in his smile that made her want to believe, that made her want to please him. “For now, you can watch. Observe. When you decide, then we will discuss the next step you can take.”

      “Is that why you brought me here?”

      “Not entirely,” he said. He continued to make a circuit of this small room, and after a while, he stopped in front of one section of the wall and reached out, taking one of the tiles off the wall. It left a blank section, but the surrounding pieces were difficult for her to interpret. There had to be something about the tile that he had wanted, though from the others alongside it, she wasn’t able to determine what that might have been.

      “Now we can go.”

      “We have to climb back down?”

      With a smile, he nodded. “As I said, sometimes it’s the journey that matters more than the destination.”

      She worried about the journey back down, but she had made it this far—couldn’t she make it a little farther? And besides, she had survived something that should have killed her already. She would survive again. Eventually, she would learn what she needed. Eventually, she would get the revenge she sought.
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      Movement in the distance caught Lucy’s attention. She stared, struggling to make out the source of the movement, straining against the distant darkness, but despite the augmentation granted to her by the implant in the back of her head, she couldn’t tell much of anything. It reminded her of the tower at the stronghold of the C’than.

      “What’s out there?” she asked Carth.

      They had been traveling, Sliding from place to place, searching for more and more evidence of the C’than. There was a time when Lucy would have been tired from the number of jumps she had made, but Sliding no longer fatigued her as it once would have. Now it was a matter of exploring places she hadn’t been before. Once she had traveled to these places, Sliding back became much easier. As it was, for now she had to Slide more slowly, taking her time as she transported herself.

      “I don’t see anything,” Carth said.

      Carth didn’t have her enhanced eyesight, and without that, there was very little she could do to keep up with what was taking place in the distance. Carth’s knowledge made her powerful, but she was limited in what she could do and see. That wasn’t Carth’s strong suit anyway. Her strength was more to do with her mind and the way she could plan. It wasn’t all about her abilities, though they were considerable.

      “There’s something like a haze out there. It’s fuzzy, difficult for me to make out, but…” Lucy wanted to Slide out there, if only to determine what it was.

      “We need to be cautious here,” Carth said.

      Lucy looked around. They were in a vast expanse of land, little more than jungle around them, and somewhere far to the east, the ocean crashed onto sandy shores. It was warm here, the heat and humidity sweltering, and yet Lucy kept her heavy cloak on.

      “What are you concerned about?”

      “I don’t know much about these lands.”

      “I thought this was a place of the C’than?”

      “This is a place where we don’t have much influence. As much as I’ve tried over the years, we haven’t been able to infiltrate it as well as I would’ve liked.”

      “Why not?”

      “There’s an innate power to this place.”

      “You think it’s an Elder Stone?”

      “I always did, but now I don’t know. There are other places where the Elder Stones exist that don’t have a similar power. In this case, it could simply be natural protections that prevent me from understanding what’s here.”

      Lucy stared, considering the jungle. The haze seemed to rise up from the center of it, and it obscured the trees and everything within it. She couldn’t tell if the haze was artificial, and the longer she stared, the more she questioned. Perhaps it wasn’t enhanced in any way, but even if it was natural, it still made it difficult for her to See anything clearly.

      “What now?” Lucy asked.

      “Now we head in there.”

      “Just like that?”

      Carth glanced over to her. “There’s a reason I haven’t explored this place before. With a jungle like this, it’s dangerous for us to try to break in. If something goes wrong, we would be trapped.”

      “You needed someone who could Slide.”

      “We needed someone like you.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or not.”

      “With what Olandar Fahr is after, we have to push ourselves as much as he’s pushing. If he’s trying to uncover the key to the Elder Stones, then we need to be prepared for what he might unveil. At this point, he knows more than we do, and that puts us in a precarious situation.”

      There was something to the Elder Stones that Lucy hadn’t yet determined, and the more she studied and learned, the more she questioned. That had to be the point of what Carth was trying to show her. There was so much more to the world than what she had experienced in Elaeavn.

      And wasn’t that what she had wanted? When she had been in Elaeavn, working as a caretaker in the vast library within the Elvraeth palace, hadn’t she wanted to discover more of the world, to understand it, to experience it? That had been her goal, and Haern’s. Together, they had wanted to see more of the world, to experience the things his father had experienced, and now she was doing it.

      The one thing Lucy hadn’t counted on was how difficult it was going to be. She had grown up around those who knew about the Forgers and the dangers they posed, but they had been something distant and almost unreal. After seeing them firsthand—experiencing the torture they inflicted—she could no longer view them the same way.

      And she no longer viewed the journey outside of the city with the same lightheartedness. The world was hard, and it had forced her to become hard. There was torture and torment and pain and suffering, but she had seen goodness. The Binders were a testament to that.

      “Hold on,” Lucy said, taking Carth’s arm, and the two of them started to Slide. She reached the edge of the jungle, but as she attempted to Slide into it, she hesitated. She needed to be able to See clearly during a Slide, and the haze made that difficult.

      “I can’t Slide us safely through here,” she said. “I can Slide us out once we’re inside, but I need to be able to see where we’re going.”

      Carth looked around, seeming frustrated. Carth rarely let her emotions show, and yet this time, it was less that she showed her emotions and more that it seemed Lucy could detect them.

      Perhaps it was only her imagination. She shouldn’t be able to Read anything. She had tried to Read Carth many times since meeting the woman, and she had never succeeded. In all that time, Carth had managed to conceal her mind from Lucy, keeping her thoughts suppressed, and she was far too skilled for Lucy to uncover anything.

      “I don’t know that we have the time to waste wandering through the forest.”

      Lucy smiled to herself. “Would it be squandering if we did that?”

      “We’re attempting multiple moves at the same time,” Carth said, keeping her gaze locked on the forest. “In each of them, we need to get a handle on what the Ai’thol are doing, the role of the C’than in all of it, and whether there are other pieces moving around.”

      The forest pressed on Lucy, and she tried to determine whether the effect was artificial or simply a naturally occurring haze rising up from the forest. If the latter was the case, then she would have no reason to fear wandering through the trees, yet part of her didn’t want to do so. Ever since gaining the ability to Slide, she’d grown accustomed to the freedom and safety that granted, to the ease with which she could travel from place to place, never having to worry about anything happening that might cause harm to her. In a place like this, that safety wasn’t there.

      “What would you have us do?”

      “There are other strongholds we need to visit.”

      “How many?”

      “Dozens upon dozens. It took me a long time to come to grips with how many places the C’than have gained power over.”

      “I didn’t think the C’than acted out of a desire to gain power.”

      “They don’t, and perhaps I misspoke. The C’than operate out of a desire to establish peace.”

      “How long have you been a part of the C’than?”

      “Ever since I defeated the first attempt of the Ai’thol to gain power.”

      “How?”

      “I outmaneuvered them. At the time, I didn’t know about Olandar Fahr and how powerful he was, but I have come to appreciate his ability. The C’than, along with the Binders, have managed to restrict his movement, but he continues to gain strength and influence. Eventually, I suspect he will overpower any protection that we can place. When that happens, he will have access to as much power as he wants.”

      “And that’s not a good thing.”

      “You don’t know him like I do. Even those he lets close to him see only what he wants them to see. Everything is an act for him, a maneuver. I don’t think we have even experienced the man in full.” Carth held her arm out. “How do you feel about traveling south?”

      “Will it be as hot as this?”

      “Probably.”

      Lucy stripped her cloak off her shoulders. She had a jacket and pants, and a short dagger strapped to her waist in a sheath that the Binders had given her, but no other weapons. Her abilities were her weapons. That might be dangerous. If she ever lost those abilities, she would be defenseless against an attack.

      She had her ability to Slide, and though the Forgers had shown they had some way of influencing her mind, they had rarely inhibited her ability to Slide.

      Taking Carth’s arm, she Slid them, emerging near the shore, and then made a dozen quick short Slides, each time bringing them further along the shoreline. This entire stretch of shoreline was sandy beaches. The water was crystal-blue, clear and beautiful, and some other time, Lucy would be tempted to wade out into the water, splash in the ocean, and enjoy the warmth of the waves as they swirled around her ankles.

      This place was similar to where she had been brought by the Architect, and it served as a reminder of what she had gone through—far more than she had ever imagined she could withstand. Even now, Lucy wasn’t sure she could endure through a similar experience and come out of it again. Part of it had been luck, and part of it had been the fact that they had underestimated her abilities, even though they were partly responsible for them. Not completely, though. Those abilities had been granted by the C’than—or an arm of the C’than who should have known better.

      “You ever worry that I’m still controlled by them?” Lucy asked as they stopped. Scrub brush rose to her knees all around, and small crabs scurried along the shoreline. There was no other movement. She looked out to the water, half expecting there to be ships navigating out there, but there were none. This seemed like an ideal place to fish, but she had seen no sign of a city here. As beautiful as it was, that surprised her.

      “The fact that you worry tells me there is a possibility,” Carth said.

      “I never would’ve thought there was, but they forced me to act on their behalf,” Lucy said.

      “That is, unfortunately, one of their talents.” Carth pulled her boots off, wading out into the water. Lucy followed, stripping her boots off, hiking up her pants, and standing in the warm water. “For as long as I have known about the Ai’thol, they have possessed the ability to control others. There are some from Elaeavn who refer to it as Pushing, and I suppose that is as apt a description as any.”

      “Why Pushing?”

      “Because they are Pushing their intentions upon another. In doing so, they control the other person, forcing them to serve, though I have yet to determine whether there has to be a willingness in the first place.”

      “I wasn’t willing to serve them.”

      Carth looked over to her. As they often did, shadows swirled around her. It was subtle in the sunlight, but even as brightly as the sun shone down on them, there still came the steady swirling of darkness. “Were you completely unwilling?”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’m only suggesting that they wouldn’t have been able to use you so effectively if you hadn’t wanted something from what they taught.”

      Lucy turned away. It was hard for her to deny that she had wanted something from the Forgers. When they had placed the implant, it was the promise of control that had drawn her. Nothing more than that, but then, she also hadn’t minded the power she’d been granted. How could she, when it was so much more than what she had ever known?

      “Did you chase power when you were younger?” Carth asked.

      “I never wanted power,” she said.

      “It’s easy for those who have it to say so, but still, few would refuse additional power were it offered to them.”

      “I didn’t refuse it,” Lucy said.

      “And yet you wanted it removed.”

      “I think I knew I needed to have it removed, but…” She didn’t know how to finish. It was hard for her to acknowledge that, even though she had left Elaeavn with Daniel Elvraeth, she hadn’t entirely wanted to have the implant removed. It had been overwhelming, but a part of her had been thrilled at the idea that she could Slide as powerfully as she now did. That she could Read everything and everyone around her still amazed her. The other enhancements to her abilities that continued to evolve were equally impressive. “It gave me an opportunity to be more than what I was.”

      “That’s what you wanted?”

      Lucy shrugged. “I wanted to experience more of the world. It’s difficult for those who don’t live in Elaeavn to understand how isolated we are. The Elvraeth council has imposed a certain isolation on our people, keeping the rest of the world out, and in doing so, we shut ourselves off from others. I wanted to know what other places were like. To travel beyond the borders of the Aisl forest. To know what some of the other great cities were like.”

      “When I was young, my family traveled extensively. I longed for stability. A home that we wouldn’t uproot and move. And then I lost everything, and I found that my home was where I made it. But then, I also realized that, had I not had the experiences I did, my understanding of the world would’ve been different. I needed to have those experiences and become the person I became so that I could help others.”

      “I didn’t know that I wanted to help others.”

      “Do you now?”

      “I saw how people suffered when I was captured.”

      “They used you. They used others like you, forcing them to attack.”

      “To discredit Rsiran.”

      “That’s part of it,” Carth said. “They acted long enough to force the C’than. It was another game to them, a maneuver that very nearly worked. I think that were it not for you, and for the fact that the C’than essentially created you, the Ai’thol might have succeeded. In this case, they were a little too clever for their own good.”

      “Unless this was all part of some other plan.”

      Carth’s eyes narrowed. “I have given that considerable thought. It’s possible that this is all part of a ploy on their behalf. If it is, I struggle to see the next move. Even with the Wisdom Stone, I haven’t been able to determine what they’re after.”

      Something about how she said this told Lucy just how much that bothered Carth. This was a woman who was accustomed to knowing what was taking place around her. She was used to success, and yet, when it came to the Ai’thol—and this Olandar Fahr in particular—she continued to struggle.

      “We talked about Olandar Fahr before, but what do you think he’s really after?”

      “I think he’s after all the Elder Stones, and yet, even if he acquires them, I still wonder what he thinks to do.”

      “You don’t think that’s his endgame?”

      Carth smiled at the phrasing. “I wish that were all it was, but I don’t think the Elder Stones are his ultimate goal. There’s something more, and yet, until we play these moves, I’m not sure I will be able to uncover what he’s after.”

      They fell into a silence, standing within the water, letting the waves lap around their ankles. It was peaceful, and Lucy realized that she needed this moment of peace, and that Carth had somehow known.

      She looked at the other woman, considering her for a long moment. Could Carth have Read her? She wouldn’t have thought so, but the other woman had held the Wisdom Stone, and it was possible that, with the Wisdom Stone in addition to her natural abilities, Carth would have some way to now Read.

      “You still haven’t answered whether you think I’m still under their influence.”

      “I don’t know that you are. If you were, I suspect that you would have acted differently.”

      “Unless they wanted me not to draw attention to myself.”

      “It’s been my experience that those who are influenced in such a way need to have ongoing influence. Seeing as how I’ve had you around me for so long, I think it unlikely.”

      Lucy frowned. “That’s why you’ve kept me around you? Was this all a test?”

      “Part of one,” Carth said.

      “Why now?”

      “You think this is the only time I’ve tested you?”

      “We haven’t spent all that much time together since the attack.”

      “There have been other things I’ve needed to do.”

      “Such as the C’than.”

      Carth nodded. “If the C’than were compromised, considerable damage would be done. The knowledge that many within the C’than possess would enable the Ai’thol to escalate their movements, and it’s entirely likely that they would gain power far more rapidly than they have already. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any assurances that the C’than weren’t fully compromised. I had believed it had only been Alera involved in the plotting, but I needed to have proof.”

      Lucy didn’t know whether she should be relieved or annoyed that Carth had tested her. Perhaps relieved. If Carth tested her and she passed that test, then she might be able to do more. She might be able to be more.

      “You allowed me to stay with the Binders,” Lucy said.

      “And I will continue to permit it.”

      “Why?”

      “You aren’t the first person that they have claimed and changed. I doubt that you will be the last. Unfortunately, they seem to believe that is their right. I believe otherwise. I believe it is my responsibility to protect those who are unable to protect themselves.”

      “You don’t think I can protect myself?”

      “Perhaps you can now, and if you take the time to train, you may gain even more potential.” Carth turned to her, meeting her gaze for a long moment. “I think it’s imperative that you do prepare, that you train, that you prepare for the possibility that you might need to fight.”

      “I’m not a fighter,” Lucy said softly. That had never been her strength—or her interest. She had been a scholar, and yet, in everything she had learned, she had uncovered nothing that would prepare her for this. She had read about fighting, and about Elaeavn, and about everything that had transpired in the city throughout the years, trying to grasp the history of her home, and in doing so, she had thought she better understood what her people experienced. But she had been wrong. There had been nothing there to explain what was taking place out in the world.

      “If not a fighter, then what were you?”

      “I worked in the palace library.” She felt a flush work up her cheeks, heat rising. Ever since she had been augmented, she had grown stronger, having learned that she needed to, and she had found strength that she hadn’t known she possessed. For some reason, Carth managed to make her feel small, little more than a child, and though she knew Carth didn’t do so intentionally, it didn’t change the way she felt.

      “A scholar.”

      “Of a sort. We call them caretakers.”

      “By caretakers, then you imply that you are simply watching over the knowledge stored within the library.”

      “It’s the job of the caretakers to ensure that the palace library remains intact, and to ensure that anyone who might need to reach that knowledge can do so.”

      “I didn’t say that in order to upset you.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “You didn’t upset me. It’s more that I recognize I wasn’t using my potential to the fullest.”

      “Few can make such a claim.”

      “You can. Rsiran Lareth can.”

      “Are we the ones you want to emulate?”

      “I’d like to feel that what I do has meaning.”

      “I would argue that emulating me—or Rsiran, for that matter—isn’t a means to ensuring that what you do has meaning. I know the reason behind the actions I’ve taken over the years, and while I wouldn’t change anything, there’s much that I’ve missed out on because of the way I’ve acted. I suspect that Rsiran would say the same. As different as we are, we are much the same in how we view our responsibilities.”

      Lucy suspected that Haern would make a similar claim about his father. The one thing Haern had wanted was a relationship with his father, and with everything his father had done to protect Elaeavn over the years, he had never been there for Haern. And now, after the attack and his return to Elaeavn, it might still be too late. Any opportunity for a relationship might have been lost.

      “That doesn’t change the fact I want to make sure that what I do has meaning.”

      “Then ensure that it does. Even if you don’t emulate me, ensure that everything you do has meaning.”

      “I’m not sure how.”

      “What are your strengths, Lucy Elvraeth?”

      Lucy wasn’t entirely sure how to answer. There was a time when she had thought she understood what her strengths were, and how she would utilize them, but that had been a long time ago. Perhaps not in actual time, but in the reality of her life. Whereas only months had passed, much had changed for her, and she had changed. She was no longer certain, not as she had been, and not the way she thought she should be.

      She might be strong with her ability to Slide. Now that she could Read as well as she could, that seemed to be a strength, didn’t it?

      And yet, that had never been her strength before. It never had been about her abilities. It had been about something else. Her mind, her connection to the people both within the forest and within the palace and the rest of the city.

      “I can see that you aren’t sure, not yet. In time, you will be. Know that you are stronger than you think.” Carth smiled at her.

      “How do you know how strong I am?”

      “I can see it. With everything that you do, I can see your strength, Lucy Elvraeth. Now, do you want to accompany me further?”

      She took a deep breath. “South?”

      “South. We must continue to look into the C’than.”

      “When will you be content?”

      “Perhaps when I have visited every place I can. Or perhaps when you come to gain your own sort of understanding.”

      “And what understanding is that?”

      “I suspect, Lucy Elvraeth, that only you will know.”
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      The return to the tavern happened in little more than the blink of an eye. When they emerged, Rayen departed, hurrying off. Daniel didn’t even get a chance to ask where she was going or what she was after, but he decided once she was gone from the room that it probably didn’t matter. It had to do with the Binders, the kind of business that he couldn’t be involved in.

      Lucy sat on his bed, rolling a strangely shaped item between her fingers. When he appeared, she glanced up, cocking her head as she stared at him. “What was it?” she asked.

      “You can’t simply Read me?”

      She smiled. “I could, but I have the sense that you don’t enjoy it when I do.”

      Daniel took a deep breath and threw himself onto the bed next to her. “I don’t, but I am fully aware that I don’t necessarily get to decide that anymore.”

      “You would accuse me of using my abilities against you?”

      He looked over at her. With her piercing green eyes, no darker than his, it was easy to forget how much more powerful she was now. Attempts to remove the strange metal from her skull had failed, only burying it deeper, forcing it—and the connection that came from it—further into her. Lucy had embraced it, and though the Forgers had attempted to control her, they had failed, and now she served as a link to the power of the Forgers.

      Her deep brown hair was pulled into a pair of thick braids that hung down her back. She was leaner than when they had first left Elaeavn, though he supposed he was, as well. Training as often and as hard as they had been with the Binders had changed them.

      “It doesn’t really matter if you use your abilities against me,” Daniel said. “I’m not keeping anything from you.”

      “It’s not a matter of whether you are keeping something from me; it’s a matter of whether you could.”

      “And I know that I can’t,” he said.

      “What happened? Even without Reading you, I can sense that you are troubled.”

      “We were attacked.”

      “You and Rayen?”

      He nodded. “I was following someone, and I overheard them speaking along the shores, but didn’t really catch most of what they were saying. I tried, but…” He shook his head. “I did what I could, and I came back here looking for help and found Rayen.”

      “You were looking for me?”

      “I thought you might be able to help me figure out who I had followed.”

      “I’ve been preoccupied,” she said. She rolled the strange item between her fingers before looking up at him. “Did you know this is what Galen used?”

      “What is it?”

      “A dart that he fills with poison.”

      He hadn’t spent that much time with Galen, so didn’t really know what he had used for poison, but he was a little surprised that he used a dart of all things. It seemed as if a dart wouldn’t be all that easy to control, though it might be effective for sneaking in and then back out.

      “Did he make them himself?”

      “I’m not really certain,” she said. She held up the dart, studying it. “Some of these I suspect were bought, given to him by Carthenne, though even she isn’t someone I can Read.”

      “I thought you could Read everyone.”

      “There’s something about Carthenne Rel that makes it difficult for me to Read her, even when I’m trying. Somehow she manages to obscure her thoughts from me.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the shadows?”

      “You would think so, but Rayen isn’t completely obscured from me. I’m able to listen to her thoughts, though they are muted, and I have the sense that she only allows me to hear what she wants to be heard.”

      That intrigued him. Ever since the implant had been placed, Lucy had been incredibly powerful. At times, he wondered what he might be like if he had her abilities. But maybe it didn’t work quite like that. It was possible that, were an implant placed on his skull, it might not change him in the same way. They still hadn’t learned whether it was intentional or accidental.

      “Maybe it has to do with her other magic.”

      “The S’al?” Lucy asked.

      “How do you know about it?”

      “The others speak of it. It’s some sort of fire magic Carth possesses. She’s able to mix her connection to fire and to shadows together, and that’s what’s made her so powerful. I’m not entirely sure what’s involved, only that the combination has made her deadly.”

      “And Rayen doesn’t have that?”

      “As far as I can tell, no. But then, considering how Carth has trained her, I wonder if perhaps she has some potential but hasn’t reached it yet.”

      Daniel leaned back, closing his eyes. It was late and he was tired. He should have been asleep long ago, and instead he had been chasing after something he could not change. “Considering everything that’s happened recently, don’t you think Carth would have attempted to instruct her in this magic if she had some potential for it?”

      “When it comes to Carthenne Rel, I don’t really know what she might do,” Lucy said. “She’s clever, and if I could only know what she was thinking, maybe it wouldn’t be such an issue. But I have no idea what’s going on inside her mind or what she’s planning.”

      He smiled to himself. There had been a time when such a comment would have been strange, but much had changed for Lucy. She was no longer the carefree, somewhat timid woman he had known. That pained him somewhat. That woman was what he had been attracted to. It was his fault that she had been captured, and he felt an obligation to her because of that, but he wondered whether he would feel the same when all this was done.

      “I can Read you,” she whispered.

      Daniel flushed.

      “I’m… I’m sorry. It shouldn’t matter.”

      “I don’t know that I agree with that. I’m different. I feel it, and there’s no reason you shouldn’t feel it too. I don’t know what to make of that change, and I’m not entirely certain what it will mean for me going forward, only that the person I am now is not the same person I once was.” Her eyes narrowed a moment, lines along the corners of them making him think she kept something from him. “It’s possible that in time I will continue to change.”

      Was that her way of trying to push him away? He didn’t know with her anymore.

      “I want to be with you.”

      “You always wanted to chase me, Daniel Elvraeth, but I was never sure that you knew what to do when you captured me.”

      He grinned, opening his eyes and looking up at her. She looked at him so seriously, but the comment was the kind of thing the old Lucy would’ve said. There was a playfulness in it, even if she hadn’t meant it intentionally. “I think I’d have known what to do with you if I’d caught you.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I’d be more concerned about what you’d do to me.”

      Lucy smiled. There was a remnant of the person she once had been buried within that smile, not nearly as much as he wished there was, but then again, he was happy that it remained at all.

      “And what do you fear I might do to you?”

      “I don’t know. Considering that you can do more than any Elvraeth, I don’t really know what you might do.”

      “I wonder how I might stack up next to Rsiran,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I wonder if that’s not the intention.” She set the dart she’d been holding down and continued to roll it between her fingers before looking off to the side. “The Forgers feared Rsiran. And for good reason. He is more powerful than any of the Elvraeth.”

      “Now you are too.”

      “Now I am, and that’s what makes me wonder if that was the intention behind what the Forgers were working on—if they were trying to make it so that they were more powerful, or to see just what the extent of the connection to the metal might be.”

      He hadn’t given it much thought, but it made some sense. But then, it seemed odd to think that the Forgers would want to risk the people of Elaeavn getting any stronger. Why would they risk the possibility that the Elvraeth might develop abilities even more powerful than what they themselves possessed?

      They wouldn’t.

      “We’ve been worried about how to deal with the Forgers, but there’s another threat out there.”

      “These men you faced.”

      “They were able to carve through the shadows Rayen used.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “I was there. I Slid us out to a ship, and they were—”

      “You Slid out to a ship?” He nodded. “On the harbor?”

      “It wasn’t really on the harbor. It was sailing away from the shore.”

      She smiled at him. “And here you like to think you don’t have nearly the same power as me.”

      “You know that I don’t.”

      “Yet I would never have attempted to Slide onto a moving ship.”

      “I only did it because I didn’t have any other choice.”

      “Perhaps, but that’s a level of control I haven’t reached. All your practice with Sliding lately seems to be paying off. You’re much better connected to your ability than you ever were before.”

      That much was true. He did have a greater connection to his ability, and part of that came from the training.

      “Have you ever considered returning?”

      “To Elaeavn?”

      “You promised Lareth that you would return.” And he wasn’t going back without her. He could—and thought he would need to now that he understood what had happened and the role the Elvraeth council had in it—but it wasn’t yet time.

      “I… I don’t know that I can.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t really know where I fit. When I think about going back, I think about who I was and our families and everything I did there, and none of it feels quite right.”

      “You don’t want to see your family?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not about not wanting to see my family. It’s more about not wanting them to see me as I am now. I know that probably doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, but with everything that has taken place, I don’t know that I feel quite right, and I certainly don’t know that I feel as if I should return to where I had been, and be pushed back into the place I once had. If I were to return, I would be Lucy. I would be the girl you remember from Elaeavn when you still look at me. A caretaker in the library and nothing more. And I don’t know that I want to be that person.”

      Daniel hadn’t given this much thought, but what she was saying began to sink in. Could it be that she liked the changes?

      She smiled. “It’s not a matter of liking, though I can’t deny that having this capacity to Read has its benefits. It’s a matter of acceptance. I’ve changed, and I have to come to grips with it.”

      “You could return to Elaeavn and allow everybody else the opportunity to come to grips with it.”

      “But is that the best use of these new abilities?” She shrugged, looking down at the dart. “I don’t really know.”

      “What is it about that dart?”

      “I’ve been thinking about Galen.”

      “Really? Isn’t he a little old for you?”

      She jabbed at him, and he grinned. “Galen was exiled from Elaeavn. Rather than giving up, he embraced the change, and he became something else. In some ways, Galen was more powerful because of his exile. The dart reminds me of him, and it helps me find a certain clarity.”

      “Galen became a killer.”

      “Have you ever talked to Carth about the assignments Galen took?”

      “I haven’t exactly had that much time with Carth since we left the city.”

      “You should sometime. There’s a reason she respects Galen so much. It’s the same reason that I think Cael Elvraeth respects him. I doubt that one of the Elvraeth would take too kindly to a mindless assassin.”

      “I never said he was a mindless assassin.”

      “No, but Galen used his skill set to try to create a certain sort of order. Even in Eban, a place that you and I both saw was incredibly dangerous, he used his abilities to try to keep things calm. Had he not, Carth claims that there would have been even more violence.”

      “So he was a killer with a conscience?”

      “More like a man who killed because it was needed, not because he enjoyed it.”

      “Is that going to be you?”

      “I don’t intend to kill anyone,” she said. She set the dart down again, then reached for it, as if she were tempted to grab it again and stare at it a little longer. “But I do think I need to accept what has changed for me, the same way Galen accepted the change that took place for him. I doubt that means I’ll become a killer, but I can find a way to use my changes for the betterment of others.”

      “What about Elaeavn?”

      “What about Elaeavn? We’ve been closed off there. Rsiran has kept us closed off, and I know he thinks it was for the best, but we have lost something as well. Had he only opened us to the rest of the world, perhaps we wouldn’t have had to face the Forgers alone. Maybe had he not closed our borders, creating the barrier around the forest, we might have been able to get help defending ourselves.”

      Daniel had seen what it was like outside of Elaeavn. Within the city there was still a class structure, regardless of how much the people within the city had tried to change it over the years. The Elvraeth still lorded over the greater part of the city, and the guilds and the guildlords ruled outside of the city proper, within the forest. It was a more open sort of division than there once had been. From what he’d heard from those who had been alive back then, the guilds had had power, but they’d been discreet, not wanting to flaunt their power, leaving the Elvraeth to rule more openly. Now they didn’t act so discreetly, but it hadn’t changed things for anyone in any significant way.

      But the outside world wasn’t much better. Did he really want what he’d seen in Asador to extend into Elaeavn? Did he want people who would abduct women, poison them, and force them into a sort of slavery to come into his homeland?

      He didn’t.

      “I just want to prevent the Forgers from hurting others.”

      She watched him, and from the tilt of her head and the slight set to her jaw, he wondered how much she Read of what he had been thinking. Maybe it was nothing more than simply trying to decide what to say, but he had the sense that she had been Reading him.

      “I want the same. I don’t want the Forgers to attack our city and our people again. I’m willing to do whatever I can to prevent that.”

      “Even if it turns you into a soldier?”

      “It’s not going to turn me into a soldier.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      “I’m not certain about anything anymore. There was a time when I would’ve said I was, but I’m not. And I’m all right with that, too. Much the same way that you have to find your own peace of mind about everything.”

      What would his peace of mind be? He had been staying here, but mostly because of Lucy, and understanding her need for training, the same need he had. The two of them could learn, and the Binders were the right instructors, but the longer they remained, the less likely they would ever be able to return easily to Elaeavn, at least to find any sense of normalcy. Maybe that was the point. There might not be any normalcy in Elaeavn anymore. They had been exposed to the outside world, and now—now they were a part of it.

      “I thought I knew what I needed,” he said.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Lucy was beautiful, perhaps more so now than she had been in Elaeavn. She had a confidence that she had lacked in the city, but maybe it was nothing more than the fact that he could detect the power she wielded. That energy practically radiated from her.

      “If you need to return to Elaeavn, you don’t have to remain in Asador on my behalf. The Binders will continue to work with me, and in time, I suspect I can get a better handle on my new abilities. It’s already much better than it was.”

      “I know it is.” He would have said more, but the words didn’t come out. Was she trying to get rid of him?

      “You do?”

      “If it wasn’t, you would be clutching your head just being within the city.”

      Her eyes took on a distant expression. “I suppose so. When I was with them, they worked with me on mastering my connection to my abilities. Had I stayed with them, I suspect I could have continued to gain control over them.”

      “You can’t be saying you wish you had remained with the Forgers.”

      “Not with them, but they had knowledge. If I had been able to reach even a part of that, I think it would have been incredibly useful.”

      “You do have some of that knowledge. And it is useful.”

      “It’s not the same. And I’m not saying that I want to go back with them. I know who—and what—they are. It’s just that they are able to walk among us, sneaking in and spying, but we don’t have the same access to them.”

      That had to be her recent Binder training speaking. That wasn’t the kind of thing Lucy ever would have said before.

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything. Not yet, anyway. I need to continue to work and understand what I can do. Each day I seem to learn something more about myself. Eventually, the Binders are going to need to take action against them.”

      “And you want to be a part of it.”

      That was what she was getting at, though he wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about it. Then again, that wasn’t for him to decide, was it?

      “I think I have to be, Daniel. I might be the only one who can.”

      And if she did participate, what choice did he have but to support her? And he would need to try and ensure any action she took was as safe as it could be. He might not have her abilities, but he could do that much for her.

      Only… he wasn’t sure how.
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      Daylight drifted over the city of Asador, and with it came the sight of seagulls flying overhead, cawing occasionally. Every so often, they dove, dropping out of sight. They swirled, forming a pattern in the sky, and Daniel couldn’t take his eyes off them. There was something almost rhythmic about the way they moved, a pattern to it that he thought he should understand but didn’t.

      “Are you going to keep staring up at the sky?” Rayen asked.

      He glanced over. “When I was in Elaeavn, I wasn’t nearly as interested in the seagulls. I don’t know why I find them so fascinating here.”

      “Blasted birds. They shit all over everything, practically painting the roofs of some of the buildings.”

      Daniel laughed. “Did one of them get you?”

      “Careful,” Rayen cautioned.

      They navigated through the city, winding from street to street as they made their way toward the university. Rayen seemed convinced that they would find Carth, and after escaping the ship the night before, she had wanted nothing more than to get to her mentor so she could share what had happened to them.

      “What if she’s not there?” he asked.

      “Then she’s not there. She’s been away from the city for long enough that I doubt they’ll know how to send word to her, but if anyone could, it would be the university.”

      “Why the university?”

      “Because she’s tied to a greater part of the world through the university,” she said.

      Daniel kept his gaze on the tall structure in the distance. The university was a sprawling several-story building, carved out of grayish stone, and it rose above much of the rest of the city. In the daylight, it wasn’t imposing as it had been in the night.

      “What is it about the university?”

      “It’s a connection that Carth has.”

      “What sort of connection?”

      Rayen glanced over at him, and the twitching at the corners of her eyes left him wondering if she would answer. “You have known about the Forgers and learned about their masters.”

      “You mean the Ai’thol?”

      Rayen nodded. “The Ai’thol are seekers of power. They have used various strategies over the years to hold on to that power. But they aren’t the only ones who seek knowledge.”

      “Well? The university?”

      “The university has a thirst for knowledge, and some would argue that their thirst for knowledge is nearly as dangerous as that of the Ai’thol.”

      “But not you.”

      “Not me. I understand the other purpose of the university.”

      “What other purpose is that?”

      “They are an arm of the C’than. The C’than seek balance. They seek peace. And they have continued to oppose the Ai’thol for many years.”

      “Do you serve the C’than?”

      “I serve the Binders.”

      “Are they exclusive?”

      “I don’t think they were ever meant to be, but with the role that Carth plays, it’s difficult for the Binders to be a part of anything else.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Carth formed the Binders as a way to counter the influence of the C’than.”

      “Then why are we going to the C’than?”

      “Because Carth also worked with the C’than.”

      Daniel didn’t really understand it, but then, maybe it wasn’t for him to understand. “And you intend to get word to Carthenne through the C’than?”

      “I will try. I’ve tried sending word through the Binders as well, but it will take time.”

      “The C’than won’t take as much time?”

      “It can. It’s unpredictable how long it will take.”

      “If only you had someone among the Binders who could Slide,” Daniel said.

      “It may come to that,” Rayen said.

      “What is your concern with these men we found?”

      “My concern is that we may not be fully capable of stopping them.”

      “Did they worry you?”

      “They should worry you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they represent another influence, and it becomes difficult to know what’s going to happen when there are more players involved. When it’s just the Forgers, we can begin to predict how people will react, but when you start to add others, especially those with power, it becomes less predictable.”

      “I’m not trying to achieve any predictability,” he said.

      “You might not be, but I would like it. With as much as we are dealing with, it would be beneficial for us to know just what every party is after.”

      “And that’s why you want to find Carth.”

      “Carth has a different way of looking at things, and I think that if we are to figure out what these newcomers are interested in, we need her way of looking at it.”

      There was more to it, Daniel was certain, but Rayen didn’t say it. She continued to guide him through the streets, past various shops, many of them with shop owners standing out front, some more animated than others, and all of them trying to encourage them to come inside. They didn’t seem to care that Daniel and Rayen weren’t dressed the same as others within Asador. For that matter, Rayen didn’t seem to care that she wasn’t dressed the same as others within Asador. There was no attempt to blend in, which suggested to Daniel that either she wasn’t concerned about it, or there were so many different people within the city that it simply didn’t matter.

      The latter was more likely the case. He had been in Asador long enough to realize there were plenty of outsiders in the city, enough that his presence wasn’t much of a surprise.

      As they approached the university building in the distance, he stared at it, thinking back to the night of the attack. So much had changed for him that night, so much about himself and what he had known. At that time, it had only been about the Forgers; since then, he had realized that there was so much more.

      And he had realized that those he viewed as powerful weren’t always nearly as invincible as he had believed.

      The gate around the university was locked. Rayen pressed her hand against it, shadows swirling from her, and the lock clicked open.

      As they stepped through the gate, a tingling came across his skin. He was familiar with that tingling, having felt it before; it came from whatever magic they used to block his ability to Slide. It wasn’t heartstone, at least not that he knew, but it was possible they used something like that.

      “What happens if they don’t accept you here?”

      Rayen shook her head. “They know that I work with Carth. They will accept me.”

      “But if they don’t?”

      “If they don’t, then we will continue looking.”

      “Why are you so concerned about the men we found?”

      Rayen clenched her jaw. “There has been no word of movement. The fact that they could simply appear in Asador like that without my getting any notice troubled me.”

      “Do you think the Binders are so infallible that there should always be word?”

      “It’s not about being infallible. But the Binders have connections all around.”

      “Even across the sea?”

      Rayen grinned at him. “Where do you think they started?”

      They reached the door to the university, and she knocked. Daniel hadn’t been certain what she was going to do, whether she was simply going to try to walk in, but she hadn’t. They waited, standing back and looking up at the building, feeling the pressure of it.

      “I don’t think they are going to answer.”

      “Then I have to try something else.”

      “Can you just break in?”

      Rayen glanced over at him. “One does not simply break into the university. That is a recipe for danger.”

      “Why? I didn’t think the university was a dangerous place. It seems like it should be a place of scholarship.”

      “It is a place of scholarship, but…” She frowned at him, watching him for a moment. “What do you know about the university in Thyr?”

      “Considering I don’t know anything about Thyr, I guess I don’t know anything.”

      “Thyr is a place that Rsiran was intimately familiar with. There was a university, a place that they called Venass, and it was there that the Hjan trained to be deadly assassins.”

      “Is it still around?”

      “Rsiran destroyed it after the end of the last war. Venass is no more, but that doesn’t mean the power and the people who once were there are no more. The growing threat from the Forgers is enough to tell me there will never be an end to the risk from them.”

      “Why tell me this?”

      “You ask about danger from the university. I’m telling you why you would need to worry about the possibility of danger from a place you would believe was only about scholarship. In Venass, they used their scholarship to hide their other activities.”

      She knocked again, and once again there was no answer. Rayen pressed her hand against the door, shadows swirling around her hand, and waited. She said something softly under her breath, a word Daniel didn’t recognize, and took a step back.

      “We should move on,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “They are choosing not to answer.”

      “Choosing? You think they know you’re here and are ignoring you?”

      “Oh, they know that I’m here. I have made it quite clear.”

      “Why would they ignore you?”

      “Because they choose to hide something.”

      “What would they hide?”

      “Other than the Elder Stone? They might think that I’m after the Wisdom Stone, especially after it was revealed recently.”

      “We returned the stone to them.”

      “The C’than are strange about that. They are tasked with watching the Elder Stone, and they take this assignment seriously, though not always the way Carthenne feels they should.”

      “I didn’t realize that Carthenne had an opinion on how the Elder Stone was kept.”

      “Then you haven’t been paying attention. Carthenne has opinions about everything.”

      Rayen stepped back, and they stood near the gate.

      “What do you think we should do?”

      “We need answers. They were sailing from here, and we need to find out if there’s anything I’ve overlooked. The Binders are spreading word, but there’s only so much they can do.”

      “What if I go looking for answers?”

      Rayen frowned. “You aren’t prepared.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m not looking to fight. All I’m looking to do is to gather information, right? I should be able to do that.”

      “I suppose you should.”

      “What are we after? Is it just finding Carth? I can put out feelers for her. Or do we want to know more about these men who attacked us?”

      “We need to know where they have gone,” she said.

      “Where should I look?”

      “With your ability to travel, it might be that you can reach places I cannot, and go more quickly.”

      “You don’t have to sound so disappointed by that.”

      “It’s not disappointment. It’s a recognition that I have limitations.”

      “Don’t we all have limitations?”

      “I’ve been working to eliminate my limitations. As should you.”

      “What makes you think I have any limitations I need to remove?”

      She frowned at him. “Everyone has limitations. Especially you.”

      When he realized she was joking, he barked out a laugh. “Where would you have me begin my search?”

      “Thyr.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s another coastal city. If they moved along the coast, you should be able to find more information.”

      “How will I know when I’ve reached Thyr?”

      “You will know. It’s nearly the size of Asador, and the people there are not nearly as welcoming.”

      “Are you saying that to scare me?”

      “I’m saying it so you will recognize the dangers you might face. I don’t think you should go in anywhere thinking you have learned enough or are well trained enough to handle everything that might be thrown at you.”

      Daniel glanced down to the sword sheathed at his side. Rayen had been one of the people training him, and there was only so much she was able to do against his ability to Slide. That gave him an advantage when fighting, and he had used that advantage when training.

      “I could take someone else…”

      Even as he said it, he wasn’t sure he could. Anytime he Slid with someone else, he was more limited than when he attempted to do so on his own. He could travel farther and faster if he didn’t bring someone else with him.

      Rayen must have known that. She watched him, saying nothing.

      “I’ll start with Thyr, and then I’ll return,” he said.

      He should have tried doing that before. Staying in Asador limited him somewhat. There was an advantage in traveling the world, seeing other parts of it and coming to know more about places beyond Elaeavn. Other than Asador, he had been in one other city besides Elaeavn. Would Thyr be just as dangerous as Eban?

      “Do what you think you must,” she said.

      Daniel considered going back for Lucy. If anyone could help, it would be her, and if she went with him, then he wouldn’t have to Slide on his own.

      If he didn’t take her with him, would she approve?

      Rayen watched him, almost as if knowing his thoughts.

      Daniel Slid.

      He emerged inside the room of the tavern and wasn’t surprised to find that Lucy wasn’t there. He hurried down to the main part of the tavern and through the great hall, then pushed open the door to the back room, where she was sitting at a table with two other Binders.

      The women looked up, frozen in place for a moment until they realized it was him.

      Lucy stared at him before nodding. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Your reason is sound, and I would agree with Rayen that we need to find Carthenne.”

      She stood, Slid to him, and grabbed him, Sliding from the tavern.

      They emerged on a rocky hillside. The landscape was dramatically different than that of Asador, and he looked around to see the sprawling city spread out in front of him. “You knew how to get here?”

      “When I was captured, I had some experience traveling to Thyr.”

      “Rayen told me that the Forgers once had a place here.”

      “Venass,” she said, nodding. She pointed in the distance, and Daniel followed the direction of her finger. It took a moment for him to realize what he was seeing, and when he did, he began to understand. The remains of a massive structure were piled off to the side, moss and grasses growing among them. There was no movement, nothing that indicated any life, though a strange sort of energy emanated from it.

      “That was Venass?” The gray skies seemed to fit the destruction. Distantly, the sound of thunder rumbled, drawing his eye out toward the sea. Maybe it was nothing more than waves crashing, but he didn’t think so. Off to the east, a city sprawled, buildings made of stone and wood with strangely shaped roofs all spread out in front of him. That would have to be Thyr. The wind carried a strangely pungent odor to his nose, and he breathed through his mouth so as not to have to smell it.

      “It was a massive tower, once.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Some of the people I was with remembered it. They still think of it longingly. They viewed it as a place of great knowledge, so to them, losing the tower was losing something incredible.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I can’t imagine feeling that way about a place where they trained to kill and harm.”

      “Is it so different than what the Binders do? They certainly have power and knowledge, and they continue to accumulate more. The Binders do what they think they must, because they view themselves as knowing better.”

      “Don’t you agree with them?”

      “It’s not a matter of agreeing or not.”

      “It is a matter of agreeing or not,” Daniel said.

      “I recognize the value in what they do,” she said. “I suspect that’s enough.”

      Daniel forced his barriers into place, wondering for a moment—and for the first time since she had been returned to them—whether she still worked on behalf of the Forgers. He would never have believed that before, but her comments left him troubled.

      With her ability to Read, did she know that he was concerned? Could he keep that worry from her?

      He doubted he would be able to, and he wondered if he even wanted to. She needed to know about his concern, and he wanted her to reassure him, if nothing else.

      Tentatively, Daniel lowered the mental barriers, relaxing them just a little. As he did, he watched Lucy, searching for her reaction.

      She only smiled at him. “You fear that I might still be working on behalf of the Forgers.”

      “I never had before,” he said.

      “You don’t need to worry about that. I only say what I do because I have questions, not because I think the Forgers have answers. It’s healthy for us to raise those questions, I think.”

      “Would you know if you were still working on behalf of them?”

      Lucy frowned and stared down into the distance, looking toward the remains of the tower. “I had the same question, but Carth seems to think they’d have to hold that consistently.”

      “You asked her?” That was news to Daniel—and surprising that Lucy would be concerned about it. It left him wondering if he should be more concerned about her. If she was still under their influence, was there anything that he could even do?

      “I thought it was best. When they were using me, I knew what they were doing at first, but not always. There were times when I lost myself. What if this is one of those times? What if I’m not in control even now? It’s why I wanted to see if Carth might know.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on you,” he said.

      “I know you will,” she said, smiling at him.

      She took his hand and Slid them down to the remains of Venass. When they were there, she released his arm and wandered, every so often touching the ruins, letting her hand trace along the stone. Daniel only stood in place, thinking about what this might have looked like. They called it a tower, but there were many forms in could have taken. What sort of structure had once existed here? What power had once been here? Was there any way for him to even know?

      Lucy continued to make her way through the fallen rock. Every so often, she paused, her hand touching the stones, before she moved on. “They say that Rsiran is the one who destroyed this,” she said.

      “That’s what Rayen told me.”

      “Rayen knew that?”

      Daniel nodded. “She wasn’t around then, from what I understand, but she claims that Lareth was the one to bring down the tower.”

      “There’s lorcith in here, so I suppose he would have been able to do so. Still, I marvel at how much power he’s able to command. If he’s able to destroy a tower like this, what else might he be able to do?”

      “We’ve seen what Lareth can do.”

      “We’ve only seen a little bit of it,” Lucy said. “In Elaeavn, we don’t get anything from Rsiran. We know that he’s out there, seeking to protect us, but more than that…” She leaned down, running her hand along one of the stones. “He’s always been gone, looking to protect Elaeavn, but we’ve never known what he’s done to accomplish that. And seeing this, it leaves me much more aware of just how much power it would’ve taken for him to have managed this.” She looked down, frowning. “There is—”

      She cut off quickly, jerking her head around. Her eyes narrowed, and Daniel turned in the direction she stared, searching for movement.

      “Did you see it?” she whispered.

      “I don’t see anything,” he said.

      “There was someone there.”

      “Can you Read them?”

      “I can’t Read anything. Which troubles me.”

      “Because you can’t Read anything, or because you’re worried there’s something there?”

      “I saw movement, and the fact that I can’t Read where it came from is what troubles me.”

      She was handling it well, certainly better than Daniel thought he might, but the confidence she wielded in that power still surprised him.

      “Let me go and look.”

      She shouted his name, but not before he Slid, emerging on the far side of the ruins from the tower.

      Three men stood there.

      Daniel reached for his sword.

      “Who are you?” one of the men asked.

      They stood casually, all dressed in brown cloaks, dark eyes catching the faint light. One of the men had chocolate-colored skin and curly black hair, and he stood off to the side, his hands pressed at his sides. The other two were fair of complexion, though not pale the way some people within Asador were. Their skin looked deeply tanned rather than chocolate, and the nearest man had weathered cheeks and wrinkles upon his brow. Daniel prepared to Slide were it necessary, but he wanted to know more before he did.

      “I’m just someone who came here to see the ruins,” he said.

      “No one comes to these ruins anymore,” the lead man said. His hand twitched, his fingers rolling, and he looked past Daniel.

      Lucy.

      Somehow, they knew she was there.

      He stared at them, looking for scars that would indicate they were Forgers, but he saw nothing. “Who are you?” Daniel asked.

      “We are nothing but travelers coming through this way,” he said.

      “What sort of travelers?”

      “Do you ask all strangers these questions?”

      “Only strangers who seem to be eyeing my friend in such a way.”

      “Do you think we might abduct her?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time someone had tried something like that,” Daniel said.

      “And you would stop us?”

      “I would do everything in my power to.”

      “And what sort of power is that?”

      “You don’t want to find out.”

      The lead man glanced at the other, and he grinned. “I think that’s a threat, Inarsh.”

      The other lighter-skinned man only nodded. “I would agree.”

      “What about you, Tel? Do you agree?”

      The dark-skinned man stared at Daniel. In a sweeping motion, he unsheathed his sword and darted forward.

      Daniel reacted by Sliding. He hurried back, emerging only a few paces away, barely missing the suddenness of the attack.

      The lead man grinned. “This could be interesting.”

      The three of them converged.

      Daniel unsheathed his sword. As he did, he noticed that the other man’s blades glowed softly, reminding him of what he had seen the night before with Rayen. Could they have that same sort of magic?

      It probably didn’t matter, especially since he didn’t have any control over the shadows, so he didn’t need to worry about the possibility of them overpowering his connection. And he didn’t necessarily want to gather information from them beyond what he’d already seen. All he wanted was to keep safe.

      He Slid backward.

      It carried him to the top of a rock, where he remained standing, looking down at the other three. The lead man merely observed him. There was no sign of concern from him as he watched the other two make their way toward Daniel.

      That surprised him.

      Why wouldn’t there be any concern, especially as there were two of them and only three attackers?

      Unless there weren’t.

      Daniel Slid, emerging back where he had been with Lucy. Two other men were near her, both of them with curved swords that glowed softly. Both had the darker complexions, and heat radiated from them.

      “We need to get out of here,” he said.

      “I’m not so certain,” Lucy said.

      “It’s dangerous to remain. There are three other swordsmen over there, and we don’t have the right numbers. Unless your abilities have given you some improved fighting skill, I’m not sure the two of us want to take on these men.”

      Lucy breathed out heavily, almost as if annoyed by the fact that they weren’t going to confront them. “We can go.”

      She reached for him, and when she took his arm, she shimmered for a moment before jerking back into place. Her eyes went wide. “I can’t Slide.”

      Daniel frowned. “You can’t?”

      He grabbed her and tried to Slide, but he wasn’t able to move anywhere.

      Had he never encountered it before, he would have been more alarmed, but he had some experience with this, though he didn’t like it any more now than he had the last time.

      “I was able to Slide over here, so it seems that whoever is holding us is coming from here,” he said.

      Her gaze dropped to his sword. “I’m not a fighter, Daniel. Can you do anything?”

      He didn’t want to have to fight his way through, but if it came down to it, for Lucy he was determined to try.

      The two men with the swords watched him, and he darted forward, twisting in the movements that the tchalit and then Rayen had taught, switching over to another technique, one he had learned from his other swordmasters. He twisted, driving his blade up, forcing one of the men backward. They reacted, working in unison, and Daniel wasn’t able to overpower them, though he tried.

      He lunged forward, driving with the sword, twisting around as he kicked at their leg, wanting to surprise them if nothing else.

      One of the men jumped, and Daniel spun, jumping over one of the attackers.

      Maybe if he disrupted whatever they were doing, however they were managing to hold on to them, Lucy would be able to get them free.

      One of the men jumped toward him, driving his sword at him, and Daniel brought his blade up, barely in time to block.

      “Daniel!”

      One of the other men lunged toward him, and Daniel dropped, rolling off to the side, kicking out with his sword. Heat radiated from them where their swords blurred over him. Rayen had tried to instill in him that he needed to be prepared for the possibility that his powers might fail him at the most inopportune time. Had he not had such training—different from the way the tchalit taught—he might not have been prepared for the possibility of the attack.

      Someone slammed into him, and he staggered to the side, swinging his sword around. Had he not, the next blade might have taken off his arm.

      He lunged, twisting and driving his sword up, and caught one of the men in the shoulder.

      He twisted his sword as he withdrew, turning toward the other.

      The man pushed out, and heat radiated from him.

      Daniel staggered back.

      He caught himself, and as he did, he realized that whatever they had been doing to separate him from his ability to Slide was gone.

      He grabbed Lucy and Slid, bringing them back to the tavern.

      He stood panting, and Lucy watched him. “What was that?” she asked.

      “That is the same sort of attack we faced the other night.”

      “What type of magic do they have?”

      “Rayen claims it’s similar to what Carth has, but she doesn’t know why they’re here.”

      “We need to know, especially if they aren’t just here but in Thyr.”

      And if they were in Thyr, where else might they be?
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      As they returned to the tavern, Lucy kept her attention on Daniel. With his deep green eyes, hair that had grown out in the time they’d been away, and beard, he looked like a different man than the one she’d left Elaeavn with. Still handsome, but there was less of the casual arrogance to him than before. It made him more appealing, though she would never tell him that.

      From watching him—and Reading him—she could tell that he was troubled by the attack, though she shared some of his discomfort. It wasn’t so much that they had been attacked as it was the violent nature of it. She had been looking with Carth for C’than, and these men didn’t strike her as those who served the C’than, though there was something more to them than what she knew.

      “You should stay here,” Daniel said. “I’m going to find Rayen, and—”

      Lucy shook her head. “I think if anyone needs to remain here, it would be you. You were shaken up.”

      “Only because they kept us from Sliding.”

      Without meaning to, she Read him and could practically feel the discomfort within him. Daniel wasn’t accustomed to being unable to control with his abilities. He might never have spent considerable time trying to master them, but using them had always come easily to him. He had learned to fight while Sliding, and so much of his technique seemed to be connected to his ability to Slide. Surprisingly, a significant part of his identity was tied up in his ability to Slide, as if he would be less if he were unable to do so. Daniel still struggled with the idea that there were others in the world who were powerful, many of them considerably so, and quite a few of those with power had far more than the people of Elaeavn. Daniel had never been controlled the way Lucy had, had never had to worry about someone reaching into his mind, forcing themselves upon him. Those experiences granted her a different appreciation for the types of power that existed. It was that kind of power Carth wanted to find.

      “You’re Reading me again, aren’t you?”

      She turned away, aware that he was trying to place his mental barriers, but they weren’t stout enough to prevent her from dipping into his mind. It wasn’t that he was weak—far from it—but the fact of the matter was that the implant had significantly augmented both her ability with Sliding and her ability to Read. Most of the time, she Read without fully realizing what she was doing.

      “I’m sorry. I know that I shouldn’t, and I know that—”

      Daniel grabbed her arm, turning her to face him. “I’m not angry that you’re Reading me. It was a little disconcerting at first, but the more used to it I get, the more I realize that I don’t have anything to hide from you.”

      She resisted the urge to say anything. Even if he wanted to hide from her, he couldn’t. His emotions were right in the forefront of his mind, far too easy for her to uncover. Many of those made her blush, or they had when she had first detected them. Knowing how he felt about her no longer made her react the same way, though it did seem as if his interest had changed somewhat. It was almost as if he had begun to realize she had changed, and with that change, anything he had hoped for with her had also shifted.

      For his sake, it might be easier if he returned to Elaeavn. There was much he could do if he went. Returning to Elaeavn would allow him the opportunity to rejoin his family, to take his place upon the council and eventually lead the city. Now that he had experienced more of the world, she had to think that Daniel would make a much better leader for their people.

      And yet, as she became aware of his thoughts, she recognized that he had no interest in leaving. In his mind, this was a fight he needed to be a part of, as if he somehow had to help her, as if she needed his saving.

      If only he understood the truth.

      While he had helped her Slide away from the attack near Venass, she wondered if she might have been able to escape on her own. She hadn’t forced her way that much, and in her brief period of panic, she hadn’t taken the opportunity to Read their attackers, though she was tempted to return. If she did, there might be much she could uncover about them.

      Which was why she intended to go back.

      From what Daniel had told her—and what she Read of him—Rayen had a way of getting past whatever it was these men did. She wasn’t restricted by their magic the way Lucy and Daniel were, and because of that, Lucy was hopeful that, working with Rayen and her shadows, they might have an opportunity to Read them. This was the kind of thing Carth wanted.

      “Everyone has secrets that they want to keep,” she finally said.

      “Maybe before,” Daniel said.

      “You don’t anymore?”

      “I don’t know about much anymore.” He turned away, and the conflicted nature of his emotions surged within him. “Do you know that I spent my entire life assuming I would take a place on the council?”

      Lucy turned back to him, meeting his deep green eyes. He rubbed a hand across his jawline, scratching at his beard. There was a new intensity to him since they’d been gone, too. “I do know that you assumed you would sit on the council. Most within the palace assumed the same thing.”

      “Do you realize how pompous that was?”

      “Why would it be pompous?”

      “Because it meant assuming that I would be elevated to that point.”

      “Your father was grooming you to take that role.”

      “I know, but others within our family would be equally well suited to taking on leadership of the Elvraeth.”

      It intrigued her that he shared this with her. Even more intriguing was that he wasn’t just telling her this, but he actually felt it. “You wouldn’t have been the first one to assume a place on the council like that.”

      “I know that Cael Elvraeth was promoted in a similar way, but Cael had a different reason to do so. She had gained an understanding of the sacred crystals and had returned with it.”

      “That’s not why Cael was promoted to serve on the council,” Lucy said.

      “It’s not?”

      She smiled. “If you had spent any time in the library, you might have gained a better understanding of the history of Elaeavn.”

      Daniel’s nose wrinkled at the mere idea that he would spend time in the library. It was almost enough to make her laugh. “I’m not sure I’m the right person to have spent time there.”

      “Obviously.”

      Daniel grinned at her. “What else is there to the story?”

      “Well, according to what I’ve read, Cael and Galen helped to secure the city during the attack. Her father had been working against the city, and when that was discovered, he lost all his credibility.”

      “I worry that my father was involved,” Daniel said.

      “Why?”

      She focused on him, trying to Read him, and detected the discomfort within him. This was not something he wanted to admit, even to himself. It was almost as if he tried to hide it from himself, to wrap his mind in such a way that he would prevent even himself from remembering.

      But the details were there.

      As he thought about what he referred to, Lucy could see it. There was a ship—a C’than ship, she was certain—and a visit to Elaeavn. Daniel had watched the tchalit carry something to the palace. They had delivered it to his father and the rest of the council.

      “You know why,” Daniel said.

      Lucy nodded. “I do now.”

      “I don’t know for sure that he was involved, but the timing is suspect.”

      “It’s more than just the timing, isn’t it?”

      “It’s something that Lareth said.”

      “Carth doesn’t think Alera was acting alone.”

      “She doesn’t?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I wish I could Read her better; then I might be able to understand what Carth is after. But she worries that Alera might have had help. And if she had help, Carth worries…” About what? Lucy wasn’t entirely sure why that would upset Carth, only that it did.

      “I didn’t know you’d been spending that much time with her.”

      “Occasionally. I’ve been helping her Slide places.”

      Daniel grinned. “That explains it, then. Most of the Binders have been acting as if she was suddenly gone again, but Rayen hadn’t seemed all that perturbed by it.”

      “She has been around Rayen.”

      “I gathered that, now. I didn’t realize you had been helping Carth Slide.”

      “She has been looking to see if others were involved in what took place, but we haven’t uncovered anything yet.”

      “Where have you been looking?”

      Lucy looked away.

      “You can’t tell me. That’s fine. I understand that Carth keeps things to herself.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s not so much that Carth keeps things to herself as it is that I don’t really know where we’ve been looking. She’s had me Sliding all over.” As someone who had considered herself something of a scholar, that troubled her. She should know where she’d been.

      “That must be exhausting.”

      “Not as much as it once would have been.”

      An uncomfortable silence fell between them. Lucy turned back to him. “You should rest. I’m going to talk to Rayen.”

      “Why?”

      “There something I need to check on.”

      “And you don’t want me there.”

      “That’s not it.”

      Daniel shook his head. “It is, but that’s fine.”

      He took a seat on the bed, and Lucy paused for a moment before heading out of the room. She tried not to feel anything about leaving him like this, knowing it was necessary, but she couldn’t ignore the pain he felt. It was almost enough for her to pause and go back to him. He had left the city on her behalf, and everything that had happened to him was because of how he felt about her.

      She needed to be more forthright with him. Through all the time he had chased her while in Elaeavn, she had never really pushed him away, but partly that was because Daniel Elvraeth was perfectly nice, and if her parents were determined to pair her off with one of the Elvraeth, then she could do a lot worse than Daniel. The problem was that she hadn’t wanted to be within the palace even when she had been in Elaeavn. Now that she had left, now that she was trying to get a sense of how to better use her newfound abilities, she didn’t think she could return to the city.

      In the time since the attack, she hadn’t felt any real urgency to do so. That should be troubling, and yet it didn’t bother her at all. Other than Haern and the people within the forest, there really wasn’t anything for her in Elaeavn. Then again, it was more than that. If she were to go to Elaeavn, she would feel like an outsider. With her augmentation, she didn’t know whether she could even tolerate being within the city.

      Lucy took a deep breath and Slid down to the main part of the tavern. At least here, there wasn’t the same overwhelming sense of activity. Many of the Binders had discovered techniques to mask their thoughts. Not all of them were effective, but they muted them in a way that made it much less painful to her. She could tolerate being here in a way she couldn’t tolerate other places. It allowed her the opportunity to relax, to unwind and think.

      Taking a seat in one of the corners, Lucy looked around. No minstrel played today, and the entirety of the tavern was much quieter than it often was. There was the sound of voices all around, but not so loud that she couldn’t enjoy sitting by herself.

      It didn’t take long for Rayen to find her.

      Lucy hadn’t told Daniel, but she had known that Rayen was here, and though Rayen was able to mask her thoughts, like many of the Binders, she wasn’t able to do so nearly as well as she believed she could. The only person Lucy had been around whom she couldn’t Read easily was Carth. It suggested to her that whatever Carth was able to do, and whatever quiet she was able to maintain over her thoughts, came from more than her connection to the shadows. Perhaps it was tied to whatever fire abilities she possessed, or perhaps there was more to it.

      Lucy looked up and nodded to Rayen. The other woman took a seat across from her, resting her elbows on the table. Rayen was slight of build and quite a bit shorter than Lucy, and she had long black hair. Much about her resembled Carth, and though Lucy didn’t believe they were related, that had to be some distinctive feature of their shared heritage.

      Rayen grinned at her. “I suspect you need something—otherwise, you wouldn’t have come here.”

      “Is that the only reason I would come?”

      “The only reason you would spend any time here.”

      “I’ve been working with the Binders.”

      “You’ve been working with them only as much as you thought you needed to.”

      “Carth thinks I need to work with them to help protect my mind better.”

      “I’m sure that’s true. Has it been working?”

      Lucy only shook her head. “Not as well as I would like.”

      “In time you’ll figure it out. Either that, or you won’t be able to tolerate it anymore and will end yourself.”

      Lucy frowned at Rayen. “That doesn’t really reassure me.”

      “Everyone has to find their own understanding of their abilities.” Rayen leaned back, looking around the tavern. “Many of these women have no real abilities of their own. Oh, they have some talent, but it isn’t the same as what you possess.”

      “Or you.”

      “Or me. Then again, I never attempted to make it seem like I had any other abilities than what I did.”

      “Is your point that I will be able to gain an understanding of my abilities because these women have?”

      “Most of these women didn’t have anything, and so for them to learn to control it required them to focus and to better understand what their powers meant. The same thing could be said for you. In time, you will better understand your abilities.”

      Lucy smiled, and her connection to Rayen and her thoughts gave her a bit more insight than what Rayen was saying. Much about Rayen reminded Lucy of Carth. Both women were very blunt, matter-of-fact, but whereas Carth always seemed to be hiding something, she didn’t get that sense from Rayen. With Rayen, what she heard from the woman was what she was. Lucy appreciated that about her. How could she not?

      “Daniel and I encountered something.”

      “What sort of something?”

      “From the way he described it, I suspect it’s similar to what the two of you dealt with on that ship.”

      Rayen sat upright. “Where was this?”

      “Thyr.”

      “Why were you there?”

      “Because of me.”

      “Did the Ai’thol take you there?”

      “I find it difficult to remember everything they did to me and with me. I think so, though it’s just as possible that I only have fabricated images of it.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      “Not long.”

      Rayen looked around the tavern. “That’s why you came here for me.”

      Lucy nodded. “The attack happened too quickly. Whatever was happening, we need to get a better understanding of why.”

      “This is not the Ai’thol,” she said.

      “I didn’t think it was. I would recognize the Ai’thol.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Quite.”

      Getting to her feet, Rayen waited for Lucy. She held out her arm, and a flicker of understanding came to Lucy. Rayen had traveled with Daniel enough times that she understood how Sliding worked, much like she understood its limitations. Despite that, they hadn’t worried her.

      “Do you think anyone else should come with us?”

      “I don’t know that anyone else would be of much help.”

      “We were attacked by five men. They prevented us from Sliding.”

      “And yet you returned.”

      “Daniel was able to disrupt whatever they were doing long enough for us to Slide.”

      “I don’t fear the S’al.”

      “These are the people with the same ability as Carth?”

      “Similar, but not the same. At least, I think it’s unlikely that they have the same ability.”

      Lucy wasn’t so certain. She had never experienced Carth trying to prevent her from Sliding, though she had to wonder if the woman would have that talent. And if she did, would Lucy be able to overpower it? If it were Carth trying to hold her, there might be nothing she could do.

      Sliding, they emerged outside of Venass. The city of Thyr was in the distance, far enough away that she wasn’t impacted by what she could Read within the city. She should have spent more time focusing on the men they had encountered before, rather than concentrating only on trying to Slide away. It was a mistake, and one she didn’t intend to repeat.

      “Do you see anything?” Rayen asked.

      Lucy looked all around, but there didn’t appear to be anything here. Where had the men gone?

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s unlikely that they would be able to travel, at least if they are who—and what—you believe them to be.”

      “I’m not really sure who and what they are.”

      “If they are men like Carth, they wouldn’t have the ability to travel.”

      “What if they have been augmented?”

      “It’s my experience that the S’al do not accept augmentations. But then, much has changed and continues to change, so perhaps I am mistaken.”

      Lucy Slid them to a rocky prominence nearby. It was the one where they had been attacked, and she took a moment to look around, searching for anything that might explain what had happened, and perhaps where the attackers had gone, but she found nothing.

      “Why would they be here?” Lucy asked.

      Rayen shook her head. “This place has been dead for decades.”

      “Do you think they would try to rebuild it?”

      “There would be no purpose in doing so. Lareth destroyed it, bringing down anything that was here, and the people of the city would not allow the tower to be rebuilt. Too many suffered the last time.”

      “It’s been my experience that those with power don’t necessarily ask permission from those without it.”

      “Is that how you function?”

      Lucy felt a flush work through her. It struck far too close to home with how she had been Reading Daniel, and perhaps even how she was Reading Rayen. It wasn’t as if she asked for permission, but then, the nature of Reading was such that it wasn’t something one needed to ask for permission to do. Perhaps that was wrong, but it might be more aligned with what Rayen suggested. Lucy had the ability to Read, and because of it, she simply used it rather than asking for permission from others.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Rayen shrugged. “You’re sorry that I asked you about using your abilities, or you’re sorry that you’ve been using them on me?”

      “Perhaps both.”

      Rayen grunted. “I’ll admit that I’m probably not as skilled as Carthenne at preventing you from reaching my mind.”

      “You’re not.”

      “You don’t have to be quite so blunt,” Rayen said, a hint of a smile on her face. “But I did think I had a little more skill with blocking access to my thoughts.”

      “There haven’t been many who can completely exclude me from their thoughts.”

      “What about the man who captured you?”

      “He was able to,” Lucy said. She had been able to Read him a little bit, but she suspected he had allowed it. It was almost as if he had wanted her to know certain things in order to influence how she reacted. He had given her just enough to make her think she could Read him. At least with Carth, it wasn’t quite like that, though she wouldn’t be surprised if Carth did something similar. She was the strategist, after all; it was the kind of thing Lucy would expect from her.

      “And Lareth?”

      “I wasn’t around Haern long enough to know… oh. You meant his father.”

      Rayen nodded. “The Ai’thol fear him, and they have worked to neutralize him nearly as much as they have worked to neutralize Carthenne. I’m curious as to whether he has the ability to block you out the same way as Carthenne would.”

      “I wasn’t around him that much, either. I didn’t have the opportunity to test myself against him.” It was another thing she wanted to ask Rsiran. Not only did she want to know about Sliding, but she also thought he could help her understand whether she would be able to Read him, or whether there were restrictions. With his experience, she had to think that Rsiran might have insight about how to keep others from Reading him.

      “That’s a shame, I suspect. It would be beneficial if we had a better sense of what limitations there are, if any.”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t seen many limitations from Rsiran. At least, I hadn’t. Now that he has been captured, maybe there are more than we realize.”

      “Everyone has weaknesses. The key is finding them and exploiting them. With Lareth, it’s disappointing that they used Carth’s assessments of him in order to do so.”

      Lucy frowned. “They did what?”

      “The C’than knew what Carth knows about Lareth. It was surprising they would work with the Ai’thol. It isn’t surprising that they had an idea of his weaknesses. Carth has studied him, no different than she has studied Olandar Fahr.”

      That explained why Carth had been so upset about the betrayal. “What if I don’t want to exploit someone’s weakness?”

      “Then that becomes your own weakness, and others will take an opportunity to exploit it.”

      Rayen sent shadows streaking away from her, and Lucy had the sense that her control over the shadows rivaled Carth’s own. She had traveled with Carth enough now to know that both women were quite powerful with them. Carth liked to make it seem as if she were weaker now than she had been, and perhaps that was true. Having never known the woman when she was younger, Lucy had no idea, but it was difficult to believe she had ever had more control than she seemed to have now.

      As the shadows stretched away from her, Rayen clenched her jaw, tension around the corners of her eyes. She took a few deep breaths before letting them out, and the shadows dissipated.

      “I don’t detect anything.”

      “With this sort of power, you think that you would have?”

      “When it comes to the power of my people, that of my ancestors, there is an affinity to the type of power that you experience. They are complements, and because of that, they contrast somewhat, and with that contrast, I would know if someone with that ability was nearby.”

      “Such as Carth.”

      “Carth is little different. With her own connection to the shadows, she can hide herself. But these men, at least the ones that Daniel and I encountered on board the ship, did not share the connection to the shadows. They would not have been able to mask themselves from me.”

      Lucy looked around the broken landscape. It seemed almost as if she could remember what it had been like before the tower of Venass had fallen, though she never had seen it. Could it have been glimpses of memories from someone she’d Read? If so, who had she been around who had known the tower?

      “It was impressive, wasn’t it?” Lucy asked.

      Rayen took a deep breath, turning her attention back to her. “I never saw it. From the descriptions, I imagine so. The Ai’thol used it as a place to consolidate power, and because of that, they built it up, presenting it as an example of the knowledge and understanding they possessed. Since it was destroyed, they have refrained from building such towers.”

      “They don’t build towers like that?”

      “It would make them far too easy to find, and their reliance upon it as a position of power would make them susceptible to an attack. Now they use places like temples and others of influence to gain power. Unfortunately, it is equally effective.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “Considering the power that’s now involved, there’s only one thing we can do.”

      “You intend to go there.”

      “I suspect that Carthenne would want the same thing.”

      “I could Slide us there.”

      “I think that in this, Carth would have us do something different.”

      “What?”

      “Knowing her, and knowing Nyaesh as I do, I suspect she’ll want us to sail there.”
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      The walk back to the Aisl had taken far longer than Haern had anticipated. The longer he was gone, the more he began to worry about what he’d seen. There was no doubt that they were Forgers, and worse than that, they had been stalking along the border of the city.

      What had they been after?

      When he reached the heart of the Aisl, he found Brusus first.

      His uncle had a quick smile and twinkling bright green eyes, and Haern had always enjoyed his company. There was something easygoing about him, and a brightness to his smile, along with his easy and affable laugh.

      “What is it?” Brusus asked.

      “I saw Forgers.”

      Brusus immediately froze. “Where?”

      “At the edge of the city.”

      “What were you doing out there?”

      “I was…” How would he explain what he’d been doing? It wasn’t that he wasn’t allowed outside of the city, but the fact that he’d been out there wandering on his own would raise questions, and he wasn’t sure he had answers.

      Brusus smiled at him. Did he Read him? His uncle had a talent with it, more than what Haern really knew, one that was apparently among the strongest within the Aisl, though some of the Elvraeth were said to be even more talented than Brusus.

      “Why don’t you show me?”

      “I need to get my father first.”

      “Your father is preoccupied at the moment,” Brusus said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “He was called to the palace.”

      “How often is he called to the palace?”

      “Not often, which was why he felt the need to go.”

      “Why would he have been called there?”

      Brusus shrugged. “Who’s to know the mind of the Elvraeth and their council? Not me, but mostly because they tried to banish my family.”

      “It was a long time ago,” Haern said. He didn’t know all the details about what had happened to Brusus’s mother, only that she had been exiled the same way Galen had been. His father and Brusus had gone looking for her, but as far as Haern knew, they had never found her. “Besides, Lucy said they don’t really do anything. Ever since the war, the Elvraeth have wanted to stay protected within the palace.”

      Brusus grunted. “They’ve never wanted anything other than to stay protected in the palace.”

      He still wondered why they might have called his father. They had to be after something, and without Lucy there, Haern had no way of knowing what that might be. Lucy had been his point of contact who had given him some access to the palace, and without that, he wasn’t as connected as he wanted to be.

      “You didn’t consider going and observing?”

      “Why, Haern, it would almost seem as if you’re suggesting I spy on the Elvraeth.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”

      Brusus chuckled. “I gave it some thought but decided against it.”

      “Why?”

      “Partly because your father would be irritated if he knew that I followed him.”

      “When did you ever do what my father wanted you to do?”

      “Recently? Most of the time.”

      “Only recently?”

      “Well, when your father first came to me, he wasn’t that skilled.”

      “He could Slide.”

      “He could Slide, but like most people of that time, he hid that ability. He didn’t think he should be willing to use it.”

      “I’d like to hear some of those stories sometime.”

      “You might, but I bet your father wouldn’t be all that thrilled with me sharing.”

      “You always do what my father wants?”

      Brusus chuckled again. “Are you going to show me what you discovered?”

      “I really think we should wait for my father.”

      “And we would, but like I told you, he’s gone for now, though he should return soon. If you want to wait…”

      His father respected Brusus, and if anyone would be able to help Haern understand what he’d seen, it would be Brusus. He didn’t spend that much time with his uncle anymore, but when he’d been younger, his uncle had been one of the people he had looked up to the most.

      “All right, I’ll take you out to where I saw them. You should have weapons with you.”

      Brusus reached into his pockets and flourished a pair of knives before slipping them back. “What makes you think that I don’t carry weapons with me at all times?”

      “What would a tavern owner need with so many weapons?”

      “I wasn’t always a tavern owner,” Brusus said with a wink.

      Haern started out of the Aisl, glancing back at the Elder Trees, his eyes taking in the glint of reflection off the metal that now surrounded the trees, the same as he always did. Eventually, they would need to understand just what the C’than had done to the trees, but his father hadn’t been able to discover anything. Several metallic spikes now circled the bases of the trees, and the sense of lorcith radiated from them.

      “What are those?” he asked Brusus as they paused before leaving the central clearing.

      Brusus followed the direction of his gaze. “Your father trying something else.”

      “Does he think they will somehow remove the metal from the trees?”

      Brusus breathed out heavily. “He doesn’t seem to think so. From what I can tell, he isn’t sure what he’s going to do to remove that metal, but he’s trying to mask them so that the Forgers aren’t able to simply Slide into the Aisl using whatever they placed around the trees and find us again. We should be better hidden with that.”

      Haern listened to the call of the lorcith, but there was nothing within it that he recognized. Whatever his father had done was beyond him. That wasn’t uncommon. His father often did things with the metal that were beyond his ability to understand.

      He tore his gaze away from the trees, and they hurried out into the forest. Despite his age, Brusus kept up with him easily.

      “You didn’t think an old man could keep up with you?”

      “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t need to,” Brusus said.

      “Would you stop Reading me?”

      “I can’t Read you all the time,” he said.

      “I’m not sure if that should make me feel better or worse.”

      “I can’t Read anyone all the time. It’s exhausting trying to maintain my focus like that.”

      Haern thought of Lucy and what she experienced now that she had the strange metal implant in the back of her head. Was it exhausting for her? It had been months since he had seen Daniel and Lucy; he had expected they would have returned to Elaeavn by now, even if only to visit, but they hadn’t.

      What must they be experiencing?

      Maybe Daniel had come up with some answers about how to help Lucy control her abilities. Hopefully they were training and trying to understand what the Forgers might be after, using the connection that Carth provided, but maybe even that was beyond them.

      “But you don’t struggle to Read anyone,” Haern said.

      “There are some that I can’t Read, though they tend to be those who are strongly connected to their own ability.”

      “You know, I’m not sure whether to be scared of you or not.”

      “Why would you be scared?” Brusus asked. “There’s nothing frightening about me.”

      “Maybe not about you, but what you can do.”

      “And there’s nothing frightening about that, either. My ability just happens to be different, not dangerous.”

      “Not dangerous to you because you’re the one with the ability, but for anyone who wants to keep their thoughts to themselves, what you can do is dangerous.”

      Brusus grinned. “What sort of secrets do you think you need to keep, anyway?”

      “I’d like to keep you out of my head.”

      “Why? Just so I won’t hear you thinking about…” Brusus frowned, watching Haern for a moment. “Who is Rayen?”

      Haern slapped at Brusus. “Like I said, stay out of my head.”

      “Does your father know about her?”

      “I don’t know about her, so stay out!”

      Brusus raised his hand, grinning. “Far be it from me to—”

      Brusus grabbed Haern, and he pulled him off to the side, twisting behind the trunk of a tree.

      “What is it?” Haern whispered.

      “Movement, and not an animal.”

      “There shouldn’t be anyone else out here.”

      “No. There’s not, at least not that I can detect.”

      That would be useful. Haern had become much more comfortable with his limitations, but being surprised by someone sneaking up on him was something Brusus didn’t have to worry about. With his connection to his abilities, no one could sneak up on him. They would be detected long before they had a chance to do so.

      “What if they have some way of hiding themselves from you?”

      “It’s possible,” Brusus said.

      “Possible?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “What can we do?”

      “We can be careful,” Brusus said.

      They continued to move forward, slowly now, going from tree to tree, and Brusus seemed concerned about moving openly. Every time they paused, he looked around with an intense expression on his face, his brow furrowing.

      Had Haern not seen Forgers on the edge of the forest, he might think Brusus was overreacting, but he had seen what was out there and knew there was a possibility that one of the Forgers had figured out a way to cross over the barrier. When he had been here before, it had seemed as if they were deflected away from the city, his father’s plan working, but what if that had failed?

      Brusus gripped a knife in either hand, and as he made his way from tree to tree, he motioned for Haern to follow. Haern wished he had something more than his lorcith knives. If it was Forgers, they might be aware of him making his way toward them. If they could somehow detect and control lorcith the same way he could, any advantage his connection to the metal gave him was mitigated.

      Brusus motioned for him to circle around one of the nearby trees. As he did, Haern glimpsed a man coming in their direction. He was shorter than Haern, though many men were shorter than him, and he carried the slender metal rods they had seen from the Forgers as he approached, one in each hand.

      Haern tried to get his uncle’s attention.

      Brusus remained focused on the distance, staring out toward the other man. Did he realize that he carried the strange Forger wands? Brusus started to make his way around the trunk. If the Forger saw him and attacked…

      Haern had to intervene.

      He pushed on his knives, sending them streaking toward the Forger.

      The knives stopped in midair.

      Great Watcher!

      This was what Galen had wanted him to be prepared for. This was the reason Galen worked with him, trying to ready him for the possibility that he might need to deal with someone who could overcome his knives.

      Brusus lunged out from behind the tree, sweeping toward the man, and the Forger Slid, appearing in front of Brusus.

      Brusus brought the sword around, but the Forger was quick, swinging the blade faster than Brusus could accommodate, and he jabbed Brusus in the stomach.

      “No!”

      The Forger turned toward Haern, a dark smile on his face. He withdrew his sword from Brusus and brought it back, as if to sweep it across Brusus’s neck, and Haern pushed on the knives, sending them toward the Forger.

      The Forger was distracted enough that he was unable to finish off Brusus.

      Haern lunged toward the man, screaming as he threw himself forward, staggering at the Forger.

      When he neared, the other man Slid, and Haern spun, diving for Brusus’s sword and then lunging to his feet. He followed the shimmering light that came along with each Slide. When the man emerged, Haern was there, jabbing out with Brusus’s sword. There was no technique to it, nothing but an attempt to stop the other man, and he cringed as the blade clanged off the other man’s sword.

      “You’re the one that I want.”

      “What?”

      He tried to push on his knives, sending them toward the Forger, but again they were stopped in midair, sent streaking away. Haern held on to his connection to the knives, pulling on them and bringing them back toward the Forger. He needed to overpower the man, but more than that, he needed to get Brusus to a healer.

      The Forger continued toward him.

      His father had been right. Galen had been right. He relied too much on his connection to lorcith, and that was to his detriment. What he needed was to find a way to fight without using his connection to the metal.

      The Forger grinned.

      Haern reached into his pocket, fumbling for something—anything.

      What he found was a dart.

      He could use a dart. He might not be able to throw them with the same force that Galen could, but what if he added a hint of lorcith to it?

      It was how he had used the dart when he had faced the Forgers before.

      Haern continued to focus on the Forger, keeping the man in front of him. He reached into his other pocket, pinched off a fleck of lorcith, barely more than a sliver, and stuffed it onto the dart.

      The Forger Slid, and Haern twisted, following his direction.

      When he emerged, Haern pushed on the dart.

      Even with the tiny amount of lorcith in it, the dart went flying, sailing true, and it struck the Forger in the chest.

      “There’s poison in that dart,” Haern said. “You won’t accomplish whatever you were after.”

      The Forger looked down at his chest, realizing the dart was there, and withdrew it, tossing it off to the side. A debate seemed to war across his face, but then he flickered, Sliding away, disappearing. He didn’t emerge back in the forest.

      Haern remained ready, prepared for the possibility that the Forger might attack again, or that there might be another, but nothing came.

      Instead, he scooped Brusus up off the forest floor.

      “What poison did you use?” Brusus asked, clutching his belly and grimacing.

      “There wasn’t any poison.”

      Brusus chuckled, and it turned into a cough. “Clever.”

      “We need to get you back to the heart of the forest. I can’t let you die. I don’t think Aunt Alyse would be thrilled with me if I did.”

      “No. If I died, she’d find a way to hurt me more.” Brusus tried to smile, but Haern could see the pain on his face. He needed to move quickly. He didn’t know whether there was poison on the blade the Forger had used. If there was, he might not be able to move quickly enough to get him to Darren. Even if he did, what could Darren do?

      “What were you thinking going after him like that?” he asked Brusus.

      “I was trying to draw him away from you, you fool.”

      “You can’t handle Forgers,” Haern said.

      Brusus coughed. “It’s been a long time since someone told me what I couldn’t do,” he said.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to—”

      Brusus coughed again and shook his head. “No. You’re right. I’m not the right person to take on the Forgers.”

      “I’m not sure that I am, either.”

      “I don’t know that we have much choice in the matter. We do what we must do, and face what we must face. And we…”

      Brusus grunted, and blood began to spurt from his wound.

      Haern lowered him to the ground, quickly pressing his hands on Brusus’s belly, keeping him from bleeding as much as he could, but there was only so much that pressure would stop. He had a choice. He could either stay here, continue to hold the pressure, and hope that he could stanch the bleeding long enough for Brusus to come around, or he could try to tie him off long enough to get Brusus the help he needed.

      If he waited, there was no way Brutus would survive.

      Haern ripped off a section of fabric from Brusus’s jacket and balled it up, stuffing it against the wound. He hoisted Brusus up and went running with him. He wasn’t sure if he would make it. Every step was difficult, and as he went, he began to wonder if he could move fast enough. Would Brusus die simply because he had agreed to come with Haern?

      Haern wasn’t going to be responsible for what happened to his uncle. He wasn’t going to let someone else get hurt because of him.

      He sprinted. His legs were burning.

      Brusus coughed, but then he stopped breathing.

      “Stay with me, Brusus. Don’t do this.”

      Haern didn’t stop running. He didn’t dare. Yet, the edge of the forest—and the heart of the Aisl—was too far away.
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      The inside of Darren’s home was warm and cozy, the fire that glowed in the hearth crackling with warmth. But Haern didn’t feel any warmth. He wrapped his arms around his chest, hugging himself, trying not to think about whether Brusus would survive. His uncle had to survive.

      Darren crouched over Brusus, his hands roaming across his belly, his eyes locked in tight concentration. Every so often, he mumbled something, and the deep green of his eyes flared brighter for a moment.

      Could he not have been fast enough?

      The last stretch before reaching the city had been the worst. Brusus hadn’t breathed, and when Haern had staggered into the center of the clearing, no one had been there to help him. He had barely made it to Darren’s home, and when he had finally gotten in, the healer was missing.

      It had been a painful few moments before Darren reappeared, almost as if he’d sensed Haern’s need.

      And now he worked on Brusus, but it might already be too late. Haern watched, unable to say anything, afraid to do anything more than offer an occasional prayer to the Great Watcher, and even that was likely unheard. What would the Great Watcher do on his behalf? Did the Great Watcher even care about them?

      He couldn’t think like that. The Great Watcher had allowed him to reach the heart of the forest and Darren. That was enough. It had to be enough.

      The door opened and his mother poked her head in. Her gaze went to Brusus, and her jaw clenched, and then she saw him sitting in the back of the room.

      She took a seat next to him on one of the hard chairs, watching Brusus. “What happened?”

      “Forgers.”

      “Where?”

      “Out in the forest.”

      “What were you doing with Brusus out in the forest?”

      Haern sighed. “Looking for Forgers.” He told her about what he’d seen and how Brusus had wanted to go with him. “They managed to get past the barrier. When I was there before, they weren’t able to see through it.”

      “Was it the same one?”

      Haern frowned. “Not the one that was closest to me. But it might have been the one with him. I heard him, but I… I never saw him.”

      His mother sat with her hands clasped on her lap. Moments passed before she spoke again. “What else?”

      “There was nothing else.”

      “There had to be. Otherwise, Brusus wouldn’t have gone after a Forger.”

      “He said he was protecting me.”

      “Why would he need to protect you from the Forgers?”

      “Because the Forger claimed he was after me.”

      “Why would the Forger be after you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      But that was what the Forger had said, wasn’t it? He had claimed he was there for Haern.

      “They shouldn’t be able to get past the barrier,” he said.

      “We like to tell ourselves that we know what the Forgers should and shouldn’t be able to do, but if history has told us anything, it’s that they are able to accomplish far more than we believe them capable of. So yes, I agree that they shouldn’t be able to get past the barrier. Your father has been working on that, trying to ensure that we are safe from the Forgers, but somehow they managed to do so. And if they have decided to target you because of what happened in Asador, then we need to protect you.”

      “Mother, it’s not—”

      She rested her hand on his leg, silencing him. “You can’t tell me what it’s not. I saw what it was when they first started attacking. I was here during that initial war. I know what the Forgers think to do, even if there’s not much I can do to stop them. I’m not your father, and I never will be. They fear him for a reason—and a good one. He was the first person who managed to stop them.”

      “He wasn’t the first. Carth was able to stop them.”

      “Carth is a unique case, from what I know of her. And I don’t know how much she stopped them and how much she simply directed them toward your father. We were all part of some plan she had.”

      “Why would she want to direct them to Father?”

      “Maybe because she knew that Rsiran was able to oppose them. Maybe because it was his grandfather who coordinated the attack. Maybe there’s a reason that I don’t yet see. In the days since then, he has been vigilant, wanting to ensure our safety, but obsessively so. You brought him back to us,” she said, smiling and patting his leg. “I thank you for that.”

      “I wish it was only for your benefit that I wanted him back.”

      “It’s not selfish for you to want to have your father around. He realizes that he made a mistake by being gone as long as he was,” she said.

      “He might have told you that, but he hasn’t told me,” he said.

      “You know your father.”

      He did. He had been back, but he remained distant. Part of it was because he was so focused on finding a way of preventing the Forgers from gaining access to the city, and part of it was a single-minded determination to create some sort of protection for the Elder Trees. Either way, even though his father was here, he was missing, too.

      “They aren’t going away,” Haern said.

      “None of us expected them to have simply gone away,” his mother said.

      “I thought… I thought that by defeating them, we might have given ourselves a chance, but it seems as if nothing really has changed, has it?”

      She smiled. “Hasn’t it?”

      “I’m saying in a good way.”

      “How do we determine what’s good and what’s bad? We can evaluate it at the time, but we don’t really know how to characterize anything until we are much farther along. In this case, it may take years before we know whether something was good or whether it was bad.”

      Haern stared at Brusus. “Losing him would be bad.”

      “You won’t lose him,” Darren said. He looked up, and though his brow was knitted into a deep frown, there was an expression of relief upon his face. “I think he’s stabilized. And he will live.”

      “When will he come around?”

      “It’s unpredictable. With an injury like this, it may be hours, or days.”

      His mother patted him on the leg again. “I’ve seen Brusus in much worse shape than this.”

      “I don’t know that that’s a good thing.”

      “Not good, but certainly reassuring that I have seen him bounce back from injuries that seemed like they would claim him.”

      Haern dragged himself out of the chair and went to stand near his uncle. His face was pale, but he breathed, each breath slow and steady. Darren touched Brusus’s brow, and that laborious breathing eased.

      “We need to let him rest,” Darren said.

      Haern patted his uncle on the hand before heading out of the healer’s home. Once he was gone, he stood watching the front door, waiting for his mother to join him. After a few moments, she did, and she blinked at the bright sunlight shining overhead.

      “What did you say to him?” Haern asked.

      “What makes you think I said anything to him?”

      “Because you waited behind.”

      “Brusus was one of my first instructors,” she said. “When I didn’t have a place, Brusus was there. I’ve seen him in terrible shape, and after the war, I swore to myself I wouldn’t see him like that again. He had been through too much already, and it was someone else’s turn to handle things.”

      “Father.”

      “Your father. Others. It wasn’t to be Brusus, not anymore. He was supposed to be able to settle down and find happiness, to run the tavern and not worry about where the next fight might come.”

      “He still can.”

      “He still could, and he should. And yet, Brusus is stubborn. I’ve tried to get him to stay out of things, but it’s difficult with him. He finds ways of getting involved even when he shouldn’t.”

      “I don’t think Uncle Brusus would like you to tell him what he should and shouldn’t be involved in.”

      “Someone needs to.”

      “At least he will be okay.”

      “He will, this time. I worry what will happen the next time, or the next. Each time your uncle gets involved, he runs the risk of something else going wrong. As capable as he is, he can be foolish.”

      There came a soft shimmering, and Haern looked over to see his father Sliding back into the heart of the forest. “Where is he?”

      “He’s in with Darren. He’s going to be fine.”

      “I thought we were done with this.”

      “That’s what I was just telling Haern.”

      His father turned to him, fixing him with an intense gaze. “You were attacked by Forgers?”

      “We were.”

      “On which side of the barrier?”

      “This side of the barrier.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I would’ve known if we had crossed the barrier, Father.”

      His father breathed out in a frustrated sigh. “Yes, of course you would have. I’m just letting my anxiety about Brusus get the best of me. I’ve seen him hurt before, and I hate it.”

      “How were they able to get past the barrier?”

      “I don’t know. They shouldn’t have, but the Forgers and those they work for have ways of studying our weaknesses. It’s not altogether surprising that they found a way to probe past the barrier, though I would have thought it would take more time. I have been working on it ever since our return.”

      “What if there’s something on this side that allows them to cross over?”

      “The trees have been sealed.”

      Haern turned his attention to the Elder Trees and tried to listen for the sense of lorcith, but there was nothing other than what he detected coming off the ring of lorcith surrounding each tree—nothing like the metal implanted in the trees, as there had been before.

      “What if it’s something else?”

      “What else do you think there could be?”

      “The C’than managed to get in the last time.”

      “They followed me.”

      “Could they have followed us again?”

      “I would’ve expected to have detected it…” His father Slid to one of the trees, and Haern glanced over to his mother before walking over. There were times when he resented his father’s ability to Slide so easily. The absentminded way that he simply Slid, ignoring the fact that others couldn’t, annoyed him. His friends never did that. Even though they could Slide, they didn’t make a point of doing it in a way that left him behind. With as powerful as his father was, he should be able to Slide others with him. Instead, he continued abandon them.

      Rsiran held his hand out, holding it above the surface of the nearest tree. He frowned. “I don’t detect anything. It should be completely sealed off.”

      “You don’t, but what if you aren’t going to be able to pick up on anything?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Haern chuckled. “I know there’s lorcith in whatever they used on the trees, mostly because I can detect it, too, but there is something else, another metal, or some other way they’re holding on to it. I’m not exactly sure what that is, but what if they can follow that other metal, but you can’t?”

      “This should still seal that off,” Rsiran said.

      “What if you can’t? What if there’s no way of sealing it off without using the same metal?” Why couldn’t his father see that he wasn’t infallible? Why did he believe that everything he did would work?

      “It’s possible,” his father conceded.

      “And if they’re using that to target us, we might be forced to remove these trees.”

      His father shook his head. “I did everything I could to save these trees. They were attacked one other time, and without them…”

      “I don’t want to lose them either, but the alternative is that we will continue to be in danger from the Forgers finding us, getting past the barrier you have placed. You don’t want that any more than I do, and I know you want to do everything you can to keep our people safe. It might be that we have to remove this danger.”

      Rsiran stared at the trees. “We sacrificed so much trying to keep them here,” he said softly. “We lost so many. And now we will lose them again.”

      “We don’t have to lose anyone this time,” Haern said. “We can move out of the forest.”

      “This is our people’s home,” Rsiran said.

      “It is, but they can return to the city. They can return to the safety there, and they can—”

      His father shook his head. “No. I’m not going to let them do this.”

      He started off, heading toward the forge in the center of the clearing. Haern went to follow, but his mother caught his arm. “Just let him be for now.”

      “Mother, if they’re using these trees to track us…”

      “Then we need to let him come to that conclusion. We can’t force your father. I’ve known him a long time, and I know that he can be stubborn, but I also know that he almost always comes up with the right decision.”

      “Almost always? What happens if he doesn’t?”

      “Then I intervene.”

      “And what if that isn’t enough?”

      She stared at the building in the center of the clearing. Smoke drifted out of the chimney. Haern suspected his father would begin working again, throwing himself into trying to find some way of preventing the Forgers from locating them, trying to find some way of saving the Elder Trees. The more Haern thought about it, the more he wondered if that was even going to be possible. And maybe it would be better—and safer—for them to return to the city. From there, they could find a way to defend it, and use that to keep themselves safe.

      “What did he mean about nearly losing the trees before?”

      “That was what the Forgers were after the last time. They wanted to destroy the trees and the power within them.”

      He’d always known the Elder Trees were important, but he’d never felt that they had power. How could the trees have power? “What sort of power is within the trees?”

      “That’s not something we ever really understood.”

      “Is it different from what’s within the sacred crystals?”

      “The sacred crystals are unique, and yet, they are just as much a part of our people as the Elder Trees.”

      Could the Elder Trees be another Elder Stone?

      His father had never said so, but it made sense, especially if the Forgers were so interested in them. That was part of the reason they had attacked before. Haern—and everyone else in the city—had believed the Forgers had been after the crystals, but what if they had really been after the power of the trees?

      Could they somehow have harnessed it with the metal surrounding it?

      If so, then they might have to destroy the Elder Trees. They couldn’t allow the Forgers to maintain their connection to them.

      “What does Father think he can accomplish?”

      “I think your father believes he can stop them.”

      “And what if he can’t?”

      “Then we may lose the trees, and we may lose the crystals.”

      “But the crystals and the trees are different, aren’t they?”

      His mother stared at him for a moment. “They are. The crystals have been a part of the Elvraeth for many years, but the Elder Trees have been with us from the beginning. They were here before our people moved out of the forest and built the city.”

      “Do we have some way of reaching the power within them, the way we can access the power in the crystals?”

      “There is no process like there is with the crystals. With the crystals, you go before them, and you wait and see whether they will respond to you. It’s not the same with the trees. It’s why we have made the Aisl our home. Living here, growing up around them, there is the hope that you can harness whatever power exists within the trees. It is the power of the guilds. Smiths. Miners. Sliders.” She waved her hand, motioning all around her.

      He glanced toward the forge where his father could be heard hammering now. If anyone knew some way of reaching the power within the trees, it would be his father.

      Would he share?

      What reason would he have for not sharing?

      Haern made his way toward the forge, and his mother frowned at him. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to see what father can tell me about the trees.”

      “Father isn’t the expert when it comes to them.”

      “Who is?”

      “The Keeper of the Trees.”

      “Is that someone I should know?”

      “No. You were too young when she went away.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “Searching for understanding.”

      “Who was she?”

      “A powerful woman. Someone your father in particular was close to.”

      “Who?”

      “Della.”

      “The Healer?” He glanced over to Darren’s home. It had once been Della’s home, the place where she had trained him, and Haern had little more than faint memories of the woman. She had been old when he was born, and from the stories he had heard, she had been old even when she had moved into the forest. She was related to him, somehow, though he didn’t know the extent of it.

      More than that, Della had trained Galen.

      “Della was named the Keeper of the Trees after the war. She has protected them, and she is a keeper of knowledge as much as anything. If you want to know something about the trees that your father doesn’t know, you may have to go to her.”

      “What if we can’t find her?”

      “Then we may have to do as you suggest. We may have to sacrifice the trees.”

      He listened to the steady clang of his father’s hammer for a little longer before finally tearing his gaze away and looking at the trees that circled the clearing. With the bars of lorcith—and heartstone, he realized—there was a strange energy to them, and he no longer felt the awful pull from the metal implants the Forgers had used on the trees. If nothing else, his father had been successful in mitigating that effect, but there had to be something more. As much as they wanted to prevent the Forgers from reaching the power within the Trees, they might not be able to. And if they couldn’t, he had to be an advocate for doing the right thing, especially as he didn’t know that his father would.

      “I don’t want to have to do that,” Haern said.

      “And I don’t want it for you, but we may not have much of a choice.”

      “What would Father say?”

      “Your father might oppose you.”

      Haern swallowed. He didn’t like the idea of going against his father, certainly not when it came to the Elder Trees, but if they were the reason the Forgers were finding them, and if the metal that now surrounded the trees was leaving his people in danger, what choice did they have?

      He kept his gaze on the forge for a little while longer before turning away. There might not be a choice. And worse, he worried that if there wasn’t, his father would disagree with him. If that happened, how would others react? How safe would the Aisl be? How safe would Elaeavn be?

      If the Forgers kept finding them, they wouldn’t be safe at all.
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      The ship rocked from side to side, and Daniel gripped the railing, trying not to fall overboard. He didn’t have the same comfort as others did aboard the ship, but then that wasn’t all that surprising. What surprised him was just how comfortable Lucy appeared standing on the ship. She swayed, almost unmindful of the way the ship rocked, sending them from side to side. Every so often she glanced over at him, smiling reassuringly, and Daniel did his best to smile back at her, though he didn’t feel as confident as he tried to seem.

      “You don’t need to be here,” she said.

      “Where else would I be?”

      “This isn’t your fight,” Lucy whispered.

      He didn’t know what his fight would be, not anymore. Maybe spending time here wasn’t for him, but at the same time, he hadn’t decided if it made sense for him to return to Elaeavn. For now, he was in Asador, and he was helping the Binders, whatever that entailed.

      Daniel made a point of keeping his thoughts open, not concealing them, wanting Lucy to know exactly what he was thinking. It was better if she knew that he had no intention to hide himself from her, especially when it came to thinking through things like this. He wanted her to know that he intended to participate in whatever she planned, and even if he didn’t know all that the Binders were after, he would do everything he could to be a part of it.

      She smiled, and she took his hand. “You don’t have to worry about me,” she whispered.

      “Who said I was worried about you?”

      “I don’t need to Read you to know that you’re concerned about me.”

      How could he be anything other than concerned? Especially with this?

      Five other Binders were on board the ship, and he only knew one of them—Rayen. Shadows swirled around her as if she controlled them without thinking, which he suspected she did. Her power and control amazed him, and he still marveled at it even after having been around her as often as he had. And it was nothing compared to what Carth could do, though he didn’t spend much time with her these days.

      “Is she really the right one to do this?” Daniel asked.

      “Would you have someone else do it?” Lucy said.

      “I’ve seen what these men can do, the way they use their magic. Rayen doesn’t have enough of a connection to stop them.”

      “Rayen doesn’t need to control the shadows to stop someone like that,” she said, stalking toward him. She had a dangerous sway to her hips, and one hand gripped the hilt of her sword. Did she think having a sword with her this time would make her more formidable than before? “Rayen only needs to be prepared for what she might face.”

      “I wasn’t saying anything about your ability.”

      “That was exactly what you’re saying,” Rayen said. “And I don’t blame you. You have only seen me face these men once, and you saw me fail.” The way her nose wrinkled suggested how disgusted she was at the idea of failure. “Preparations have been made. Now that I know what these men are, I can be better prepared to combat them.”

      “You have some way of counteracting their connection to this S’al magic?”

      “Counteracting. Negating. Ensuring they don’t harm any of us.” She swept her hand, motioning toward the gathered Binders. “We will be fine, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “Did Carth teach you this?”

      “Do you think she would want us to be defeated by the same magic she possesses?”

      “I don’t know. I find it hard to believe that she would teach you some way of overpowering her.”

      Rayen chuckled. “Knowing the key to combating S’al magic is not the same as knowing how to overpower Carth. You were with her for a time. You must have seen how powerful she can be. It would take an awful lot to triumph over someone like Carthenne Rel, even if you knew the secret to countering her magic.”

      “I thought she was growing weaker,” Daniel asked, lowering his voice so that the other Binders didn’t overhear. He didn’t know what he was permitted to share or how much the others were aware of, only that there seemed to be some secret.

      “Carth is getting older. With age comes a decline, but it doesn’t mean that she isn’t still quite capable. Think of your friend’s father. Would you claim that Lareth is any less capable than he once was?”

      Daniel wouldn’t necessarily call Lareth a friend, but that wasn’t the point.

      He glanced over to Lucy, who watched him, a knowing expression on her face. Maybe he needed to hold his barriers in place sometimes. There were certain things that he didn’t necessarily want Lucy to know he was thinking about.

      “I don’t understand the need for the ship,” Daniel said.

      “Because your friend can simply Slide us?” Rayen asked.

      Daniel nodded.

      “There are places we need to go where Sliding, while it might provide access, doesn’t necessarily take us where we need to be. In this case, I would rather have the familiar transportation, and a way of escaping if it comes to it.”

      “You think it’s going to come to that?”

      “One thing I’ve learned from Carthenne is the need to be prepared.”

      Daniel nodded. “I don’t really understand.”

      “Think of it as a strategy, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      Daniel jerked and spun to see Carth standing near him. How had he completely overlooked her presence?

      It was difficult to determine how old she was. There was an ageless quality about her. She had dark hair, and eyes that matched, and her skin almost seemed to glow in the moonlight, reminding him of the swords the men had carried when they were attacked. She was dressed in a jacket and matching pants that seemed to blend into the shadows swirling around her, but it was her cloak that really drew his attention away, as if it had been designed to conceal her. The more he stared at the cloak, the more he questioned whether or not it was even real. It was possible that it was not.

      Rayen grinned when she saw Carth. “I thought that you were here.”

      “Thought?” Daniel looked from Rayen to Carth. Could even Rayen not have known that Carth was on the ship? That idea seemed impossible to believe; if Carth was able to conceal herself from Rayen, maybe he needed to be more careful with everything that Carth could do.

      Rayen shrugged. “Did you think I would have known?”

      “You were able to determine how many men were on the ship when we were attacked before.”

      “That was a little different.”

      “How so?”

      “That was not Carthenne.”

      Daniel turned around and realized that Lucy was staring at Carth. He recognized the slight tilt to her jaw and suspected she attempted to Read Carth. What did she encounter when she did? Was she able to discover anything about her, or was it nothing more than emptiness?

      Carth looked back, watching Lucy with a smile on her face.

      “Are you coming with us?” Daniel asked.

      “For a time,” she said.

      “Just part of the journey?” he asked.

      Carth shrugged. “There is value in seeing what you encountered. Besides, I thought it might be good to see if any of my old friends might have been involved.”

      “What sort of friends are we talking about?”

      “The kind who trained me,” she said. She turned and headed toward the bow of the ship, making a motion with her hand. The other Binders all lurched into activity, quickly pulling on lines and getting the sails ready. Someone yanked on an anchor, cranking it back aboard the ship. Everything had a practiced look to it, and Carth leaned on the wheel, guiding them out of the bay.

      “Carth sails?” Daniel asked, but there was no one around him other than Lucy.

      “She is the captain, Daniel,” Lucy said.

      “They knew she was coming? Wait… you knew she was coming?”

      Lucy nodded slowly, watching Carth the entire time.

      “There are many things about that woman that surprise me.”

      “I think that’s part of the point.” Lucy smiled up at him. “The more mystery she has, the harder it can be for anyone to truly account for her.”

      “You respect her,” Daniel said.

      “Why shouldn’t I? Not only has she coordinated these women, she’s created a certain stability in the world. And that stability comes from the strength of women.” Lucy smiled. “We like to think that we are open-minded in Elaeavn, especially as Cael Elvraeth and many of the guildlords are women, but even there, we don’t rule the same way that Carthenne rules.”

      “I didn’t get the sense that she did rule.”

      “Just because she doesn’t have any place she calls her home doesn’t mean that she doesn’t rule. It seems to me that the entire Binder network is her domain, and within it, there is power.”

      Daniel watched Carth as she held on to the wheel, steering them as they went. The wind picked up, carrying them away from Asador, deeper and deeper out onto the water. That they headed in this direction was part of the reason he wasn’t able to Slide them, even if Rayen and Carth would have allowed it.

      Lucy left him, joining two of the other Binders as they worked on lines, pulling them and coordinating them as they set the sails, leaving Daniel standing by himself. He found himself drawn toward Carth, and when he joined her at the helm, she glanced over.

      “You’re troubled, Daniel Elvraeth. I’ve been around enough men to know that expression when I see it.”

      The idea of Carth working in one of her taverns the way the women he’d seen there did left him bothered. “Have you?”

      Carth laughed softly. “I was never as skilled as some of the network, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      A flush worked through him, though it was what he had been questioning. He knew only what he had seen for himself, and while she didn’t seem like the type to work in that manner in the taverns, what did he really know about her?

      “Where are we heading?”

      “North, for now.”

      “Why?”

      “The men you met with Rayen are the sort that require our attention in the north,” Carth said.

      “They share the same ability as you,” he said.

      “Perhaps,” she said.

      “Just perhaps? Does this have to do with one of the Elder Stones?”

      Carth was silent for a few moments. “When I was young, I knew very little about myself. My parents wandered from city to city, and at the time, I thought it was nothing but their preference. It was only later—much later—that I learned the truth.”

      “And what truth was that?”

      “That they were hiding me.”

      “Why would they have had to hide you?”

      “At the time, they didn’t know what I was or what I could be, but I think they suspected. Even then, my father was training me in the ways of ancient Ih, guiding me through games that were designed to hone my mind and allow me to reach for my abilities.”

      “Which of your abilities? The shadows or the S’al?”

      “I only knew about the shadows at first. They helped me when I was an orphan on the streets of Nyaesh, allowing me to make my way for a time.”

      “I thought you said your parents were alive.”

      “Were alive. They were taken from me when I was very young. I had to learn to make my own way, thieving to find enough to eat, stealing scraps for myself and those I cared about.”

      Daniel regarded Carth with a renewed interest. With her abilities, he could easily imagine how successful she could have been as a thief. She would have been able to sneak up on people, grab whatever she wanted, and disappear before they had any idea she was there.

      “I don’t know anything about Nyaesh. Is that where we’re going?”

      “Only if we have to.”

      “Why not? If this is where you learned your abilities, why wouldn’t you have us go there?”

      “Nyaesh was my home, as much as any place was, for a long time. It was there that I learned of my connection to the shadows. It was there that I learned how to control the power of the Flame. It was there that I began to understand the greater powers, those of Ih and Lashasn, powers that have lived in this world for as long as any.”

      “Are those other Elder Stones?” He didn’t know why she was telling him all this but was thankful for it. The more he heard, the more he could understand and the better he felt. While he didn’t believe his people were the only ones with abilities—growing up fearing the Forgers had made that difficult—he had grown up thinking his people were the only ones with any significant ability. Meeting Carth and realizing just how much power she possessed—along with someone like Rayen—helped him understand that there were others in the world with as much—or more—power as his people.

      “Those are places.”

      “Did those places have Elder Stones?”

      She regarded him for a moment. “You have a quick mind. Have you ever played Tsatsun?”

      Daniel smiled. “A game?” He wondered if it would be anything like the games his father had always enjoyed.

      Carth nodded. “It’s a game of strategy, a way of thinking. I found that there are very few people who possess the necessary skill set to play with any ability.”

      “I didn’t take you for the kind of person who played games.”

      “Much can be learned from Tsatsun. The more you play, the better you begin to think through strategy, especially when it comes to facing opponents. I’ve found that the key to defeating most opponents lies in understanding how they think.”

      “And if you were to face me, how would you do that?”

      Carth cocked her head to the side, studying him. “You are Elvraeth, so you would pose some challenge.”

      “Only some?”

      “I haven’t been around you long enough to know how much of a challenge you would present. And so, I think I’m giving you a little credit by saying that you would pose some challenge. You have friends you care about, so they would be targets.”

      Daniel glanced back at Lucy, who remained busy with the other Binders. “You would use people against those who care about them?”

      “The question wasn’t whether I would do this. The question was how it could be done. I’m only explaining to you the various strategies involved. Don’t get caught up in taking any of this personally.”

      “It’s hard not to take it personally, especially when you’re talking about attacking people I know and care about.”

      “Do you think caring is a weakness?” Carth asked.

      “I didn’t, but the way you say it, I don’t know.”

      “Do you think I care about the people within my network?”

      Daniel frowned, his gaze sweeping around the ship. He had seen just what Carth was willing to do for her people, and so he knew that she had affection for them. Was it feigned or was it real? If it wasn’t real affection, then she did a good job of pretending.

      “I think you care about them.”

      “Caring is not a weakness. Caring is a way to connect yourself to others, and it’s been my experience that those who care the most and who have others who care about them are the strongest.” She smiled tightly. “Rsiran Lareth is an example of that. The man he confronted, his grandfather, had no real ties. He was willing to use anyone and everyone against the place he once called home. Rsiran was stronger because of the connections he had made, because of the family he had created. It’s much the same for me.”

      “Are you suggesting that I form the same sort of connections?”

      “I’m saying you already have. It’s obvious that you care for Lucy. Having that connection strengthens you. That’s the sort of thing I don’t want you to forget. And it’s that sort of thing that Tsatsun can help you understand.”

      Daniel smiled. “How can a game help me understand how my connections might make me stronger?”

      “As I said, it’s not just a game, not when it comes down to it. It’s more of a strategy, a way of thinking, and in doing so, making yourself stronger.”

      “A game makes you stronger?”

      “A game strengthens the mind. Not all games are equal.”

      “Like dicing?”

      Carth reached into her cloak and pulled out a pair of six-sided dice, shaking them in her hand. “You don’t think you can learn anything from dicing?”

      “It’s chance. Random.”

      “Is it?” Carth cocked a brow, shaking the dice. They landed up two ones. Watcher’s Eyes. She shook her hand again, and the same roll happened. She rolled a third time and again got the same result. Carth shrugged, taking the dice and twisting them to show Daniel that they were normal, at least from appearances.

      “Those were weighted.”

      “What advantage would there be in weighting dice toward ones?”

      She handed him the dice, and he rolled them in his hand and came up with the four and five. He shook them again and came up with a two and a six. Doing it again resulted in two more different numbers, but never once did he roll Watcher’s Eyes.

      Not weighted, then.

      “You were using your abilities on them.”

      “Possibly,” she said with a smile.

      “That makes dicing unfair.”

      “Life is not fair, Daniel Elvraeth. The sooner you begin to recognize that, the sooner you will stop complaining when things don’t go as you plan.”

      “You’re suggesting the lesson I can learn from dicing is that people cheat?”

      “I’m suggesting that there are many different ways of playing the game,” she said.

      “But cheating isn’t playing the game.”

      “Isn’t it? I would argue that cheating plays the game in a very particular way. Is it the way that you would play?” She grabbed the dice and rolled them into her hand again before flashing a pair of ones and stuffing them into her pocket. “No. I can see from your expression that it’s not the way you would play, but that doesn’t mean others won’t look for any opportunity they can get. It’s the same as in life. You might not think you need to cheat your way through it, but others don’t share that sentiment. And rather than complaining about it and raising a fuss, you could work to negate such advantages.”

      “How do you know to negate the advantages if you don’t know someone’s cheating?”

      Carth tapped her forehead. “That’s the real question. How indeed? When you gather information, you place yourself at an advantage. The more you learn and the more you can be prepared for, the better off you’ll be when it comes to someone who might be trying to game you.”

      “What other lessons would you have dicing teach me?” Daniel asked.

      “Sometimes you get a bad roll. Sometimes you get lucky. Unless you have skill, you have no way of deciding which it will be. Do you want to gamble on a lucky roll, or do you want to gamble on one where skill might be involved?”

      His gaze drifted down toward her pocket, where the dice were held. He thought he understood what point she was trying to make. He might consider it cheating, but she had skills and abilities that allowed her to influence the game, to tilt the odds in her favor.

      Was that cheating, then?

      It probably was, especially when it came to something like dicing.

      “Do you cheat in all games?”

      “You’re asking if I cheat at Tsatsun?” He shrugged. “If you played, you would realize there is no cheating. The game board is open. As long as your opponent is paying attention, they will see every move you make. The real challenge, the real key, is showing your opponent how you move, and still surprising them.”

      “I don’t know that I understand what you’re getting at.”

      “Perhaps not. Maybe you wouldn’t be a useful Tsatsun player.”

      She turned her attention back to the helm, continuing to steer the ship. Daniel had a sense that she had just insulted him, though he couldn’t be sure.

      He watched Carth for a few more moments before turning away. He went to stand at the stern of the ship, watching the activity on board. He felt useless. Everybody else seemed to have a task, an assignment, but he had none. Instead, he felt almost as if he were in the way.

      Lucy joined him. “What were you talking about with Carth?”

      “Games.”

      Lucy arched a brow. “Games?”

      He nodded. “She was explaining games that she plays that help train her mind.”

      “Interesting,” Lucy said with a whisper.

      “She claims that these games help her strategize.”

      “You should work with her,” Lucy said.

      “Why?”

      Had she been Reading him? Did she know that he felt almost as if he didn’t have a place within the Elaeavn? He didn’t think so. As he glanced over to Lucy, he didn’t think she knew that troubled him.

      “Because you have a mind for it. You always have.”

      “I’m not sure I have the same sort of mind as Carth.”

      “You don’t have to have the same sort of mind. You just have to have yours, and learn what you can from her. Besides, the kind of strategy she can teach is greater than even your father’s.”

      One of the other Binders called Lucy’s name, and she patted Daniel on the arm before hurrying off to join the women. Already Lucy had gained knowledge and seemed to be much more comfortable working the lines than when they had first come on board. Maybe it was nothing more than her Reading the other women, but perhaps they were teaching her, helping her to find her place on board.

      He needed a place, especially if he was going to stay here.

      As he stared at Carth, she turned back to watch him and nodded, almost as if knowing his thoughts.

      He frowned. Carth couldn’t Read him, could she?
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      The ship rocked beneath her feet, a steady rhythmic sense that pounded on the sides of the ship and threatened to toss her to the deck. Lucy didn’t have the same balance that Carth managed so easily, shifting from one foot to the other as the waves slammed against her. Carth made it look effortless, as if she didn’t struggle at all to maintain her footing, and considering what Lucy had uncovered about the other woman and the fact that she had spent most of her life sailing, it probably wasn’t much of a challenge for her.

      “I need you to try again,” Carth said.

      “I have been trying,” Lucy said. “It’s difficult to return when I have Slid away.”

      “I’m aware that it’s difficult, but if we can master this, it opens us up to other possibilities.”

      “Such as leaving and not telling others.”

      Carth looked at her without saying anything. Lucy understood the implication. It wasn’t so much that Carth didn’t want Lucy to question her; it was simply that she wanted Lucy to take the next step, to attempt what she asked, and when she did, then she could have her questions answered.

      She took a deep breath, focusing on her Slide. This was to take her back to Asador and then return her to the ship. If she could get a handle on this, she would have fewer limitations while traveling.

      “Can Rsiran do this?”

      “Lareth has ways of Sliding that are different. From what I understand, he uses his connection to the metal. Do you have a similar connection to it?”

      Lucy shook her head. “Nothing like that. If I did, I think it would have been valuable.”

      “I think the source of that ability is different.”

      “Some of the Forgers have that connection, though.”

      “They do, but I suspect that is tied to the way they place their augmentations.”

      Lucy knew she was wasting time, just as she knew that Carth knew she was. If she could do this, it would be valuable.

      “Is there a way for you to lock on to something else?”

      “Without a connection to metal, I don’t…” She frowned. Did it have to be the metal that she locked on to? One aspect of her abilities that had increased significantly was her ability to Read. Could she use that in order to track where the ship was going?

      She smiled to herself. It was something she hadn’t considered before, and yet, she knew she should have thought of it long before now. The fact that it was only coming to her at this point made her feel foolish.

      And here she’d thought she wanted to be a caretaker, a scholar for the Elvraeth.

      “I should’ve thought of that before now,” she said.

      “There are many things that come to us much later than we think they should. Ideas that seem obvious at the time are often discovered after passing on multiple other ideas. What have you discovered?”

      “Reading.”

      “You would use your connection to someone else’s mind to ensure that you could Slide to them?”

      “It would have to be someone I can latch on to easily.” She studied Carth for a moment. That effectively ruled out Carth, though she had begun to have a slightly greater understanding of the other woman and the way she thought. There were snippets, little pieces that filtered through her mind, and when they did, she was able to grasp part of what Carth was thinking. Then again, Lucy still didn’t know if that was intentional or not. Given what she knew of Carth and the way she planned, it was possible that the other woman had complete control over what and how much Lucy could Read from her.

      “Find someone familiar enough to you that you can use their mind.”

      The obvious answer was Daniel. She had grown up around him, and because of that, she had a familiarity with his mind and the way he thought. Even as a child, she had been able to Read him from time to time; he would lose control or intentionally lower his barriers, giving her the opportunity to slip in and Read some of his thoughts. Since having the augmentation placed, she had an even greater ability to Read him. He would try to place barriers, but they were never strong enough to resist her. She tried not to Read him too often, knowing that Daniel didn’t care for such an intrusion, but at the same time, it was relatively easy for her to do.

      As she thought of him, she opened herself up to Reading him. Thoughts drifted in, and she recognized that he was working with the sword, training with Rayen. It was something he did often. She could detect the way that he respected Rayen. Rayen intrigued him, partly because of her abilities, but partly because she was different from anyone he had known before.

      At times, Lucy still marveled at the fact that Daniel remained outside of Elaeavn. Everyone within the palace had known he was going to take his father’s place on the council, that it was only a matter of time. The fact that Daniel now remained out of the city, as one of the strongest advocates for continuing to explore and understand what the Forgers were after, surprised her.

      “I think I can do it,” she said, continuing to focus on Daniel. The challenge would be in doing so while Sliding.

      Carth waited, and Lucy knew she needed to take the first step.

      Taking a deep breath, she Slid to Asador. She emerged inside the room she had taken within the tavern. It was a comfortable place. Nothing like her room in the palace, but certainly comparable enough that she hadn’t wanted for anything. The women in the tavern had treated her well, welcoming her, and it was their first lessons that had helped her understand how to block out the voices, the never-ending thoughts around her. The Binders had a way of ignoring her ability to Read them, and that had reduced the overwhelming sense of someone that she had to shut out.

      She looked around the room, taking in the sight of the bed, the wardrobe with her clothes inside, and focused on Daniel. He was out there, his mind distant to her but still detectable. The longer she focused, the clearer his voice—his thoughts—became.

      She gave it a moment, long enough for the ship to have moved, and prepared to Slide. If she missed, she would end up in the water. It was unlikely that she would end up anywhere dangerous, and as long as she wasn’t gone for too long, she suspected she would be able to land once more aboard the ship.

      Lucy Slid, focusing on Daniel.

      She emerged on the rocking surface of the ship, Daniel still battling with Rayen, and quickly Slid to Carth’s quarters.

      When she emerged, she breathed out heavily.

      “You returned so quickly.”

      “It worked,” she said.

      “You weren’t sure it would?”

      “I didn’t know whether or not it would.”

      If she could Slide on board the ship like that, it meant she wasn’t limited in where she could travel. If she could latch on to someone else’s thoughts, she could use them to help guide her to them. That would be even more powerful. If she could find someone she recognized, perhaps she could Slide to them even if she didn’t know where they were.

      “Good. Now you need to keep testing it.”

      “Why is this so important?”

      “Because we will have need of this ability, I fear.”

      Lucy gathered herself. It wasn’t that she was tired from Sliding—she rarely grew tired any longer. It was more that she was nervous. Even that shouldn’t scare her. She no longer needed to take a step to Slide, so if she had to Slide from the water, she thought she would be able to do so.

      Where would she go now?

      The answer came to her quickly. Elaeavn.

      She took a deep breath, Sliding away.

      When she emerged, she paused long enough to ensure that she could still detect Daniel. Strangely, holding on to what she could Read of him became easier the longer she did it. She could use him to tie herself to the ship, to anchor to it, as it were.

      The city stretched out beneath her. She had Slid to the wall surrounding the Floating Palace, not having been here since leaving the city long ago. Lucy tried not to think about why she had chosen to come here. It wasn’t as if she had ties to the palace the way Daniel did. She was never going to serve on the council, though she had trained to be a caretaker.

      And it wasn’t because of her ties to her family. Since losing her sister, Lucy hadn’t felt the same connection to her family as she once had. That was part of the reason she’d spent so much time in the forest. It wasn’t that she felt at home there, though she had felt more at home in the forest than she ever had within the palace. It was more a matter of her wanting to be away.

      She should return, but now that she was here, she was curious. Lareth could Slide into the palace, unimpeded by the protections placed upon it. Could she do something similar now that she had her enhanced abilities? It was something she hadn’t tested before, but she had to wonder if perhaps she could.

      And if she could, then she could return to the palace anytime she wanted. Maybe there would be other places she could go that wouldn’t restrict her. The C’than strongholds had prevented her from Sliding inside, but maybe other places wouldn’t be off-limits to her.

      And wouldn’t it be valuable for her to try?

      Where would she attempt to go in the palace?

      The answer came to her at the same time as she attempted to Slide.

      There was resistance, the sense of pressure against her, but she felt as if she could overpower it. Lucy kept pushing and emerged inside the library.

      It was dim, only a single lantern lit, and no sign of any caretakers inside the library. Even though it was dim, she was able to See everything quite clearly. It was easy for her to do. She looked around the rows of shelves, her gaze sliding along, wondering if there might be something in here that would help her understand more. And perhaps there was, but it would have to wait. Right now, she would need to return to the ship, mostly so that it didn’t get too far away and she didn’t lose track of Daniel’s mind.

      As she started to Slide, a voice caught her attention, and Lucy hesitated before pushing through it, focusing on Daniel as she Slid, and emerging briefly on the deck of the ship. When she did, she hurriedly Slid again, emerging once again in Carth’s quarters.

      Carth studied her for a moment. “How did that go?”

      “Easier. It seems as if I can hold on to someone’s mind better the longer I do it.”

      “Where did you travel this time?”

      “To Elaeavn.”

      Carth smiled. “Homesick?”

      “I think I did it mostly to find out whether or not I could.”

      “And now that you have proven you can?”

      “I’m not restricted the way I was before.”

      “Were you worried that you were?”

      “There is value in knowing that I wouldn’t be limited.”

      “It’s my understanding that it’s difficult for people with your particular ability to travel into the palace.”

      “It always had been before.”

      “It’s not now?”

      “I was able to push past it. The heartstone was no longer limiting as it once had been.”

      Carth watched her, and Lucy could feel a sense of amusement within her. It practically radiated from her, the only emotion she could Read from the other woman.

      “You wonder if you might be able to push past the protections the C’than place around the strongholds?”

      “I do.”

      “It’s possible that with enough time you could.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, “Are you ready to come with me?”

      Carth frowned. “Not yet. I think you should practice a little bit more before you attempt to bring someone with you.”

      “I think you’re just trying to get me off the ship.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “I have no idea, but this is about more than practice.” More likely than not, it was all part of some game Carth was playing, similar to the board she sat next to.

      “Try again. And when you return, then we can see if you can bring someone else with you.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, focusing once again. Where would she go this time? She thought of all the places she had traveled with Carth, all the various C’than strongholds, and while it was tempting for her to go and visit, to see if there was anything she would be able to do, that wasn’t where she went. Instead, she found herself drawn in a different direction. This one brought her away from the ship and guided her someplace that she and Carth had been briefly.

      The jungle loomed in front of her, and Lucy stared at it, trying to get a sense of what might be inside the jungle, what she might be able to uncover if she went there, but there didn’t seem to be anything. The heat and humidity immediately struck her, sweat trickling down her back. She watched the edge of the jungle, searching for signs of movement. They hadn’t had an opportunity to explore it before, partly because Carth had wanted to return to Asador, and partly because they had wanted to continue to investigate whether the C’than posed any real dangers to them. Alera—and whoever had been with her at the university—had acted alone, or at least without the permission of others.

      She stared at the trees, and at the jungle, searching for anything that might explain whether there was a way into the jungle without wandering through it by foot. Lucy wasn’t that skilled a woodsman to be able to travel without difficulty, and she didn’t trust herself not to get lost, but then, it probably didn’t matter. She wouldn’t get lost going by foot. She could always Slide away, return to where she had started.

      Breathing in the scent of the jungle, she was taken by the strangeness of the aromas she noticed. It was so different from anywhere else, and the mist rising up from the forest floor seemed to promise even more strangeness within the forest itself. From here, when she would Slide, the landscape changed, becoming more temperate, warm beaches and sand and crystal-blue water. It was different than the rocky coast she had known in Elaeavn, the same rocky coast she had known in Asador.

      When she had come with Carth, there had been a sense of peace. That sense remained, and she breathed deeply, savoring the jungle, thinking of the sandy shores. She could escape there, relax, and stay. She didn’t have to be a part of any of this. She could be free.

      Wasn’t that what she wanted?

      Then again, what she had wanted was an opportunity to travel, explore the world, to see things she could never imagine in Elaeavn. She’d wanted a chance to see the places she had read about in the books in the Elvraeth library.

      Wasn’t that the better life for her?

      It certainly gave her a very different understanding of the world. She had seen so much, had done far more than she could ever have believed herself capable of doing, and she had come to realize that she was more than she had once believed.

      Lucy started into the forest, letting the mist swirl around her. As she went, she made sure that she still had the ability to detect Daniel’s mind. It was still there, faint, but the urgency of his battling with Rayen at the forefront of his mind made it easy enough for her to track him. Now that she had proven that was the key, she thought she could follow it quite easily.

      The jungle swallowed her.

      The trees were nothing like those she had experienced in Elaeavn. The trees of the Aisl had towering trunks with massive branches that swept overhead, their huge leaves granting shade, blocking out all light. These trees were more enormous, stretching much higher overhead, to the point where the upper branches were barely visible for her. She strained, thinking that she could Slide to the upper branches, but decided against it. Instead, she continued into the jungle, passing enormous vines that dangled between branches. The underbrush was thick, forcing her to twist and step over things, and as she went, she continued to wind through the forest. It would be incredibly difficult to Slide through here. It was almost as if this place had been made to be difficult to Slide through.

      The idea of that intrigued her. Without having any way of maneuvering, she would likely end up stumbling over something in the forest, and if she did, it would be dangerous, potentially fatal if she Slid where she should not.

      Lucy hesitated. She had been gone long enough. With each passing moment, she could tell that her concentration was shifting, and her connection to Daniel Elvraeth was also beginning to shift. She needed to get to him soon, or she worried that she would lose the sense of him altogether.

      And she needed to get back so that she could figure out what Carth wanted from her. There was something the other woman wanted; whether that was merely for Lucy to go with her, to get a sense of the abilities she had to Slide and return to the ship, she didn’t know.

      When it came to Carth, there were often things she didn’t know.

      Lucy’s gaze lingered as she looked around the forest. There was something here, something she thought she should know, and the longer she stared, the more certain of it she was. But if she lingered, she might harm the people who were waiting for her.

      Lucy hurried forward, weaving through the trees and winding around the underbrush until she finally came across a small clearing. She fixed this place in her mind, using it for a return point if she ever had the opportunity to do so.

      Holding on to her connection to Daniel, she Slid.

      When she emerged, she found that he was near the railing of the ship. He stared out over the water, looking into the distance, and she could Read concerned thoughts from him. Within his mind were thoughts of her, his worry about how she had changed, and what that meant for her. A part of her longed to go to him, to reassure him that she was fine, that she was handling this transition as well as could be expected.

      And yet, Carth still needed her.

      More than that, Lucy no longer thought she and Daniel could be anything more than friends, if she had ever thought otherwise. She cared about him—given where they had come from and the fact that she had grown up around him, she didn’t know how she could not care for him—but she couldn’t return to Elaeavn and be that person he remembered, the person he had cared about. Whatever else would happen for her, she was destined to be something else. She could live blaming the Forgers for that, or she could choose to be thankful that she was no longer going to be that same person. Which would it be?

      As strange as it was for her to consider, she didn’t blame the Forgers for what had happened to her. As odd as that had to be for Daniel, she felt as if the Forgers had given her a gift. And it was a gift that she was determined not to waste.

      Then again, it wasn’t even the Forgers who had gifted her. It was the C’than.

      It was easy to forget that it wasn’t the Forgers, easy for her to lose track of the fact that someone else had been responsible for the changes that had been inflicted upon her, but she had spent so much of her life fearing and hating the Forgers that she blamed them for all the things that had happened.

      Maybe it was time for her to blame someone else. Maybe it was time for her to realize that everything that had happened wasn’t necessarily for the worse.

      And maybe it was time for her to better understand the C’than. If they had the ability to do this to her, to grant her these changes, what else could they do?

      As she thought about it, she wondered if perhaps that wasn’t something Carth was trying to show her. Could it be that Carth wanted her to know there was something more? Could that be why Carth had been taking her to the C’than strongholds?

      Smiling to herself, she focused on the quarters below. As she started to Slide, she could feel Daniel beginning to turn toward her. Lucy almost hesitated, almost waited, but she didn’t. She completed the Slide, emerging once again near Carth in her quarters. The other woman looked at her, a question in her eyes, almost as if Carth could Read her, and Lucy only nodded.

      “I think I’m ready.”
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      Daniel swung the sword around, blocking the blow coming at him. He kept his opponent in front of him, holding the sword—much longer than what he was accustomed to using in Elaeavn—with two hands as he had been instructed, twisting with his movements, not wanting to be caught off guard again. Each time he moved off to the side, he found himself forced back toward the stern of the ship and into a position he didn’t want to be in. It placed him in a weakened state, and he hated that.

      “Keep your blade up,” Carth instructed off to the side.

      Daniel didn’t know if her words were for him or for Isabel, the Binder he faced. When Carth had suggested sparring, he had been reluctant at first, especially since he didn’t think it was fair for him to face off against a woman, regardless of the fact that she would have had training from Carth and Rayen. Both of them carried blunted swords, the edges dulled by some strange connection to Rayen and Carth’s shadow magic, and he was thankful for that. Had they not, the injuries to his arm would have been much worse.

      Isabel lunged forward, twisting as she did, bringing her blade in a tight circle.

      She was incredibly skilled. As she attacked, he was forced to stay back, but she had positioned herself in such a way that the railing of the deck blocked his movement. Isabel seemed to sense his hesitation, and she grinned at him.

      Great Watcher, but she was skilled.

      She slipped off to the side, a move she had tried before, and he ignored it, twisting and dropping down, sweeping his blade toward her feet. She jumped over it with one foot, but he brought it up, in a movement that would slice through her thigh.

      But she was gone.

      Daniel slammed into the railing, and were it not for some barrier that he couldn’t see, he would’ve tumbled over the edge.

      Isabel reappeared and shoved the long edge of her blade up to his neck.

      Daniel held up his free hand. “I yield.”

      She nodded and turned from him.

      She’d handed her sword over to one of the other Binders, and Daniel stood watching her. Isabel was lithe and had strength that didn’t fit with her figure, and she had moved far faster than he would’ve expected. He still didn’t know what sort of magic she and the others had, though it was not insignificant.

      “You lost track of her,” Carth said as she approached.

      “She wasn’t supposed to use her abilities.”

      “Just because you couldn’t use yours?”

      Daniel nodded.

      Carth grinned. “It doesn’t always work like that.”

      “Wait… you told her she could use her powers?”

      “What sort of power do you think she used on you?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I don’t exactly know. There was something.”

      The way she had simply disappeared, only to reappear, told him that she had used some magic on him. He had sparred with only one other of the Binders, and she didn’t have the same skill set as Isabel. While Daniel hadn’t necessarily handled her, it had been a much more even match. With Isabel, there was nothing even about it. She had overpowered him quite easily.

      “What did we talk about with dicing?” Carth asked.

      “That it won’t always roll the way you think it should.”

      “Exactly. And do you think a fight should be the same or different?”

      “I didn’t think that you would have me sparring so unbalanced.”

      “What is balance but a perception of right and wrong? I would have you be prepared for anything thrown your way.”

      “Is this about the attack in Thyr?”

      “This is about understanding that your abilities have limitations. This is about pushing yourself so that you can be stronger than those limitations. This is about being ready for the possibility that your opponent will not play fair.”

      “Why are you pushing me like this?”

      “Because you travel with me.”

      “That’s the only reason?”

      Carth smiled. “I’ll admit that I should have played a greater role with your people before now, but that’s a mistake I intend to remedy.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you will be needed.”

      “No. Why haven’t you been involved before now? You obviously know Galen and Rsiran.”

      “Partly because Rsiran had promised he would ensure a certain level of competence.”

      “He has done…” Something, he didn’t add. Daniel didn’t really know what Lareth had done to protect their people.

      “And it has not been enough.”

      Daniel sighed, looking over to where Lucy spoke softly with one of the other women. It was Eleanor, a blonde-haired woman with bright blue eyes; Daniel knew nothing about her abilities, other than the fact that she had been chosen by Rayen to travel with them. That suggested she had significant skill, as did all the women who traveled with Rayen.

      “Most people in Elaeavn are like me. Not too many of us have taken the time to understand our abilities.” Not like Lareth, at least. “I never took the time to fully explore all of mine.” He had trained with the sword, but that had been a distraction more than anything else. He had never devoted himself to Sliding the way he should have.

      “Do you think that makes you less worthy?”

      “I’m not sure about worthy, but I do know I should have been doing more than I was before.”

      “And do you think you’re the first person who refused to acknowledge a threat that exists? Do you think you’re the first one who failed to identify that threat when it was in front of them?”

      “No, but—”

      Carth raised her hand, cutting him off. “You aren’t even the first of your kind. And I can’t even make the claim that I have done everything that must be done. Too often, I have overlooked what needs to be done. And in this case, I’m trying to rectify that.”

      “Does trying to fight with me unfairly make it better?”

      “What do you think constitutes fairness?” she asked, arching a brow at him.

      “I don’t know, maybe a fight where I don’t have to confront someone who has their magic while I can’t use my abilities.”

      “What if I told you that Isabel doesn’t have any abilities?”

      “She’s faster than she should be.”

      “I agree.”

      “And stronger than she should be.”

      “Again, I agree.”

      “Then how is she fighting me without her abilities?”

      “She doesn’t have any abilities. She has taken something that has given her a certain level of talent, but naturally, she doesn’t have any abilities.”

      Daniel looked over to where Isabel was sitting and chatting with several of the other Binders. “She doesn’t have any natural abilities?”

      “Would I lie to you about that?”

      “I don’t know what you would lie to me about.”

      Carth chuckled. “Perhaps. Would it help if I told you that I would face you without any of my abilities?”

      “How would I know whether or not you did?”

      “You’d have to trust me.”

      There was an inherent question in that comment, and it was basically Carth asking Daniel whether he trusted her or not. For his part, he didn’t know whether he did. She had worked with them, and she had been instrumental in their surviving what they had, but was she trustworthy?

      “Are you afraid to face me?”

      “With your abilities?” Daniel studied her. She was older than him by at least a decade—probably more—and yet she never seemed like it. “With them, I don’t have any doubt that you would be able to overpower me.”

      “And without them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then try it,” she said.

      Daniel only shrugged. He took a step back, holding the sword out in the position the tchalit had taught him. He’d had additional training from her people, and that made it likely she would know everything new he had to throw at her, but then it might not even matter. The fact was that she seemed as if she wanted to prove a point with him.

      Carth unsheathed her sword and smiled at him. “I won’t use my abilities, but why don’t you try it with yours?”

      “That’s not a fair fight.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Are you sure that you want me to face you with my abilities?”

      “Are you certain that you want to try to face me in general?”

      He didn’t know whether to accept what she was offering him. Carth was incredibly skilled, and he had seen her fighting, had been with her when they had stormed through the building, managing to rescue Rsiran. When they had done that, she had been using her abilities, but could she have done so without them?

      Without any abilities, he doubted he would be able to pose much of a threat, but with them, it had to be more evenly matched. He could Slide, and with that, he had a very different type of attack. It was the kind of attack Carth and the people with her had tried to train him to best utilize.

      She waited, and he darted forward, attacking.

      She grinned at him as he did, and it left him feeling a little irritated. Was she doing this as a way to embarrass him? It didn’t seem like the kind of thing Carth would do, but again, he had a sense that she was attempting to make a point with him.

      As he Slid forward, slashing with the sword, she blocked. She twisted the blade, switching hands quickly, forcing Daniel to Slide back. He thrust, deciding to use his height and strength to his advantage. One of the things the instructors he’d been working with had harped on him about was that he needed to use his natural strength and speed, advantages that came from the fact that he was of Elaeavn. Against the tchalit, he hadn’t had the same advantage. They all had similar talents.

      Carth blocked, twisting again, and Daniel lunged forward in a Slide. She blocked him and smacked him on the side of his arm.

      He barely held on to his sword. Twisting around, he jabbed with his sword, and she blocked, kicking. He narrowly managed to Slide out of the way, and when he emerged behind her, twisting with his sword, she was ready for it and blocked.

      Daniel Slid again, appearing behind her again, and once more Carth was ready.

      Each time he Slid and emerged, she was there, ready.

      Every time he Slid, he felt his strength fading. How much longer would he be able to maintain it? With the next Slide, Carth was ready, and she kicked.

      The sword went flying, and she twisted, lunging toward him, a flurry of movement, and slammed him onto his back on the deck of the ship. She leaned close to him, the sword hovering above his neck. Only then did he realize that her blade wasn’t completely blunted the way his had been.

      “No abilities. You are of Elaeavn. No one will take your height from you. No one will take your speed. And no one can take your strength. With the right combination of compounds, someone can take your ability to Slide. They can take your Sight. They can take your ability to Read. They can take everything you attribute to the Great Watcher, but you can still be victorious if you are prepared. The question is, are you willing to be prepared? Are you willing to put in the effort that’s required in order to make yourself formidable even when those abilities fail?”

      Daniel breathed heavily, looking up at Carth. “Is that what you did?”

      “I’ve had my abilities stripped from me more often than you could know. Each time it happened, I realized that I needed to be prepared. I continued to train, and the more I did, the more I realized that I relied on my skill set far more than I should. And now? Now I still find myself needing to train. Especially as my particular talents have begun to fade.”

      She climbed off him and reached down, offering a hand.

      When Daniel got up, he shook his head. “Why are you pushing so hard?”

      “Because you need me to.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because I’ve seen what happens to your kind when they lose their connection to their abilities. I’ve seen how you scramble, and the fear it instills within you. So many of your kind become reliant upon their powers, and they fail to work on other aspects of themselves that would grant them a different sort of strength. If the time comes when you lose your abilities, I would have you ready. We all need to be ready. The Ai’thol will continue their attack.”

      “And if I can’t be?”

      “Then you have to acknowledge that you might not survive.”

      “Is that why you trained your mind?”

      “That’s part of it. Knowing that I don’t have to be reliant upon all aspects of my abilities was part of it. Wanting to be able to overpower a superior opponent was another. And besides, the more I trained my mind, the more prepared I was able to be for all possibilities.”

      “Even me?”

      “Even you. I have experience with your kind.”

      “With Rsiran.”

      “Not just Rsiran. Rsiran is a part of it, and as talented as he is, I imagine he struggled when he found himself without his abilities.”

      “Who are you referring to, then? Galen?”

      Carth smiled. He didn’t see her smile often, but at the mention of Galen’s name, there was genuine warmth. It surprised him that she would have such a fondness for him. How well did the two of them know each other?

      And more than that, what sort of relationship did they have?

      “Nothing as salacious as what you would imagine,” Carth said.

      He blinked. This wasn’t the first time it seemed as if she Read him, but each time she did, he couldn’t help but feel surprised. “What was it, then?”

      “Galen was an ally. And he was the first of your people to show me how skilled you really could be. And he wasn’t one of the Elvraeth, so with his minimal abilities, what he was able to accomplish was extraordinary.”

      “Would you teach me this game?”

      Carth nodded. “I’m willing to play Tsatsun with anyone who is interested in learning. It takes only a little while for you to learn the basics, but it requires years to master.”

      “How long did it take you to master it?”

      “I’m a little bit unique. I was forced to play, and forced to learn, so that when I played it, I did so with much more at stake than the way you would.”

      “What was at stake?”

      “My life.”

      Daniel frowned. “Your life for a game?”

      “The man teaching me didn’t view it as a game. It was a training tool.”

      “That sounds horrible.”

      “There are many ways of training. I told you about my father and the games we played. That was perhaps the easiest way that I learned. When I began to learn about my connection to the Flame, it was much more brutal.”

      “And that’s where we’re going now?”

      “We’re going to see what we can uncover about the A’ras.”

      “You told me about them, and about Nyaesh, but is that where you began to learn about your connection to the S’al?”

      “It wasn’t called that there. The people from Nyaesh who learn to master what they call the Flame are known as the A’ras. They are incredible swordsmen, and when I joined them, I thought I was learning to use those skills for a noble purpose.”

      “You weren’t?”

      “Perhaps at first, but the A’ras were nothing more than an extension to an age-old war.”

      “Is that why they attack you now?”

      “No. I think they are coming for a very different reason, and that is what I want to know.”

      “Are we going to Nyaesh?” He looked over to Lucy, worry creeping in. If that was where they were heading, he wasn’t sure he wanted to risk putting Lucy into danger. But then, it was her choice, wasn’t it? He couldn’t decide on her behalf.

      “Not to Nyaesh.”

      “I thought that was where these A’ras would be found.”

      “The A’ras would be found there, but that’s not where we are heading.”

      “Why not?”

      “They have left Nyaesh for a reason, and I need to understand that reason.”

      “Going to Nyaesh wouldn’t help you understand?”

      “It might, but more than likely, it would open me to more questions. I haven’t spent much time there over the last few decades, and I don’t even know what welcome I might receive if I were to go back. There are others who would be safer, but…”

      She didn’t say it, but there was something left unresolved about her time with the A’ras. What could it be? What would leave Carth like that? Daniel wondered if he would ever know.

      “Carthenne?” Isabel said.

      Carth looked up. Isabel stood in the bow of the ship, staring ahead.

      “There are two ships in the distance.”

      Carth smiled slowly. “Good.”

      Daniel joined Carth at the bow, looking out over the sea. When he first looked, there was nothing but the great expanse of blue, just a stretch of ocean, occasional whitecaps surging, but the more he stared, the more it became clear that there was something out there. Dark specks marred the horizon. He stared, hoping his enhanced eyesight would allow him to see it more clearly, and marveled at the fact that Isabel had noticed.

      How had she noticed so quickly?

      Carth had said that she wasn’t enhanced, but that couldn’t be true. There had to be something, some way she was able to see over the ocean and identify those ships.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” She nodded to Isabel, and the woman, along with some of the other Binders, leapt to work, quickly hoisting the sails and spinning around.

      “Could it be the A’ras?”

      Carth shrugged. “I can’t make out the detail on the ships that well yet, but as we get closer, I’ll know.”

      “There are two of them. Aren’t you worried about what we might encounter?”

      “I’ve been sailing for nearly my entire life. The seas are my home, and I don’t fear anything out here on them.”

      “Even if they’re A’ras?”

      “Especially if they are A’ras.”

      The ship continued to move forward, but it seemed to do so with increasing speed. It took him a moment to realize why. Rayen stood at the stern, and shadows streaked out from her. Daniel joined her.

      “This is how Carth travels?”

      “The shadows offer a certain amount of speed,” Rayen said.

      “Only the shadows?”

      “Carth will occasionally use her other abilities, but she is stronger with the shadows. And she has shown me how to do the same.”

      “What happens when we get to that ship?”

      “Ships,” Rayen corrected.

      “Fine, what happens when we get to those ships?”

      “An exchange of information.”

      “You mean a fight.”

      “Only if it comes to that. It doesn’t always, and it’s possible that we won’t need to actually combat them.”

      Daniel couldn’t see anything more than he had before, but the winds whipping past did so with more urgency. Salty spray splashed along his cheeks. It took an effort of will to ignore it.

      “You would put your people in danger?”

      “Heading after them doesn’t put us in danger. Ignoring the potential of the threat would put us in danger. The fact that we can see them is an advantage. By the time they realize we are coming upon them, they won’t be able to turn away very easily. That’s all part of Carth’s plan.”

      He continued to watch as the ships moved ever closer. The longer they went, the more obvious it became that they would reach them, and soon.

      The Binders all began to take up positions closer to the bow, other than the ones who were holding on to the lines, remaining ready.

      Even Lucy took part in it. She stood with her hands clasped together at the bow, looking off into the distance. What did she See? With her augmentation, perhaps she could observe even more than Carth and the other Binders. What would Lucy do if it came down to it? Though she had started to gain control over her enhanced abilities in the months they had spent with the Binders, she still hadn’t begun to fight. Not that he necessarily wanted her to. It didn’t suit Lucy, but if he was honest, he wanted to be the one to protect her if it came down to it.

      Against the A’ras, he didn’t know if there was any way for him to protect her.

      As they neared, black sails caught his attention. Wind snapped within them, and they chased down the other ships, moving swiftly across the sea.

      “What happens when you catch them?”

      “Then we have our conversation,” Rayen said.

      “What happens if the conversation doesn’t go your way?”

      She frowned. “It doesn’t ever not go our way.”

      He sighed. When he made his way to the bow to join Lucy and Carth, he grabbed the hilt of his sword, looking into the distance. “I could Slide us onto the ship,” he said.

      Carth smiled. “I don’t know if that will be necessary.”

      “But if it is.”

      “Then you may Slide us onto the ship. I’m just saying that I don’t think it will be necessary for you to take such a step.”

      “I’d rather do that than risk an open attack.”

      “The attack is not any real danger to us,” she said.

      “How can you tell?”

      “What do you fear, Daniel Elvraeth?”

      “I fear getting attacked. I fear not being quick enough. I fear that you’re making a mistake.”

      Carth smiled at him again. “Again, perhaps.”

      As they pulled even with the other ships, he realized that they began to slow, and he glanced over to see who—and what—might be on board the ships.

      Surprisingly, both ships were captained by women.

      Daniel blinked. “Binders?”

      “Binders,” Carth said.

      “Why did we chase them down?”

      “Because we need answers, and they might have them.”
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      Daniel remained near the stern of the ship as they approached. Carth steered them, guiding them quickly, and as she did, the shadows continued to swirl around her, practically stretching away from her. Daniel didn’t need enhanced eyesight to See it.

      Lucy joined him, the first time she’d stood next to him in a while.

      “What do you think they know?” she asked.

      “You can’t Read them?”

      “Not easily. I think Carth has some way of protecting them, the same way she protects herself.”

      “I don’t know what they have. Carth thinks she has some answer, but what is it and what does it have to do with the men we’ve faced?”

      “They trouble her,” Lucy said, turning her gaze to Carth.

      “I didn’t think you were able to Read her.”

      “I don’t need to Read her to recognize the concern on her face. It’s in the tension in her eyes. It’s in the way she holds herself. She doesn’t hide it nearly as well as I think she would like to. The others see it too. It drives them. When Carth is worried, they are worried.”

      Daniel grunted. It made good sense. If Carth was worried, he was worried. He didn’t like the idea that there might be something Carth wouldn’t be able to handle. It had nearly been too much when they had faced the Forgers and Asador, and even then, they had managed to survive.

      What could be worse?

      “I can understand why they’d be worried,” Daniel said. “These are supposed to be Carth’s people.”

      “They are, but from what I can tell, they are Carth’s people the same way that Rayen had been one of Carth’s people. She had been gone long enough that her pull over them has changed.”

      “And she’s worried about that? Rayen would set them straight.”

      “I don’t know what she’s worried about,” Lucy said.

      They reached the other two ships. Carth guided them directly between them. It was a position that would be dangerous if Carth were concerned, but maybe that was the point. If she was concerned, maybe she was using the placement in order to show how she felt. She had to exude power, and confidence.

      Lines were tossed from each ship to the other, and they were tied up.

      Daniel glanced to the ship on the left. There was nothing special about it that he could discern, nothing other than the fact it was captained by a brown-haired woman, tall and slender. Her height made her nearly the rival of anyone from Elaeavn, though he could See that she had deep blue eyes, not the green of those from Elaeavn. She was dressed in dark leathers, and she strode forward, standing at the railing for a moment before jumping on board the ship.

      “Carth?” the woman asked, her voice a sharp snap that split the air.

      “Alana,” Carth said. “It’s been too long.”

      “You were supposed to be dead.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      Alana glared at Carth. “You know I’m not. It’s just that—”

      “I know what it’s just,” Carth said.

      “Why have you come looking for us?” Alana asked.

      “What makes you think I came looking for you?”

      “We detected the pull of shadows about a day ago,” Alana said. “At first, we weren’t sure what it was, and we wondered if it might be from the Reshian, but we haven’t encountered any in years.”

      “No, I think most of the Reshian are gone,” Carth said.

      “Keira suggested that it was Rayen,” Alana said, nodding to a shorter mousy-looking woman. She had flat gray eyes and a sharp nose, but she seemed to take everything in with one sweeping glance.

      “Rayen is with me,” Carth said.

      Alana’s breath caught. “She’s with you? Has she told you what she’s done?”

      “I’m well aware of what she’s done,” Carth said.

      “And you approve?”

      “It’s not a matter of approving or not. It’s a matter of unifying. The Binders need to remain stable.”

      “We’re stable, Carthenne.”

      “No. There’s a fracture, and it’s being used against us.”

      “How could it be used against us?”

      “The Ai’thol have begun to make their play.”

      Alana frowned. “The Ai’thol? Not the Forgers?”

      “The Forgers were nothing but an arm of the Ai’thol, the same way the Hjan were an arm of the Ai’thol. The same way the Calow were an arm of them. We can defeat the arms, or we can go after the body.”

      “Are you ready to attack them like that?”

      Carth breathed out in a heavy sigh. “I don’t know that I am, but again, I don’t know that I have much choice. When it comes to the Ai’thol, we simply have to protect ourselves.”

      “We have been. We’ve been patrolling the seas, and we haven’t uncovered anything that would suggest the Ai’thol have been active.”

      “And yet, the Forgers continue to spread throughout the southern continent.”

      Alana looked over the deck of Carth’s ship before her gaze settled on Rayen. “Where have you been?” she asked, turning her gaze onto Carth.

      “I have been preoccupied.”

      “You can’t simply return and claim you were preoccupied. We deserve answers from you, Carth.”

      “I’ve been trying to secure as many of the Elder Stones as I can,” Carth said.

      “By yourself?” The hurt in Alana’s tone was clear to Daniel, even from where he stood.

      “It was something only I could do.”

      “Was it? After everything we did together on Keyall and with the Collector and—”

      Carth settled her hand on Alana’s shoulder. “None of that is diminished. Some of these things have been tasks that only I could complete.”

      “Then why find us now?”

      “Because it appears that I failed.”

      Alana frowned, and Daniel felt himself stepping forward, curiosity compelling him to get closer. What was Carth revealing? She had been trying to secure the Elder Stones, but now she didn’t think she had been successful? Had something happened to the Wisdom Stone? That should have been safe, protected by the C’than within the university, but then, it was supposed to have been safe before, and somehow the C’than had decided to bargain with it, to use the stone as a way of gaining favor with the Ai’thol.

      “What happened?” Alana asked.

      “A’ras with far more power than they should have attacked in Asador.”

      Alana scanned the deck, her gaze briefly settling on Lucy and then Daniel before turning back to Carth. “You still have enough influence within the A’ras to ensure that any attack is blunted.”

      “It’s not a matter of influence. It is not a matter of being able to overpower them. What concerns me is that someone has discovered something they should not, and I suspect they think to use it against the Ai’thol.”

      Alana laughed, a dark sound. “Should we be offended by that? Let others throw themselves at the Ai’thol. It only delays them, and it buys us time.”

      “If they have taken one of the Elder Stones, they will have weakened our position. The Ai’thol will know how to reach it, and they will know what to do when they manage to secure it. I have no doubt that Olandar Fahr will find some way of obtaining it if it has been moved.”

      “That’s why you’re here. You came to see if it’s been moved?”

      “I came to see what I could discover,” Carth said.

      “Why us?”

      “Because I need people I can trust.”

      “What if we can’t trust you?” Alana asked.

      “That’s fair,” Carth said. “But I would hope that the years we spent together would allow you to still trust me.”

      “Those years were a long time ago, Carth.”

      “They were, and I understand that quite a bit has changed in that time, and yet here you are, still sailing the way I taught you, still exploring, and still keeping the fleet together.”

      Fleet? Daniel had seen only two ships, but as he stared out into the water, he realized that there were more. In the distance, two other ships approached, and then, to the south, there were three more.

      How many ships did Carth have at her disposal? How many of the ships would side with them? And how many would turn around at the first sign of problems?

      “What choice did I have? When you abandoned us, I could do nothing other than keep the fleet together.”

      “You’ve done well,” Carth said. “You’ve done everything I imagine you would be able to do. And now I’m going to have to ask you to do even more.”

      “What if we refuse?”

      “I would never try to overpower your command, Alana.”

      “Your coming here subverts my command,” Alana said.

      “And you know that is not my intention. At the same time, I need your help.”

      Moments of silence passed before Alana nodded. “What is it that you need?”

      “I need an escort into Nyaesh.”

      “Why Nyaesh?”

      “Because the city is more dangerous now than when I was there before. We could pass through, but for what I need, I fear that a significant presence might be beneficial.”

      “How significant?” Alana asked.

      “Significant enough that the fleet might help.”

      Alana stared at Carth for a moment. “How much danger will this put us into?”

      “If everything goes as I plan, perhaps not that much danger.”

      “Perhaps?”

      “Only if it goes as planned.”

      Alana pressed her lips together, frowning deeply, and then she nodded. “The fleet is yours, Carth. It’s always been yours.”

      “It’s not always been mine, but I thank you.”

      Alana jumped back onto her ship and started barking out commands. Lines were untied, the ships separated, and Daniel marveled at how quickly everything happened. The women were all incredibly skilled, and the ships peeled off, separating from theirs.

      “That went far smoother than I was expecting,” Daniel said.

      “There’s something Carth isn’t revealing,” Lucy said.

      “Is that something you can see in her posture?”

      “No,” she said, her frown deepening. “I Read it, but why would she have wanted me to have Read it?”

      “What makes you think she wanted you to Read it?”

      “Because she didn’t hide it from me.”

      Daniel stared at Carth as she returned to the helm, grabbing the wheel. Everything Carth did had a purpose, but what was her purpose in this? “You think she’s trying to use us in some way?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t get that sense, and what I was able to gather from her was little more than a flash.”

      “What was that flash?” Daniel asked.

      “It was of a great, bright light. Heat surrounded us. It was warm and painful, but comforting at the same time. I’ve never known anything like it, and I have a sense that Carth doesn’t want us to find it, but at the same time, it seems as if she thinks we need to.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Lucy shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense, which is why I wonder why she revealed it to us.”

      One of the other Binders shouted something, and Lucy turned before heading off toward them. Daniel remained where he was for a moment, debating what he would do before deciding to go and speak with Carth. If there was something she was after, he would try to figure out what it was. And if she wasn’t trying to keep it from them, there had to be a reason for that, too.

      “So you have a fleet?”

      “I didn’t always have a fleet,” Carth said. “I’ve found that having access to the seas provides some benefits. Not all of us can Slide, and traveling in a more traditional manner doesn’t raise the same questions.” Carth stared straight ahead.

      “All of these women are Binders?”

      “All of these women have worked with me for many years,” she said.

      “I get the sense that they are displeased you disappeared for a time.”

      Carth glanced over at him. “How would your friends feel if they believed you dead, only to have you return from the grave?”

      “I suppose they would be both pleased and upset.”

      “And how would they feel if this wasn’t the first time you had felt the need to disguise yourself in such a way?”

      “You pretended to be dead before?”

      “There are answers that can only come from absence,” Carth said.

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “The Ai’thol fear me. Well, as much as they can fear anyone. I’m not entirely sure that they truly fear anything, so perhaps respect would be a better way of phrasing it.”

      “What about Rsiran?”

      “I think they respect Rsiran Lareth as well, though for a different reason. And it’s possible that they fear him, certainly more than they would fear me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Rsiran has shown them ruthlessness. It matches what the Ai’thol have shown over the years, so I think they recognize a kindred spirit. They worry that Rsiran would do the same things they would do. And they fear just what that might involve.”

      “What is this about an Elder Stone?”

      “When you and Rayen shared with me what you faced, I realized something was off.”

      “And you didn’t want to share that before now?”

      “Would it have mattered?”

      “We are here with you.”

      “And yet, you and your friend are the only two who can simply leave. You aren’t stuck here, Daniel Elvraeth. The moment you decide this isn’t the journey you want to be a part of, the moment you decide that you want to escape, you can. All it takes is for you to imagine where you’d like to go.”

      “There are limits.”

      “Only within your mind.”

      “I don’t believe that. Distances matter.”

      “Again, only because you let them.”

      “You don’t Slide.”

      “And yet I’ve held the Wisdom Stone.”

      Daniel frowned. “You retained that knowledge?”

      “Not all of it, but while I held the Wisdom Stone, I understood what it took to Slide. I can’t anymore, but I remember that feeling. There was a certain sense of ease in knowing you could simply escape the moment things changed. I imagine that when you have that ability stripped from you, you feel the same as the rest of us do all the time.”

      “You intend to take us to Nyaesh?”

      “If we can. It’s possible that it won’t be safe for us to reach it.”

      “But you have a fleet.” There were at least eight ships, though Daniel suspected there could be twice as many that he didn’t even see. They wouldn’t have any reason to fear with that many ships.

      “We have a fleet, but we also have people that I don’t want to sacrifice, not on a task like this. Besides, the fleet is merely a diversion.”

      “A diversion?”

      “You really should play Tsatsun with me.”

      “I still don’t understand why that would benefit me.”

      “Only because you haven’t played.”

      “What would it help me with?”

      “The fleet will serve as one move. In this case, I’m preparing for the possibility of a dozen other moves that would cascade from that. The presence of the fleet will raise attention within Nyaesh, and it will motivate their fleets to mobilize. Once the Nyaesh fleet is mobilized, many of the A’ras will go with them, wanting to protect the borders. Doing so will instigate a more pronounced response within the city itself. And it’s that pronounced response that we need.”

      “You want to raise the alert within the city? I don’t understand why that is beneficial.”

      “Consider the fleet merely a distraction. When your homeland was attacked twenty years ago, what did you experience?”

      “The city was attacked, but the forest was the target.”

      “Very good. The attack on the city was a distraction. A diversion. It was merely a way of drawing Lareth away, knowing he was the most dangerous one to the others.”

      “Then what’s the point of the attack on the trees this time?”

      Carth studied him, a smile parting her lips. “That’s the kind of question you should have been asking all along.”

      “We have been asking it.”

      “Have you been asking what other purpose they might have?”

      “I haven’t been in the city in a long time. I haven’t spent any time there to consider what other purpose they might have, but if they used the attack on Elaeavn as a diversion for what they were after in the forest, what purpose would they have in attacking the forest this time?”

      “Think about what’s happened since they attacked.”

      “We went after them.”

      “No. You went after Lareth.”

      “We went after Lareth. And rescued him. But if we hadn’t, the C’than intended to trade him to the Forgers.”

      Carth’s eyes narrowed. “Not the C’than. One of the C’than. Do not make the mistake of conflating the misdeeds of one person with the desires of all the C’than.”

      “Fine. One of the C’than intended to trade Lareth, but that doesn’t change the fact that we rescued him.”

      “And what do you think he’s done?”

      Daniel didn’t have to think too much about what Rsiran would do. He would have fortified the protections around the city. He would have tried to save the Elder Trees if he could. And they would have begun to prepare.

      “And think about what the Forgers might be able to do with that,” Carth said.

      “You think they want Lareth back in the city?”

      “I think there is a benefit to him being there, at least for whatever purpose the Ai’thol have for him. Lareth is bright enough that he has likely considered it too.”

      “If he’s considered it, then does it matter?”

      Carth shook her head. “There are times when you are forced to make certain moves. They might not be the moves you would like to make, or that would be your strongest play, but when facing a skilled opponent, you may not have any choice. It’s like that with Lareth. Regardless of what else he might want to do, I doubt that he has much choice in the matter. He has to play this out. If he doesn’t, he runs the risk of exposing your home, Elaeavn, to a danger that he would be unable to protect it from.”

      “How does that have anything to do with where we’re going?”

      “I’m using the same strategy,” Carth said.

      “You intend to force Nyaesh to make a certain move?” Daniel didn’t completely understand, but the more he heard Carth talk, the more he realized she truly did have a way of planning that he couldn’t completely fathom.

      “I intend to force the A’ras to take action, but whether that action will result in the outcome that I anticipate remains to be seen. I’m willing to attempt to force it in one direction, and if it works, then we will achieve what we need. If it fails, then we will be thankful that we have you and your friends with us.”

      “Because of our ability to Slide.”

      Carth nodded. “The people of Nyaesh have faced others with the ability to Slide. The Hjan were often descended from your people.”

      “I’ve heard that.”

      “I’m sure you have. Several of them were powerful, augmented as they were by the arcane knowledge acquired by Venass over the years. We struggled when we faced them.”

      “How long were you here?”

      “I lived in Nyaesh for longer than I lived in any other place. It was home,” Carth said.

      “Why didn’t you stay?”

      “Because I was forced away. The Hjan made a similar move, but ultimately, it was the wrong one.”

      “Why?”

      “Because by forcing me to take action, they opened themselves up to failure. They made an enemy out of me. And I’m not the kind of person that anyone wants as an enemy.”

      Daniel watched Carth as she continued to steer them. Shadows swirled from her, stretching out into the water, pushing the ship forward. It wasn’t only their ship that she pushed; though he couldn’t see the connections between the shadows and the two ships on either side of them, the fact that they kept pace suggested Carth was using her ability on them as well.

      “You still haven’t forgiven them for what they did all those years ago,” he said.

      Carth didn’t look over at him.

      “What was it? What did they do to you?”

      “They took my family,” Carth said softly.

      “How long ago was it?”

      “Long enough,” Carth said.

      “Long enough for what?”

      “Long enough that I should have moved past it.”

      “Should have?”

      Carth nodded. “I’m trying,” she said. “And it doesn’t get any easier.”

      “Why keep fighting?”

      “Because there aren’t too many who can.”
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      Ryn followed Olandar Fahr to the temple. Her feet rang on the smooth marble, the only sound as she trailed after him. He was silent, his footsteps somehow not making the same noise as hers. He made his way quickly through the temple, ignoring all branchings off the main hall, and reached a wide stairway that led up.

      Everything here smelled different. There was a hint of spice to the air, though it seemed as if it were to cover up something else. Moving through the hallway, she detected other odors, of food—breads and meats and other savory aromas—and a hint of smoke. Those were both familiar and different, foods she had never tried before, though in the time she’d been traveling with Olandar Fahr, she had grown accustomed to sampling different foods.

      She hadn’t been able to figure out why Olandar Fahr brought her here. Something troubled him, though he hadn’t spoken of it. Ever since he had returned from his traveling, wherever he had gone, she had found him in something of a mood. It was the kind of thing that she didn’t push. She didn’t want to anger him, and besides, it might be that he was quiet for her benefit. There was something about the temple that resonated with her. It was power, but it was also a place of peace and comfort.

      Could this be another lesson he wanted her to learn?

      In the days since they had visited the volcano—and the strange room with the tiled floor and ceilings—she had thought quite a bit about what he wanted of her. He had said only that it was for her to watch, to observe, and report back to him what she witnessed. There was more to it than that, though she didn’t know what other expectations he might have for her. For his part, Olandar Fahr had made a point of not telling her what more he wanted from her.

      This city and this temple were places she’d never visited before. With Olandar Fahr’s ability to travel, he could visit anywhere, anytime, and he did so rapidly, in little more than the blink of an eye, and then returned. When he was gone, he rarely stayed away for very long, choosing to remain with her. And when he didn’t bring her along with him, he always left her in places like this, places of safety. This temple, or another, or another.

      At the top of the stairs, he continued forward. A door opened, and a round man wearing a deep navy-colored robe stepped out. A long necklace hung around his neck, and a pendant on the end of it reflected the light. There were shapes about that pendant that felt significant, familiar, though she wasn’t quite sure why that would be.

      The man bobbed his balding head, looking at Olandar Fahr. “Great One. You have blessed us with your return.”

      “I have. I have someone that I would like you to meet.”

      She studied Olandar Fahr for a moment. Was it a coincidence that this man would refer to him as Great One? Maybe there was something more to it, or perhaps this was what Olandar Fahr had wanted her to see. Maybe he wanted her to know that others viewed him in such a way.

      “This is Ryn Valeron.”

      “What is her role, Great One?”

      Olandar Fahr studied her for a moment. “It has yet to be determined. I have been observing her to decide.”

      There was something about the way he said this that struck her as strange. Why would he have to observe her to decide what role she would play? And why would she have to play any role?

      “She is welcome, of course.”

      “I didn’t realize that it was open for discussion.”

      The man bowed his head again. “Of course, Great One. I’m sorry that I’m implied otherwise. It’s just that—”

      “I expect you to allow her to feel welcome while I take care of a few things,” he said.

      “Certainly. Is there anything we should do on your behalf?”

      “Is there anything you think I need to have done?”

      “It’s not that. It’s more that—”

      “I would have you treat her as you would any disciple.”

      The man’s eyes widened briefly. “A disciple?”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “It’s just that she is so young. I wouldn’t have expected her to be a disciple.”

      “And she isn’t, but I would have you treat her as if she were.”

      The man guided Ryn along with Olandar Fahr along the hall, and when they reached the stairs again, Olandar Fahr leaned down to her, meeting her gaze. “You will stay here for a little while,” he said.

      “How long?”

      “Until my task is done.”

      “What task do you have?”

      He considered her for a moment, his brow wrinkling as he did, and there was a brief spell where she thought he might tell her, but then it faded.

      “You’re not ready. Not yet. In time, I have faith that you will be, but that means that you need to have faith. Do you think you can?”

      She nodded quickly. How could she have anything but faith?

      Olandar Fahr got to his feet, patting her on the shoulder. “Observe as I have instructed you.”

      “Even here?” She had never been instructed to observe in places of power. It seemed strange that he would choose to have her do so.

      “Even here. I can only be in so many places, whereas those I protect and trust can be in many.”

      She glanced past him, looking to the man standing a dozen steps away. He gave them space, but the tilt of his body suggested that he attempted to listen. He was far enough away, and Olandar Fahr had lowered his voice enough, that it would be difficult for him to hear anything, but the fact that he was willing to try suggested that perhaps Olandar Fahr’s hold on places like this wasn’t as great as he had led her to believe.

      And maybe that was part of the message he wanted her to receive. It was possible that he thought she needed to see that, to know that even though he was powerful, even though Olandar Fahr had the ability to travel, and even though he led dozens upon dozens of other men, there was always the possibility that someone might try to act in a way that wasn’t beneficial to him.

      Not Ryn.

      Were it not for Olandar Fahr, she wouldn’t even be here. She likely would have ended up trampled or frozen outside of the temple, unable to make it any further. Without Olandar Fahr, she would have suffered far more than she had.

      Because of him, she had been given a new life. She would take advantage of that.

      Olandar Fahr took a step back from her, and he smiled. With that, he disappeared in a flash.

      That left her with the other man, who regarded her with suspicion, though he tried to mask it. It was hidden in his eyes, in the way that he looked at her. He wanted to make it seem as if he were doing exactly what Olandar Fahr wanted, but she could tell that he disliked the assignment.

      “Why don’t we see about getting you settled?”

      He headed off down the hallway, and Ryn followed. When they reached a narrow stairway leading up, she hesitated only a moment before taking the stairs after him. At the top of the stairs, he stepped off onto a narrow hallway. A sense of unease began to fill her. If he was giving her a room like this, a place where there would be no comfort, then would he really be doing as Olandar Fahr asked?

      Pausing in front of one door, he reached into his pocket, taking out a ring of keys. After unlocking the door, he stepped off to the side.

      Ryn hesitated before going in. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but certainly not the palatial room inside. There was far more space than she needed. A massive bed occupied the center of the room, four tall posts covered with a silk netting. A window opened to the outside, and a faint fresh breeze fluttered in. A thick carpet covered most of the floor, and an enormous wardrobe occupied one wall.

      “Is it to your liking?”

      Ryn could barely speak. Here she had thought he would give her a small space, and she doubted that Olandar Fahr would even say anything if he did. This was nothing like that. This was enormous, impressive, and a place that she didn’t feel as if she even deserved.

      “It is to my liking,” she said.

      The man nodded. “You will alert me if there’s anything that you need?”

      She nodded. When he closed the door, leaving Ryn inside, she looked around, and a different thought settled into her: what was she to do now?

      When she’d been with Olandar Fahr over the last few months, there had been times when he had left her on her own, but it was rarely for long enough to need a place like this, a room where she would settle in. In this case, it was as if she were going to stay here, but if that were true, what would she do?

      She wasn’t tired, and though the bed was inviting, she didn’t want to lie down. It seemed as if there were other things she needed to be doing rather than that.

      Ryn headed over to the small window, looking out. The day was bright, and she remembered from the travel how warm the wind had been, the way it had caressed her, reminding her of Vuahlu.

      The city spread out below them, though it was not very large, and the tower she found herself in seemed designed to draw the eye, taller than any other place around.

      She stood there for long stretches, watching, looking outward, half expecting there would be some sign of what she was to do and why she was here, but none came.

      After a while, she tested the door, fearful that it would be locked and she would be trapped inside, but the door opened easily. Wandering along the hall, she glanced at the rows of doors, curious who else might be staying here. Were they others who served Olandar Fahr, or was there something else?

      She found the stairs where she had first met the man, taking them cautiously. Every so often, she paused to listen, curious what she might hear, but there wasn’t the sound of any voices, and other than her own breathing and her footsteps along the stone steps, she felt as if she were alone.

      On the main level, she paused, looking to see whether there was anything around her, but there was nothing. With a start, she realized that she hadn’t seen any servants, and there had been no sign of anyone else other than the strange man.

      Why would Olandar Fahr bring her to a place like this that was so empty?

      Perhaps it was not. It was possible that it only appeared empty because the man she had encountered had wanted it to seem that way. What if, rather than an emptiness, it was more about others hiding?

      Ryn made her way down the hallway, and every so often, she paused, listening.

      There was nothing here.

      Olandar Fahr had asked them to treat her like a disciple, whatever that was. The other man had been offended by the idea, but because the request had come from Olandar Fahr, he had agreed. She needed to find out what it meant for her to be treated like a disciple, and more than that, she needed to understand why that would offend the man. If nothing else, it would give her a greater understanding of Olandar Fahr.

      When she was convinced there was nothing else inside, she headed out of the building. A massive garden stretched around, and Ryn found herself wandering among the flowers, leaning down to inhale their fragrances before moving on to the next. There was something peaceful about this place, and it was far more relaxing than any she had experienced in quite some time.

      She could stay here. She could remain. A place like this felt welcoming, other than the person who had greeted her. There would be no danger to her. There would be nothing. And because of that, she would never learn what she needed in order to understand why Lareth had attacked her family.

      That had been the message that Olandar Fahr wanted to send her. It wasn’t so much about observing; it was a test. He wanted to know if she truly wanted what she claimed. If it was a test, then she was determined to pass.

      Taking a deep breath, she went back into the building and up to her room, taking a seat on the bed. From here, she would wait. Eventually, Olandar Fahr would return. When he did, she would be ready. He would not question her trustworthiness. And he would not question her dedication to him.
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      Haern ducked, and the dart whizzed over his head. He rolled off to the side, the dart barely missing him, burrowing into the trunk of the tree. He sprung to his feet and pushed on the small sliver of lorcith within the dart. It flew true, and he pushed on another, sending it streaking from a different angle.

      Galen spun, slapping one dart out of the air with the flat of his knife, but the other caught in his cloak.

      Galen twisted, and the dart came free, dropping to the ground.

      He flicked his wrist, and another of the small darts went streaking toward Haern.

      Haern didn’t even try to knock the dart back. He simply jumped off to the side, using his strength and speed to avoid the weapon.

      Pulling on the lorcith within the two darts he had thrown, he drew them to Galen.

      One of them sank into the man’s shoulder. The other missed, but only because Galen twisted again at the last moment.

      “Good,” Galen said.

      “Good? You haven’t given me any positive feedback before.”

      “You make it sound as if you have been a complete disappointment to me.”

      “Not a complete disappointment, but I have tried to do what you ask and haven’t been sure that I have managed.”

      “If you are convinced these darts will not be caught by the Forgers, then this is an effective strategy.”

      “I think the lorcith within them is so slight that they aren’t able to detect it.”

      “For now,” Galen said.

      “For now,” he agreed. If the Forgers managed to discover some way of getting around it, then his advantage might disappear. And he had to prepare for the possibility that they would. Wasn’t that what Galen and his father wanted him to know? They wanted him to be prepared for the possibility that things could change at a moment’s notice, and from everything he had seen from the Forgers, it seemed as if that were true. The Forgers were able to modify their approach, to switch up their attack, and without being able to change up what he could do, he needed to be ready.

      “I’m going to keep working with my knives,” he said.

      “Your knives, or a different metal?”

      “A different metal. I’m not planning on trying to throw them.”

      “I don’t know that you would be able to push on them.”

      “Maybe not. Which is why I’m wanting to master these darts, but at the same time, I’m trying to better utilize the knives.”

      “There are ways of making the knives deadlier.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as dipping them in various toxins. It’s what your father did when he thought to fight me.”

      “Did it work?”

      “It works if you aren’t expecting it. And it works on someone who doesn’t have any experience in countering their exposure to toxins.”

      “If that’s the case, then you need to work with me. You need to teach me that.” He had thought that Galen would, but they had stopped short of his lessons on poisons. “Let me know what it’s like.”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      “You can, you just don’t think you want to.”

      Galen frowned. “It puts you at risk.”

      “Then do it with Darren or another healer. Do it with someone around who can ensure that it’s safe. But don’t just tell me that you can’t teach me these things.”

      Galen sighed. “Perhaps I do need to bring you along a little faster. We simply don’t have the time I would like to take.”

      “Can I develop an immunity to poisons quickly?”

      “You can, but it’s going to be painful, and I promise that you will hate me.”

      “I’m the one who’s asked you to do this.”

      “You might’ve asked, but…”

      A dart that Haern hadn’t seen coming punctured his shoulder.

      He gasped and suddenly couldn’t breathe. It was as if his lungs didn’t work. Every attempt to breathe was met with failure. His eyes began to bulge, and his heart raced. His muscles failed, and he collapsed.

      Galen was there, shoving something into the corner of his mouth. “That is called terad. It’s a dangerous poison, especially if you don’t have the antidote.”

      Haern took a gasping breath.

      “You can develop an immunity to it, but it will take repeated exposures. Even then, it’s dangerous.”

      Haern took a few gasping breaths, trying to gather himself. He had wanted Galen to show him the effects of the poisons, needing to know what it felt like, but now that he did, he wondered if perhaps that was a mistake. How had Galen mastered all these various poisons—and survived?

      Galen watched him. “When you’re ready, we can go again.”

      “You don’t think I need a break?”

      “The longer you wait, the worse it will be.”

      “I…” Haern got to his feet, and he steadied himself, looking around the forest. If he wanted to confront the Forgers, he needed to be prepared, which meant that he needed to have every possible advantage. This was one of them. If they confronted him with some toxin and if he was unprepared, then he would end up getting hurt, and he would fail at his task.

      Haern nodded.

      Galen flicked a dart, nearly faster than Haern could follow. The dart struck his shoulder, and he winced, but the pain was fleeting. It lasted barely more than a moment, and then his breath escaped him, the same as it had before. He tried to take a deep breath, but his muscles didn’t work. He collapsed to the ground, eyes bulging, pain coursing through him.

      Galen leaned over him, and Haern stared up. A moment passed, and then another, and then another. With each passing moment, Haern expected Galen to administer the antidote, but he didn’t.

      “When I learned, I had to find the antidote myself. Now, I don’t know that I can be quite so brutal with you, but there is some advantage in being forced to understand just how dangerous these poisons can be.” He crouched next to Haern, his hands clasped over his thighs, staring at him. “How does it feel?”

      Haern wanted to speak, but he couldn’t. His head felt heavy, and his vision began to blur.

      “Depending on how well you can withstand the effect of the poison, I imagine that you are finding yourself fading. Most men can last a few minutes, and some can last even longer. As far as I know, poisons don’t affect Carth at all, and when confronting others like her, you have to be prepared for the possibility that they have a similar talent to hers.”

      Galen reached into his pouch, then jammed a finger covered in the antidote into Haern’s cheek.

      At first, there was no change, and Haern wondered whether the antidote was even effective. Had Galen waited too long? He was risking too much by experiencing this poison, and doing so without a healer like Darren around could be fatal.

      Slowly—far too slowly for his liking—he began to take a breath. Then another. And then another.

      He gasped.

      “Why?” It was all he could get out; even though he wanted to say more, he couldn’t.

      “Why did I let you linger with it?”

      Haern nodded. His head felt weak.

      “You need to get accustomed to what it feels like when you nearly die.”

      “Why?”

      “Poison is a tricky thing. There are various amounts you can use, and the more you administer, the more effective the poison will be, but sometimes your goal isn’t necessarily to kill someone. Sometimes it’s to let them linger, to think that they will die, and the longer you do that, the more you allow them to believe you have the ability and the capacity to torment them in such a way, the more effective your attempt at poisoning can be.”

      Slowly, Haern began to breathe more easily. His head pounded, throbbing with pain from the attack. “Is that what you did with the Forgers?”

      “Something like that. They needed to have the threat of my attack. They needed to know that I was capable of it, and if they believed that I would attack them, that I would leave them to die, they would hopefully provide more information.”

      “What do you mean about Carth?”

      Galen watched him for a moment and then flicked another dart.

      This one jabbed into Haern’s other shoulder. The effect was just as quick as the last time, and he found himself unable to breathe.

      The panic was less this time. Maybe that was Galen’s point. He wanted Haern to experience what it was like to nearly die, only to come back. Galen watched him, studying him with the same clinical eye he’d had when tormenting the Forgers. It was intimidating and terrifying, and had Haern not believed that Galen wouldn’t let him die, he might feel differently, but he believed Galen would bring him back. He had to believe that. There was no reason for Galen to let him die.

      “Carth is unique,” he said casually while Haern suffered. “I’ve never really understood exactly how she does it. It’s possible that Carth has done the same as I have, training herself to ignore the effects of poisons, but knowing there are some that are effective against her tells me that is probably not the entire method she uses. Seeing as how she has that ability, it’s possible that others like her could do it as well.”

      Haern’s head sagged, and everything around him went black. It seemed as if Galen were talking from a great distance. Panic did begin to set in now. The longer he went, the less likely it seemed he would find recovery.

      Galen shoved the antidote into his mouth and forced him to swallow. After a few moments, he was able to breathe, and he snapped back awake. He lay there, breathing in and out, the pounding in his head making focusing on anything else difficult. He wasn’t sure whether Galen had been talking the entire time or not.

      When he was finally able to speak, he rolled his head over to look at Galen. “Shadows?”

      Galen blinked a moment before frowning. “Shadows? Ah, you’re referring to Carth. I don’t know if it’s shadows or her other magic.”

      “How?”

      “As I told you, I don’t know. There are others like her, though there is only one Carth. When I’ve come across others like her, I’ve always been prepared. I tended to use more than one poison in that case. I felt it was safest if I could remove them as a threat before they had a chance to identify me.”

      Galen plucked the darts from his shoulder, rolling them between his fingers. He studied Haern, a smile on his face. “You’ve done well. Most people aren’t willing to subject themselves to this sensation for very long.”

      “How many times?”

      “How many times what?” Galen asked.

      “How many times did you?”

      Haern propped himself up on his elbows, looking Galen over. Galen’s eyes took on a distant look. What must he have experienced? His training had been brutal, and while Haern didn’t know anything specific about what he had experienced, he knew that whatever Galen had gone through during his assassin training had been quite awful.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice. My mentor continually subjected me to attack after attack, and even if I had wanted to stop, he wouldn’t have allowed it.”

      Haern stared at him for a moment. Even if he had wanted? Then Galen had wanted to stop?

      “We will keep this up until you no longer feel the same effect from terad. It’s an easy enough poison to acquire, which makes it commonly used, especially by those like me.”

      “The antidote?” Haern didn’t trust himself to speak too much, but if there was an antidote, didn’t it make sense for him to have it on hand?

      “There is an antidote, but it’s better not to need it.”

      “Then why did you have it?”

      “I told you why I had it.”

      For information. The only reason Galen had the antidote was to bring back the people he interrogated.

      Was that what he was willing to become? It was more than learning about medicines and how they could be used. This was about learning how to torment people, to use those medicines to acquire information.

      But then he thought about the Forgers, and it was difficult for him to feel any sort of remorse. If it came down to it, and if he needed information from them, how could he not use the methods Galen used?

      Galen watched him for a moment, and then he flicked another dart.

      When it sank in, Haern readied himself for the experience. It lingered, filling him with dread, but he pushed it away, focusing on keeping his mind calm. There wasn’t anything else he could do. And if Galen was right that he would eventually develop a tolerance, then he needed to remain calm as long as possible. He stared at Galen, forcing the other man to watch him, but Galen didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary, he seemed almost intrigued. There was no sense of concern. But then, why should there be? He had an ability to counteract the toxin, so Haern was in no real danger.

      As Haern started to fade, Galen got to his feet. “I think that you have developed enough immunity.”

      He started away.

      Haern could only watch him as he disappeared. He couldn’t even call after him, and as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t move.

      As his vision began to black out, the sight of Galen’s back heading deeper into the forest was all that he had.

      Panic set in.

      What was he doing? Why wasn’t he giving him the antidote? He hadn’t started to develop any real immunity. How could Galen think he had?

      Was this some other part of the training that he didn’t fully understand? Maybe he wasn’t gaining ground as quickly as Galen had wanted. Maybe he had decided that the type of training necessary was more in line with what Galen had been subjected to.

      His vision began to fade completely. Sound disappeared, leaving him with only a pounding in his head.

      And he had experienced this a few times already. This was how death felt.

      He tried to push back the rising sense of alarm but didn’t know that he succeeded. There was no evidence that Galen had returned, and as his mind started to slip, he wondered if perhaps he had made a mistake in trusting the other man to work with him. Maybe Galen thought he was further along than he was.

      But he wasn’t. There was no way he could be. He had no real abilities. It had been a mistake to think he could learn what Galen knew. How could he, when Galen had trained with a sort of urgency that Haern couldn’t have? How could he, when he had never struggled as Galen had?

      Pain throbbed in his head.

      It took a moment for him to realize that he wasn’t dying.

      Slowly, the blackness began to disappear, and the colors of the forest once again resolved around him. He heard a ragged breathing, and it took a moment to realize that it was his own.

      Had he survived?

      He took an intentional breath, and then another, and then another.

      Haern propped himself up on his elbows, looking around.

      Galen was gone. He hadn’t even stayed to watch.

      What would have happened had he not recovered?

      Was Galen really willing to risk that?

      Maybe that was the point. He had to be prepared for the possibility that he might die, and he had to be ready for anything, even if it meant that he might not come back. With what they were facing, and the real possibility that he might come across more of the Forgers, Haern had to be ready. Galen wouldn’t always be there for him.

      Getting to his feet, he shuffled toward the village within the trees. He would find Galen. He would force him to continue his training.
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      Haern made his way around the inside of the clearing. It was late, and he’d been working with Galen long enough that he thought he had enhanced his skills, but it was time for him to try and work on his own. He might not have the same ability to throw darts, but he could push and pull on metals, and the more he practiced, the more certain he was that he would be able to use that ability when it came down to it. The Forgers might be able to overpower him, but all he needed was a few lucky blows. Nothing more than that. If he could manage that, then he wouldn’t have to worry about any other attacks. He could be prepared.

      “What have you been doing?”

      Haern turned. Bailey watched him. He was only a few years younger than Haern, and his dark green eyes suggested he had considerable abilities, though Haern didn’t know the extent of what he possessed. Probably Sight, considering the way he looked at Haern, and there came a faint fluttering in the back of his mind, enough for him to suspect that Bailey used his abilities on him.

      “I’ve just been out, why?”

      “Your father is looking for you.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll have to ask him.”

      Haern followed the direction of Bailey’s gaze. He had turned his attention toward the forge at the center of the clearing. Smoke streamed from the top of it, a thin trail that was visible even in the darkness of night.

      What would his father be doing in the forge at this time? Usually he spent time here earlier in the day; for him to be here late at night like this suggested that either he couldn’t sleep—which sometimes happened, and he found himself working at the forge—or there was something important he was working on.

      “Have you heard anything from her?” Bailey asked.

      Haern shook his head. “They haven’t returned. When they do, I’ll make sure they find you.”

      “I just didn’t think she would be gone this long.”

      “I didn’t think so either,” Haern said. A part of him expected Lucy—and Daniel Elvraeth, he had to remind himself—to return at any moment. The fact that she hadn’t even tried worried him. And then his father had gone looking, searching for evidence of Daniel and Lucy in Asador, but there had been no sign of them. Where would they have gone?

      Lucy still struggled with whatever enhancements she had, and she needed training, but would the Binders be able to help her?

      Coming here wouldn’t have been much help. His father might have been able to offer some sort of protection against what had happened to her, but it was just as likely that his father could have done nothing, leaving Lucy no better off than had she simply stayed with the Binders, learning to control her abilities.

      And Daniel had stayed for Lucy. His interest in Lucy made sense—he had always wanted that pairing—but Haern didn’t think that was the only reason he’d been willing to stay. The longer they were gone, the more Haern began to wonder whether they would even return. What would keep them out of Elaeavn this long?

      Something else bothered Haern, though he didn’t know how to express it. Part of him was jealous about Daniel and Lucy being gone. They got to experience a part of the world that he didn’t. With their ability to Slide, they weren’t restricted in where they traveled, either. He would be dependent upon others like them who could Slide him, or forced to travel by foot.

      Then again, Galen had once traveled by foot, and he had managed to explore quite a bit of the world before returning to Elaeavn.

      The more time he spent with Galen, the more Haern wished he could be more like the man. He was fearless. Even with only enhanced eyesight, Galen didn’t fear the Forgers the way Haern did. He didn’t need to Slide in order to withstand an attack from them, and even the most powerful person Haern had ever met respected Galen and his abilities.

      He waved to Bailey as he headed toward the forge. Inside, the coals glowed softly, crackling with warmth. It was a familiar sensation, one that Haern had grown accustomed to growing up, though he had never loved it as his father did.

      “What are you doing here at this time of night?” he asked his father.

      “Preparing,” he said.

      His father worked at a massive piece of lorcith, a size that was rarely used anymore. With his ability to work on lorcith with only his connection to the metal, he rarely needed to heat it. It surprised Haern that he would do so now. But then, there were other metals involved here, too.

      An alloy.

      His father knew more about alloys than almost any other man.

      “Is it for the Forgers?”

      “I’m always trying to understand the metal they use,” Rsiran said.

      His father rested his hammer on the ground. It was a large hammer and would have made a thunderous sound as he hammered the metal, but the walls of the forge had been layered with lorcith, buffering the sound, preventing it from escaping. Others within the forest didn’t need to hear his father hammering at all hours of the night. The only sign he was even here was the trail of smoke that escaped.

      “When it comes to the Forgers, there are times when I know exactly what they’re doing, but there are other times when I can’t tell. With this one, I still can’t tell.” He held up one of the slender rods.

      Haern had seen a weapon like that before, and from what he’d heard, it was the same kind of weapon that had been used to attack Lucy.

      “Are you trying to replicate it?”

      “If I can replicate it, I can try to understand what they are using it for, but even that eludes me.”

      “How do you think that’s possible?”

      “It shouldn’t be,” his father said. “When I listen to lorcith, I can usually hear the call of it. When it comes to this,” he said, waving the rod in the air, “I can’t hear the lorcith in a way that allows me to make out the song. Whatever they’ve done to it has silenced it.”

      Haern took a seat on a stool near the forge. “You’ve mentioned that before.”

      “Mentioned what?”

      “The song of lorcith.”

      “It is a song,” Rsiran said, his eyes taking on a faraway look. “The longer you listen, the clearer the song becomes.”

      Haern glanced over at the stack of lorcith. He could feel it tugging upon him, but he didn’t hear any music from it the way his father described. Did that mean that his connection to lorcith was weaker than others? He didn’t think it was. He could push and pull on the metal just as well as nearly anyone other than his father. And perhaps if he had any inclination to work at the forge, he might be able to develop the connection further, getting to the point where he could use it as well as his father.

      In all that time, there had been no sense of a song coming off the metal. For that matter, he didn’t hear anything.

      “What does the song tell you?”

      “If you listen, you can hear where it comes from. Lorcith has a story. This piece here tells me about the part of the mountain where we mined it from. It sings of Ilphaesn, and of the other stones near it. It was willing to be freed, and it is willing to be a part of what I’ve asked of it.”

      “And what have you asked of it?”

      “A dangerous purpose.”

      “That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      “For now. Until I’ve learned whether it’s even necessary.”

      “And all lorcith has a song?”

      “We talked about this before, Haern.”

      His father glanced over at the metal lying on the coals for a long moment before turning his attention back to Haern. He pulled on a pair of knives, sending them floating in the air. They hovered. Haern wondered if he could do something similar. He rarely simply held lorcith in the air like that. When he pushed or pulled on it, he had to have that force, but in order to hold something in place, there had to be a very different level of control.

      “These knives came from a small section in a shallow part of the mine. It’s a part that I have visited many times over the years, and they were quite pleased to be freed from the mine.”

      “You can tell that just from the knives?”

      “From listening to the metal. As I said, there is a song to it. The longer you listen, the deeper the connection you can have. That connection is important, especially as we begin to try and understand everything we can about lorcith. In this case, I need to understand how lorcith was used to make that weapon. The way they use lorcith is different from the way I use it, the way most within Elaeavn would. They don’t listen to the song. They don’t listen to the direction that lorcith would take them. All they do is force it, suppressing it.”

      “It sounds like that angers you.”

      “It angers me to know that there is a different way.”

      “What happens if you need to use the lorcith in a way that the metal would refuse?”

      “Then you don’t use it.”

      “It’s metal, Father.”

      “It’s a metal that has a preference. Not all metals do. We can work with iron and silver and copper and gold, and none of those have much of an opinion about what form they take. There are only some metals that matter in that way. Lorcith is one.”

      “And heartstone?”

      His father nodded. “Heartstone is quite a bit different. It’s rarer than lorcith, though there was a time when I believe lorcith was rare.”

      “Rare? All of Ilphaesn is filled with lorcith. The city is practically built with it.”

      “It is. And there was a time when the Elvraeth wanted us to believe that it was rare. It was how they controlled us.”

      “You still don’t think very highly of the Elvraeth.”

      His father took in a deep breath before letting out a heavy sigh. “I try, Haern. Really I do. It’s difficult letting go of old grudges. The Elvraeth didn’t want to be involved when it came to facing the attack all those years ago. They let others handle it, going so far as to make an allegiance with the Hjan, an allegiance that nearly destroyed the city.”

      “But the people who rule now aren’t those people.”

      “They’re not. Much like those who rule the guilds aren’t the same as the guildlords of that time. Things change, but they are much the same.”

      His father watched him for a moment before picking up his hammer and beginning to work at the lorcith. He hammered steadily, a rhythmic approach that he didn’t really need, especially knowing his father’s talent with lorcith.

      As his father worked, Haern leaned over, watching him. “Why are you using it like that?” he asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Hammering. I know you don’t have to do it in order to shape the metal.”

      “I don’t have to, but there is some advantage in connecting to it like this. I can listen to the song as I modify it. It gives me a finer control. Now, I also push and pull on the metal as I work, supplementing what I do, but it’s not only a connection to my ability that I use.”

      “Why not?”

      His father glanced over. “You can grow too dependent upon one thing. And honestly, I find it relaxing. The longer I work with the hammer and the metal, the closer I feel to it. There’s something that just feels right about it.”

      “Does it bother you that I’ve never felt the same desire?”

      “I never wanted you to do the same as me. You had to find your own way.”

      An accusation hung within the words. Part of it was the question about whether Haern had found his own way, especially as it didn’t seem as if he had, not yet. If he stayed in the city, what would he do? Could he really spend time as a blacksmith?

      “There was a time when I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be,” his father said. He tapped on the metal as he spoke, several of the words punctuated by a hammer. “When I first met your uncle, I didn’t know what I could do. Your grandfather wasn’t thrilled with me, and at the same time, I wasn’t necessarily thrilled with him. We were different people.”

      “Different? I think you’re more alike than you realize. Both of you find peace in standing in front of a forge.”

      “We do, but we go about it in a different way. Your grandfather tried to suppress his connection to lorcith while I never learned to do that. He tried to convince me to do it, and he tried to help me hide from it, but then—”

      “Then he sent you to work in the Ilphaesn mines. I’ve heard the story.”

      His father nodded. “I should have terrible memories of that time, but for some reason I don’t. It was hard. Those were some of the darkest days I’ve ever experienced. And yet, had he not sent me there, I never would have understood my connection to lorcith, and I never would have known about the song. I think it made me stronger, hardened me—turned me into something like lorcith.” He smiled. “Or maybe that’s nothing more than my desire.”

      “Even then, you wanted to be a blacksmith,” Haern said.

      “I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be a blacksmith then. Working at the forge offered me an opportunity to be useful, but I didn’t know if that was what I wanted.”

      “Useful how?”

      “Metal was valuable. Lorcith particularly so. I didn’t have the same qualms that the rest of the guild did about making weapons out of lorcith. I would make knives and swords, and they were shipped and sold all over.”

      “Mother told me about that. She said Uncle Brusus coordinated it.”

      “He did,” Rsiran said with a smile.

      “I still can’t imagine Brusus doing anything like that.”

      “Only because you didn’t know me then.”

      Haern spun around and saw Brusus standing in the doorway. He hadn’t heard his uncle enter. Brusus looked well, better than he had in the days since the injury.

      “It was Alyse who settled me, though don’t tell your father that. He likes to think that he came in and took over, making me redundant.”

      “You weren’t really necessary at that point.”

      “I still managed to stay out of trouble until I met you.”

      “You were heading toward trouble when you met me.”

      “Maybe,” Brusus said, smiling. He took a seat next to Haern on a metal stool and winked at Haern. “I saw smoke, and I figured I would find Rsiran here, but I didn’t realize you would be here, too. Why are the two Lareth men still awake?”

      “Apparently my father is working on something he doesn’t want to tell me about,” Haern said.

      “Is that right?” Brusus asked.

      “I’m not sure it’s ready yet,” Rsiran said.

      Brusus studied him, the darkness in his eyes brightening for a moment before he nodded. Haern wondered if his uncle had discovered something by Reading his father. It didn’t seem likely, especially as his father probably had some way of preventing Brusus from Reading him. Not only because he had a firm grip over his mental barriers, but also because he had other ways of preventing Readers.

      “If I’m in the way…” Brusus started.

      “When have you ever been in the way?” Rsiran asked.

      “There was a time when I would’ve said I wasn’t, but now that I’m old, I feel like I’m in the way most of the time.”

      “You’re only old because you choose to feel that way.”

      “I’m only old because years have passed,” Brusus said. “And they’ve been good years, for the most part. I can’t believe how far we’ve come.”

      “And would you change anything?” Rsiran asked.

      “There’s always something you can change,” Brusus said. “I would have liked to have you around more.” He watched Haern as he said it.

      “You know I’ve been doing what’s been necessary.”

      “I know that you feel it’s been necessary, but your absence has been noted by me.”

      “Brusus…”

      “I’m just saying that it’s good you’ve been around lately. The city is no less safe because you’re not out there hunting the Forgers, Rsiran.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “We also don’t know how safe you made it by hunting them. For all we know, you could have accomplished the same thing simply by placing your barriers. Didn’t you tell me that the barriers were designed to deter the Forgers from even discovering the city?”

      “When they work,” Rsiran said.

      “And they don’t work?”

      “Right now? They work a little bit, but the Forgers will figure out a way past them. They have ways of silencing the metal.”

      “And why does that matter?”

      “Because it’s the song of lorcith that protects us,” Rsiran said.

      “How?” Haern asked.

      “Once you hear the song, once you understand it, you can ask the lorcith to answer. It can give you a warning. It’s how I know when the barriers begin to fail, and how I know that the lorcith is damaged. And it’s how I know that the Forgers are dangerous. They use it in ways that would destroy the beauty of the metal. Regardless of what they claim, the Forgers are deadly.”

      Brusus stared at the fire, his gaze lingering on the metal stacked on top of it. What was he able to Read from Rsiran? Did he know what his father was making?

      And did Haern even care?

      He needed to keep training with Galen. That was his purpose. The Forgers had continued to attack, and they remained a threat, so he refused to ignore that. He was determined to understand what was happening, and his father working out of the forge, making whatever creation he was crafting now, didn’t change that.

      Brusus got to his feet. “I’m going to head back to the tavern.”

      “Would you like me to Slide you?” Rsiran asked.

      “No, that won’t be necessary, though I wouldn’t mind some company.”

      Haern nodded. Maybe he should stay with his father and continue the conversation, trying to understand what he meant about the song of the lorcith, but seeing the determination on his father’s face, Haern wasn’t certain his father would share anything, anyway. When he got like this, his father oftentimes was obsessed with finishing his creation. Until Haern knew what it was, until the metal took its final shape, he would remain focused. Haern could stay and watch, but he had done that enough as a child when his father was around—which wasn’t nearly as often as he probably should have been—and had no interest in sitting and waiting while his father created whatever it was he was working on. If he did stay, he might learn what his father was making sooner, but traveling with Brusus had other benefits.

      “You don’t want to check in with Darren again?”

      Brusus arched a brow at him. “Where do you think I just came from?”

      They made their way out of the forge and started toward the trail leading back to the rest of the city. As they went, Brusus hummed for a moment until they passed through the outer rim of trees forming the clearing and into the dense covering of the forest itself.

      “When I was a child, we used to explore the forest here,” Brusus said.

      “I didn’t think anyone spent much time in the forest when you were younger.”

      “Plenty of children still played in the forest. It wasn’t a place anyone stayed.”

      “Why did you want me to come with you?”

      “Because I want you to spend some time with your father.”

      “I’ve been trying to,” Haern said.

      Brusus shot him a look. Could he have Read him? Haern might not even know if his uncle attempted to. “I know that you’ve been spending time with Galen. And your father knows it too. Now that he’s back, you would avoid him like that?”

      “It’s not about avoiding him, but getting the knowledge I need in order to be effective.”

      “And what do you think you will need to do?” Brusus asked.

      “I don’t know. If I had been better prepared, I wouldn’t have nearly lost you.”

      “And your father will ensure that no additional attacks take place.”

      “I don’t think my father can be the only one responsible for it.”

      “He’s not.”

      “But the guilds aren’t doing much either.”

      “No, and neither are the Elvraeth or the tchalit. It reminds me far too much of a time twenty years ago. We couldn’t get people to work together then either. As much as I want to convince the Elvraeth to take this threat seriously, they feel that there is no threat. But there hasn’t been a threat only because of what your father has done.” Brusus shrugged. “It’s a difficult situation we’re in, and perhaps there is no good solution to it.”

      “The solution would be that we go and confront the Forgers.”

      And it was what he intended to do as soon as he managed to gain enough skill. When he did, if he did, then they would try to understand just what the Forgers were after.

      “Thank you,” Brusus said.

      “For what?”

      “For staying with me. For getting me back to Darren. Thank you.”

      “You’re my uncle. I wasn’t going to do anything other than try to help you.”

      “You are a lot like your father,” Brusus said. “But you have quite a bit of your mother in you, too.”

      “Are you saying that because Mother was a thief?”

      Brusus smiled and stared into the forest. “Your mother was a skilled thief. I always loved watching her work. She could break into places with nothing more than a lockpick and her ability to See. When Rsiran came along, some of her skills became unnecessary. No longer did we need to sneak past locks when there was someone who could simply Slide us past them. She always kept him grounded, though. Her worth was always so much more than what she realized. She had a warmth to her, and the compassion, and you have that, too. Don’t lose it.”

      “Why would I lose it?”

      “Because there’s the other side within you,” Brusus said. The lights of the city came into view, and the steady roar of the sea continued to build with each step. Wind whipped up around them. The trees had blocked most of that, but now that they were thinning, it was easier to tell that they came to the edge of the city.

      “You need to hold on to that compassion. You need to hold on to that other side of you. It’s the side that sent you out of the city in the first place, chasing down your father, wanting to help when you didn’t have any knowledge.”

      “I worked with Galen.”

      “You worked with Galen, and I’m not saying that was wrong. Galen is incredibly skilled too. But he’s more like your father than like your mother. You need to have that side of your mother to you.”

      “Why are you saying this?”

      “I don’t claim to know what’s going to happen. Eventually your father will not be able to chase down the Forgers, and someone else will have to do it. Whether that’s you or someone else, I don’t know. If it’s you, I hope that you can hold on to your compassion and continue to search for understanding. I’d hate for us to be at war for decades over nothing.”

      “Have we been at war?”

      Brusus arched a brow at him. “What else would you call it? We’ve feared the Forgers all this time, hiding within the city, keeping ourselves separate even though we knew that we needed to be a part of something else. What else could it be but war, a way of suppressing us?”

      In the distance, the tall spire from Krali Rock loomed into view. Had it only been a short while ago that he had attempted to climb it? What would he see now? Would he see the same city spread out beneath them as he had the night he had climbed there, or would he see something else?

      “I only want to help protect the city and the people within it,” Haern said.

      “If that’s what drives you, then you won’t do anything wrong,” Brusus said.

      “If?”

      Brusus seemed to hesitate. “I’ve tried to have conversations with your father about this, but it’s difficult for him. He doesn’t like to see the person he’s become, and I can’t blame him. He’s no longer the young man I worked with all those years ago. That young man was so hesitant. Insecure. Nervous.” Brusus smiled. “He quickly grew out of that, and thankfully, you haven’t had to deal with the same things your father had to, but now he’s stubborn. Fixated on whatever purpose he has in mind. Focused in a way that I’m no longer certain is right.”

      “Why are you telling me all this, Uncle?”

      “Because you might be the only one who can help your father,” Brusus said.

      “Help him with what?”

      “Help him remember why he cared in the first place.” Brusus held his gaze for a long moment before patting Haern on the hand and motioning for him to go. “I can take it from here. It’s not that long of a walk, and besides, I might have to make a few stops, just like old times.”

      “Uncle!”

      “Fine. It wouldn’t look good for the most prominent tavern owner in the city to be seen breaking into buildings throughout the city.”

      “Most prominent?”

      “Why? Do you think there’s someone else?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t spent enough time visiting all the establishments in the city to know whether or not your claim is accurate.”

      “There’s no need. You are welcome at my place anytime. I won’t even charge you the same.”

      “You’d charge me?”

      “Not the same,” Brusus said, grinning. The grin began to fade. “Spend some time with your father. Regardless of what you intend to do with Galen, try to understand your father. I don’t know whether it will change anything, but depending on what we face in the coming years, a reminder every now and again of why we fight isn’t a bad thing.”

      “I’m not so sure I’m the right person to remind him.”

      “You’re the only person who can remind him. You’re everything that he fought for.”

      Brusus smiled and started humming again as he disappeared, heading into the city. Haern stared after him for a long while before spinning and making his way back toward the heart of the Aisl.
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      “I want you to show me how you work,” Haern said.

      “Show you what?” Rsiran asked.

      Haern looked around the forge. All evidence of the sheet of metal his father had been working the night before was gone. The forge had cooled, the coals glowing softly, still putting out some heat, but not nearly as much as the night before. No smoke drifted from the top of the forge as it had the night before, either. Whatever his father had been working on had been cleaned up, removed, and likely Slid to wherever he intended it to end up.

      “You had been talking about the song of lorcith. I thought I would try to understand it.”

      “That’s not what you want to understand, is it?”

      “I want to understand why you are so focused on what the Forgers have done to the lorcith.” That much was true. He recognized that what the Forgers did with the metal was dangerous, and they had a knowledge of lorcith that was different from what the people of Elaeavn possessed, but his father took it as a personal affront that the Forgers used lorcith in ways he disagreed with. “What were you working on last night?”

      He didn’t expect his father to answer, but it couldn’t hurt to ask.

      His father smiled. “I told you I would answer that when the time was right.”

      “What will make the time right?”

      “It all depends upon the Forgers.”

      “It was something for the Forgers? Was it some sort of weapon?”

      “Not a weapon,” his father said. “And it’s something I’ve been working on ever since we returned.”

      Haern hadn’t seen his father working on anything in the time since they had returned, though he also hadn’t spent much time with his father.

      Maybe that was Brusus’s point. He hadn’t spent enough time with his father, and he probably should spend more, trying to understand what his father was doing and what he was after, so that he could better see how he could help. If it all came down to the Forgers, Haern wanted to be a part of it.

      “Others could help,” Haern said.

      “Others could, but this is something I need to do for myself. I might be the only one who can do it.”

      “Because of your connection to lorcith?”

      His father nodded.

      “What about others’ connections?”

      “I’m not downplaying others’ connections. All I’m saying is that when it comes to this, I am the person who needs to be most involved. Why are you really here, Haern?”

      Haern slid his gaze across the smithy. Everything was clean, tidy. “Brusus wanted me to spend more time with you.”

      “I didn’t expect you to be quite so blunt about it,” Rsiran said.

      “You knew?”

      His father grunted. “When it comes to Brusus, he’s not nearly as subtle as he likes to believe. Oh, he might have been once upon a time. And your uncle means well.”

      “He thinks that you’ve been too focused on the Forgers.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I don’t disagree that you’ve been focused on them, but I also don’t disagree with the need to remain focused on them.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of what I saw in Asador,” Haern said. “They are dangerous, and had we not managed to push them back … I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      “They would’ve acquired another Elder Stone.”

      “Why does that matter?”

      His father shook his head. “I haven’t been able to understand. I’ve been trying—that’s part of what I’ve been doing all these years. Trying to understand just what the Forgers intend by chasing down the Elder Stones. But even in that, I have not succeeded. Carth probably knows more, but that blasted woman keeps secrets better than anyone else.”

      “I have the sense that she has experience with Elder Stones.”

      “She has other magics, so it only makes sense that she has experience with different stones.”

      “Is that what provides magic?”

      His father looked around the forge before Sliding to Haern, grabbing his arm, and Sliding again. They emerged inside a small room. The sense of lorcith pressed upon him, but it was mixed with something else that made it difficult for him to fully appreciate the lorcith. The walls glowed with a soft blue light that came from someplace deep within them. Heartstone. Haern had been around it often enough that he recognized it, though he didn’t have the control over it that his father did. No one else in the city did, as far as he knew.

      He recognized the chamber, though he’d only been here one other time.

      Set onto small pedestals were five separate glowing crystals. As had been the case when he’d been here before, the crystals all glowed softly, but none of them glowed more brightly than the others. These were the sacred crystals of his people. Most of the time, people would come here as part of a ceremony, offered the chance to hold one of the sacred crystals, and if none of them glowed more brightly than the others, then they would move on. Not all had the opportunity to actually handle them, though all were offered it. That was a change from the way things had once been, and it had benefited the people of Elaeavn considerably. No longer were the Elvraeth the most powerful with their abilities, as had once been the case. Now there were people more like Darren, people who were strongly gifted but had been given additional gifts. Without his opportunity to spend time with the sacred crystals, Darren would never have developed his ability to Heal, a capacity very few others in the city possessed.

      “Why are you bringing me here?”

      “Because you were asking about the Elder Stones.” His father swept his gaze around the inside of the room. There was a soft warmth to it. “The crystals were given to us by the Great Watcher. At least, that’s what we were taught long ago. It’s where our powers come from—powers different from those found outside of Elaeavn.”

      “Except for the Forgers.”

      “Except for the Forgers and those they serve. They have somehow found a way around this, and they use their connection and their magic to mimic our abilities. You ask about Carth and her abilities. I don’t know them nearly as well as Galen does, but I recognize that her magic is different. Carth has a connection to shadows, and that connection must come from the Elder Stones, the same way our powers come from the Great Watcher.”

      “What would happen if we were to hold one of the Elder Stones that granted the abilities with shadows?” Haern asked.

      “I don’t know. I suspect Carth does, though when I have asked her, she has not answered.”

      “Is that why you refused to hold the Wisdom Stone?”

      His father smiled. “The Wisdom Stone would have granted me abilities. I have no doubt about that.”

      “Why didn’t you want to claim it?”

      “You were there. You heard what I said.”

      “You said that you didn’t think you were wise enough to hold it, but I don’t think that’s the reason.”

      His father looked around the room. “There are five sacred crystals. Five crystals of the Great Watcher. I have held each of them.” His father stopped before one of them, studying it. “They changed me, though not in the way that they change most people. I’m not sure whether that’s because I’m more connected to the Elder Trees or if it’s simply a deficiency within me, but I didn’t come away from the sacred crystals with the ability to See or Read or all of the Elvraeth gifts. I don’t have those abilities, and as far as I’m concerned, I don’t need them.” His father turned to him. “No one person should have all the powers of the Elders. I don’t know what would happen, but what I do know is that the powers were split up. They must have been. Otherwise, why would they not be concentrated in one place? And if they were split up, there had to have been a purpose, one greater than anything I understand.”

      “Wouldn’t holding the Wisdom Stone give you the answer to that?”

      “Possibly,” his father said. “But I know enough to realize that, were I to reach for that knowledge and understanding, I would be tempted.”

      “Tempted?”

      “Tempted to use it in a way it was never meant to be used.”

      His father fell silent, making his way around the inside of the room. He paused at several of the other crystals, looking at each one as he made a circle. Haern followed him, wishing that one of them would take on the steady glowing that signified his ability to hold it, to claim it, but none of them did. And it was likely that he never would be able to hold one of the sacred crystals. He would never know what it was like.

      It bothered him. He didn’t want to admit it, but maybe he didn’t need to. So many others were granted the opportunity to hold one of the crystals; the fact that he wasn’t given that made him feel as if the Great Watcher abandoned him, though Haern was determined not to let himself feel that way. What was the point in feeling sorry for himself when there was nothing he could do about it?

      “I don’t know what exactly the Forgers intend for the crystals. I have an idea, but I don’t know with any certainty. And if they managed to get the power of the sacred crystals, they will add to the other Elder Stones they have managed to acquire.”

      “What makes you think they have acquired other Elder Stones?”

      “I have faced them too much over the last two decades. I know exactly the kind of abilities they have, and not all of them are modifications of our abilities. That was what they did at first, but that was when my grandfather led them.”

      Haern stared at his father. He didn’t often get to hear about his great-grandfather. It was something that his father didn’t like to speak about. Haern didn’t know if it was shame or something else that prevented his father from talking about him. All Haern knew was that his grandfather had been extremely dangerous, and he had nearly destroyed all of Elaeavn in his quest for vengeance.

      “You don’t think he could still be alive?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “You don’t? How is it that you don’t?”

      “When we captured him, Carth took him from me.”

      “And you let her?”

      “I had no reason not to. Besides, if anyone would have the ability to hold Danis, it would have been Carth.”

      “What if he escaped?”

      “She would have told me.”

      “And what if she didn’t?”

      His father shook his head, smiling. “I’m not worried about Carth betraying me. There are plenty of things I do worry about in this world, but that’s not one of them. As you’ve discovered, Carth might have her own agenda, but she fights for what’s right.”

      “And what would happen if she were to acquire all the Elder Stones?”

      “Why do you ask that?”

      “Because of what you said. She has this ability with shadows, and there’s something with heat. Now she’s held the Wisdom Stone. What else could she have gained over the years?”

      His father frowned, and he moved to the center of the room. “I don’t worry about Carthenne Rel acquiring the power of the Elder Stones. Neither should you.”

      “But you worry about the Forgers.”

      “Because I’ve seen the way the Forgers would use that power. It’s different with Carth. I don’t know how else to explain it other than I trust her. I don’t have as much experience with her as some, and there was a period of time where she disappeared, making it so that I wasn’t able to find her, but I would have been trapped were it not for her.”

      “Do you intend to leave us again?” he asked.

      “Are you afraid that I will?”

      “I’m afraid that you will go and we won’t be any safer than we are now. The barrier has already—”

      “The barrier is back in place. I monitor it regularly. There is no way the Forgers could destroy the barrier.”

      “You didn’t think they could before, but they have managed.”

      “They have,” his father said, nodding. “And I will continue to ensure that the barriers remain as stout as possible so that we can protect ourselves from them.”

      There was no point in arguing. His father believed that they were safe, and Haern didn’t know whether or not they were. None of that really mattered. He didn’t know why they’d come to the crystals. He had come to see his father on behalf of his uncle, wanting to ensure that his father didn’t focus so much on vengeance. Instead of Haern trying to sway his father, it seemed more that his father was attempting to sway him.

      As he looked around at the crystals, Haern couldn’t help but feel that persuasion. How could he not when he agreed with what his father was doing? The Forgers couldn’t acquire all the Elder Stones. He didn’t know what would happen if they did, but he’d seen the way they used power.

      “Why do you think the Elder Stones were separate in the first place?”

      “I’m not really clear. When I held the crystals, I had visions.”

      “What were your visions?” Others had spoken about the visions they had when holding one of the crystals, but he’d never heard of his father’s experience.

      His father nodded. “In them, I saw the Great Watcher. I sat next to him. In one vision, I could feel lorcith all around me. In another, it was heartstone. I was aware of everything, that power, and it felt as if the longer I sat there next to the Great Watcher, the more I could understand about the purpose of the metal.”

      “You think that the metal is an Elder Stone?”

      His father’s brow furrowed for a moment. “It was something I considered, but I think it’s unlikely. There is simply too much lorcith for it to be an Elder Stone.”

      “What about heartstone?”

      “It’s still too common. But it is tied to the Elder Trees.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The Elder Trees are different. Which makes me worry about why the Forgers would have targeted them. For the longest time, they didn’t really understand what they were, only that they were connected to our people as well. They aren’t Elder Stones, not the same way as the crystals.”

      “How do you know?”

      “That was also in my vision.”

      “And if we lose the Elder Trees?”

      “There’s power within them, Haern. That power needs to go somewhere, which is why it can’t be transferred to the Forgers.”

      “What makes you think the power could be transferred?”

      “My experience with the Forgers tells me they wouldn’t do anything if they didn’t think they could get something out of it. They believe they will gain something by what they have attempted.”

      “Can we move that power?”

      “We can try, but…”

      Haern considered telling his father that he had contemplated the need to destroy the Elder Trees, but it didn’t seem the right time. It never seemed the right time with his father.

      “I agree with Brusus,” Haern said.

      “About what?”

      “It’s good that you’re here.”

      His father turned to him, and a smile crossed his face. “I’m glad I am too. I wish things could’ve been different over the years, and I wish that the Forgers didn’t pose a threat, but I couldn’t simply leave them.”

      “You could have asked for others to help.”

      “Others did help at first.” His father’s voice dropped to a whisper. “When we first confronted the Forgers, after their initial attack, others came to help, and I welcomed that. We needed their help, and the more they fought, the more we were able to do. But in time, we lost one after another. The Forgers were too much for us. After a while, I encouraged the guilds to continue training, but I asked them to stay separate, to remain within the city, where they wouldn’t have to face the Forgers.”

      “You did it to protect them?”

      “I do everything to protect the people of this city.” He took a deep breath. “There are people within the city that I care about. People I can’t fathom losing. And I can’t see more and more people die simply because of the Forgers. That’s the reason I’m willing to leave the city. That’s why I’m willing to be gone for so long, and why I’m willing to keep fighting.” His father met and held his gaze. “I couldn’t stomach losing your mother. There was a time when I thought that I had, and I nearly lost myself. And when we had you…” His father shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut tightly. “I couldn’t… I couldn’t lose you. I couldn’t do that to Jessa. And so I’ve been willing to leave. To fight. To do whatever it was I had to do to protect the people I care about. And I will continue to do that. I will take every opportunity I can to protect my family.”

      “Father—”

      “The Forgers would destroy everything I love. I can’t allow that to happen.”

      Haern watched his father. Nothing Haern could say would make a difference or change the way his father felt. And he wasn’t sure he wanted to, anyway. Didn’t he feel the same way? Didn’t he want to protect the people he cared about? Wasn’t that why he was willing to leave the city and fight?

      And wasn’t that why he wanted to continue to train, working with Galen so he could understand what it would take in order to defeat the Forgers?

      Brusus had wanted him to meet with his father to ensure that Rsiran maintained a certain sense of understanding, but it was Haern who had gained understanding.

      And resolve.

      He needed to find Galen. He needed to continue training. He needed to push himself as hard as he could. It was the only way he was going to get strong enough to ensure that the Forgers didn’t gain too much power. If they acquired other Elder Stones, they would become unstoppable, and he was going to stand in the way of that possibility if he could.
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      Wind whistled around Daniel as he stood at the bow, hands resting on the railing. The distant land grew ever closer. It started as a dark smear, little more than an interruption of the undulating blue waves, but as they continued toward it, night stretching out around them, he could tell that they neared land. Birds circled, larger than the gulls found in Elaeavn, and aggressive as they dove toward the water. They were darker than the birds of his homeland, not the pale white that he was accustomed to, but rather a dirty brown, an unpleasant color, and they blended into the shadows of the growing night.

      “Why are you staring at them?” Lucy asked, approaching him.

      Daniel glanced over. Her hair was braided and hung down to the middle of her back. She wore pants and a loose-fitting shirt in the style of the Binders, making her appear so different from when they had been in Elaeavn. Only her deep green eyes were a reminder of who she was and where they came from.

      Still, she was beautiful.

      “Just watching the birds,” he said.

      “Do you expect them to do something?”

      “No, it’s just that they are different, and as near as we are to making landfall, I wanted to see if I could determine anything about where we were heading.”

      “This isn’t Nyaesh,” Lucy said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can hear Carth every so often.”

      “You are Reading her?”

      “Sometimes. At first I thought I was growing more skilled with my ability, but the longer it happens, the more I begin to wonder if this isn’t something that Carth wants from me. I wonder if it’s her way of sharing with me.”

      “I can’t Read her.”

      “Have you tried?”

      “I don’t really try to Read anyone,” Daniel said.

      “Why is that?”

      “My own ability with it isn’t the same as yours. It never has been.”

      “It’s not that you have no talent with Reading,” Lucy said.

      Daniel turned his attention back out to the sea. Water splashed along the hull, the spray catching him, leaving his face damp. It had been like that the whole time he’d stood near the front of the ship, and he had no interest in moving. There was something peaceful about standing on board the ship, and even more so in the proximity he had to the water. In this place on the ship, he couldn’t see the snapping of the sails as they caught the wind. He could hear them, but he could hear the crashing of the waves just as much, the occasional groaning of the ship, and the steady thump of feet along the wooden deck.

      It surprised him that he would feel so comfortable on board the ship.

      “I have some talent with Reading,” he said. “I just… I just haven’t used it very often.”

      “You haven’t used many of your abilities. Is there a reason you fear to?”

      “It’s not that I fear it.”

      “Is there another reason? Are you worried about what your father might say?”

      Perhaps once he would have been. He had cared about what his father said, but that was because his father had wanted to make him into something he wasn’t certain he could be anymore. “Not anymore,” he said. “I wouldn’t have stayed if I cared,” he agreed.

      “You didn’t need to.”

      “Are we going to go into that again?”

      “I just thought as we near the shoreline that we should at least talk about it.”

      “What’s there to talk about?”

      “Your reason for staying.”

      Lucy watched him, an intensity to her stare. He had been surrounded by people with deep green eyes like hers his entire life. It was hard to go anywhere in the palace without running across someone with eyes as deeply green as those she possessed, but there was something different about Lucy.

      “I stayed because of you,” he said.

      “I know you did.”

      Daniel pushed off the railing and reached for her hands. “I thought that being outside of Elaeavn would give us an opportunity to have more time together, but that hasn’t been the case. You’ve been busy with the Binders, and I think you need to be busy with them, but it has meant that you and I haven’t had the same opportunities.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      He smiled at her. “You don’t need to ask me to know. You can simply Read me.”

      “There are some things that are nicer to hear than to Read,” she said.

      “I want what I’ve always wanted.”

      “Friendship?” she asked, smiling at him.

      As she did, there was a twinkle in her eye, and it reminded him of the young woman he had chased for all those years. It was the same woman he would still chase, hoping that she wasn’t too far gone. And he didn’t think she was, but he didn’t know if everything that she’d been through—that they had been through—had changed things for her. How could it not? It had changed things for him, leaving him with questions about his purpose.

      “If friendship is all we have, then friendship is what I’ll take,” he said.

      “I don’t know if I can have anything more than friendship right now, Daniel.”

      He blinked slowly, licking his lips. When she had broached the topic, he had thought that maybe she had changed her mind and would be interested in having more time for the two of them, but perhaps that was not to be.

      “Now, but do you see a time when there could be more?”

      “When this was placed,” she said, touching the back of her head, feeling the metal that had burrowed into her, “I didn’t know how much of a future I would have. I still don’t. And of all the gifts that it’s given me—and as much as I might try to deny it, many of them are gifts—I’m not much of a Seer.” She smiled at him, though it didn’t reach her eyes.

      Daniel held her gaze for a moment before looking back out toward the sea. “That’s never been one of my strengths, either.”

      It was his shame. He had all the abilities of the Great Watcher, but none of them with much strength, and certainly none that he felt he could utilize to help him understand how he fit into this new world. The only thing that set him apart was an ability to Slide. Even that wasn’t all that rare.

      “You have more strength than you realize. Without you, I don’t know that I would have survived.”

      “That was more Haern and Galen than me.”

      “You might claim that, but you are the one who stuck by me, and because of you, Carth was able to get involved, helping us. I think you are quite a bit more integral than you realize.”

      He closed his eyes, wishing he had some way of commanding the ability to See, but that gift of his wasn’t honed. There were some among the Elvraeth who were incredibly gifted with it, and a few outside of the Elvraeth who had tinges of it. Perhaps of all his Great Watcher abilities, he should have worked with that the most, trying to strengthen it, trying to gain skill so that he could know the future. There would be value in it for him.

      There would’ve been a warning, too. If he had the ability to See into the future, he wouldn’t have to fear her rejection.

      Lucy took his hand, and Daniel opened his eyes. She stood close to him, the warmth of her body pressing up against him. “You aren’t rejected.”

      “I understand that you need something else,” he said.

      “I need to understand myself, the same thing you need. We’ve left Elaeavn, and now look at us. Now we’re sailing across the sea, traveling with spies, preparing to face Forgers, chasing after stories out of legend. Is this the way you once saw your life going?”

      He smiled. “Not exactly. I would have been content staying in the city, eventually sitting on the council…”

      But even that wasn’t true. As much as he might claim he would’ve been content to stay, he knew that he wouldn’t have. He wouldn’t have tried to understand his abilities.

      And Lucy would know it too.

      That was one downside to her ability to Read him, and regardless of what barriers he attempted to place, nothing would be strong enough to withstand her augmented abilities.

      “What do you hope to find for yourself?”

      “I don’t know. When we stayed in Asador, it was more for me to understand my abilities. I still don’t fully comprehend them. Every day it seems as if there’s something else. Something different. And then when Carth decides to reveal part of herself to me, it leaves me with more questions.” She joined him at the railing and cast her gaze out at the open water. “When I was first attacked, I remember thinking that it shouldn’t have happened to me. That somehow I was cursed. That maybe the Great Watcher had forsaken me. And it still might be true. The problem is that I no longer know. The augmentation is a gift. It has to be. Everything the Great Watcher gave me is enhanced, almost the way it was when I held one of the sacred crystals.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Daniel asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve given it some thought. The only thing I can come up with is that the Forgers have some way of using Elder Stones to add augmentations, but that might not even be true. What if this really is nothing more than metal? We’ve seen how Rsiran can use lorcith in miraculous ways, and it leaves me wondering if perhaps it’s nothing more than that.”

      He hadn’t considered the possibility that the Forgers were using Elder Stones as part of their attack.

      He glanced back to Carth. She lightly gripped the wheel as she stood at the helm, staring out at the water. Every so often, her gaze would drift upward, looking at the sails or the people climbing along them, before she turned her attention back to the water. With his enhanced eyesight, he could See the shadows that stretched away from her and the way they linked the ships sailing alongside them, forcing them all to travel at the same pace.

      “Daniel?” Lucy said.

      He paused and glanced over to her. “We’ve been trying to understand why the Forgers want the Elder Stones, but what if the answer has been with us all this time?”

      “I’m not convinced that’s what it is. I was just throwing out an idea.”

      “But it’s a good idea. Think about the sacred crystals. If those are Elder Stones, they grant additional abilities. Handling the sacred crystals enhances our given abilities. What if there are other ways to use the Elder Stones?”

      Daniel made his way toward Carth, stumbling slightly as the ship hit a particularly large wave. She flicked her gaze over to him, a hint of a smile crossing her mouth. “Did you come to ask me about making landfall?”

      “Eventually,” Daniel said. “That’s not Nyaesh, at least from what Lucy tells me.”

      “And your friend has been to Nyaesh?”

      “No, but she’s picked up on what you’ve allowed her to detect.” He was cautious with how he said it, not certain whether Carth wanted the other Binders to know that she had revealed part of herself to them, but there had to be a purpose. Carth seemed far too calculating to reveal anything otherwise.

      “Has she?”

      Daniel nodded. “And if it’s not Nyaesh, I wonder where you’re leading us.”

      “I have been guiding us away, doing so intentionally.”

      “Obviously.”

      She nodded behind her. “Have you noticed the ships following us?”

      Daniel turned and looked toward the stern, staring into the ever-growing darkness. It was difficult to make anything out. Some of that might be from Carth’s shadows, though it might only be the growing night. It was difficult to tell the difference.

      “I take it they aren’t your ships.”

      “My fleet split off. It was part of the intention. We wanted to draw a certain notice, and it seems that we have.”

      “What sort of notice?”

      “The sort that will allow us to find out why they are following us.”

      “Why head toward land?”

      “Why not?” Carth asked.

      “Isn’t it easier to outrun them on the sea?”

      “And if I don’t want to outrun them?”

      “Would you fight?”

      “If I have to, but it’s been my experience that fighting isn’t always necessary. Most of the time, when confronted with a superior force, men choose to run.”

      “And what if you are chased by a superior force?”

      “Well, then, I’m not a man.”

      Daniel could only stare at her, trying to determine if she was joking. “Tell me about how much you were changed by holding the Wisdom Stone.”

      “What makes you think to ask that?”

      “We’re trying to understand the purpose behind acquiring the Elder Stones.”

      “The purpose is power.”

      Daniel nodded to Lucy. She was silent as she stood next to him, and she focused on Carth. Was Lucy trying to Read Carth? How would Carth react if that was the case? But then, if Carth wanted Lucy to Read her, there wouldn’t be any issue with it.

      “The implant that was placed in her has granted her augmented abilities, the same way that handling one of the sacred crystals would augment her abilities.”

      Carth stared at Daniel for a moment. “And what is your point?”

      “I guess my point is whether or not the crystals and other Elder Stones are similar.”

      “Let me tell you about my experience with Elder Stones,” Carth said. She leaned forward, resting her forearms on the wheel. “The first time I recognized an Elder Stone was in a city far to the south of Elaeavn. It was there that I began to hear the rumors of them. I knew nothing about Elder Stones before that, and at the time, I thought they were nothing more than a myth. A man I met helped to assure me that they were much more than a myth. And more than that, there were others who believed in the power of the Elder Stones, others who wanted to use it, to draw upon it. They used me, forcing me to help reveal the presence of an Elder Stone.”

      “And what was it like? Was it like the sacred crystals in Elaeavn?”

      “As far as I can tell, the sacred crystals are unique. There is nothing else quite like them.”

      “What about this place?”

      “Keyall,” Lucy whispered.

      Carth turned and nodded. “Be careful how you speak that name,” Carth said. “There aren’t many I’ve allowed to realize that there is an Elder Stone in Keyall. I protected it, offering as much as I can to ensure the safety of the Elder Stone, and I’ve left those who serve me closest there, surrounding the city with whatever protections I can offer.”

      “If you’re worried about the Elder Stone, why not simply move it?” Daniel asked.

      “Not all Elder Stones can be moved. The Hjan attacked in Elaeavn because they could remove one of the crystals, but not all the Elder Stones are like that.”

      “Aren’t they stones?”

      Carth shrugged. “Stones might be something of a misnomer. They are items of power, imbued with the energy of their creator. In the case of the sacred crystals, as you call them, most believe that they were created by the Great Watcher. There are enough stories of those who handled them sitting alongside the Great Watcher to make that believable.”

      Daniel glanced over to Lucy, who nodded.

      “In the case of Keyall, it wasn’t so much a stone as it was the water and the stone, everything that comprised the land. It imbued power to the city, and a resistance to my ability.”

      “Why?”

      “Why indeed? I spent much time trying to consider the implications of why the various Elder Stones seemed to counter each other. The power of Keyall counters the power of Ih, and the power of Ras can mitigate that of Ih along with that of Vzash. The more I learn about the Elder Stones, the more questions I have.”

      “Do you think the Ai’thol have answers?”

      “There is a leader of the Ai’thol who is as knowledgeable as any when it comes to the power stored within the Elder Stones. He has been at it for a long time, much longer than I. If he were to acquire all the Elder Stones, I wonder what might happen.”

      “It’s not so much acquiring the stones that matters, is it?”

      Carth shook her head. “It’s not.”

      “What is it, then?” Daniel asked.

      “Think about your friend. The metal that has been implanted within her. Think about what that means.”

      He tried to understand, but didn’t, at least not fully. “I’m not sure I can grasp what you’re trying to show me.”

      “You’re the one who raised the question, Daniel Elvraeth. All I’m asking is that you follow it to its natural conclusion. You mentioned that her abilities seem as if they have been enhanced, similar to how they would be when holding one of your sacred crystals.”

      Daniel nodded. “That’s what it seems like from what we can tell,” he said.

      “And what if that is what it is?”

      “But she doesn’t have one of the sacred crystals.”

      “Doesn’t she?”

      Daniel twisted so that he could look at the back of Lucy’s head. Her hair covered it, and he swept his hand through it, parting it to the side. She stood stiffly, allowing him to move her hair, and seemed as if she were simply waiting. He hadn’t expected such closeness and worried that Lucy might be offended by the familiarity. She said nothing.

      He traced his hand over the surface of the metal. There was less exposed now than there had been. According to Lareth, it was lorcith mixed with something else. An alloy, but not one he was familiar with. And not one Rsiran had been able to remove, either.

      As he stared at it, he thought he detected a faint glow. He’d never noticed that before, but buried beneath the shadows of Lucy’s hair, mixed with the shadows that Carth swirled around her, he could see it.

      “The glowing looks something like the sacred crystals, but from what I understand, it’s mostly lorcith.”

      “Lorcith. An interesting choice, but it’s not so much lorcith that I think you’re detecting.”

      Daniel looked up. “If it’s not lorcith, then what is it?”

      “What you’re detecting, what you’re seeing, is the effect of what the lorcith has been augmented with.”

      “And what is that?”

      “The power of your crystals.”

      Lucy’s breath caught.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve been trying to understand it myself, and for years it didn’t make any sense. But after the attack on Elaeavn, I finally began to suspect what the Ai’thol are after.”

      “And what is that?”

      “It’s more than simply wanting to gain access to each of the Elder Stones. That’s valuable to them, and I think that with enough time, they will be able to do so, though there are plenty of people who have powers that will resist, and they will oppose the Forgers and the Ai’thol if they attempt to steal from them.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s about that. Lorcith. Other metals like it, for lorcith isn’t unique in this world. Particular metals, especially those keyed to their land, can take on qualities from the Elder Stone.”

      “You think they have been mining lorcith that is enhanced by the sacred crystals?”

      “I didn’t before, but I do now.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “To have access to it. To control it. For power. And as much as you might want to believe they would do otherwise, the Ai’thol would use it to rule.”

      He turned and looked at the back of Lucy’s head again. It didn’t make sense. If the Ai’thol wanted to rule, why would they have granted her abilities?

      Unless it was accidental.

      But if it was accidental, what did that mean for Lucy?

      And what did it mean for them to chase down the A’ras?

      “Is that why we’re heading to this place rather than to Nyaesh?”

      “This land won’t have stored any of the power of the Flame,” Carth said. “I wouldn’t escort any of the A’ras to such a place, though I doubt that I would need to. More likely they would already know.”

      “Then why are we heading here?”

      “Because we need to. Because we need to reach it, and because I need proof of what they’re doing.”

      “What will this prove to you?”

      She turned to him. “Rsiran Lareth has never questioned why they were called Forgers.”

      “Because they forge these creations that are forced into people, augmenting them.”

      “And what if that’s only a part of it? What if they’re called Forgers by the Ai’thol because they deal with metal augmented by the Elder Stones they acquire? What if there is much more to the Forgers’ importance than what I’ve known?” She said the last mostly to herself.

      “You’ve been searching for this for how long?”

      “I’ve been chasing the Ai’thol for decades. Most of the time, it has been about trying to keep ahead of them, to ensure that they don’t acquire the Elder Stones, but now I begin to wonder if I’ve been failing all along.”

      Daniel glanced over to Lucy. “That’s why you are concerned about the A’ras.”

      Carth nodded. “It made me question. The presence of the metal you detected on board the ship suggests there might be something else that allows them to store the power from the Elder Stone. They might not even know what they’ve been doing. Or, more likely, some have known, and I have not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Carth pulled a strange knife from her pocket. The blade had a slight curve, and it looked similar to the type of sword he’d seen on the men he had confronted when he’d Slid to the ship with Rayen.

      She gripped the knife, twisting it in her hands. “I’ve carried one of these for many years. It’s been a part of me. A part of my training. Something I learned when I was young and never gave much thought to.” Fire began to sizzle along the edge of the blade, and Carth simply held it, unmindful of the flames burning along its surface. “Perhaps I should have given it more thought. Perhaps had I realized what it was, and what it meant, I might have cared more, and maybe I would have remained in Nyaesh.”

      “You think that metal is holding on to the power of the Elder Stone from Nyaesh?”

      Carth looked up, and the flames blinked out. “I think that the knives and the swords the A’ras use draw from the power of the Elder Stone. And if that’s the case, then we need to understand what other metals might be holding the power of the Elder Stones, and whether or not the Ai’thol have already discovered them.”

      Daniel stared at the knife, unable to take his eyes off it. If it was true, and if they were using that power, and if the Ai’thol had discovered them, then how exactly were they supposed to defeat them?

      And how much of that did they already know?

      Worse, the Forgers didn’t have to acquire an Elder Stone to make this work. All they had to do was get in proximity to it, close enough that they could draw upon the power, to augment the metal, and then they could use it for whatever dark purpose they intended.

      Lucy grabbed his hand, squeezing.

      Daniel had made no effort to shield his thoughts, and Carth watched him.

      “I still don’t understand what purpose they would have in all this.”

      “The better question, Daniel Elvraeth, is what purpose there is for the Elder Stones in the first place. And once we know the purpose, then we can begin to understand what the Elders did by separating them.”

      “Even that’s not what we need to understand, is it? We need to understand what purpose the Ai’thol have in bringing them together.”

      “Now you’re beginning to think the way you need to.”
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      They reached the shore, the ships tied off, and they stood along the rocky coastline. Daniel peered out into the darkness, uncomfortable with the way things were going, worried that an attack might take place. If it did, would he be ready?

      What of the rest of them? He didn’t worry about Carth’s ability to fight, or Rayen’s either. But Lucy wasn’t a fighter. She had been working with the Binders, but fighting wasn’t a skill she’d been training in. And Daniel didn’t want her to have to train to fight. He’d rather she remain innocent, though at this point, none of them were innocent anymore.

      “How many ships were out there?” he asked Carth.

      She stood several paces in front of him, difficult to pick out from the darkened coastline. Somehow she had the shadows peeling off her, flowing in such a way that she looked almost like one of the rocks. “There were three, though at this point, there could be more.”

      “And they were pursuing?”

      “I wasn’t moving so fast as to outrun them.”

      “Could you have?”

      She turned, and for a moment he caught a flash of her eyes. “Had I wanted to, but we needed to see what they were after.”

      “What if they’re after you?”

      “That’s possible.”

      She seemed unconcerned about it, and unconcerned that they had a dozen, not much more, and might have to confront an unknown number of assailants.

      They continued to wait, but no ships appeared in the distance. Against the darkness of the night, Daniel wasn’t certain he would be able to pick out any ships, so maybe that wasn’t all that surprising.

      “They’re coming,” Carth said softly.

      “I could Slide us to them,” Lucy said.

      “Maybe,” Carth said. “I’d rather have them get closer, realize that we’re here and anchored, and give them an opportunity to reveal their intentions.”

      “I can Read their intentions, too.”

      Carth stepped toward her. “Has your ability really grown so strong?”

      “I can’t Read them from here, if that’s what you’re thinking I meant.” She shook her head, flashing a smile. “But I can determine something about them. We need to Slide on board the ship first.”

      Carth looked at Daniel, seeming to consider his reaction to the idea. He had Slid onto a ship once before and knew that he could repeat it if necessary, but he didn’t necessarily want to.

      And if he did, he worried that it would only be him. He might be able to Slide Rayen, but only if he had the ability to see where they were going. With as dark as it was, it would take considerable strength with the shadows to peel them away.

      But Carth had that sort of strength. She would be able to remove them, to give him an opportunity to See where they needed to go, and so maybe he could do this.

      If it came down to it, he might not have the strength to return, though it didn’t have to be his strength to return. It had to be Lucy’s.

      “I can Slide us there. We can determine what they’re after, and then we can decide what you want to do with them,” Lucy said.

      “Not all of us,” Carth said.

      “You don’t want to have more with you?” Daniel asked.

      “The more people we bring, the more likely we’ll appear to be a threat. Until we know what they’re after, I don’t intend to challenge them.”

      “And if they challenge you?”

      “If they do, then we have to be prepared for an alternative plan,” Carth said.

      “Who would you take?” Lucy asked.

      “I suppose we should bring your Elvraeth friend,” she said, looking at Daniel, “if he will come. And Rayen. Other than that, I wouldn’t want to diminish the Binders.”

      Four. She wanted to bring four people onto a ship out in the middle of the ocean, facing the A’ras, men who had nearly defeated him and Rayen.

      But that had been before they’d had Carth with them.

      “They’re getting closer,” Rayen said, appearing out of the darkness.

      “I can tell,” Carth said.

      “What’s your plan?”

      “My plan is the same as what you attempted in Asador.”

      “How many?” Rayen asked, glancing from Daniel to Lucy and then back to Carth.

      “Just us.”

      “I’ll have the others be prepared,” Rayen said. She disappeared for a moment and reappeared shortly after.

      Daniel marveled at how quickly she acclimated to the decision. All the Binders handled such decisions easily and quickly, never seeming to be caught off guard by anything Rayen or Carth might ask of them. It might be their most impressive trait. They were quick to accommodate changes like this.

      “When you’re ready,” Carth said, nodding to Lucy.

      Daniel turned to Lucy. “If you can’t See where they are, you shouldn’t do this.”

      “I don’t have to See them,” Lucy said. “I can Read where they are. They don’t know to shield their minds, so it’s much easier for me to latch on to that sense of them and use that to determine where I need to go.” She seemed to be hiding something from him. Did it have to do with her comments on Reading the A’ras? Why would she need to conceal that from him?

      Unless she already knew what they would encounter.

      He attempted to Read the men on the ship, but he couldn’t detect anything. There was emptiness. During the journey, he had grown accustomed to that. Most of the Binders had a way of keeping him from their minds, and so he’d stopped trying.

      Lucy watched him, as if knowing his thoughts. Which, he realized, she probably did. Taking his hand, she squeezed, and then she glanced over to Carth, who took her other hand. Rayen frowned.

      “And what am I supposed to hold?”

      Lucy chuckled. “Grab Carth’s hand. I’ll make sure you don’t get separated from us.”

      “That can happen?” Rayen asked.

      “I’ve heard rumors that Lareth can stop himself in mid-Slide, though I haven’t been able to do it yet.”

      Yet. The way she said it suggested to Daniel that she had been trying.

      What was in the place between Slides?

      When he Slid, he was aware of the sense of movement, and there was a fluttering sensation that suggested there was something in between, but he had never been able to determine what that was, and he couldn’t even fathom attempting to stop himself in between Slides. It was bad enough attempting to Slide someplace he couldn’t easily see, and even worse attempting to Slide places where he couldn’t move. He didn’t have Lareth’s ability to Slide without taking a step, so he needed to walk in order to make the Slide effective.

      “Just hold on tightly,” Carth said.

      Lucy tilted her head to the side, and then they Slid.

      There came a strange whistling sound, and they moved with incredible speed. They emerged on the deck of a massive ship that rocked on the waves.

      At first, no one noticed them.

      Darkness wrapped around them, though Daniel didn’t know whether it was from Rayen or Carth. It could have been either of the women, and it shrouded them, hiding them within the shadows. He was thankful for that, wanting to remain as hidden as possible, not wanting the A’ras to realize they were on board too soon. The moment they did, they would be in danger.

      Carth strode forward, shadows separating from her. They remained around Daniel and Lucy, and Rayen was there, hidden within them, answering the question about who held the shadows.

      Voices suddenly called out.

      Heat built, and an explosion slammed into Carth, but she simply batted it away.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      It wasn’t that she batted it away; it was more that she simply absorbed it, accepting the explosion, pulling it within her, filling herself with the power. Metal clanged on metal, though Daniel couldn’t see it clearly through the shadows. He started forward, reaching for his sword, but Rayen gripped his arm, holding him in place.

      “Not yet,” she whispered.

      “But Carth—”

      “Carth doesn’t need us for this.”

      “Why did we come if she doesn’t need us?”

      “She needs the threat of us. She needs the potential to return, and she may actually need us, but not yet.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know Carth.”

      “Can you at least make it so that I can see what’s taking place?”

      Rayen shot him a look, but he ignored it, turning his attention back to the fighting. The shadows around them eased, and he was able to peer through them and make out the fight.

      Carth held only her small knife, and she faced a man with a long curved blade. He danced around her, flickering the blade, and Carth simply batted it away casually.

      “What is she doing?” Daniel asked.

      “She’s toying with him,” Lucy said.

      “I see that, but why?”

      “To get him angry, it seems,” Lucy said.

      Rayen glanced over at her. “You know her tactics?”

      “I know her mind,” Lucy said.

      Rayen studied Lucy for a moment before turning her attention back to Carth.

      As they watched, Daniel allowed himself to get caught up in it, captivated by the fighting. He’d never seen anyone quite like Carth. She used nothing more than a knife to face off with the swordsman, and with that knife, she simply twisted off to the side, avoiding each attack. He marveled at her skill, though he supposed he shouldn’t. He’d trained with Carth and had seen how capable she could be.

      Something thudded near him, and Daniel spun.

      Light exploded, casting aside the shadows. A man held two swords crossed in front of him, flames crawling along the blades.

      Daniel reached for his sword and Slid, appearing behind the man. He shoved him as he unsheathed, and the A’ras went staggering forward. Rayen caught him, wrapping him in a band of shadows that trapped his arms at his sides, keeping him from attacking. Daniel waited for the man to shout, but no sound came. It took him a moment to realize that was because Rayen had gagged him, shoving shadows down into his throat. He convulsed, dropping to the ground and kicking before stopping.

      He looked over to see three others circling them. The sudden appearance of the man had revealed them, and Daniel found himself facing two A’ras, both with the strange curved blades, and neither of them hesitating as they pressed forward in an attack. He swept his sword around, Sliding as he did, emerging between them, elbowing one man, driving his heel into the knee of another.

      He spun his blade, Sliding as he twisted, and emerged in front of them again, sweeping down with the flat edge of the blade and connecting, driving one man to his knees.

      Lucy cried out, and Daniel jumped, Sliding quickly, and appeared back where she had been.

      She wasn’t there.

      Rayen wasn’t there, either.

      Daniel Slid again, emerging in the middle of the ship. There was activity all around him, and three men charged toward him, all of them carrying swords.

      He Slid, darting quickly as he went from place to place, emerging briefly enough to slam into the side or the back or even once the forehead of each assailant.

      There was still no sign of Lucy.

      Carth still toyed with the other man, her knife drifting lazily from place to place as she worked it, and the other swordsman became sloppy with his movements. Daniel thought she would be able to take care of him if it came to it and decided against joining in the fight.

      He needed to reach Lucy.

      Where was she?

      He saw no sign of her.

      Daniel continued to Slide from place to place and stared as he did, searching for signs of Lucy.

      Where was Rayen?

      She wouldn’t have disappeared either.

      Activity on a ship near them caught his attention.

      Daniel Slid without thinking about it too much. If he had, he might have thought better of it. When he emerged on the other ship, Rayen had shadows wrapped around three men.

      Lucy was near her, close enough that she could Slide to her, and he suddenly understood what had happened.

      Lucy had brought Rayen over here.

      “The other ship,” Rayen said.

      Daniel nodded, glanced over to it, and Slid.

      When he emerged, there were five men converging on him. He quickly took stock of the situation and Slid.

      He reacted instinctively, not thinking about what he was doing, just traveling from place to place, prepared for the attack, knowing that he could Slide, and that there was nothing for him to fear.

      Each time he emerged, he confronted another of the swordsmen, knocking them down. He went from one spot to another, darting around the ship, knocking them out rather than trying to harm them. He found that he could emerge briefly, just long enough to attack, and then Slide again. The men didn’t have a chance.

      Was this how Lareth had fought? He’d never seen Lareth in a real fight, and yet he suspected it was similar.

      Only Sliding himself didn’t require nearly as much energy. The hardest part for him was adjusting each time he emerged.

      Another attack, and another.

      And then it was done.

      He stood, sword in hand, panting.

      He almost didn’t need the sword, but then, had he not brought the sword, if he had been attacked by another who had one, he’d have had no way of blocking it.

      He Slid over to the first ship and found Carth with her knife up to the man’s throat.

      “Did you take care of the other ship?” Carth asked. She didn’t bother to look in his direction, and he wondered how she even knew he was there.

      “I did. And Rayen and Lucy handled the other.”

      “Good.”

      She pulled her knife back and kicked the legs out from under the man. He dropped to the deck and glared up at her.

      “You’re her,” the man said.

      “You have no reason to attack me,” Carth said.

      “You’re Rel.”

      “Well, it seems as if you do know me,” she said, laughing. “And if you know me, then you would understand that I am A’ras.”

      “You are not A’ras. You were exiled.”

      Carth crouched close, leaning down toward the man. “Was I? If I was exiled, then why was I permitted to return? Why have I continued to train with the masters? Why do I still have my blade?” She thrust the knife forward, keeping it near the other man’s chin. “The better question is why you are so far from Nyaesh.”

      “We aren’t beholden to you. You will have no answers from us.”

      “I didn’t say that you are beholden to anyone. But I will have answers.”

      “You will have nothing but shame.”

      “Shame? That sounds so dramatic. And now that I’ve claimed your ships for my fleet, you’re the one who will have shame.”

      Carth turned and glanced past Daniel. He turned and realized that Lucy was there, and she was watching.

      “Can you Slide them to shore?” she asked.

      “What’s your intention?” Daniel asked.

      Carth looked over at him. “I asked her if she can Slide them to shore. That’s my intention.”

      “Carth, we shouldn’t bring them closer to the Binders.”

      “The Binders are going to be the ones to hold them.”

      “What if they continue to attack?”

      Carth glanced over at him. “There’s nothing they can do that will allow them to continue to attack. Unless you don’t think my Binders are capable of restraining them.”

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t say that. All I’m trying to get at is—”

      “I understand what you’re trying to get at. And I’m warning you that you need to trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

      Daniel took a deep breath and glanced over to Carth. She watched him, an intense gaze on her face. After a moment, he nodded, turning his attention back to Lucy.

      “It’s okay,” she said.

      “Lucy—”

      “Most of them are unconscious, Daniel. Besides, I think I have an idea about what Carth intends.”

      “And what does she intend?”

      She fixed her gaze on Carth. “She needs the ships, not the men.”

      Carth smiled. “Very good. Did you Read that?”

      “No, but that would be the only reason you’d want them on the shore.”

      “Not the only reason, but it certainly doesn’t hurt.”

      “What do you need the ships for?”

      “I intend to travel as if I’m one of the A’ras. And that means I need to present myself in a way that is believable to those who know.”

      “Your ships aren’t believable?”

      “No. But these will be. And I have enough people with me who can ensure that we continue to be believable.”

      Daniel looked around the ship. It made sense. They could use the ships, but this had to be about more than just getting into Nyaesh. If that was the case, they could simply Slide there, but that didn’t seem to be what Carth wanted.

      “What are you after, Carth?”

      “You don’t think my search for answers is enough?”

      “I think this is about more than just a search for answers,” Daniel said.

      “We need to be able to travel through some of the northern lands effectively, and we can’t do that with my ships. They will draw attention. There are plenty who know of me in the northern area, and if they realize it’s me, they will be less inclined to answer the questions I need answered.”

      “And those questions have to do with the Forgers and the Ai’thol?”

      “They do,” Carth said. “Not all the answers will come in Nyaesh, though I suspect that is where we will need to start. The rest of the answers will likely come from outside of the home of the A’ras. We will need to travel through much of the northern lands, and only then will we find what we seek.”

      “And what are you looking for?”

      “The power of the Flame,” Carth said.

      “Can you simply detect the Flame?”

      Carth closed her eyes, and for a moment, the blade in her hand glowed with a deep orange light. “Reaching the Flame was the first thing I was formally taught, and the A’ras know how to do so much better than anyone. Or almost anyone. And because of that, I would like to believe that we can find out what they’re up to and where to find the Elder Stone I’m searching for, but it might require more, Daniel Elvraeth. Will you be able to participate?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “You’re here, but you don’t know if you want to be. I can see it in the way that you look at me, and I can see it in the way that you debated how much to fight.”

      “What are you going to do with these men?”

      “If you think I’m going to slaughter A’ras, then you haven’t been paying attention to the type of person that I am.”

      “If you’re not going to slaughter them, then what do you intend to do with them?”

      “I’m going to leave them until it’s time to lead them.”
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      Pain rolled through Haern, a kind of pain he had never experienced before. It was a throbbing sensation, and he could barely move. Everything seemed to burn, and though he knew it was temporary, that didn’t change how awful it felt.

      At least he could breathe.

      That was the difference between this poison and the terad. Terad was relatively quick and mostly painless. Though there was an awful sensation of nearly suffocating, it didn’t hurt.

      Not like this.

      This was as if Galen had lit a fire beneath his skin. Everything hurt, leaving him in agony.

      “Enough,” he whispered.

      Darren leaned over, pressing his hands on either side of Haern, and a wave of Healing washed through him, dissipating the poison. When he was done, Darren leaned back and glanced over to Galen. “I’m not sure this is the smartest plan.”

      “What would he do if you weren’t here?” Galen asked.

      They sat in Darren’s home, and Haern rested on the cot, prepared for the possibility that he might fall over. Darren had wanted him to be as safe as possible, placing padding on either side of the cot in case he rolled off during one of their sessions. A fire crackled in the hearth, and Galen sat calmly and casually staring at the fire, paying almost no attention to Haern. Darren hadn’t been able to remain nearly as calm. He watched Haern intently, and when it had looked as if Haern couldn’t tolerate the pain, he had intervened. With this poison, it had happened far more than with the others.

      “I imagine he wouldn’t be dealing with srirach if I wasn’t here. There’s no reason for him to use something like this.”

      Galen tore his attention from the fire and glanced at Haern. “There are many reasons to use srirach. It’s an awful experience.” Haern nodded. “And it’s one you don’t easily forget. It’s difficult to develop a tolerance to it. Usually it can be done slowly over time, but we don’t have that luxury.”

      “Then don’t use it,” Darren said again.

      “I don’t think we have a choice. If he’s going to be as prepared as possible for what he might face, he needs to be able to withstand any sort of torment that might come his way. Even if it’s self-inflicted.”

      “You say that as if speaking from experience,” Darren said.

      “Unfortunately, I have more than a little experience with self-inflicted torment,” Galen said.

      Darren watched him before turning his attention back to Haern. “How do you feel?”

      “When the fire dissipates, I feel fine.”

      “It’s more than fire,” Galen said without looking in his direction. “If the poison lingers, it begins to dissolve the insides.”

      “Why do you carry something like that?” Darren asked. He still seemed shocked to know that Galen had spent time studying with Della, and the more time Darren spent around Galen, the more disturbed he seemed by what he knew. Many of Darren’s medicines were familiar to Galen, but he had different uses for them.

      “There are some people who deserve a brutal end,” Galen said.

      “Isn’t it enough simply to let them die?”

      “Most of the time,” Galen said. “But there are times when it’s better to show somebody exactly why they need to die.”

      “And how does this show anybody anything?”

      “They feel it. They know it deep within themselves, with every bit of their being. And sometimes, there’s a reason to let them have such an experience.”

      Darren watched Galen for a moment before turning away in disgust. “I can’t believe Della worked with you.”

      “She didn’t just work with me. She’s the one who connected me with my mentor.”

      Darren just stared.

      Haern shifted on the cot. The poison had left him uncomfortable; even now, completely Healed, he struggled to ignore the residual effects of it.

      “This is important work, Darren. I need to be able to handle myself if it comes down to it,” he said.

      Darren made his way toward one of the shelves with rows of medicines. He lifted one of the jars, taking it and holding it in front of him, staring at it. “It perverts everything I’ve learned,” he whispered.

      “I thought the same thing.” Galen had stood, and he looked over to Darren, watching him with an expression of regret. His eyes had softened, no longer as angry as before. “I remember when I first came to work with Della. I had wanted nothing more than to master how to Heal. I didn’t have the same ability to Heal that she did, but Della had assured me that my desire to Heal was all that mattered. She said I could work with her, learn how to use various leaves and roots and oils, mix them together, and in doing so, I would be able to help many others.”

      It was the most Galen had ever spoken about what he’d been through. Haern had heard rumors about what Galen had experienced, but nothing more than that. It was something Galen hadn’t wanted to speak much about, even after all these years. Could the wounds still be so fresh?

      If Galen had been exiled, wouldn’t they be fresh to him?

      Maybe that was the key. Anything he’d been through would be hard on him. And as much as Galen might want to move past it, it might not be possible. Could that be the reason Galen had avoided bringing him here?

      “I did help others,” Galen continued. “For a time, I thought my role would be that of a healer. Even in our section of the city, healers had a role. I enjoyed those days. They were some of the easiest and happiest. I read extensively, spending much of my time trying to master the various compounds she wanted me to learn, and over time, I grew quite skilled.” Galen reached the counter with the variety of compounds on it. He lifted a jar, taking off the top and sniffing before setting it back down. “I know how to mix nearly every single substance in here. I can tell you where they are harvested. I can tell you the best way to prepare and store them. I didn’t learn that out of a desire to harm.”

      Darren met Galen’s eyes. “Then why do it?”

      “At first, I had no choice. When I left Elaeavn, I felt as if I didn’t have any purpose, and that if I didn’t take this opportunity, I would end up worse off. After learning what I did, I likely wouldn’t have survived had I not studied with my mentor.”

      “You keep calling him a mentor, but he was an assassin. A killer. A murderer.”

      Galen nodded. “All of those are true. And because they’re true, I should feel regret, but I lost that ability long ago. That has been taken from me, and I doubt it will ever return. But there is strength in overcoming with such things. Had I allowed myself to feel remorse, I would have died. Cael Elvraeth would have died. And one of the sacred crystals would have been lost.” Galen lifted up the next jar on the table near him and shook it for a moment. “You may not like what I had to do, and for that matter, I may not have liked what I had to do, but that doesn’t make it any less useful. There is a need for people like me.” He nodded at Haern. “And people like what he will become. That’s why he must train. He must be ready. And when the time comes, he can’t hesitate. He needs to be able to act, knowing that he can withstand whatever comes his way, that he has been trained, and that he won’t fear poison or death or those who would bring him harm. Hesitation will lead to failure.”

      Galen studied Darren for a long moment. “You view Della as the person who taught you. I view her the same way. And Della understood the truth of what was needed as much as anyone. She didn’t like it any more than you do, but she recognized the necessity of it. It’s why she put me in contact with the man who trained me.”

      Darren let out a frustrated sigh. “I was taught to do everything in my power to help people. And when I was given my gift, when I held one of the sacred crystals, it allowed me to recognize a connection to all those the Great Watcher wanted me to help.”

      “Do you think the Great Watcher wanted you to help everyone?”

      Darren frowned. “Why would he not?”

      “The Great Watcher sits over us, not intervening. And yet his servants, the people of Elaeavn, are allowed to intervene. He has touched you, influencing you, but he also has touched me and influenced me. The Great Watcher laid his hands upon me, granting me an understanding of my abilities and giving me the opportunity to See.”

      Haern hadn’t moved. It was an odd discussion, and one that he wasn’t expecting to observe. Darren had never objected to Healing anyone before, and perhaps he still didn’t object to Healing, only to the nature of what they were doing. And Haern thought he understood.

      “I need to keep pushing,” he said, looking over to Darren. They had grown up together and had been friends when they were younger. Time had allowed them to grow apart, time and the fact that Darren had taken such a significant interest in his apprenticeship. “If you don’t help, I might end up hurting myself.”

      Darren glanced from Haern to Galen. “I can’t be a part of this. Not anymore. I shouldn’t have in the first place.”

      Galen just nodded. “You must do what you feel is right. And I need to do what I feel is right.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That means that I’m going to take narcass and veral.”

      “I don’t have—”

      Galen grabbed the jar, setting it on top of the shelf before pulling the top off and plucking out a few leaves, holding them out in front of him. “What was that? I told you that I recognize everything you have in here. The purpose you might have for it is different than the one I might have, but that doesn’t make me any less knowledgeable.” He flashed a smile. “And perhaps it makes me even more knowledgeable. I don’t need to rely upon only learning how to Heal.” He sorted through the jars Darren kept on the shelves, going from one to another until he found what he wanted, stuffing everything he took into a vial or a small leather pouch. Darren watched, staying motionless. “I will make sure that you get resupplied,” Galen said.

      “Don’t bother,” Darren said.

      Galen glanced over to Haern before heading out of the shop.

      Haern slipped off the cot, hesitating as he looked over at Darren, debating whether he should say something—anything—before choosing not to. What was the point? Anything he might say would only anger Darren.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Darren shook his head. “You’re not sorry.”

      “I am sorry. I didn’t want—”

      “Just go. And don’t bother coming back if you end up killing yourself.”

      “Darren—”

      Darren turned away. “I would do anything for your parents, Haern. Your father helped set me up with Della in the first place, and she saw something in me. She got me out of Elaeavn and kept me from working along the shores in the slums, so I owe your father for that. This is a life I never could have imagined. But what you’re doing goes against what I was trained to do.”

      “I understand.”

      Darren turned back to him. “You don’t understand. You say it, but if you truly understood, you wouldn’t ask of me what you have.”

      Haern turned away. “Just remember that Galen feels the same way about Della as you.”

      When Haern stepped outside, he found Galen locked in a conversation with Haern’s father. Neither man looked happy with the other.

      Haern approached slowly, cautiously, deciding that he didn’t want to deal with his father’s anger any more than he had to. His father had already expressed his displeasure at Haern’s willingness to work with Galen.

      “This is my decision, Father.” Haern stepped between Galen and his father, forcing them apart. “And I don’t need—”

      His father rounded on him, fixing him with a heated expression. “Haern, this isn’t—”

      Haern took a step forward. “This is my decision, Father. And you know that.”

      His father took a deep breath and glanced from Galen back to Haern. “What did you ask of Darren?”

      “Don’t worry, your friend has decided that he doesn’t want to help.”

      “What?”

      “Darren won’t help,” Haern said.

      “Why?”

      “I imagine because of you, Father.”

      “I didn’t instruct him not to help you.”

      “I don’t know that you had to instruct him not to help. I think he has made up his own mind and was willing to do whatever he thought he needed to do to appease you.”

      His father groaned. “You have it wrong.”

      “Maybe,” Haern said.

      He looked around the clearing. His father had erected more of the lorcith rods, placing them in such a way that they would hopefully prevent the Forgers from succeeding at whatever they were planning, but since Haern could detect the pressure from the rods, he wondered if the Forgers could, too. Maybe there was nothing that would make much of a difference.

      “What’s your plan for if those don’t work?”

      “My plan is to continue to do everything necessary to prevent the Forgers from reaching them.”

      “And when that fails?” Haern asked.

      “What makes you think it will fail?”

      “I can detect the lorcith, so I suspect they can as well. Anything you do won’t be enough, not when it comes to the Forgers.”

      His father studied him. “I’ve been fighting the Forgers for a good portion of my life. I’m well aware of what they are capable of,” he said.

      “And this?”

      “You detect lorcith, but what else do you detect?”

      Haern focused on the sense of lorcith. Usually, it was a subtle and soft tugging on his awareness, and lately, as he had been practicing more, there was an even greater tension upon him. With these rods, there was that tension, but there was also something buried, a sense that he had initially thought came from the strange metal the Forgers had placed around the trees. But the more he focused, the more he realized that it was distinct from what he could feel from the trees. This was his father’s work.

      “What did you do?”

      “What needed to be done,” his father said.

      Haern continued to study the trees, focusing on the lorcith. What needed to be done was to remove the threat of the trees, but he didn’t think his father was willing to do that. “And what was that?”

      “I am attempting to remove the metal in a different way.”

      “How?”

      “If you weren’t so caught up in trying to become an assassin, you might have been able to help.”

      Haern shot his father an annoyed look before making his way over to the nearest tree. It happened to be the one for the smith guild, and as he neared it, he held his hand out, away from the metal rods, searching for the sense of lorcith. It pulled downward, reaching deep beneath the ground, and from there, the energy started to curl back.

      It was a strange and subtle thing, but if it did what he suspected his father intended for it, it might be able to shear off the entire outer layer of the tree.

      “Won’t that kill the trees?” he whispered, mostly to himself.

      His father had joined him, and Galen stood on his other side. “It’s possible, but it’s also possible that we can remove the entire layer of what they’ve done and save the trees.”

      Maybe his father was right. Maybe he needed to stop spending so much time with Galen, caught up in trying to become an assassin. He could have helped his father with this. This did fit with his abilities.

      “What happens if this fails?” Galen asked.

      “You want it to fail?” his father asked.

      Galen shrugged. “I don’t want it to fail, for the same reason I didn’t want the Hjan getting ahold of the sacred crystals. But I was prepared for the possibility that they would. And if they did, I was prepared to do whatever it took to ensure that they couldn’t use them. Are you prepared to do whatever is necessary to ensure they can’t use these trees?”

      “I will save the trees,” Rsiran said.

      “And if you can’t?” Galen asked.

      “Are you trying to find out if I’m hard enough? I think we’ve been through this before. You know that I’m willing to do whatever it takes to accomplish my goals.”

      “No. I know that you’re willing to do quite a bit, but you’re not willing to do whatever it takes. If you were, then we would never have interacted in the way that we did.”

      “Galen, you don’t—”

      Galen flashed a smile. He spread his hands out. “I’m not trying to anger you, Rsiran. We both know if it came down to it, you would have little difficulty handling me. I’m just trying to get you to prepare for what else might be asked of you.”

      Haern glanced from his father to Galen. The words might be directed at his father, but Haern knew they were intended for him.

      Turning his attention back to the trees, feeling the lorcith surrounding them, the effort his father had placed in trying to save the trees, doing everything he could, he knew that Galen wasn’t wrong. They did need to be prepared for the possibility that this would fail. And if it did, if the trees died, or if the Forgers managed to somehow use the power stored within the Elder Trees, they needed to find a way to stop them.

      And that had to be his responsibility now, didn’t it?

      It started with trying to understand if there was a way to save them. If he could come up with something, it was worth it. And if they couldn’t, then he had to be ready.

      Looking over to his father, seeing the way he glared at Galen, he wondered if his father would be in the right frame of mind for what needed to be done.

      It was possible he had already made up his mind.

      And as much at Haern respected his father and everything he’d done for Elaeavn, he wasn’t sure his Rsiran was right about this.

      That was nearly as troubling as the idea that he might have to go against his father.
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      The forest floor stretched below him. Haern crawled along one of the upper branches, making his way from tree to tree, working quickly as he scrambled across the hidden paths that crisscrossed throughout the heart of the Aisl forest. His heart pounded in his chest, and he struggled to keep his breathing steady. He was trying to maintain a focused pace, not moving dangerously, knowing that if he did, he could slip and fall.

      And at any moment, Galen might throw a knife at him.

      He paused, pressing his back up against the nearby trunk. The bark this high up in the forest was smooth. The pungent aroma of the leaves cloyed in his nostrils, and he ignored it, focusing instead on his footing. Even that, he tried not to focus on too much. There was no point in spending too much time fixated on where he stood. If he did, he might slip and fall anyway.

      Instead, he needed to focus on where he would go next and be prepared for the possibility that he would need to disappear. That meant jumping. Dropping. Perhaps falling.

      He’d already fallen once, and even though he had walked along these branches for his entire life, prowling through them like this was different. It required skills that didn’t come quite as naturally.

      Movement above him caught his attention, and Haern threw himself off to the side, curling around one of the trunks, keeping a tight grip on it. He squished his back up against the trunk, watching for any other movement.

      With his Sight, he thought he should be able to detect the movement in the trees, but Galen would be tricky, and he still hadn’t discovered whether Galen had asked others to help him. It was possible that it wasn’t only Galen he had to worry about. If there were others he needed to watch out for, then he had to keep track of them.

      It was part of the lesson Galen wanted him to learn. He had to be prepared for more than just the person he stalked, and though he knew to follow Galen, he also knew that others might be out there.

      There came another flicker of movement. It was on a branch below him.

      He kept himself pressed up against the trunk. Any movement would draw attention, and he wanted to be careful that he didn’t draw any attention to himself until he knew what he was dealing with.

      Haern grabbed one of the darts. It was tipped with a small amount of lorcith, barely a sliver, but after practicing with it for as long as he had, he had discovered that he could control it nearly as well as he could a knife made of lorcith. And a sliver gave him hope that the Forgers wouldn’t detect it until it was too late.

      But then, as Galen had suggested, he also needed to be prepared for the possibility that they would adapt. They often adapted to every assault thrown their way. That might be why his father was so effective against them. With his breadth of skills, it was difficult for them to fully anticipate to what he could do. Maybe the fact that he had finally been captured meant they had at last discovered a way to counter everything his father could throw at them.

      Haern stepped around the trunk.

      Three people were scattered all around him.

      Who had Galen recruited to help him with training?

      Haern didn’t know much about Galen’s life within Elaeavn. He had encountered the man only a few times within the palace before traveling with him, and other than his connection to Cael Elvraeth, Haern didn’t really know much about him.

      He’d been there for twenty years, long enough that he would have some connections to others within the palace. More likely than not, the three people dressed in dark green cloaks standing on the branches were from the palace. He recognized one of them—a palace guard, one of the tchalit. Since the attack, they had served a less important role, though they still viewed themselves as being just as significant as before.

      Haern pushed out with his connection to the lorcith, sending one dart toward the nearest man. He angled it, bringing the dart in a different direction rather than coming directly at him. If he could make it seem as if he weren’t standing where he was, he might draw the attention of the others, pulling them in a different way.

      The dart pierced the man.

      It was loaded with a mild sedative. It would make him sleepy but wouldn’t knock him out completely. Galen hadn’t wanted anyone to get harmed here, though training in the treetops had risks regardless.

      The man sank down to the ground and made a motion to his left.

      Haern smiled to himself. His ruse had worked. The man had believed that Haern was somewhere else.

      The other two started off, and Haern pushed out with another dart, sending it streaking toward the nearest of them, then, at the last moment, he curled around, catching the farther of the two on the shoulder. He blinked as he looked down, noticing the dart, and collapsed, pointing off in a different direction.

      The final man paused. He was the tchalit, and it seemed as if his training had helped him realize everything Haern had done so far was little more than a distraction.

      He scanned the treetops, looking all around, and just as his attention turned toward Haern, he sent another dart at the man.

      He didn’t bother to disguise it this time. He pushed with as much force as he could, wanting the dart to reach the man before he could react. He dropped, and the dart sank into his scalp.

      The man cried out, and Haern raced forward, trying to catch him before he fell.

      When he reached the tchalit soldier, he realized his mistake.

      Something sharp pressed up against his side.

      “You revealed yourself too quickly,” Galen said.

      Haern looked down to see a knife pressed against him. “I didn’t want him to fall during the training.”

      “You have to be careful with your compassion.”

      “My compassion is what separates me from the Forgers.”

      “Is it? Don’t you think they have compassion for their kind? Don’t you think the Forgers would do whatever it took to help their own?”

      He had seen the Forgers working together, wanting to make sure they were safe. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe it wasn’t about compassion. It was about the intensity of what he was willing to do.

      “You made a mistake, too.”

      Galen frowned at him. “Oh, did I?”

      Haern pulled on one of the darts, tearing it free from the tchalit and piercing Galen with it. His hand slipped, only a little, but enough that Haern was able to twist off to the side, reaching for the dagger.

      “Good. You didn’t abandon the attack when you thought yourself defeated. I’ve seen too many people give up, as if they were willing to accept whatever fate dealt them.”

      “Even when that meant they would die?”

      “Even then. Too often they simply abandon everything they’ve learned.”

      “Did my father?”

      “Your father wouldn’t be alive if he did.”

      Galen released him, letting the knife go and stepping back. Haern made his way over to check on the others, pausing briefly at each man before moving onward. When he was done, Galen made his way back to him. “Skill wise, you’re ready,” Galen said. “You can always get better, and we can keep training, but there comes a time when we have to move on to what’s next.”

      “I still don’t know nearly enough about poisons and how to use them.”

      “You know enough. And I think that you can continue to learn more.”

      “When will we leave to go after the Forgers?”

      “We?”

      “I didn’t think you would let me do it myself.”

      “Haern, I left the city for this purpose once before. I can’t keep abandoning my responsibilities and Elaeavn, and I can’t keep abandoning Cael.”

      “Could she come with us?”

      “Cael has responsibilities within the city.”

      “Others can’t fulfill those responsibilities?”

      “There are others who could take on a greater role, and Cael has served the council for a long time, long enough that she should be granted an opportunity to step away. But knowing my wife, and knowing of recent events, I know that she has no interest in stepping aside.”

      “We need to figure out what the Forgers plan—”

      “You aren’t ready for that alone. You need help that I can’t offer.” Galen watched him. “You do have a friend who might be of help.”

      “Lucy hasn’t returned since she left us.”

      “Maybe she hasn’t because there hasn’t been a reason, but now there is.”

      “I don’t have an easy way of reaching her.”

      “You live in a city full of people who can Slide. You have a father who has an ability greater than anyone else. And you don’t think there’s an easy way of reaching her?”

      “I’m not sure asking my father is the right strategy when it comes to this.”

      “You might disagree about what you’re doing and why you’re doing it, but he sees the value in it. He won’t admit it, but I can tell that he recognizes that much. There’s no way that he couldn’t, after facing the Forgers for as long as he has.”

      Would his father help?

      It would provide an opportunity, but if his father were to help, then Haern could simply ask him. He wouldn’t need to go to Lucy.

      But then, if his father came with them, leaving the city, it would leave too much exposed. They couldn’t do that.

      “Why don’t we continue to train?” Haern asked.

      “I need to return. I’ve been gone long enough and often enough that I don’t feel it’s fair to Cael to remain away from her.”

      “I could go with you.”

      Galen cocked his head to the side, grinning. “I doubt Cael would appreciate that.”

      “Because I’m Rsiran’s son?”

      “Because there are times when a husband needs to be with his wife.”

      Haern flushed and smiled. “When do you plan to return?”

      “If you intend to leave soon, then I will help make sure that you’re ready. You shouldn’t go until you’ve had a chance to fully prepare.”

      What would it take for him to be as prepared as Galen thought he needed to be? Would it be more sparring? Haern hadn’t minded the searching through the trees. There had been something almost peaceful about it. But it hadn’t really prepared him.

      He began to feel as if he were wasting time with each day they remained here. The Forgers were out there. They were planning. They would attack. And he had to be ready.

      More than that, though, he felt he needed to figure out whether there even was a way of saving the Elder Trees. And if there wasn’t, then they needed to prepare for the possibility that the trees might need to be destroyed.

      From here, he could feel the pull of the lorcith from the trees. It was subtle, but enough that he didn’t have to strain to detect it. The rods his father had placed pushed the sense of lorcith up along the entire trunk of the tree, leaving them with power pulsing off them.

      “If you know of anyone in the palace who could Slide me to find Lucy, I would appreciate it.”

      “You don’t want to ask that of your father?”

      Haern sighed. “I could ask, but then he would need to leave the city.”

      “You fear for him?”

      “I fear for Elaeavn. If he leaves, whatever protection he’s offered would be lost.” And though it wasn’t clear just how much protection his father had offered, it had to be some. The Forgers hadn’t been able to fully penetrate the protections. They’d managed a single attack, but if Haern knew anything about his father, he knew he would have stayed focused on trying to find a way to keep out the Forgers.

      Galen frowned. “There might be a person who could help.”

      “In the palace?” Other than Daniel and Lucy, he didn’t know how many other people in the palace had the ability to Slide. Most of them came and joined the guilds when they discovered that ability, even if they were well connected within Elaeavn. There was a way of learning what it meant to Slide that they wouldn’t get within the city. They needed to come to the guilds for that education.

      “There have always been some among the Elvraeth who have the ability to Slide.”

      “Lucy told me they don’t like it when the Elvraeth Slide.”

      “They might not, but after the last twenty years, they need to get over the old issues. We’ve seen how useful Sliding can be, especially with the attacks. Some try to hide it, though they shouldn’t.”

      Haern thought he understood. Galen intended to convince someone who might not want to share their ability with the world to reveal that they could Slide.

      That was one of the worst things that could happen, even now. When his father had been young, Sliding had been essentially forbidden. He had been forced to hide it. It had taken a long time for people to accept that Sliding was a gift and not some sort of dangerous or dark ability, and there were still those who adhered to the old ways of thinking.

      “Who is it?”

      “I will approach them first.”

      Haern sighed. “If you’re going to approach them, it might be helpful if I go with you.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’ve found that those with the ability to Slide respond to my father. They want to be like him.”

      “This person would not.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Galen’s mouth quirked in a slight smile. “Completely.”

      “Then I definitely want to go.”

      “Even if they don’t—and won’t—care about your father?”

      “That’s even more reason for me to go.”

      Galen shrugged and motioned for Haern to follow. They started along the upper branches, making their way toward the heart of the Aisl. From there, they could climb back down to the forest floor.

      As they made their way through the trees, a flicker of movement caught Haern’s attention. He paused, reaching for Galen, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      Something streaked through and slammed into Galen’s shoulder.

      Haern lunged for him, wanting to catch him before the man fell, but Galen moved too quickly, dropping as he’d been struck. For the briefest moment, Haern wondered if this was part of Galen’s game, but seeing the blood pooling around the wound and watching Galen fall quickly to the ground below took that suspicion away.

      Where had the attack come from?

      It was within the trees, but where?

      Haern looked around. There wasn’t any good sign of where it had been, other than the brief flash of movement he’d noticed. That could be nothing.

      Another flicker of movement came from above him.

      Had he not been searching, he wasn’t sure he would have noticed it.

      It came with a shimmer, a swirl of colors that told him whoever was coming traveled by Sliding.

      Haern dropped to the branch, clinging to it.

      Something whistled through the air and shot directly over where he’d just been standing.

      He let out a shaky breath. He needed to get down to the ground and check on Galen, but if he did so without caution, he might get struck the same way.

      When he noticed a rustling of leaves, he pushed on a dart in his pocket.

      Most of the poison might have been spent, but he hoped enough remained that he could use it against whoever had attacked him.

      The dart whistled through the air, and Haern didn’t wait to see if it struck. He didn’t feel anything pushing against him, so if it was a Forger, it would have to be one who had not yet noticed he had a sliver of lorcith within the dart he could utilize.

      Even that sliver might not be enough.

      Haern crawled slowly, craning his neck as he searched around the trees, looking for any sign of additional movement.

      Nothing came.

      He paused, looking over the branch, and saw Galen lying motionless on the forest floor. Blood pooled around his wound, and a glint of metal caught his attention, piercing his shoulder.

      Great Watcher! It was a Forger, and that was the same type of weapon that had struck Lucy. Would Galen be equally injured? Could anything be done for him?

      Worse, the one person who might be able to help might be disinclined after everything they’d gone through.

      Haern glanced around before reaching the main part of the tree and wrapping his arms around it.

      As he did, a branch swayed overhead, and he pushed on a dart, pulling it from his pocket and sending it toward the swaying branch.

      This time, he did feel resistance against the dart.

      It was soft, subtle, and it might not be anything significant. For all he knew, the pressure he felt on the dart wasn’t even real.

      No. It had to be real. The Forger must have noticed that he had lorcith within the dart.

      He slid down the trunk, unmindful of the skin scraping off his hands and legs. He slowed himself, grabbing on more tightly from time to time to keep himself from dropping directly to the ground, never wishing he had the ability to Slide the way he did right now. If he could Slide, not only could he grab Galen and get him to safety, but he might be better able to attack.

      Sliding.

      That was what he needed to watch for.

      The Forgers would rely upon it, using that to move rather than any other sort of stealth. When he had faced the Forgers before, he had seen just how much they depended upon their ability to Slide, and he thought he could observe the shimmering that came before they Slid—along with the strange striations of color when they emerged.

      Haern paused for a moment, searching around for any sign of Sliding, but there was none.

      He could wait, but if he didn’t move quickly, then Galen would suffer.

      Searching one more time for any sign of shimmering, he raced toward the fallen man. He kept himself low, his back hunched over, and when he reached him, he found Galen still breathing, though shallowly.

      He grabbed onto Galen and pulled, yanking him.

      He was heavy, and in Haern’s anxiety, he managed to drag him, but didn’t know how long he’d be able to do so.

      A shimmering came from above him.

      Haern stumbled toward the nearest tree, pushing one of his knives as he did and sending it streaking toward the Forger.

      Unsurprisingly, the knife veered off, and Haern redirected it, pushing at the same time on another knife, sending it at him in a way that would distract his attention. It was possible the Forger had the ability to split his focus, but if he hadn’t trained at that, maybe Haern didn’t need to worry about his sliver of lorcith within the dart.

      He pushed on the third knife.

      Prior to chasing after his father, he had never attempted to split his focus on lorcith in so many different ways, and even now it was difficult. But he didn’t need to have exquisite skill with this. All he needed to do was send the knife at the Forger.

      All three converged the same time, all coming from different directions.

      The Forger Slid.

      Haern grabbed Galen and ran.

      He searched around him, looking for signs of shimmering, for anything that would suggest someone was Sliding toward him, but nothing else came. The Aisl was nearby, close, but could he reach it in time?

      Even if he did, there was no guarantee that Darren would help Galen.

      He would have to help. He was a healer, and that was what they did, regardless of whether or not Darren agreed with the things Galen had used his knowledge for over the years.

      Every so often, Haern paused, looking for movement, any sign of shimmering that would tell him the Forgers were nearby, but it never came.

      The clearing appeared in the distance, and he allowed himself to breathe out a sigh of relief.

      Something struck him in the back.

      Haern gasped, the lower half of his body suddenly going cold.

      He willed himself to keep moving, but his legs didn’t work.

      A Forger weapon.

      His mind raced through the possibilities, knowing that if it was a Forger weapon, he would be altered in some way.

      There wasn’t time to think about that. There wasn’t time for anything other than reaching the heart of the Aisl. When he did, someone would have to help.

      He tried shouting, but his mouth didn’t want to form the words.

      Poison. He was certain of it. He might not recognize the poison, but Galen had shown him enough poisons recently for him to be aware of it. And maybe he would have succumbed to it had he not had that experience, but as it was, he remained awake, not completely subdued, but fully aware of how close he was.

      Haern licked his lips. A dark shadow appeared near him. A face loomed down, familiar and practically gloating as he looked at him.

      “You have been difficult to capture.”

      Haern wanted to say something, wanting to shout, wanting to do anything other than let this man take him.

      “Why?”

      It was all that he could manage to get out. He wanted to ask more, but more didn’t come.

      The Forger glared at him. “To rectify a mistake. You will do well. And with it, I will finally have peace.”

      The Forger reached for him.

      As he did, Haern did the only thing he could think of.

      He reached for the sense of the lorcith that had been planted around each of the Elder Trees, and he pulled.

      There was enough lorcith that it wouldn’t move away from him, but that wasn’t what he wanted. What Haern wanted was to pull himself toward the lorcith and toward the trees.

      At first, there was little more than a stirring of movement, and he wasn’t sure whether he was strong enough, but gradually, the stirring began to intensify, and he started sliding across the floor.

      The Forger reached for him, but Haern ignored him.

      He continued to pull on the sense of lorcith, letting it fill him.

      As he glided across the ground, the cold in the lower half of his body remained, but he didn’t dare think about it.

      The edge of the forest neared, and there was movement within the clearing. He didn’t trust himself to speak quickly or loudly enough to gather attention, but he didn’t necessarily need to. All he needed to do was reach the clearing; then he could draw the attention of the others there.

      The Forger Slid to him, attempting to block him, but Haern ignored him, pulling on the lorcith. Just a little more.

      He reached deeper within himself, straining for more power than he had ever pulled upon before, and with one last surge, he slammed into the Forger and glided across the ground toward the center of the forest.

      His head felt heavy.

      Someone approached, but he couldn’t tell who it was. He needed his father. His mother. But what he really needed was Darren.

      “Help,” he croaked.

      It was the only thing he could say, and it might not be enough.
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      The colors in the garden had changed very little in the week that Ryn had been here. Her time had gone quietly. A pleasant stretch, but it was filled with boredom. She had been offered all the food and water she wanted, and the others in the palace—and she was certain that there were others—had left her alone, ignoring her presence. It was almost as if they were offended that she was here.

      It was midday, and the air suddenly shimmered. When it was done, Olandar Fahr stood front of her. He was dressed differently than before, now wearing a snug jacket, a sword buckled to his waist, and his breeches had smears of ash on them.

      “How are you finding your stay?” he asked her.

      “How am I supposed to be finding it?”

      He cocked his head to the side, a hint of a smile playing across his lips. “You don’t enjoy your time here?”

      “It’s perfectly pleasant,” she said.

      “Pleasant. I think most would say that staying in a place like this was more than pleasant.”

      “Perhaps it would be for them.”

      “It’s not for you?”

      “This isn’t what I want.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “I want to go with you.”

      He frowned. “Do you think you are entitled to what I promised you?”

      “I’m not entitled to it, it’s just…” How could she explain to him? The quiet of this place had given her an opportunity to contemplate, and in that time, she continued to flash back to what she had experienced, the memory of losing so much staying with her, lingering in her mind, and when she focused, she’d see the faces of the dead. It was worse as she tried to fall asleep, those quiet times giving her an opportunity to remember, to recognize what awfulness she had experienced. All because of Lareth.

      “Have you considered what we spoke about last?”

      Ryn struggled to come up with what he had spoken to her about. There had been the conversation about his travels, but that didn’t seem to be what he meant.

      “The Great Ones,” she said.

      He bowed his head. “The Great Ones.”

      “What about them?”

      “If you would stay with me, you must open your mind and begin to understand.”

      “I didn’t realize that I was closed-minded.”

      “Perhaps not quite like that, but you have closed yourself off to anything other than what you want.”

      “What do I want?”

      “From what it seems, you want revenge, and yet you must allow yourself to be open to something greater.”

      Given everything that had happened to her, everything that she attributed to Lareth, she didn’t think it mattered. All that mattered was getting to Lareth, uncovering whatever he was doing, and keeping him from doing anything more. He didn’t need to harm anyone else.

      “I should open myself to the Great Ones?”

      “You should open yourself to the possibility of their power.”

      “How?”

      “That’s something that I can show you, but only if you’re ready.”

      If she stayed here, there might be quiet and comfort and luxury, but there would also be boredom. He didn’t need to explain to her that, were she to go with him, the experience could be quite a bit different. She had experienced pain and difficulty with him, and while he had always been there with her, there was something about the way he asked, the promise within it, that suggested that wouldn’t always be the case. Was she ready for that?

      For her to better understand, she thought that she had to be.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Are you sure? You are welcome to remain here. They will treat you well. There will be no suffering. And in the time that you’re here, you will be granted a greater authority than anyone other than the caretaker.”

      She sighed. The caretaker was the man who had been watching her, keeping an eye on what she was doing, and allowing her the freedom that Olandar Fahr had wanted her to have here. She could remain, and if she did, she would have peace. That was something she believed. In the time she’d been here, the peace had been almost unbearable.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Then we go.”

      “Now?”

      “Is there anything that you need to grab?”

      Ryn didn’t have anything here. Her possessions were the clothes on her back, and even those weren’t hers. They had been lent to her by the caretaker. Either Olandar Fahr would find a way to provide her with additional clothes, or he would not. She wondered if it even mattered.

      “I have nothing.”

      He smiled at her, traveling toward her with a blurring sense of movement. “Then you have nothing to lose.”

      Could that be true? Thinking of what she owned, she realized that it was nothing. Everything had been lost in Vuahlu. The only thing remaining was her life. That was it.

      And maybe that was what Olandar Fahr was trying to tell her.

      There wasn’t anything for her to lose. She had come to him empty-handed, with nothing, and when he was done with her, she might still have nothing.

      He grabbed her arm, and they Traveled. When they reappeared, there was a barren rocky landscape around them. The wind was cold and biting, swirling against her gown, the fabric far too thin for the sudden change in the weather. She would need to be better prepared if she were to continue traveling with Olandar Fahr.

      “Why here?”

      “This was a place of one of the Great Ones. An Elder.”

      “Was?”

      “The people that the Elder granted power to have not always used it wisely.”

      “How so?”

      “Most think to abuse that power, as if they were deserving of it rather than realizing that it was a gift. They felt it was their right.” He took a deep breath, his gaze sweeping across the landscape. “That abuse has led to other challenges. Fighting. War. All to squabble over that power.”

      “They shouldn’t have it, then,” she said.

      “Perhaps not,” Olandar Fahr said, looking around him. “Or perhaps they only need someone to guide them.”

      “Like you?”

      He smiled. “I have been trying, but people can be stubborn.”

      “Why?”

      “They believe they know better, and yet they haven’t seen the whole board.”

      “Board?”

      Olandar Fahr smiled again. “Perhaps I shouldn’t refer to it in such terms, but long ago, my first instructor taught me a game, claiming that it held the answer to all things.”

      “What sort of game?”

      “A very special game. In it, there are questions, and there are times when you can get answers, but for the most part, it helps you to understand. To train your mind to be ready to understand.”

      “Will you teach me this game?”

      “When you’re ready,” he said.

      “What does it take for me to be ready?”

      “Many things. A willingness, which I think you possess. A strength of will, which I have seen from you. And lastly, mental fortitude. We will see if that is you, Ryn Valeron.”

      With that, he strode forward, walking across the rocky ground. She followed, wrapping her arms around herself for warmth. She had a sense that this was a test of some kind, his method of determining her level of dedication. She could suffer, couldn’t she? Besides, she had suffered far more and had come away from it, so she knew that she could manage this. What was a little cold?

      “Where are we?”

      “A land far north. It was difficult for me to find, but now that I’ve been here, I still search for the secrets of the land.”

      “You still search for them?”

      “The people who once lived here thought that they could hide their secrets, that they could protect them.”

      “From you?”

      “They didn’t know anything about me at the time. No, they thought to hide them from their enemies.”

      “What enemies were those?”

      “Great and dangerous enemies.”

      “Have you confronted that enemy before?”

      “I have.”

      “Do I need to be concerned about it?”

      “You don’t. I have ensured there is nothing for you to worry about when it comes to them.”

      He reached a bridge, and the ground dropped off far below. An icy stream flowed, large chunks of ice floating downstream, the water itself looking almost painfully frigid.

      “I can’t believe anyone lived here.”

      “The people who lived here were hard. Strong. The kind of people you would think would make excellent allies, and yet the kind who also made skillful enemies.”

      “Why are we here?”

      “I come here from time to time, still searching for understanding.”

      “Of these Great Ones?”

      “The Great Ones were real. I have seen evidence of that, but what I still struggle with is finding the key to their power. Knowing of them and of their power is one thing, but finding out how to harness that power is something else entirely. I have attempted to do so for many years, and many of these Great Ones continue to elude me. But not for much longer.”

      “How have they eluded you?”

      “The ability to harness that power is what has eluded me. It’s one thing to know of it, and it’s quite another to be able to grasp it, to use it, to help others acquire and understand that power.”

      Ryn didn’t know if this was what he intended for her. Maybe he was coming here so that she could have power like that. Or perhaps there was something else.

      Either way, she didn’t know that it mattered.

      “What does it have to do with me?”

      “You will observe.”

      “Just observe?”

      “Would you do something else?”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything else for me to do, but I…”

      Olandar Fahr turned to her, smiling as he did. “If you serve well, Ryn Valeron, you will be offered the opportunity for much more.”

      She could only nod.

      “Now, follow me here.”

      He Traveled, transporting himself across the stream but leaving Ryn behind. She trailed after him, watching, but in order to follow him, she would have to scramble down the face of the rock, and in doing so, she would be in some danger. She wasn’t dressed for a climb, and perhaps she should have asked Olandar Fahr for an opportunity to return to her room and change into better clothes, or perhaps she should have asked him what sort of clothing she would need for this journey. But instead, she had said nothing.

      And he had let her get away with it.

      Another lesson, she suspected. It was unlikely that he intended to cause her any harm, but at the same time, the fact that he had not warned her of where they were going served as a reminder.

      Forcing herself down the side of the rock, she ignored the pain in her hands from gripping the cold rock. Sections of it were slick, covered with ice, leaving the rock unpleasant. Her slippered feet slid along the rock, and she struggled to maintain a safe footing, though was careful about it, not wanting to drop to the ground.

      As she went, she cursed to herself. Olandar Fahr waited on the far side of the stream, and with him waiting like that, she knew that this was his challenge, his test for her, and it was the kind of test she wanted to pass. She didn’t like the idea of letting him down and hated the thought that he would be disappointed in her.

      Reaching the bottom, she slipped, barely managing to catch herself. Part of her sleeve tore, and Ryn tore the rest away, tossing it into the stream with irritation. When she did, she realized her mistake. She could have used that scrap of fabric, wrapping her hands to keep them warm. She grabbed another section of fabric and wrapped that around her hands.

      All that remained was for her to cross the stream, to reach Olandar Fahr, and as she tested the water, she cried out. The water was bitingly cold, unpleasant, and it would involve her stepping into it in order to make her way across.

      He waited. Watching. If she didn’t do this, or if she failed, she would disappoint him. She didn’t want to disappoint him, and she also didn’t want to fail, not when it came to something like this. She wouldn’t fail.

      Ryn steeled herself, gathering herself together, and stepped off and into the water. The stream wasn’t deep, but it was incredibly cold, the icy water washing along her, and she hurried through, stepping from stone to stone, bracing herself as she went to avoid slipping and falling into the water. If she did, not only would she be drenched, but she would be so cold that it might be more than she could withstand.

      Taking another step, Ryn moved cautiously, holding her hand out to balance, and as she did, she started to slip.

      Cursing herself, she tried to take another hurried step, wanting to get across, but she started to slip again and then fell with a splash into the water.

      Cold swirled around her so that she couldn’t breathe. Everything went numb, and she struggled to move.

      A chunk of ice slammed into her, and she thrashed to get to her feet. The weight of the wet gown was too much, overwhelming her, and she splashed while trying to stand, but as she did, she felt herself pulled along the stream.

      She wasn’t going to fail Olandar Fahr like this. She was going to get out of the water.

      Ryn dragged herself forward. She managed to get her head above water long enough that she could take a gasping breath, and as she did, she sucked in a lungful of cold air.

      She lost track of which side she needed to go out on.

      What would Olandar Fahr want? He would want her to steady herself, and to keep calm.

      Could she do so?

      She knew that she could. There was no other choice.

      Ryn focused on where Olandar Fahr would be. She found him on the far side of the stream, but the opposite side of where she had thought he’d be. He was there, and as she pulled herself out of the water, dragging herself and lying there, he simply watched.

      After taking a moment to gather herself, she got to her feet, staggering toward him. Water streamed off her, dripping down the gown. Olandar Fahr only watched her, saying nothing.

      “Are you ready?” he asked her.

      She could only nod. She was ready, and she understood what he was doing while she got herself back together. He was going to bring her with him, but she had to be ready to keep up.

      And she was.

      They started off, heading across the ground. As she went, her feet squishing with each step, the water dripping off her, ice began to form in her hair. Ryn wrapped her arms around her. She wasn’t accustomed to suffering while traveling with Olandar Fahr. She was accustomed to being comfortable, to him taking care of her, but perhaps that was another message he was trying to give her. He would still protect her, but maybe he was done taking care of her.

      As they walked, she began to grow numb. Everything within her ached, the cold biting through her, and she took step after step, hurrying after him, the movement keeping her from freezing. Eventually, they would reach their destination, or she would freeze completely. She no longer knew which it would be.

      It was late in the day by the time Olandar Fahr finally stopped. They paused in front of a cave entrance, and he glanced over at her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Cold.”

      “Did you think that you could make it?”

      “I didn’t have any choice.”

      “You could have lain down, and you could have given up.”

      She couldn’t have, and she thought he knew that. Then again, all of this was a test. She was as certain of that as she was of anything. Olandar Fahr wanted to know what she was capable of withstanding, and though she thought he should know that by now, having found her where he had, having seen the way she had struggled, perhaps he wanted to prove to her that she could still withstand much more than she believed.

      Ryn shook her head. “I couldn’t have given up.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I was with you.”

      “Did you believe that I was going to protect you?”

      “You weren’t going to let me die.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I guess I didn’t. I just didn’t think you would.”

      “Because you had faith.”

      Ryn nodded. “I suppose I did.”

      “For what must come, and for what I must do, I need to have faith. Not only do I have to have faith that what I’m doing is right, and that I know each step I take is what must happen, but I must also have faith in those who follow me. Not all who follow me do so for the same reason as you. Some view me as a means to greater power, and in their willingness to follow me, I have allowed them to reach for power they wouldn’t otherwise have. Unfortunately, that has enabled some to follow who should not.”

      “This was all about you wanting me to have faith?”

      “This was about me asking you to demonstrate that you could have faith.” He smiled at her, and something strange happened then. Warmth radiated from him, sweeping across her, and as it did, her gown went completely dry. The chill that had worked through her faded, and she was no longer so miserable. Heat radiated from Olandar Fahr, a power she had never seen him display, and yet it was unsurprising that he could do so. She had seen other sorts of things from him, not the least of which was his strange ability to travel from place to place. “How is that now?”

      “Better,” she breathed out. She still held her arms wrapped around her, but the cold no longer threatened to overwhelm her.

      “That is about all that I can offer. I will keep you warm here, Ryn, but once we walk through here, you will need to come to terms with what you find.”

      “What’s inside?”

      “Inside here is the power of the Elder.”

      “Which one?”

      “Do you think it matters?”

      “You wouldn’t have brought me here to this one if it didn’t.”

      Olandar Fahr smiled. “Very good. So many think all that matters is the fact of power, and they don’t take any time to consider the means to it, or the way that it interacts. From what I can tell, the power of the Elders interacts in a specific way, and in doing so, it grants the user a different sort of ability.” He glanced over at her. “If you had grown up in Elaeavn, the land of your people, you would have been subjected to a different type of power. Having grown up outside of the city, you were kept away from it, and in my mind, that’s unfortunate.”

      “I never knew anything about the power of those people until my mother told me.”

      “It fades over time. The longer one is away from the source, the more the abilities fade. That’s the reason that the punishment the people of Elaeavn inflict is so devastating. Few remember why, but exile forces the people away from the source of their abilities, weakening them and those who come after.”

      “Is that what happened to you?”

      Olandar Fahr smiled and shook his head. “I am not of Elaeavn.”

      “Is that what would happen to my family?”

      “Only you can answer that, Ryn Valeron. What did your family tell you about who you were and what you came from?”

      She thought about what her mother had shared with her, but there hadn’t been much. Her mother had kept from her anything about what it was like in Elaeavn, and because of that, Ryn knew nothing about her people.

      In some ways, she would’ve liked to have kept it that way. There was nothing for her there, and she wanted nothing to do with them, other than the fact that she now wanted to understand why Lareth had been so angry at her father, and her mother, to the point where he would chase after them, destroying everything about them.

      “They didn’t say much of anything,” she said.

      “A shame, really. You should know where you came from. But I will do my best to help you find that out.” He turned back to the entrance to the cave, looking at it for a long moment. “Are you ready?”

      “Am I ready for what?”

      “For the first step in understanding.”

      Ryn stared at it. After a moment, she nodded.
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      Daniel struggled with the rocking way the A’ras ship traveled, differently than that of the Binders, streaking through the water at an incredible pace. Carth pushed on the ships with the shadows, sending all three of them speeding through the water. Daniel felt useless, unable to do anything but simply watch from the deck.

      The island grew more distant. Flames crackled along the shoreline, the A’ras’s impotent attempt to fight their way free, but there was nothing they could do. They were stranded, forced to wait until Carth and the others returned for them, though Daniel had no idea what Carth would do with them, or whether she actually would return.

      “They aren’t stuck there,” Lucy said.

      Daniel glanced over. She had her arms crossed over her chest, and her eyes were narrow, a tight glare on her face. “How aren’t they stuck? We took their ships.”

      And the ships they had come in on had sailed away, guided toward the fleet. Carth had added to her numbers and had not lost a thing.

      Daniel still didn’t know how much of what had happened she had anticipated. They had gone to the ships, only four of them, and had overpowered them. If Carth had known he was ready for that kind of fight, she hadn’t given any indication.

      It was part of what troubled him. Had she used him—and Lucy—to defeat the A’ras with minimal impact on the Binders?

      The other possibility was that she didn’t trust the Binders in a confrontation with the A’ras. He didn’t think that was likely, considering how much Carth had trusted them with so many other things.

      “The island has enough supplies for them to survive,” Lucy said. “Carth had no intention of letting them perish.”

      “Is that what you Read?”

      Lucy nodded.

      “And what if Carth wanted you to Read that? What if she revealed that information deliberately?”

      “I’m sure she did.”

      “How much time have you spent talking with Carth?”

      “Enough, why?”

      “You haven’t been spending much time with the Binders.”

      “They’ve been helping me get a handle on my abilities. That was the whole purpose of us staying in Asador.”

      “I’ve seen the way Carth uses people. Everything is strategy to her. I suspect Carth intended for you to Read her, and she shared only what she thought would be beneficial.”

      “You’re right, but we’re also traveling with her and need to have some trust in what she’s sharing with us.”

      He didn’t know. There just seemed to be too much about Carth that was mysterious and different. The fact that she was sharing with Lucy troubled him; from what he knew of Carth, she wasn’t someone to share it easily.

      What did she hope to gain?

      He thought about the lessons she had shared, lessons she had mentioned learning from her experiences. None of it made sense.

      “It has to do with us needing these ships,” he said, turning back to Lucy.

      He watched her and realized that she knew something more than what she was telling him. Maybe it was more than what she had Read. If it was, why wouldn’t she share with him?

      “What else is Carth after?” he asked.

      “I’m still trying to work that out,” Lucy said.

      They fell into a measured sort of silence, neither of them speaking. Daniel struggled to keep his footing as they crashed through the waves, and the distant island grew ever more difficult for him to detect. There were flames along the shores, but those flames gradually became smaller and smaller until they were so small as to be nothing.

      One of the Binders called to Lucy, and she hurried off, joining the other women as they worked on pulling on the lines, getting the sails prepared, shifting them so they caught the wind, letting it snap around them.

      Everybody had a task on board the ship. Even Lucy, though hers was mostly to learn.

      The only person who didn’t have a task was him.

      “Do you intend to keep watching?”

      Daniel glanced over to Rayen. He hadn’t noticed her join him, but she had, standing comfortably on the stern along with him, rolling with each wave. Her eyes narrowed as she looked out into the distance. He couldn’t tell if shadows streaked from her, though he suspected that they did.

      “What else am I supposed to do?”

      Rayen laughed softly. “What else? You’ve been given your assignment.”

      “Have I?”

      Rayen turned toward him, shaking her head. “Do you believe that Carth would let you get away with doing nothing on board one of her ships?”

      “I don’t believe there’s anything I can do. I’m different than the Binders, and they seem more interested in keeping Lucy a part of what they’re doing than me.”

      “Because she will be brought along with the Binders.”

      “Then what assignment did Carth give me?”

      “She has asked that you work with her.”

      She said it in a way that left him feeling as if he should have known that already, but he hadn’t seen that from Carth. He hadn’t seen anything that would suggest her wanting him to work with her.

      “She hasn’t asked me to do anything.”

      “Has she pulled you aside and spoken to you about strategy?”

      Daniel nodded.

      “Then she has shown her interest and willingness to work with you. You have to be capable of receiving that information.”

      Daniel stared at Rayen. “That’s how she intends to share with me?”

      “You have to be ready for whatever she offers. She won’t make the offer more than once.”

      “She could’ve made it clearer.”

      “She could have, but would you have been willing to listen?”

      He wasn’t exactly sure what Rayen was getting at or what Carth intended from him, but he liked to think that he would have been willing to listen. Then again, maybe not. Even now, he wasn’t sure he was prepared for whatever it was Carth might offer him. Would it be answers? Would it be something more than that?

      A place. Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      He had left Elaeavn, thinking that he needed to help, but not really sure what that involved. And even now, after everything he’d been through, he couldn’t claim that he really understood. Lucy seemed so certain of what she needed, and she probably was. She needed to understand what it meant for her to have these augmented abilities.

      Daniel made his way toward Carth, and Rayen watched him, saying nothing. He thought shadows streamed out from her, though he wasn’t certain; shadows always seemed to stream from Rayen. It was how she controlled her ability.

      Carth glanced over. “You can go rest, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “I don’t want to rest,” Daniel said.

      Carth studied him for a moment, her gaze lingering. “What would you rather do, then?”

      “If it were up to me, I would prefer to know what you intend for me.”

      “Does it matter?”

      Daniel shrugged. “Probably not, but seeing as how you have plans for all things, I suspect you have a plan for me.”

      “I wouldn’t be doing my people any favors if I didn’t have a plan for everyone I surround myself with.”

      “So what is your plan for me?”

      Carth studied him for a moment before looking past him and nodding. Rayen joined them, taking over steering the ship, and Carth motioned for Daniel to follow. They went below deck and back toward Carth’s quarters. Daniel had never spent any time within her rooms. It was almost too personal being back here in her space, and he paused in the doorway as he looked around.

      “You can enter,” Carth said.

      “Why did you bring me down here?”

      “I thought you and I could talk a little bit.”

      “Talk about what?”

      “Talk about what you intend.”

      She sat at a table. A game board rested on top of it, alternating squares of black and white. Strangely sculpted pieces were arranged on top of the board, and a single piece sat in the middle. Carth pressed her hands together, leaning forward on her elbows as she looked up at him.

      “What I intend with what?”

      “That is what we have to talk about.”

      “Why do I get the sense that I won’t care for this all that much?”

      “I don’t know. Is there some reason you shouldn’t?”

      Her gaze flicked to the door and then back to him. Daniel took a step inside, closing the door behind him. The only seat other than her bed was the chair across from her. He took it, and up close, the sculptures on the game board all had a distinct feature to them. Some of them were similar, and it took him a moment to realize that each side of the board appeared to be a mirror of the other.

      “How do these pieces not slide around as we sail?”

      Carth chuckled. “You are one of the first people who’s ever asked me that.”

      “It’s not a good question?”

      “It’s a practical question. And it tells me a little bit about your mindset.”

      “This is the game you were telling me about.”

      Carth studied him for another moment before tipping her head in a nod and motioning toward the game board. “It is. It’s called Tsatsun, and it’s a game of strategy. Men have been playing it in various forms for thousands of years.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you chose the word men intentionally?”

      “Perhaps I did, or perhaps it was unintentional,” Carth said.

      “And this is the game that you believe will allow you to get inside the mind of your opponent?”

      “I’m not the only one who feels that way, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “So how does it work?”

      “Each piece has various properties to it. Some are better suited for pursuit. Some are better suited for defense. Some are better at attack.”

      “And what about that one?” He pointed to the piece at the center of the board.

      “That is referred to as the Stone. It’s a unique piece. In order to win the game, you must push that piece to the other side of the board.”

      “Stone?” Daniel lifted the piece, feeling a little resistance. Something held the piece to the board. It had to be a magnet, which at least explained why the pieces didn’t slide all over. It was a strange piece, carved something like a tower, and there were four windows near the top. “It’s interesting that this piece is referred to as the Stone.”

      “Why does that interest you?”

      “I suppose because of the Elder Stones. Isn’t that the point?”

      Carth stared at the piece in his hands, watching him. “It’s interesting to me that this piece is referred to as the Stone, especially as it is crucial to winning. Even more interesting is the strategy required in order to win. The winning play is one where you manage to secure it on the opposite side of the board where your opponent can’t reach it.”

      “I don’t see why this game is so difficult.”

      “The difficulty isn’t in the ultimate goal. Oftentimes when dealing with strategy, it’s not understanding the goal that is the challenge. It’s the journey in reaching the goal that proves the most difficult. Think about what you know of the Forgers.”

      “They want to attack.”

      “But that’s not all they want. Think about it in simpler terms.”

      Daniel frowned, staring at the piece. He twisted it in his hands. It had seemed completely smooth before, but the longer he held it, the more he became aware of slight indentations along the surface. He couldn’t see them, but he could feel them, however subtly.

      What was it that the Forgers wanted? All his life, he had believed that the Forgers wanted to harm him. Could they be after something else? Maybe it wasn’t about harming them but about power.

      “They want to rule.”

      “The Ai’thol want to rule.”

      “The Forgers don’t?”

      “What role do the Forgers play?”

      “I don’t know the dynamics all that well. I thought the Ai’thol and the Forgers were the same thing.”

      “There are similarities, but they aren’t the same. The Forgers serve the Ai’thol in some fashion.”

      “Some fashion? That seems pretty vague.”

      “When it comes to the Ai’thol, we don’t have many details. I have spent years searching for more information about the Ai’thol, and I’ve never managed to get much from them.”

      Daniel could tell how much it pained Carth to admit her failings. He didn’t know her well, but she struck him as a proud woman, someone who felt she should have no limitations. And this had been a failure. At least, her inability to discover what she wanted to learn could be perceived in such a way.

      “Will this game allow you to better understand the Ai’thol?”

      “The only thing I know about the Ai’thol—really know—is the name of the man who leads them. He is dangerous, and powerful, and he is a master of Tsatsun. That tells me I need to continue to work on my skills so that I can be best prepared for confronting him.”

      “What are you trying to show me here?”

      “I’m trying to show you that you have to be systematic in your approach. You have to plan for the possibility of various attacks. That is what I have spent much of my life trying to determine. The Ai’thol present a unique challenge.”

      “I don’t know that I want to deal with the unique challenge.”

      “And yet, we don’t always get to decide what we do. We have to respond to what is placed in front of us.”

      “And you intend for me to be a part of this?”

      “I don’t intend for anything. You have to decide what you’re willing to do and what you’re willing to be a part of. If it’s this, if you want to help stop the Ai’thol, then you can. If you’d rather return to your homeland, nothing will stop you from doing so. Not me. Not any of the Binders. I doubt that any of the Ai’thol would stop you.”

      Even though nothing would stop him, was that what he wanted to do?

      “And if I stay, what do you intend for me?”

      “The better question is what you would intend for yourself. I can’t speak to what you’re willing to do and what you need to know. All I can tell you is that there are possibilities. You have to be willing to reach for those possibilities, and willing to try and discover just what you can do.”

      He didn’t know what that would be, but Carth was offering him an opportunity. He’d wondered what role he would play, and now he had one, if only he was ready and willing to take it all in.

      “Why me?”

      “You have potential.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because I’ve seen it in you. I’ve gone through this enough times that I recognize when someone has the necessary potential. Now I can’t say whether you will be able to make anything of it. I’m not able to look into your mind and know just how much you’re willing to push, but I can say that if you want, I can work with you. I can train you. And perhaps you will gain additional insight.”

      Daniel stared at the board spread out in front of him. His time in Elaeavn seemed so long ago. It was nearly impossible to believe that he had left his home only a few short months ago. In that time, he’d experienced quite a bit, but he’d done it on behalf of others. Some might consider that selfless, though he wasn’t sure that was his motivation. All he knew was that he had been offered something now. He’d been around Carth long enough to know that what she proposed him was not done lightly. The opportunity to work with her, to learn from her, was valuable.

      And if he did it, if he agreed to train with Carth, what would he learn? What would he become?

      Gaming was the same thing his father had wanted him to learn—strategy. But that had been to lead the council. This was for something else.

      Power?

      No. With Carth, it was more than just power.

      “If I agree, what does it involve?”

      “It involves keeping an open mind. It involves sharing what you come up with. And it involves offering your insight. You may not know it, but you have much to offer.”

      “I think Lucy is far more capable.”

      “But what you have to offer has nothing to do with your Elvraeth abilities. It has everything to do with you and the person you are.” Carth leaned forward, holding his gaze. “It’s not your abilities that I would push, Daniel Elvraeth. It’s your mind.”
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      Faint light streamed through Haern’s eyelids. He blinked them open, finding they were crusted shut, and tried to move, but pain filled him—the kind of pain that left his entire body throbbing, burning, making him think he had been poisoned by Galen and left to suffer.

      Galen.

      At the thought of the other man, Haern tried to sit up but couldn’t. Was he restrained? Or was it something else?

      “Help,” he said. His voice came out rough, hoarse, and even as he said it, he could barely hear the words himself.

      “Quiet,” someone said. He didn’t recognize the voice.

      Did that mean that he had been captured by the Forger?

      He had made it to the center of the clearing, he was sure of it, but maybe that hadn’t been enough. Maybe reaching the center of the clearing had not saved him but left him no closer to safety than he had been before. What if the Forger had managed to Slide him when he’d passed out?

      What if the Forger had attacked the others in the clearing?

      How many would have been ready for an attack by one of the Forgers? His father had claimed that the forest was safe, protected, his barrier keeping out the Forgers, but it hadn’t protected them, and they hadn’t been safe. Anything his father had attempted had not been enough. It was no different than what his father had done to protect the Elder Trees, even though he thought to shear off the metal placed around them.

      “Where am I?”

      “Quiet,” the voice said again.

      Haern tried to turn his head, but he couldn’t move it. It was as if he were held down. The light that streamed in came through a window, but the window was dirty, making it difficult for him to tell what was on the other side.

      The voice was feminine, and though there weren’t many women among the Forgers, there were some.

      Why was that, anyway? It seemed odd to him that most of the Forger attackers were men, though maybe that wasn’t the case.

      Maybe he simply hadn’t seen any of the women; maybe the Forgers hid them away.

      “What are you doing to me?”

      His mouth was sticky and thick, and the words didn’t come out well, but he didn’t care. He was going to have answers.

      Someone approached. It was a shuffling sort of movement, and he strained to figure out who was coming at him, but wasn’t able to come up with any answers.

      Someone touched him. He wanted to shy away, to get away from whoever decided to attack, but his body didn’t respond.

      Cold coursed through him.

      It reminded him of the Forger’s weapon.

      Were they using their Forger magic upon him? He didn’t know exactly what they did or how they even used that magic, whether it came from their knowledge of metal or from something else, but it was more than he could withstand.

      He tried to fight, thrashing as the cold washed through him, and realized that the thrashing was only in his mind. His body still didn’t respond.

      It was no different than what he had experienced when he’d first been attacked. His body hadn’t responded when he’d been struck in the back, as if whatever weapon they’d used had paralyzed him.

      Haern wasn’t certain that he wanted to live like this. If he couldn’t walk, if his body didn’t work, what sort of life would there be?

      He could still use his connection to lorcith. Maybe he could create some way of gliding, a chair or something that would allow him to connect to the metal and float.

      The cold eased before disappearing completely.

      Haern let out a pent-up breath, only now aware that he been holding his breath.

      “How does that feel?” the woman asked.

      Haern licked his lips. His body tingled. That was new. Before there had been an absence of sensation, a numbness, and now there was more.

      “What did you do?”

      “I have been trying to remove this weapon, but it is tricky.”

      “Remove? You’re not with them?”

      The woman laughed softly. “With them? No.”

      “Galen needed help.”

      “How do you know Galen?”

      “He’s been…” How would he describe it? He wasn’t certain that he could reveal the role Galen had been playing, but if he didn’t, would the woman offer him any help? He wasn’t entirely certain who she was, but if she was Darren’s apprentice, it was possible that she wouldn’t help Galen otherwise. He needed to somehow convince her to help him. “Galen has been helping me, training me.”

      “You understand who he is. What he is.”

      “Galen has become a friend,” he said.

      “Hmm. Galen doesn’t have many friends.”

      Haern licked his lips again. As far as he knew, other than Cael, Galen didn’t have any friends. And it wasn’t as if Haern would consider himself much of a friend. They had worked together, and they had some connection because of that, but it wasn’t quite a friendship. He might hope that their rapport would grow, but even that wasn’t happening as fast as Haern would’ve liked.

      “You know him?” he said.

      “I know Galen. And if he’s training you, then you must know Galen, too. He is difficult to get to know. He doesn’t allow many people close to him.”

      That much was true. And while Haern wouldn’t think he really understood Galen, the nature of the comment suggested who this woman might be.

      “Della?”

      The woman chuckled. “It took you long enough to come to that conclusion,” she said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “This is my home.”

      Home? Was he no longer in the Aisl? Then where had he been taken?

      “How am I here?”

      “The better question is how am I here. Your father came for me when you were injured. Pulled me from a restive and relaxing time. He said it was urgent, though with your father, everything happens to be urgent.”

      “Am I still in the Aisl?”

      “You weren’t safe to move. Darren did everything he could to stabilize you, but there really wasn’t much that could be done until I got here.”

      “Did… did you remove it?”

      “I’ve done what I can. Removing one of their weapons is difficult. It takes time, and an intricate sort of healing.”

      “What about Galen?”

      “His attack was a little more straightforward. One of their weapons went through his shoulder.”

      “Through—so it didn’t stay inside him?”

      “No,” Della said.

      Haern realized that he could move his head, and he rolled over to look at her. She was an old woman, possibly the oldest he’d ever seen. Around her deep green eyes, her skin was heavily wrinkled, and wisps of gray hair twirled on her head, wrapped up into a tight bun that she’d tied with a length of ribbon. A multicolored shawl covered her shoulders, stripes of orange and green and blue adding a certain vibrancy to her. She was thin and looked almost as if she might fall over just from standing next to him.

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “Your father thinks it’s a matter of intent.”

      “And you believe him?”

      Della studied him. He had the unsettling feeling that she was somehow Reading him, but growing up in Elaeavn had helped him strengthen his mental barriers, and his connection to lorcith allowed him to assert them even more strongly than most.

      “When it comes to your father, I find that he is rarely wrong about such things.”

      “I’m not so sure when it comes to the Forgers.”

      “Why is that?”

      Should he answer? He’d heard stories about Della, though he didn’t know much about her otherwise, other than the fact that everyone who’d had any interaction with her respected her immensely. Both his mother and father did, as did Galen. It was one of the few things they agreed upon, and that alone was reason for Haern to trust her.

      “I think my father has a single-mindedness about the Forgers,” he said.

      “I’ve known your father a long time. Single-mindedness is one of his strengths.”

      “But I’m not so sure he’s right about this.”

      “No? And what would you do differently?”

      “I don’t know,” Haern said, looking away. This wasn’t a woman who wanted to know what he really thought. The Forgers were ruthless, but so was his father. His father’s ruthlessness came from anger over what he perceived as ongoing attacks that had been inflicted over the years, decades of torment by the Forgers.

      Haern wasn’t certain that emotion could be a factor, not when it came to the Forgers.

      “You would ignore your own thoughts?” Della asked.

      “I’m not ignoring any thoughts.”

      “Fine. Ignore might not be the right way to phrase it. You would keep your thoughts to yourself? You would choose not to share them?”

      “There’s no point in sharing them. I’m the only one who feels the way I do.”

      “And what way is that?”

      He rolled his head back, looking at her. “That the Elder Trees might need to be sacrificed for Elaeavn to be safe.”

      Della studied him intensely. Once again there came the rifling sense that she was Reading him, and he attempted to fortify his mental barriers, trying to use the sense of lorcith as he did. It was a trick his father had taught him.

      Della’s expression never changed. She continued to study him, and as she did, the sense of her Reading him began to fade, withdrawing until it was little more than imagined.

      “Your father would do anything to preserve the Elder Trees,” Della said.

      “I understand that.”

      “You understand that he is passionate about the Elder Trees, but partly that’s because of what he feels he put into saving them the last time. He views them as his responsibility, much as he now views saving Elaeavn as his responsibility.”

      “You don’t think it should be?”

      “What I think has little bearing. Your father faced the Hjan, assassins who were intent on destroying him and our city, and everything he’s done since then has been based on that experience.”

      “He saved Elaeavn,” Haern said. There was no disputing that fact. Everyone agreed that his father was the reason Elaeavn and the Aisl remained. The sacred crystals were protected because of his father and everything he’d done. And so it was difficult for Haern to think he might have a different perspective than his father, though that was how he felt. He couldn’t shake the feeling that his father might not be right about what he wanted done, especially when it concerned the Elder Trees.

      “He saved the trees,” Della said.

      Haern looked over to her. “You don’t think he saved the city?”

      “Much of the city was destroyed during the attack. Quite a bit had to be rebuilt. Your father did what he could, but the attack was more than he and the guilds could withstand. When the Elvraeth finally agreed to fight on behalf of the city, it was almost too late.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that we should give your father credit for what he did. We should not give him credit for more than that. He stopped his grandfather from destroying the Elder Trees and stealing the crystals, but others did as much to protect and save the city.”

      Haern fell into a silence, and Della continued to watch him.

      “All that being said, it’s the reason your father feels so protective about the Elder Trees. There’s no disputing that there is power within them, but your father keeps his focus only on that power and not on other aspects.”

      “What other aspects would there be?” When Della didn’t answer, Haern tried to sit up, but his body still didn’t fully respond. He was capable of some movement, but not much. Everything still tingled. It was better than the sense of cold he had felt when he’d first been attacked. “My mother says you are the Keeper of the Trees.”

      “It sounds so formal when you say it like that,” Della said with a chuckle.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Nothing quite so formal. I have a responsibility to watch over them, and I take it upon myself to ensure the power of the Elder Trees survives.”

      “So you would feel the same way as my father.”

      “I want to ensure the power of the trees survives. That’s not the same as saying the trees themselves need to survive.”

      “How is it different?”

      “What do you think the trees are?”

      “I thought they were nothing more than trees for the longest time. I knew the sacred crystals were kept with them, but I didn’t know what that meant other than some way of storing them.”

      “The crystals were only with the trees a short while before returning to the place where they have been stored for the last hundred years.”

      “Carth said the crystals are Elder Stones. Does that mean the trees are, too?”

      Della clasped her hands together, watching him. “Carth is clever, and quite well connected. I wish your father had managed to maintain a connection to her, but I think her affection for Galen got in the way.” She frowned and then shook it away. “The crystals are similar to Elder Stones. The trees are something else.”

      “Then how would you attempt to save the power of the trees?”

      Della made her way over to the window and wiped her arm on the glass. The dirt cleared away, and a cleaner light streamed in, shining brightly in Haern’s eyes. “You haven’t questioned why your father would come to me for you but not for the trees.”

      Haern hadn’t thought about it, but the comment made a certain sort of sense. Now that she mentioned it, he was surprised—especially if she was the Keeper of the Trees.

      Then again, his father had an arrogance when it came to his ability with lorcith as well as with the Forgers. His father likely believed that he would be able to separate the metal from the trees, and if he couldn’t, maybe then it would be time to see if there was anything that could be done differently.

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’m just suggesting that your father cares about you, and while you might believe he is more concerned about the Elder Trees, I know that he’s just as concerned about you, if not more.”

      If that was true, then his father would have wanted him to get more training, to continue to work with Galen, and to begin to fully master his abilities, if for no other reason than to defeat the Forgers.

      “Can you do anything about the trees?”

      “I’m going to see whether I can, but it’s possible that I cannot. I have an ability to Heal, but your father has an ability to work with lorcith, and in this case, I think his talent is more important than mine.”

      What would happen if his father and Della worked together? Would that be enough to save the trees? If not, perhaps nothing could be done for them.

      Which got back to what Haern had suggested in the beginning. It might be necessary for them to simply remove the Elder Trees. He didn’t like that idea, but if that was what was required in order to prevent the Forgers from using the power of the Elder Trees, then he had to be willing to do that.

      “What happens if we can’t save the trees?”

      “If we are unable to salvage them, we need to be prepared for the possibility that an alternative correction must be made.”

      “Are you saying that you would be willing to sacrifice the Elder Trees?”

      “I’m saying that I recognize the need to be prepared for that possibility.”

      She might be the only one other than him who was.

      “What would we do?”

      “If it comes down to it, we cannot allow the Forgers and their masters to gain the power of the Elder Trees.”

      “I think they have acquired other Elder Stones.”

      “That is what I’ve heard as well.”

      “We prevented them from reaching the Wisdom Stone in Asador.”

      Della frowned. “There’s a stone in Asador?”

      “There is. The C’than protect it.”

      Della frowned again before turning away. She sorted through several of the vials on the counter. “What are you feeling now?”

      Haern focused on the pain he had felt when he had begun to come around. It was still there, but it was different now. “I don’t know. I still feel the tingling.”

      “Hopefully the tingling means you will begin to regain sensation.”

      “What happens if I don’t?”

      “If you don’t, then you will need to find a way to compensate.”

      “Even if I can’t walk?”

      “You’re already convinced that you won’t be able to walk again?”

      “I’m not convinced of anything. I’m just trying to get a sense of what you feel is realistic. You’re the Healer.”

      “My skills have dwindled over time. There might’ve been a time when I could have saved you much more quickly than I did now, but it has been quite a while.”

      Maybe that was the reason she wasn’t able to help with the trees. Perhaps her skills had dwindled to the point where they were no longer enough for her to salvage and save the Elder Trees.

      “You haven’t said anything more about Galen.”

      “I’ve said all that needs to be said about Galen.”

      “He will live?”

      Della turned back to him. In one hand, she held a large metal spoon, and in the other was a bowl. She watched him for a moment before beginning to stir the spoon in the bowl. A brownish powder collected in the air. “Galen was the first student I ever accepted.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “He had a bright mind. He immediately understood the use of every medicinal I taught him. He took that knowledge and was able to expand upon it. Had he been able to stay in the city, he would have been incredibly talented.”

      “You regret what happened to him?”

      “How can I?”

      “Even though he became an assassin?”

      “Galen became what he was meant to become. It’s the same for all of us. We each have our own journey. Some are more difficult than others, but in Galen’s case, had he not been where he was, had he not gone through what he had, one of the crystals would’ve been lost. Cael Elvraeth might have died. The key to stopping the Hjan and your great-grandfather might have disappeared.”

      “You believe in fate?”

      “Fate. Destiny. Prophecy. Perhaps I believe in something along those lines, but that’s only because I can See that there are various possibilities.”

      “I was always taught that what has been Seen can change.”

      “And it can,” Della said. “But I do wonder if there remains some hand guiding over us. Whether that’s the Great Watcher or some other higher power, I have seen enough in my days to leave me questioning.”

      Haern didn’t like the idea that he didn’t have control over his destiny, but did it matter? If he didn’t know, would it change anything?

      “What would’ve happened had Galen not been exiled?”

      “I’ve told you.”

      “How do you know that would have happened? What if Galen had stayed, and somehow he had managed to prevent the crystal from disappearing in the first place? What if the crystal never would have disappeared had he been there?”

      “We’ll never know, will we?”

      Haern lay on his back, with movement slowly coming back to him. Every so often, he could hear Della stirring off to the side, and he glanced over to watch. She continued to work, leaving him wondering why she would have any need for traditional medicines when she had the ability to Heal.

      After a while, Della began to hum softly. She had a rough and raspy voice, stronger than he would’ve expected given her advanced age.

      When he was finally able to sit up, he looked over at her. She worked diligently, continuing to mix and stir her compounds, setting them off to the side.

      “Who are those for?”

      “For those who don’t have the ability to be Healed.”

      “Who are you planning on using those for?”

      “There are times when Darren isn’t able to be around. It’s the same reason I wanted to train Galen. There were going to be times when I couldn’t be around.”

      “Those aren’t for Darren, are they?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Who are they for?”

      “You, Haern Lareth.”
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      Haern fingered the piece of metal. Sharp barbs protruded all around it, some of them still bloody, a reminder of how they had pierced his back, almost killing him. Was this what had happened to Lucy? Had they used a similar weapon against her? If so, it was a marvel that she had survived.

      “You’re up,” his father said.

      Haern looked over. Fatigue wrinkled his father’s eyes, and he breathed out heavily.

      “You went for Della.”

      “I wasn’t about to let you die.”

      “I’m sorry, Father.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry. I know why you did what you did, and I need to be better about accepting the fact that you’re an adult, and you need to make decisions on your own. I went through the same thing, but it’s easy to forget about that. It’s easy to forget how I felt when I was your age.” His father sank down onto a chair and leaned back. “I wasn’t sure I could find her in time.”

      “What about Darren?”

      “Darren was able to remove the metal, and you were growing weaker.”

      “It was poison,” Haern said.

      His father lifted his head up and cocked an eye at him. “Are you sure?”

      “Galen has tormented me often enough with poison for me to recognize how it feels. I’m not sure what they used on me, but it was definitely poison.”

      “That’s different.”

      “The Forgers don’t use poison?”

      “Generally? No. They prefer brutal weapons, but they haven’t taken the time to attempt to add poison to them. They might use various compounds designed to remove abilities, but nothing more than that.”

      Haern thought back to the attack. “The Forger was after me.”

      “I know.”

      “You know?”

      His father nodded. “I was waiting until you were well enough, but…”

      “I’m well enough to get up. What is it?”

      “Come with me,” his father said.

      Haern slid off the chair, looking around Darren’s—and Della’s—home. He rested on a cot along the outer wall, with the window far from him. In this corner of the room, it was dark, and though the fire crackled in the hearth, there remained a chill in the air. The medicinal odor clung to his nostrils. Della had administered something she claimed would help revitalize him, but he hadn’t noticed that too much. For the most part, he was tired still. He suspected that had to do with the nature of the poisoning.

      When he stood, he wobbled slightly from weak legs as he followed his father out of the home.

      “Are you going to be okay?” his father asked.

      “I just might need to rest a little,” he said.

      “Rest as much as you need. I’ve been through injuries before, so I understand how much they can take out of you as you recover.”

      “What kind of injuries have you sustained?”

      “The kind that I never want to experience again,” he said.

      His father guided him out of the clearing and headed toward the city itself. They wound through the woods, following a well-worn path, and Haern watched his father’s back.

      “Why aren’t you Sliding us to wherever you’re taking me?”

      “There are times when you need to walk.”

      “That’s not the only reason.”

      “It’s not. I wanted to talk to you about what happened.”

      “The attack? I don’t know much more than what you do.”

      “You saw the Forger.”

      “I did. I was training with Galen when I did.”

      “It’s impressive that you managed to observe him.”

      “He was Sliding.”

      His father paused and glanced over his shoulder. “You can See when someone Slides?”

      “Not always, but there’s a certain movement that happens. It’s almost a shimmering. I’ve learned how to watch for it.”

      “How did you discover this?”

      “Growing up around you has made it easy.”

      His father snorted. “Your mother often said that. She claimed there was a certain shimmering when I Slid. I don’t have the same Sight as either of you, so I don’t view it in the same way.”

      “When you Slide, it’s a little different than when someone else like Lucy does.”

      “Your mother always said it was faster.”

      “I’m not so sure that it’s faster. The colors are a little different.” Even that didn’t feel quite right. The colors might be different, but it was a swirl of them, almost as if he could pull them apart. If he could slow it down, he might be able to tease apart the shades he witnessed. And when he observed someone like one of the Forgers Sliding, it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that he was able to recognize them coming and avoid them.

      “I’m glad you were able to See them,” his father said. “After you were injured, how did you escape?”

      “The rods you placed around the trees,” Haern said. “I could detect the lorcith, and I used it to pull myself along.”

      “That would have taken considerable strength.”

      “I almost didn’t have enough strength.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Why is it interesting?”

      “I use lorcith and heartstone to anchor myself when I Slide. I can detect it, and much like you, I use it when I pull myself. I have always done that, and from talking to others who Slide, it seems as if the way that I Slide is different than theirs.”

      “Do you think I could eventually learn to Slide?” If he could, he might be even more dangerous to the Forgers.

      “Haern—”

      Haern shook his head. “I’m not saying that I want to be like you, or that I’m willing to do anything to gain those powers.”

      “I was able to Slide before I realized my connection to lorcith,” his father said. “With you, it’s different. I think you’ve grown up knowing about your connection to lorcith. The guild no longer hides that, and it shouldn’t. We want the smiths to know that a connection to lorcith isn’t something to fear. We want our people to use that connection and allow it to strengthen them, to do greater things than they would be able to do otherwise.”

      “Then why were you asking me about pulling myself using lorcith?”

      “There might be ways for you to use that ability. You might not be able to Slide, but that doesn’t mean you can’t use anchors in the same way that I do.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, you locked on to what you detected from the rods surrounding the trees. What’s the smallest amount of lorcith that you can anchor to and draw yourself toward?”

      Haern shrugged. “I haven’t really tried.”

      “Part of understanding the nature of your abilities is working with them.”

      “I thought you didn’t want me working with Galen.”

      His father sighed. “That was a mistake. Working with Galen is going to protect you. You need training that I can’t provide. I don’t have the same sort of abilities you do. Galen is closer to you in that way than I am.”

      Haern almost didn’t know what to say. “That’s why you’re bringing me here? Are you guiding me to the palace?”

      “Not the palace. I don’t think there’s anything more you can learn there.”

      “What about Galen?”

      “Galen still needs time to recover,” his father said.

      “Then what are you trying to get me to understand?”

      “I want you to consider working with your connection to lorcith. Place various items that you have forged around, and try to pull upon them.”

      “Why ones that I’ve forged?”

      “There’s something about modifying the metal yourself. It somehow binds you to it in a way that you wouldn’t be otherwise. It always seems to answer me differently, requiring less energy on my part.”

      “Would there be any way of anchoring in a way that wouldn’t come loose?”

      “I don’t know. I think that’s what you have to work on and discover. It’s possible that there is some way for you to anchor that will allow you to draw upon that connection. It’s something you have to find out for yourself. When you do, you might not need to share the ability to Slide.”

      The idea intrigued him. He only wished he had enough time to do this, but there were other things that needed to be done too. He would have said that he needed to get to Lucy in order to find out more about what the Forgers planned, to find Della to see if there was anything she could do to help the trees, but now it no longer felt as necessary.

      They approached a side pathway, and his father turned off onto it. Haern hadn’t taken this way to the woods before, though he had explored the forest extensively when he was a child. Every so often, he passed a lorcith rod buried deep within the ground. Without his ability to detect lorcith, he wouldn’t have known what he was passing. Anyone else making their way along here might not even be aware of it.

      “What are these for?” he asked.

      “You feel them?”

      Haern paused in front of one of them. He moved around some of the underbrush, and when he did, he could just make out the buried tip of the rod. It reflected some of the sunlight. It was narrow, not much larger than the end of one finger, and he stared at it, trying to determine what it was that his father had placed here—and it was his father who had placed it here, Haern was certain. No one else would have the necessary control over lorcith to do so.

      “These mask the pathway,” his father said.

      “Mask it? I can see it just fine.”

      “You can, but that’s because you have a connection to lorcith.”

      “The Forgers have a connection, too.”

      “They do, which is why I added a few particular tweaks to it.”

      “Such as?” He looked up to see his father staring at him.

      “Such as a twist to the design. As I was telling you, when you work with lorcith long enough, you begin to hear its call. Sometimes you can make requests to the metal.”

      “What did it have you do with this one?”

      “In this case, I shared with the lorcith what I needed. It helped guide me toward the right shape.”

      Haern focused on the rod, and as he did, he could feel the spiraling shape as it twisted deeper into the ground. Strangely, it connected to another rod and then another; each one connected, but that wasn’t all. There was a pattern to them. As he focused, trailing from one to the next, he detected something like a star.

      “Why the pattern here?”

      “You See that?”

      “Now that I know it’s here, I can trace it.”

      “There aren’t many in the guild who have that ability.”

      “There aren’t?”

      His father shook his head. “You should be proud of yourself and of this ability, Haern.”

      “I never said I wasn’t proud of my ability.”

      “You don’t make the effort to master it.”

      “Just because I don’t want to hammer on the metal doesn’t mean that I don’t want to understand my connection to it.”

      His father watched him for a moment before nodding. “I suppose that’s true. The pattern is another part that the lorcith shared with me. It guided me toward the pattern, helping me understand that it would not only obfuscate the trail, but it would create a barrier.”

      “There’s a barrier out along the edge of the forest.”

      “That one was different.”

      “What does this one do?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Haern followed his father, and a tingling washed over his skin as they passed toward the inside of the star he detected. They continued moving through the forest, and he suspected that his father didn’t Slide here because of the way the lorcith was patterned. There was an enormous amount of the metal, and it was staggered heavily here, much more so than it was even around the barrier at the edge of the forest.

      There was an odd energy to what he detected here. Not only could he sense it, but he could feel the intent behind what he detected.

      It was designed to keep something inside the pattern—and to hold it there.

      “This is a trap.”

      “Very good.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s needed.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      In the distance, a low curved structure came into view. It was made of lorcith, but not only lorcith. There was heartstone—the swirls of blue giving it away—along with a few other metals, each of them with a different coloration, enough so that he did not detect the sense of lorcith in the same way as he normally would. The lorcith involved in building the structure was incredible.

      It had to be made of a single slab of lorcith, and heavy enough that it would have required significant energy to move here. He couldn’t imagine anyone other than his father being able to do so. Mixing the metals into it would have taken either a huge forge or his father’s ability to push and pull on lorcith. No one else had that ability.

      Could he do that? Though he’d never had much interest in forging metals, if he could use his connection to lorcith, maybe he’d be able to push and pull on it in such a way that would allow him to change it, and perhaps even mix alloys in the same manner as his father.

      “You’ve got a prison here.”

      “Something like that.”

      “How long have you had it?”

      “It’s been here for a while. We haven’t needed it, but I wanted to have it in the chance that we did require it.”

      “Who’s inside?” There had to be someone; otherwise, his father wouldn’t have shown him.

      “I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t have to,” his father said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want you to be caught up in this any more than you already are, but you are involved, and your involvement may be necessary. It’s time for you to know what’s here.”

      Whatever it was had to be important, especially as he believed that his father wouldn’t have involved him were there any other choice.

      As he approached the building, Haern was aware of the pressure from lorcith. It was an odd, unpleasant sense, much different than what he normally detected from the metal, and he suspected it had to do with whatever alloy his father had created.

      “Can you Slide here?”

      “I can Slide near here, but even I can’t penetrate this far.”

      “That’s why we walked.”

      “That’s part of it.”

      Haern made a circle around the building, the uncomfortable sensation continuing to build. He hated it. It was an odd thing to be aware of, but the sense of lorcith was more than just uncomfortable. It was unpleasant too, and the longer he felt it, the more he wanted to be away from it.

      “It does more than prevent Sliding.”

      “Very good.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a deterrent.”

      “A deterrent?” Haern asked, arching a brow at his father.

      “For those who would attempt to reach it.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      “It is, but without having a connection to the Forger metal, you won’t be able to fully understand it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s painful.”

      “Torture?” He looked away from the metal, turning his attention to his father. “That’s what this is? After everything you said about Galen, you’re doing the same thing.”

      “I realize how it might appear.”

      “It appears just like that, Father. You’re tormenting Forgers, and… wait. You have a Forger.”

      “Because of you, Haern. When you pulled yourself into the clearing, you crashed into the Forger who attacked you and knocked him out. In doing so, you gave us an opportunity.”

      Haern stiffened, turning his attention to the cell. It was the same kind of prison his father himself had recently been in, one that was designed to prevent anyone from Sliding free, so it surprised Haern that his father would be willing to construct something like that.

      But if they had the Forger, they might be able to find answers.

      “Who is he?”

      “He’s been out since his capture, so we haven’t been able to determine anything about him. Neither has Cael Elvraeth.”

      That was more important. If she couldn’t Read the Forger, then there might not be any way of determining what he was after.

      “I thought we could question him together.”

      “You would have me here rather than one of the guild members?”

      “I trust you, Haern. You were willing to risk quite a bit coming after me, and you managed to do what few would have.”

      “I don’t know how much of that was me and how much of it was Carth.”

      “You showed wisdom in choosing your allies.”

      Haern looked around the forest. Trees arched over, practically drawn toward the strange cell made of lorcith alloy. “Why the change of heart?”

      His father grunted. “Your mother had a few words with me.”

      Haern began to smile. His mother could be difficult, hard, even. She could be stubborn. But she was fiercely loyal, and he was happy to know that his father still listened to her advice. “What sort of questions do you intend to ask?”

      “The kind that he will have to answer.”

      There was a small seam along one wall, and his father pressed his hand on it, closing his eyes for a moment, his jaw clenched in concentration, until there was a soft click. He pulled on what turned out to be a door, and it opened outward. Rsiran nodded to him, and Haern stepped inside, letting his eyes adjust slowly to the faint light.

      Slats constructed in the top of the cell allowed some sunlight to filter into it. He had thought this would be the entirety of the structure, but there was an inner ring. It reminded him of the cell they had found his father within. This one was a little different. Rather than simple bars, they were strange and spiraling shapes, and comprised of more than just lorcith.

      Within the inner ring—on the other side of the bars—sat the Forger. He was awake, his wrists and ankles shackled, and his eyes were closed.

      “Have you come to finally release me?” the man asked, blinking open his eyes and turning toward Haern. He stared at him for a moment before flicking his gaze past him and to Rsiran. “I see.”

      “Your attack failed,” Rsiran said. He paced around the space between the cell and the outer wall. Every so often, he paused, tipping his head to the side, and touched the bars before moving on. Haern thought it was strange at first, until he realized his father must be detecting changes to the cell—changes the prisoner must’ve made. “And you will remain here as long as I see fit to hold you,” Rsiran said.

      “You won’t be able to hold me. You aren’t capable of doing anything,” the Forger said.

      “Take your time. Listen to the lorcith. Realize that it responds to me, and me alone. You may have some control over it, but the alloy I have placed around you will not respond to another.”

      Haern tried to listen to the lorcith, wondering if it would react to him. He detected nothing. It was simply absent. There was a sense of lorcith, but nothing more than that. His father was right. Whatever he’d done to the metal had attuned it in such a way that he was the only one who would be able to do anything with it.

      His father continued to make a circle of the cell before finally stopping next to Haern. “I take it from your lack of attempt that you already tried this. You will find the cuffs work much the same way.”

      “You would steal our knowledge to confine me?”

      “Steal? No. You’re mistaken. I use nothing more than what the lorcith tells me.”

      The Forger jerked on his chains, startling Haern, but his father stood unfazed.

      “Resist all you want, but you feel it, I suspect. That pressure will be your constant companion. It’s going to build and build, growing ever more unpleasant the longer you’re here.”

      “It’s not in you to torture,” the Forger said.

      His father gripped the bars of the cell and leaned close. “Isn’t it? I was captured twelve years ago. You held me for weeks. Tormented me daily. I resisted. Each passing day showed me how to escape. Each passing day taught me what I needed to know to fight. And each passing day helped to build my resolve.”

      Haern looked to his father. He hadn’t realized that he’d been captured twelve years ago. There were stretches where his father would disappear, but Haern had thought that normal, simply the way his father operated when dealing with the Forgers. He never would’ve guessed that his father had been captured before. He’d thought the first time had been when he had been brought to Asador. Maybe his father wasn’t nearly as helpless as Haern had believed.

      It might explain why his mother hadn’t been nearly as agitated as Haern had been.

      But then, the Forgers had never attacked them in Elaeavn like that.

      “You should have been brought to him.”

      “Yes. Tell me about him.”

      The Forger sneered at his father. “You can’t begin to understand how much he knows.”

      “I think I can. I managed to capture you.”

      “You didn’t capture me. He did,” he said, nodding toward Haern.

      “He did. And considering how little training he has received, that should trouble you.”

      The Forger turned his attention to Haern and jerked on the chains. “You won’t hold me.”

      “I won’t?” His father stepped back and closed his eyes for a moment, and the metal parted around him, leaving a narrow space for Rsiran to step through.

      When he did, the metal returned to its previous shape. He leaned toward the man, touching the cuffs. The Forger screamed.

      “Do you feel it constrict against your wrists? Do you feel it against your ankles? The lorcith obeys me. It listens to me. It recognizes how you have bastardized the power stored within it. You have angered the Great Watcher.”

      The Forger grinned up at Haern’s father. “The Great Watcher? Do you think I fear the Great Watcher? We have acquired the power of the Elder Stones. Soon we will have others that even Rel won’t be able to keep us from. We don’t fear your particular magic.”

      His father remained silent, but Haern stepped forward, putting himself up against the bars of the cell. “You might have acquired other Elder Stones, but you still recognize the power of the crystals. It’s the reason the Ai’thol have pursued them.”

      “You think you understand, but you have been controlled by those who know so little… so very little.” He watched Haern, a twisted smile working across his face. “You have managed to learn more than him in a shorter period of time,” he said, nodding to Rsiran.

      His father took a step back, and with a tip of his head toward the bars, they peeled apart, allowing his father to step outside. Once he was out, he relaxed whatever control he had over the metal, and they reverted to their original position.

      Haern again tried connecting to the lorcith within the bars, but he couldn’t. Would the Forger be able to? His father believed that he had him trapped, but what if it was only an illusion? The Forgers had proven themselves capable before, and this one might simply be pretending, biding his time.

      “You will answer. We’ll know why you’re here,” his father said.

      “You know why I’m here.”

      “No. I know why you want us to believe you’re here, but not why you have really come. The answers will come. The longer you sit here, the more inclined you’ll be to share them. I have little doubt that you will eventually come around.”

      Haern hadn’t seen this kind of seething anger in his father before; while he knew his father hated the Forgers, he simply hadn’t expected this level of vitriol.

      Rsiran motioned for him to follow him, and they headed back out.

      “What was that about?” he asked his father.

      “Trying to get information,” Rsiran said.

      “Not just that, but the rest of it. Were you really captured for weeks twelve years ago?”

      His father looked over at him. “I’ve faced the Forgers for a long time, son. In that time, they have captured me many times, and each time they do, I fear that I won’t return. Each time they do, they learn something more about me. They learn my capabilities. They learn my limitations. Each time they capture me, I fear that they will succeed. And each time, I’ve never managed to get closer to him.”

      “Who is he?”

      His father turned his attention to the lorcith jail. “He is someone of great power. A scholar, but more than that. He’s the man who controls the Forgers—and through them, the Ai’thol. For this to end, he’s the man we must stop.”
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      The ship hit a particularly violent wave, and Lucy struggled to maintain her footing. As she did, she had to wonder if perhaps she was more tired than she had realized. Taking a seat in the chair alongside Carth’s bed, she rested, leaning forward on her elbows, looking around the room. Carth watched her, a curious expression on her face.

      “I don’t understand why you want to keep this from them,” Lucy said, looking at the other woman. Carth had her dark hair pulled back, and she wore a waxed jacket and pants, the kind that shed water quickly when they were out on the deck. A slender blade sheathed at her side offered a promise of violence. Many of the other women had attempted to teach Lucy, trying to work with her, but Lucy didn’t have the necessary skill. As much as she’d tried to improve, she simply had not. “If this is all about you pursuing the C’than, shouldn’t they know about it?”

      Lucy didn’t know if there was any benefit in her getting a better understanding of the C’than and what Carth wanted from her, though she had to believe there was something she could learn. More than ever, now that she had made the connection between the C’than, she realized that she needed to understand what they were capable of doing and how that might impact her. There was something for her to learn, even if it was the kind of thing that Carth might want to keep from her.

      “Because we are dealing with things that need to be kept relatively quiet. It’s more than just the C’than. Many of the Binders are aware of the role of the C’than, but they don’t understand much more than that. If they knew that some among the C’than were involved in the attack, it would erode their trust in them.”

      “And you want that trust to remain.”

      “Until I have reason otherwise, I think it needs to remain.”

      Lucy still didn’t really understand Carth’s insistence that they continue to work with the C’than. They had not uncovered anything in their journeys, and though they had traveled extensively up and down the coast, nothing had suggested to either Carth or Lucy that the C’than were compromised. Then again, Lucy hadn’t seen much of the C’than. She had gone with Carth, and at most of the strongholds, Lucy had been denied access, just as she had at the very first one. Because Lucy wasn’t one of them, she had never been permitted inside the strongholds, forced to remain outside while Carth went and had her questions answered.

      “When do you want to leave?”

      “Soon,” Carth said.

      The one thing Lucy didn’t know was how long they would be gone. Depending upon how far they went and how long they were gone, her ability to return them might be altered. When she had gone on her test journeys, she hadn’t been gone for very long, and she had maintained her connection to Daniel Elvraeth on the chance that she might need to find some way to transport her back. What would happen if she lost that ability?

      Would they end up stranded because of her? Carth was needed, and regardless of what they were up to, she couldn’t shake the idea that there were very distinct things Carth needed to accomplish, and Lucy had a role in helping her do so.

      “Are you certain that you’re ready?”

      Lucy frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

      “It doesn’t seem as if you want to train,” Carth said.

      “I’ve told you already that I’m no soldier.”

      “You would rather lead?” Carth shifted around a game board she kept on board the ship. The pieces didn’t move without Carth moving them, and Lucy suspected there were magnets in the pieces and the game board to ensure that they didn’t fall. It would be the only way to have game pieces like that on board a ship that rocked as much as this one did. “Even when you lead, you need to have some understanding of the techniques involved in fighting. It doesn’t mean that you have to be a fighter, only that you have to understand fighting.”

      “I don’t even want to lead,” Lucy said.

      Carth cocked her head to the side, studying her. “What would you prefer to do?”

      Lucy shrugged. “I know you suggested that I try to find my strengths, and I’m trying to do that, but I don’t know that my strengths include fighting.”

      “What are your strengths?”

      Having been back to Elaeavn, she couldn’t shake the idea that her strengths were tied to what she had done there. And was that so bad? She had been training to be a caretaker in the library, and despite everything she had ever said, there was nothing about that which she disliked. She enjoyed the time in the library, and it was the reason she had headed back there when she had visited the palace. The library was as much home to her as anyplace else within the palace. “I don’t know.”

      “You have considerable talent,” Carth said. “With your abilities, the types of things you can do are almost endless.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, looking around the small room. Carth had her own quarters, and it was for reasons like this that she did. Partly it was because this was Carth’s ship, but partly it was because Carth needed the privacy in order to travel off the ship.

      “The more I learn about these abilities, the more I question exactly what I want to use them for.”

      “I’m not asking you to use them in a way that you would detest.”

      Lucy smiled. “I know you’re not.”

      “Do you feel that this is something you can’t do?”

      Lucy studied the game board, noting the way Carth had the pieces arranged. She had never taken much time to consider the game board before, partly because she had no interest in learning the game. There was something about this game that Carth considered incredibly important, and she had shown Lucy before, though in Lucy’s mind, nothing about it would be useful for what she needed to do. Perhaps that was a mistake. Carth knew many things, and if she viewed the board as something important, some method for her to better understand strategy, then perhaps Lucy should take that into consideration rather than dismissing it.

      “Is this a game that I should learn?” she asked Carth.

      Carth watched her for a long moment. “I have taught many over the years, but most don’t really have the necessary interest in understanding.”

      “Why do they need to have your specific interest?”

      “Because the game itself is difficult to play. In order to become skilled, you have to dedicate yourself to it.”

      “What about you? Did you dedicate yourself to it?”

      “There was a time when I focused far more on this game than I probably should have. It consumed me, and everything I did was tied up in a perception of the game itself.” She smiled. “I’ve changed a bit since then. We all have.”

      “What about this man?”

      “He still views everything as a game, and if I’m right, that will be his downfall.”

      “What if you’re wrong?”

      “That might be my downfall,” Carth said softly. She lifted one of the pieces, holding it in her hand before setting it back down. “My mentor once told me that we could learn much from playing. There was a time when I believed that. There was a time when everything I understood about strategy came from this game, but it misses one element.”

      “What element is that?”

      “Motivation.” Carth set the piece back down. “You can understand the various moves someone can make, and you can understand the strategy behind them, but to truly be an effective player, you have to be able to read your opponent, which means that you have to know what motivates them. When it comes to Olandar Fahr, I know what motivates him. He seeks power, and everything he does is in the service of acquiring more power. That’s why it’s easy enough for us to know that we have to defend the Elder Stones, or at least find where he’s going next to prevent him from reaching one of the Elder Stones. The protections I have placed around them have limited his access, preventing him from getting to some of the stones, though I suspect not all. Yet even that doesn’t tell me everything about Olandar Fahr. I don’t fully know what motivates him when it comes down to understanding his next move. Much like he doesn’t always understand what motivates me, though I suspect that I am far easier for him to read than he is for me.”

      “My father always enjoyed games,” Lucy said, staring at the board. It was nothing like the kind of games her father had favored. Those were played on a different style of board, one that was more triangular in shape, and that seemed to have a considerable element of chance to it. She had a sense that the game Carth played was not about chance at all but about skill, and given what she knew about Carth, she suspected that the other woman had considerable skill. “He used to play them with Daniel’s father. They would spend hours playing games. Usually, they talked about the business of the council, and I suspect they took that opportunity to make decisions.”

      “Did your father ever tell you why he played games?”

      “I imagine it was to pass the time.”

      “Perhaps. Yet, depending on the nature of the players and the skill involved in the game, anyone who sits upon the council would be able to learn about others by playing a game. You can understand someone’s temperament and begin to gauge how they might react to various attacks. Then again, it might only have been a game.” Carth smiled, sliding a piece forward. “I’ve been trying to teach Daniel this game.”

      “You have?”

      “He has a calculating mind.”

      “I think that’s from how his father raised him. Everything was strategy to him.” When Daniel did allow himself to think back to Elaeavn and his family, those thoughts crept in, louder than many of the others. It was those kinds of thoughts that told her he both respected and resented his father, emotions that she understood quite well. And from what she had been able to Read of Daniel, he was calculating. At least, he had been. Ever since chasing her, going outside of Elaeavn with her, he had been acting more on emotion than with his analytical mind. He had allowed his affection for her and his belief that there would eventually be something more between them to cloud his judgment.

      “There are times when he loses focus,” Carth said, watching her.

      “I know what you are saying,” she said.

      “Do you?”

      “Either you’re Reading me, or you don’t need to.”

      Carth smiled. “I am not from Elaeavn.”

      “No, but from what I understand, you were there during the last attack.”

      “I was.”

      “Which means that you were around the sacred crystals.”

      Carth nodded again. “I was.”

      “And if you were around them, it’s possible that you were changed by them.”

      “I suppose that is possible.”

      “Would you like me to believe that you weren’t changed?”

      “You can believe whatever you want,” Carth said.

      “You’re not going to admit to me that you can Read me?”

      Carth smiled. “Have I given you any sense that I can Read you?”

      “You seem to know things that you should not.”

      “Consider it the power of observation,” Carth said. She moved another piece on the board. “If I make this move, and if my opponent understands what this implies, they will react in a specific way. If they don’t, or if they are trying to feign their strategy, to make me believe that they don’t, then they will react another way. Regardless of how they react, I come away with information. The longer I play, the more I can watch someone react to one move after another, the easier it is for me to predict how they will react the next time. After a while, I get a sense for what drives them.”

      “You’re saying that you have been watching me like I was playing a game with you.”

      “As I said, I used to treat everything as if it were a game. I no longer do.”

      Lucy stared at Carth, thinking there had to be something to what the woman was telling her, but she couldn’t determine what it might be. Perhaps it really was as simple as her trying to follow the things that Lucy would do, to prepare for any maneuver that she might make, or perhaps she had gained the ability to Read while in Elaeavn. Either way, it mattered little.

      “I will talk with Daniel.”

      “I think that’s for the best.”

      Carth stood, holding out her hand, waiting for Lucy. “When you’re ready.”

      Lucy could only nod. “Where are we going now?”

      “There is a place that I would like to visit, but you have not been there.”

      “I won’t be able to find it, then.”

      “I wonder if perhaps a different approach might be effective. In this case, if you were to Read me, to know what I knew about this place, do you think you would be able to Slide us there?”

      Lucy frowned. It was possible. She knew enough about Sliding to know that part of it came from simply the knowledge of a location, having seen it or knowing where to find it. Part of it came from a need to avoid dangers when Sliding.

      “It might work,” she said.

      “Might. Then there is some danger to it.”

      “Probably not as much as there would’ve been before.” When Carth arched a brow, Lucy told her about needing to move in order to Slide when she had first learned. “That’s no longer necessary for me.”

      “Which means that you don’t fear getting trapped someplace.”

      “The only danger would be if I emerged within a wall or some sort of cave or something along those lines. If that were to happen, I don’t know that we would survive it.”

      “Then you must ensure that we don’t emerge in such a fashion.”

      “Are you sure that you’re willing to let me Read you?”

      “You really have the sense that I’ve been keeping things from you?”

      Lucy smiled at her. “Yes.”

      “Don’t worry. I can allow you to Read as much as you need in order to make this effective.”

      It was the kind of thing she would have believed difficult were anyone else to say it, but this was Carth, and Lucy did believe that she was capable of it.

      As she opened herself up to Reading Carth, a hint of knowledge drifted out. At first, it came slowly, little more than an image. The longer it was there, the clearer it became. There was a city, surrounded by a mountain, and Carth had a sense of warmth.

      Lucy held that image in her mind, and she Slid.

      The Slide came more slowly than she was accustomed to, but as it drifted to her, she was pulled toward this distant place, and when they emerged, she blinked her eyes open to see a gray sky. The hill swept up above them, leading toward an elevated city with a mountain in the background, much like the image she’d had from Carth.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” she said.

      “You didn’t think you’d be able to Slide us here?”

      “I’ve never Slid anywhere I haven’t been before. Where is this?”

      Carth stared up at the hillside, her gaze lingering on a particularly tall prominence of rock. As Lucy studied the city in the distance, she realized that it had been abandoned. There was no sense of life around the city. It was large, spreading out around the central tower, a low rock wall rising around the perimeter. An occasional crow flew overhead, cawing loudly, the only sound to break the silence.

      “We are in a place far to the north,” Carth said softly.

      “Why here?”

      “This was once a place of my people.”

      “Aren’t we sailing toward your people?”

      “Partly, and yet this is something different.” Carth pulled her gaze away, and she looked all around her. The landscape here was rocky, bleak, and Lucy realized it was cold, though she hadn’t noticed that until she started to focus on it. Perhaps she had been distracted by surprise that she had managed to Slide here in the first place. The mountain behind the city rose high above the clouds, disappearing, but not before the hint of snow creeping along its side became visible.

      “I remember coming here when I was much younger,” Carth said. “This was one of the stops my parents made as they brought me to where they thought they would be safe.”

      “Thought?”

      Carth nodded slowly. “Unfortunately, there was no safety for them. They were lost.”

      “How old were you?”

      Carth took a deep breath, slowly turning in place. “Twelve, I think. It was difficult when I was young, but I began to realize that I had talents. I suspect my parents were preparing me to embrace those talents, and they were lost before I had the opportunity to fully understand them. I still wonder what would’ve happened had they lived. How much would I have learned? I don’t think about it as much as I once did, but every so often, I’m reminded of how there seems to be a guiding hand that leads us where we need to go.”

      “The Seers tell us that the future isn’t written.”

      “Perhaps it’s not written, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t possibilities that would guide us on particular paths. In the case of who I am and what I’ve become, it seems as if every step I’ve taken has led me to this point.”

      “You could say that about anyone,” Lucy said. When Carth turned to her, she shrugged. “What if it’s not so much destiny as it is you becoming the product of your experiences?”

      “And what makes my experiences unique?”

      “I don’t know. You’ve kept those to yourself.”

      “You would prefer I open myself up so that you could Read me?”

      “It would make it easier for me to know.”

      “And what would you like to know?”

      “Whether there is anything we need to worry about with you.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “Do you trust me?” Lucy asked.

      “More now than I did when I first met you.”

      “That was when I was under control of the Forgers.”

      “And still you fought.”

      Lucy met her gaze for a moment before turning away and looking toward the empty city. “You haven’t told me why you wanted to come here.”

      “We’ve been investigating the C’than. This is another stronghold, though it was lost long ago.”

      “How was it lost?”

      “It wasn’t overrun by the Ai’thol, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Lucy didn’t know what she should be worried about. When it came to the C’than, she didn’t really know what they were doing. Carth had some purpose in bringing her to these places, showing her the various arms of the C’than, but why?

      Carth watched her, and it seemed there was something in her eyes, curiosity or perhaps understanding, but either way, it was nothing that Lucy could fully Read. If only Carth would open herself up to her, then she might be able to Read her, might be able to understand what Carth wanted from her.

      “Can you still detect Daniel Elvraeth?”

      Lucy’s breath caught. She hadn’t considered that. When they had emerged here, she had been so thrilled with the fact that she had been able to Slide that she hadn’t focused on holding on to her connection to Daniel.

      As she thought of him, she became distantly aware of his thoughts. He was staring out over the water. As she focused on him, she was able to practically see through his eyes, the acuity of the image bright enough that she could find it within her mind, almost as if it were her memory. Tying her Reading to Sliding this way was beneficial, but she couldn’t help but think that it was invasive— a betrayal of sorts.

      Then again, Daniel probably wouldn’t object. He had tried to block her out, but at the same time, he had made it clear that he understood he wouldn’t be able to fully prevent her from getting into his mind. And it wasn’t that she wanted to uncover secrets he wanted hidden. This was more about borrowing his connection.

      Would she ever tell him what she did?

      Lucy wasn’t sure she could. How would she explain to him that she had used him?

      “I can still detect him,” she said, whispering it.

      “Good. Can you take us up there?” Carth asked, nodding toward the tower.

      Lucy took a deep breath, holding on to Carth’s arm, and she Slid.

      When she emerged, there was pressure around her. It reminded her of the pressure that came from the other strongholds she’d encountered, but this time, there was something else mixed within it.

      More than that, a figure standing near the base of the tower caught her attention. It seemed to be a sculpture, not real, but then Lucy realized that it very much was real.

      “Who’s that?” she started to ask.

      As she did, the ground exploded near them.
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      Preparing to Slide, she reached for Carth, but the other woman glided forward on shadows, streaming toward the figure. Carth unsheathed her sword in a fluid movement, and Lucy could only watch. Though she had been working with the Binders, she was not a fighter, as she had continually told Carth. Standing aside as she did, she couldn’t help but feel as if it had been a mistake not to have taken more time to learn how to fight.

      She was tempted to go after Carth, to Slide to her, grab her, and return to the ship, but if she were to do that, she would likely lose her focus in the middle of Sliding, and she would need to retreat anyway.

      Besides, out of all the strongholds they had visited, this was the first time they had encountered someone outside of one. Somehow, Lucy suspected that Carth had anticipated they would find someone else. Though had she expected this?

      There was darkness swirling around Carth, but it was matched by darkness swirling around the other figure. It was a strange thing to observe, a battle of those powered by the shadows, and as she watched, she couldn’t help but feel as if Carth were evenly matched.

      When another explosion struck, Lucy was thrown back. She Slid, emerging a step or two away, catching herself before falling. She realized that Carth still stood.

      The figure was down. Shadows swirled around both of them, but this time, they all seemed to emanate mostly from Carth and not from this other figure.

      Lucy approached slowly, making her way along the cobbles toward the fallen figure. The stones beneath her feet were shattered, many of them having crumbled to dust, and it made the footing unsteady. Weeds grew up between many of the stones, most of them dried and broken, though some were taller and more vibrant, as if they had taken hold.

      Lucy forced her gaze away from those. As she made her way toward Carth, she kept her eyes on the fallen figure. It was a man with graying hair. A thick beard covered his chin, also peppered with gray, and he had an earring in one ear, the shape of it formed like a symbol. He lay motionless, staring up at Carth, gritting his teeth.

      “Who is this?” Lucy asked.

      “I thought perhaps you would be able to tell me.”

      Lucy looked at the man and attempted to Read him.

      There was resistance, but she pushed past it, the same way she had learned that she could push past the resistance and Slide into Elaeavn and the palace.

      As she did, she caught a faint stirring of his thoughts. It reminded her of what she had discovered when she’d attempted to Read Carth, as if there was something there, but she wasn’t able to delve into it. It was almost as if shadows swirled around his mind.

      “He’s obscuring his thoughts from me,” she said.

      “Is that right?” Carth took a step toward him, and suddenly she seemed to glow.

      It was a strange thing for Lucy to witness. She’d seen Carth using the other half of her abilities before, but never so suddenly and never with such power. Heat and light radiated off her, the kind of power that seemed to flood from her, almost overwhelming. It struck the man, and the fog over his mind faded, disappearing.

      Lucy was able to plunge into his thoughts.

      As she did, she paused.

      What was clear from his thoughts was that he was C’than, or at least he had been, though not recently. More recently, he had spent time in…

      “Asador,” she whispered.

      Carth glanced over. “What was that?”

      Lucy continued to dig, diving deeper into the man’s thoughts, trying to grasp what he knew, and the longer she searched, the clearer it became that he knew Alera.

      Not only did he know her, but he had worked with her.

      There was something else, though it was difficult for her to reach, as if he were blocking her still.

      This attempt was different than what he had done with the shadows. This was more like how she had been blocked from Sliding into the Floating Palace before. So as before, she pushed, forcing her way beyond the restrictions this man held around his mind. Whether it was tied to heartstone or something else, she wasn’t entirely sure.

      Heartstone.

      She made her way over to him. He lay there, looking up at her, and she grabbed at his earring. He tried to pull back, but she tore it free, ripping it out of his ear. She was probably more ruthless than she needed to be, but at the same time, she wanted to see if it might be responsible for blocking her.

      As soon as she removed the earring, she continued to focus on Reading him, but there remained a barrier in place.

      She looked at his hands and found a similar ring, pulling it off his finger. She stuffed both the earring and the ring into her pocket.

      As she attempted to Read him again, she found it much easier, and his thoughts flooded into her mind. She rifled through them, feeling no remorse about doing so. There were images of Alera, of metals, and of a cage.

      “You worked with Alera on forming the…”

      Lucy couldn’t finish. Other images came to mind, including that of a slender rod. On one end was a strange metal, and with the right trigger, the metal would burst forward, and it would attack.

      That was what had struck her.

      “You?” she said.

      “What is it?” Carth asked.

      “He’s the one who created a weapon that did this to me,” she said, reaching to the back of her head. It had been a while since she had touched the metal implant. It continued to bury itself beneath her skin, and soon would leave no sign that it had ever been there. How was that even possible?

      The man started to smile. “You were the test subject?” He started to laugh, lying there, no fear in his eyes. “I had often wondered what happened with the device. It was one of our greatest inventions. We thought it would be effective, but we never knew quite how effective.” His grin widened. “Seeing how quickly you Read me, I can only imagine it has augmented that ability of yours. What of your other abilities?”

      She shook her head. Anger swelled within her. It took everything within her power to force that anger down. It served no purpose other than to give him what he wanted. She wasn’t about to lose control. “Why?”

      “Why? If you can Read me as well as it seems you can, you should understand why.” He glanced over to Carth. “It’s because of her.”

      “She serves the C’than.”

      “Only in name.”

      “Obviously I serve the C’than far better than you ever did,” Carth said.

      “And yet you would frequently abandon your commitment to the C’than. You allowed them to gain power.”

      “I allowed nothing.”

      The man still lay in place, almost seeming to enjoy his position, as if he had no care other than the fact that they had come here.

      Lucy forced her gaze away, looking around. There had to be a reason for his presence here, didn’t there? Why would he be in this place, by himself, unless…?

      “There has to be some reason he’s here,” she said.

      “I’m sure there is,” Carth said. “Most likely, he thought this would be a safe place to continue to work.”

      “You know him?”

      “No, but I know those like him. The C’than have always had researchers, men and women of considerable intellect who would try to apply in a new way.”

      “Not researchers. Engineers,” the man said with a sneer. “And you speak of us as if you have no use for us, yet so much of what you have accomplished is because of what we have shown you.”

      “So much of what I have accomplished is because of me,” Carth said. She crouched down next to the man, getting close to him. Shadows swirled around her, and she leaned in. “You could have been so much more.”

      “What makes you think I haven’t been more?” the man said.

      “You betray our heritage.”

      “I betray it no more than you ever did, Carthenne Rel.” He looked up at her, smiling. “You might have tried to hide what you’ve become, but you have failed. You have allowed yourself to be influenced by those who should never have had any influence.”

      “And you have used your knowledge in a way that is no different than the Ai’thol.”

      “We have to stop the Ai’thol,” the man said.

      “In that, we agree.”

      “You don’t even understand what he’s doing, do you?”

      “What part don’t I understand?” Carth asked. “Is it the part where he’s trying to acquire the power of the Elder Stones? Is it the part where he’s been using Lareth—at least, those who look enough like Lareth—as a way to erode trust? Is it that he continues to march forward, gaining followers, making some believe that he’s a spiritual force rather than a man simply seeking power?” With each question, shadows continued to swirl around Carth, and they reached the man, but they went no further. Carth spun them around him, far more agitated than Lucy had seen her before.

      Surprisingly, she could Read fear within the man as Carth questioned him. He might try to give off the appearance of fearlessness, but having Carth this close to him, with her power swirling around him, made him nervous. He feared not only her shadows but her connection to the Flame. More than that, he feared what she would do. The others like him feared as well, which was why they had come here… and other places like this.

      “This is what you’ve been looking for,” Lucy said, looking up at Carth.

      The other woman turned briefly, meeting her eyes. “I suspected we would find something like this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Alera couldn’t have been acting alone. She was skilled, but she didn’t have the necessary engineering abilities to create the prison they used on Lareth.” Carth glanced down at the man. “And you should know that Lareth is no longer a prisoner.”

      “Lareth was never the goal. He was simply a means to an end.”

      “You would use the one person they fear the most?”

      “Do you really believe they fear any one person?” The engineer shook his head, staring at Carth. “They don’t fear Lareth. They respect him. They recognize that he has power they need to be careful with, but they view him no differently than they view you, Rel.”

      “I can assure you that they fear me,” Carth said, danger dripping from her voice.

      The man looked up at her. “That is why you have never served the C’than the way you claim.”

      “Because I’m willing to take action?”

      “Because you are willing to disrupt the balance.” He glanced from Carth to Lucy. “Don’t let her teach you that way. The C’than aren’t about open fighting. The C’than are about understanding, maintaining the balance, ensuring that—”

      Carth leaned toward him, shadows swirling around him, violence radiating from her. “You don’t get to lecture me about what the C’than are about. I have seen the C’than misuse their role before, and I was brought into the C’than by Ras himself.”

      At the mention of that name, the man began to tremble even more. For some reason, he feared Ras even more than he feared Carth.

      Who was Ras?

      Lucy delved into his mind, but the fear radiating from him made Reading him difficult. She surged through it, searching for an explanation, a way to dig into his thoughts, but she couldn’t uncover anything. It was buried beneath the layers of emotion.

      “How many others were working with him?” Carth asked.

      Lucy tried digging into his mind again, but all she was able to pick up on was his fear. That radiated most strongly from him, surging to the forefront of his mind. Even as Lucy tried to dig past that overwhelming fear, she wasn’t able to do so. It was trapped there, and as she strained against it, she found that there was a limit to what she could Read.

      Then again, Lucy had always known there were limits to what she could Read. Most of the time, those limits came from how well she could Read, but in this case, they came from the challenge of digging past the other issues. He wasn’t actively trying to block her, but he didn’t need to. Even without an active barrier, she wasn’t able to push past the fear rolling through him.

      Could he be using that as a way to escape her Reading him? Was it possible that he knew exactly what he was doing?

      She didn’t think that was likely. More likely, and a better way of preventing getting Read, would be to force other thoughts to the forefront of his mind, to add simple imagery, to do what she had done when she had been trapped. But even then, that hadn’t been successful. They had known what she was trying to do, and they had managed to overcome it.

      Lucy tried a different attempt, focusing on the way he was trapping his memories. Was there anything she could do that would be tied to Sliding? There had to be something, didn’t there? She had used Reading in order to Slide; could she do something similar, but in reverse?

      Even if she could, she wasn’t sure it would be safe. She doubted there was any way to dip into his mind that wouldn’t cause problems for her.

      As she focused, she strained against the barrier that he held, whether intentional or not. This time, she thought about Sliding, though she did so in a way that was different than how she would normally Slide, focusing instead on traveling between places in his mind.

      As she prepared to Slide, she hesitated.

      The idea of doing that terrified her more than attempting to Slide back onto the ship without any help.

      “Lucy.”

      She looked over, and Carth was watching her, shadows drifting around the man. She shifted the nature of the shadows, and they solidified, concealing him completely from Lucy. A hint of light surrounded him, a combination of shadows and fire that surprised Lucy.

      “Can you Read him?”

      “When you mentioned the name Ras, he became scared.”

      “And?”

      “And I can’t get past that emotion now. It’s almost as if it’s all-consuming, and it terrifies him. Who is he?”

      “Do you remember when I told you I had a mentor who taught me how to play Tsatsun?”

      Lucy nodded. “That was Ras?”

      “He was my first introduction to the C’than. Well, perhaps not my first, but he was the one who showed me that there was considerable power within the C’than. I was never able to reach that power as well as I would have liked when I was training with Ras. It wasn’t until I left him that I began to understand how my power works and how it’s different from others’.”

      “Why is he afraid of him?”

      “Because Ras leads the C’than.”

      “Where is he?”

      “That is a great question. Typically, Ras finds me.”

      “Does he view you as not serving the C’than as well as you should be?”

      Carth shook her head. “Ras knows that I serve as well as I can, but he recognizes that I have my own particular way of doing so. How could I not, after everything he taught me?”

      “We came here to find him, didn’t we?”

      “Ras?”

      Lucy shook her head. “No. This man. That’s why you brought us here, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve been looking for evidence of the rest of the C’than who were involved. I knew it couldn’t just be Alera, but in every stronghold that we’ve visited, there hasn’t been any sign of them. I had begun to think that perhaps I was mistaken, but then the rumors began to spread.”

      “What sort of rumors?”

      “Rumors of activity in places where there should not be.”

      “How were you able to uncover these rumors?”

      Carth smiled at her. “You think that I have no talents?”

      “It’s not that. I know that you have talent. It’s just that, without being able to Slide, I don’t see how you were able to get word from other places.”

      “That’s part of my network, Lucy.”

      Carth turned her attention back to the man, and the shadows began to retreat, along with the flash of light that had been there. It exposed the man again, and he stared up at Carth, his eyes wide, and sweat dripping from his brow.

      “How many are with you?”

      “You can’t hope to find all of us.”

      “You don’t think I can?”

      “I think you will find that knowing the depths of the C’than involvement will be difficult.”

      Lucy attempted to probe into his mind again, thinking that if she could reach through the barriers that his emotional state created, she might better understand the secrets he kept from them. And yet, the more that she tried, she continued to reach resistance that stemmed from the fear he felt.

      That couldn’t be coincidental. It had to be intentional, and she was certain that if nothing else, this man knew exactly what he was doing and how he was blocking her from Reading him.

      Worse, it was effective. She hated that there was no way for her to push past the barriers he created in his mind, to dig deeper, but she also hated that she felt compelled to keep pushing.

      “I will find all the C’than involved, and I will ensure that any future involvement with the Ai’thol is stopped before there’s a chance for real danger to occur.”

      The other man only stared at her. “You may think you will find the C’than involved, but the Ai’thol have proven that they are far more capable than even the C’than.”

      “Is that why you have sided with them?”

      “I’ve sided with no one. All we’ve done is—”

      Carth lunged toward him, shadows swirling around him. They swept toward him, circling his face, and his eyes began to bulge. He was unable to complete his sentence.

      Carth let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t know that we’re going to get anything more from him.”

      “So you’ll just kill him?”

      Carth frowned, shaking her head. “No. But I can’t leave him here, either.”

      “Where would you suggest taking him?”

      “There’s a place I have access to, but I’m not sure that will be enough either.”

      “Why can’t we just take him with us to the ship?”

      “If the others realize that the C’than have been infiltrated to this extent, they will lose faith in them. The Binders know that I have been a part of the C’than for many years.”

      Lucy studied Carth for a moment. “It’s more than that, isn’t it? It has more to do with you.”

      Carth met her gaze for a moment. “Perhaps it does. I was gone for long enough that it raises suspicion. I worry that my absence created an opportunity that someone like this might use to convince others of my inability—and untrustworthiness.”

      “Do you really think you lost so much in the time you’ve been gone?”

      “I know I have,” Carth said. “You saw it with Rayen.”

      Lucy shook her head. “I didn’t see anything with Rayen.”

      “Rayen believed that I’d lost my faith.” Carth smiled to herself. “Not that I would blame her. I was gone long enough, and my absence was mysterious enough, that she took hold of the Binders, at least as well as she could. Coordinating like that was never Rayen’s strength. Unfortunately, she found maintaining stability difficult.”

      “I thought Rayen had managed to lead the Binders in your absence.”

      “Rayen managed to lead part of the Binders, though the organization is simply too large for her to manage by herself. As much as she might have wanted to lead them, she simply wasn’t capable.”

      Lucy stared at her, trying to decide if this was Carth implicating Rayen in a way that suggested she was somehow less than what she was believed to be, or whether it was merely a statement of fact.

      “That still doesn’t give me an idea of where we should bring him.”

      “How much further do you think you can Slide us?”

      “Distance isn’t the issue. I’m more concerned about the return.”

      “Do you not have the ability to focus on Daniel Elvraeth?”

      “I do, and I have been, but depending on where we Slide next, I run the risk of losing my connection to him.”

      It was difficult for her to hold on to that connection, and yet, she knew that she needed to. She maintained it as much as she could, holding on to Daniel Elvraeth, and thankful that her time around him had granted her that ability. Eventually, she worried that if she weren’t careful, she would lose that connection altogether.

      “Can you find this place?”

      Carth allowed Lucy to Read her again, entering her mind, and as she did, she found a vision that reminded her of the C’than strongholds. This was the first place they had visited, the island off the coast.

      “Will it be enough to hold him?”

      “The C’than there are faithful. They will ensure that he remains bound.”

      “What happens if we find more?”

      Carth smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, I suspect that we will find more.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then we purge the C’than.”

      Lucy turned her attention to the engineer, staring at him. “Why is this so important to you?”

      “Because it has to do with the C’than.”

      “I understand that, but why are the C’than so important to you? What is it that you think they’ll need to do?”

      Carth took a deep breath, and the shadows continued to swirl around her. “Unfortunately, I fear that the C’than might be all that will prevent the Ai’thol from succeeding. To do that, they must be intact.”

      They Slid, emerging near an enormous tower, the island swelling with waves all around. The water crashing sent spray streaking up to her, and though she tried to ignore it, the power of it was almost too much for her.

      Carth glanced over at her, holding on to the engineer. “You won’t be able to go any closer.”

      “I’ve been helping you with the C’than, so why is it that I’m not allowed to get any closer?”

      “The C’than are particular about it. I’ve told you that.” She shoved the engineer bound in shadows forward. As she went, darkness swirled around her, obscuring her completely, making it so that Lucy couldn’t See anything. When the shadows were gone, so too were Carth and the engineer. She watched for a while, before turning her attention back to the rocky prominence of this place. It was isolated, violent, and yet this was one of the C’than strongholds?

      There was something about it that troubled her, and it was more than just that she didn’t understand why the C’than would have a place like this here.

      “You look troubled.”

      She glanced over and realized that Carth had rejoined her. How had she snuck up on her like that? These days, very few people were able to sneak up on her, though mostly that had to do with the fact that she could Read people as they approached.

      “How long will we do this?”

      “How long do you think you can?”

      “You’re questioning my ability to Slide?”

      “Perhaps your strength. If you don’t think you can return us to the ship, then we need to be more cautious.”

      “If the ship intends to simply sail into Nyaesh, we could meet it there.”

      Carth nodded. “We could.”

      “You’re expecting some other trouble.”

      “I find it best to expect difficulty so that when it comes, I’m not surprised.”

      “What sort of difficulty do you think we might encounter now?”

      “I’m not entirely sure about these men that you and Daniel encountered. They aren’t the A’ras, which tells me there is something else taking place.”

      “What are you concerned about?”

      “Considering the C’than have been infiltrated, I’m not entirely sure.”

      “You think this is all tied to the C’than?”

      “They started this, and because of it, I feel the need to ensure that it ends.”

      Lucy reached for the back of her head, running her fingers along where the implant remained. It throbbed. Usually she was able to ignore it, but for whatever reason, today she was unable to do so.

      “What happens if we aren’t able to end this?”

      Carth looked back toward the tower. “One way or another, it will end, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, staring at the waves as they crashed along the shoreline. The island was small enough that she thought she could cross it on foot within an hour, and yet, as she was there, she had no awareness of anyone else around. Her attempt to Read anything nearby failed. It was as if all others that were near her were closed to her attempt.

      It was possible that there were no others near her. It was possible that the only others on the island were those within the tower. If that was the case, then how did the tower get the necessary supplies?

      She saw no sign of ships moving out of the water, nothing that would suggest to her that anything could make it into here. The violence of the water was enough that she suspected it would be difficult for ships to reach shore anyway.

      Carth watched her, and as before, Lucy had a sense that she was Reading her, somehow dipping into her thoughts, even though Carth claimed not to have that ability.

      “Where would you have us go now?”

      “There are other strongholds for us to visit.”

      “When we find more like him?”

      “We bring them here.”

      “If it fails?” She thought of what the engineer had done to her, the power he must be able to draw, using his knowledge to create an implant that had augmented her in such a way. How many others would be like that? And what would happen if they also thought to use their knowledge in such a way?

      She should’ve come up with that question sooner. That was the real issue. Not only did she need to ensure that the C’than didn’t use power like this again, but they had to make sure that the Ai’thol didn’t acquire this type of power. If they did, it would be dangerous, and countless others might suffer.

      “Why do you think they’re doing it?”

      Carth shook her head. “I was hoping you would be able to tell me.”

      “I can’t Read everything.”

      “Perhaps not yet, but I suspect that when you fully gain mastery over your abilities, not only will you be able to Read, but you will be able to Push. And, unfortunately, it’s that ability that we might need.”

      Lucy stood staring out over the water for a few moments, thinking about how she had felt when she had been Pushed and how helpless she had been to fight it. She had hated the fact that the Ai’thol had controlled her completely, forcing her to do their bidding, and she had been powerless to resist it. She had tried, and she had failed. Now Carth wanted her to do the same thing to someone else like her? Could she do it?

      Even if she could, should she do it?

      It was with those troubled thoughts that she prepared to Slide. Carth sent her another image, the briefest memory of a place, enough for Lucy to lock on to it, and as she prepared to Slide, she forced those thoughts away, focusing on what she needed to do and not on how she felt about it.
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      The sense of lorcith pulled on them, and Haern used it to draw himself forward. This anchor was massive, an enormous section of lorcith, and as he focused on it, he glided across the rooftop.

      “That’s good,” his father said. He suddenly shimmered, Sliding so that he could emerge a dozen steps from him.

      “I still don’t have much control over it.”

      “I can’t really explain what you’ll need to do. Your control will be different than mine.”

      If only he could Slide, he wouldn’t have to worry about trying to figure out how to anchor and pull himself along. But it was growing easier to use the sense of lorcith, and the more he did, the more he pulled on it, the easier it was for him to glide across the ground as they traveled through the city.

      His father had wanted him to practice within Elaeavn, using the city itself as a way to navigate. There was enough lorcith throughout the city that he could use the various items here as anchors. Haern hadn’t ever paid much attention to how much lorcith was within the city. Much of it was fairly basic. Pots and pans were made out of lorcith, along with lamps and chains and many other functional items. For a long time, that had been all that was allowed of lorcith.

      There were other items, some that were decorative, and surprisingly, these had a little more pull. It was like the one that he anchored to now.

      “You said that I needed to forge the anchor myself.”

      “I think that forging the anchor yourself will give you greater control, and it might allow you to use a smaller quantity of lorcith in order to do it, but grasping the concept is the first step. When I started using lorcith as my anchors, I figure out a way to anchor to it, and then I discovered that the items I forged were better anchors than others.”

      Haern shifted his attention, using another anchor and pulling on that. This one drew him in a different direction.

      So far, he had managed to use the sense of lorcith to glide across the rooftops as well as across the ground, but there were limits to how useful that might be. Why would he use lorcith in that way when he could simply walk or jump? What he needed was to find a way to use lorcith that was different from what he could do by walking.

      Haern hesitated. Could he push off from it?

      He focused on the nearest anchors, and as he did, he pushed.

      He angled the pressure so that he went upward, not wanting to push himself outward, but to jump. There was a soft burst, and he rose several inches into the air.

      “What was that?” his father asked.

      “I was just trying something different with the lorcith.”

      His father nodded. He Slid, shimmering away, and emerged on a nearby rooftop that was a story above Haern. It would take him climbing to reach it, and it would be difficult, especially in the darkness.

      Somewhere down the street, a cat meowed, the mournful sound catching his attention, but he ignored it. There was no point in listening to the cat, not since the old superstitions. He didn’t believe that there was anything to them, not really. Waves crashing along the shore were a distant and steady rumbling. It was late enough that there were no other sounds in the city.

      His father wanted him to find a way to reach him.

      Haern should be thankful his father had taken an interest in training him, but he couldn’t help but wish he could train with Galen still. Unfortunately, the attack had left Galen weakened, and he hadn’t managed to do much more than rest. In the days since the attack, Haern had fully recovered, though at times he still felt a strange tingling within him. Would he always feel that? He believed Della had Healed him completely, but with the way the Forgers had attacked, there was a possibility that he would never be back to normal.

      His training with poisons had ended with Galen’s absence. His father didn’t know anything about poisons and didn’t seem to think that they were necessary. Haern recognized their utility, having seen from the attack and Asador that they were in fact needed.

      He searched for signs of lorcith, finding an anchor that would be useful. When he did, he pushed against it.

      With the push, he went soaring and nearly overshot the rooftop.

      He tumbled down, rolling to a stop next to his father.

      “Good.”

      Haern rolled his head around to look up at his father. “It’s only good in that I managed to reach you, but what happens if I’m not in Elaeavn with all this lorcith? How am I going to be able to push off it?”

      In answer, his father removed the knife from his pocket, holding out his palm. He sent the knife streaking and it thunked into a rooftop nearby.

      “Like that.”

      “It’s lorcith, Father.”

      “I realize it’s lorcith. What I’m suggesting is that you place your anchors and then use your connection to the metal to use those anchors. It’s not going to be nearly as quick as Sliding, and so in a fight, it will be more challenging for you, but it’s not that you don’t have the same possibilities.”

      Would he be able to do that quickly enough when it came to the Forgers?

      The only way would be to continue working at it, trying to get faster so that when the time came, he didn’t struggle to push and pull on the lorcith. He also needed better control so that the Forgers couldn’t pull the metal away from him. If they managed to do that, then he would be at a disadvantage.

      Haern looked over at his father. It would’ve been much easier if he had the ability to Slide, to be able to fight like his father.

      “You need to get past it,” his father said.

      “Get past what?”

      “I can see the way you’re looking at me. You’re wondering what it might be like if you could Slide. And it might be easier for you, but that doesn’t mean you’re any less of a threat without it. You’ve already proven yourself a threat to the Forgers, and that was without any significant training. If we can make you more formidable, then you can pose a real danger to them.”

      Haern focused on the lorcith his father had thrown, and he pushed off it. As he did, he pulled on the knife, drawing it to him and then pushing it back down, sending himself higher.

      Almost too high.

      He focused again to slow himself, and when he landed on the roof, his father grinned. “Just like that. That was impressive. You managed to pull on the knife while you were in the air. And that was one of my knives. Imagine what it would be like with one that you had forged yourself.”

      “I don’t know that I’ll ever have time to forge enough knives to make this effective.”

      “Possibly not, which is why you need to master your connection to lorcith in general. The better control you have over it, the less you will need to rely upon having things that you made with you. There might come a time when you need to escape or complete whatever task you have set for yourself, and having metal you have forged yourself will be the most important.”

      His father tipped his head to one side, focusing toward the north. He stared for a long time before turning his attention back to Haern.

      “Continue practicing. I’ll meet you back in the forest later.”

      With that, his father Slid, disappearing with a shimmer.

      Haern stared into the north, wondering what had drawn his father’s attention. Something had caught his eye, but without being able to follow him, Haern would never know.

      He had knives that he had made, and he had the one his father had made, and Haern practiced pushing and pulling, using the lorcith to push off on, trying to control his movements. He would use it to soar through the air rather than to Slide, and in doing so, he found himself flying higher. Could he hover in place?

      He pushed and tried to hold himself in the air. It took a greater focus, more strength of will, but he managed to hover.

      This might be useful while fighting, but he had to get to the point where he could use his connection to lorcith without thinking about it. Right now, it required too much focus. Not only did he have to concentrate on where he was and how he was using the metal, but he had to focus on his connection to it, and it simply wasn’t natural.

      Getting to that point would take time, and they didn’t have that time.

      He pushed off, soaring through the air, and noticed movement down near the shore.

      Haern hadn’t spent enough time in Elaeavn to feel as comfortable in the city as he had within the forest, but he landed on the street and started toward the shore. Every so often, he used the sense of lorcith to draw himself forward, and he started practicing pushing on knives, using those to help him make his way along the street. When he had a knife in place, he would push off it, soaring into the air. While in the air, he pulled on the knife and moved it, trying to relocate it. It had him traveling in something like hops, and with each movement, he traveled much farther than he could by walking. It also took much less physical energy, though it took significant strength and connection to his magical energy.

      The more he used the technique, the easier he thought it would get.

      It was one thing Lucy had said to him about Sliding. The more she practiced, the easier it got for her. It was why Haern had wanted Lucy to practice Sliding with others, to make it so that they could work together, but Lucy had been more interested in other things.

      Sight didn’t work quite like that. There was no training it, trying to strengthen that ability. But then, he had used it his entire life. It was a part of him. His connection to lorcith was a part of him to, but that was one that took conscious effort on his part, an attempt for him to focus on it, to use it, and when he did, then he could gain more power over it.

      He reached the shoreline of Elaeavn before he knew it. He paused, walking along it. It was late enough that there wasn’t anyone out. Waves crashed, sending salty spray into the air, and the occasional ship anchored out on the sea bobbed in the waves. The only light and activity he noticed came from those ships.

      “I used to come here.”

      Haern spun to see his father standing behind him. How had he returned without Haern realizing that he was there? And how had his father found him so quickly?

      “There is something about looking out on the water that always calmed me.”

      “I prefer the forest.”

      “Because you’ve only known the forest.”

      “Did you only know the water?”

      His father stared out into the distance. “The water was a way out of the city.”

      “But you can Slide.”

      “It was different for me. I feared using my ability openly when I was younger. I eventually moved past that, but there was still the fear of what would happen if I was discovered. The Elvraeth would have banished me.”

      “I don’t really understand why that would be so bad,” Haern said.

      “At the time, it was the worst thing I could imagine. I didn’t want to know what it might be like to be forced away from the city, from everything that I knew. I didn’t know what was out there in the world.”

      “But you could Slide. If you had been exiled, nothing would have kept you from returning.”

      “Only the threat of death.”

      “Would they really have done that?”

      “I don’t really know. That’s not the point, at least not now. When I was younger, I believed the Elvraeth were everything. I believed they could do anything they wanted. They ruled over the city, as far as I understood. And that’s what they wanted others to believe. They wanted people to believe that they were in control, and that they had power. Having people convinced that they were the authority within Elaeavn made them powerful.”

      His father Slid and emerged on a rock high above the water. Haern dropped one of the knives and pushed on it, joining his father. Rsiran glanced over, nodding.

      “Even though they did all that, you were still willing to protect them from the Forgers?”

      “I wasn’t willing to protect the Elvraeth. I didn’t care about the Elvraeth. I cared about my friends within the city. I cared about the people. As I suspect you do.”

      Haern breathed out heavily. “I do care, but I don’t know what I can do.”

      “It was the same for me. I didn’t know what I could do, and I didn’t know what I should do. It didn’t stop me from trying. I think that was the part that your mother wanted me to understand. It’s your turn now. It might’ve been mine years ago, but the fact that the Forgers have come for you suggests that you have a role.”

      “I didn’t want to fight. I never wanted anything more than to just understand my abilities.”

      Rsiran arched a brow at him. “That’s not true. You wanted to be able to relax, to not feel the threats within the city. You wanted to have an easy life. And that was what I wanted for you too. Unfortunately, it seems as if what we want isn’t going to matter. I wanted to find peace for years. I wanted to make it so that we didn’t have to worry about the Forgers, and I’ve chased them for many years, though I think that was a mistake. I shouldn’t have been so focused on them. I should have been more concerned about who was directing them.”

      “This man that the Forger referenced.”

      “Him. A man named Olandar Fahr.” His father shook his head. “Do you know how long it took for me to even learn his name? Carth knew, though she kept it from me, the way she keeps many things. All I knew was that he had been directing them, guiding them in whatever plan he has, and we have been little more than part of the game he’s playing.”

      “Why would you call it a game?”

      “Maybe game isn’t quite right. I’m not entirely sure what it is, but perhaps not a game.”

      Haern watched his father. There was an intensity to his eyes that he hadn’t seen before. His mouth was pressed into a tight line, and he looked out into the distance, staring at the water.

      He was planning something.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What makes you think I’m going to do anything?” his father asked.

      “I know you too well.”

      His father glanced over. “I wish that were true, Haern. Really, I do. Unfortunately, I’ve made it so that you don’t know me as well as you should. If everything goes as I want, maybe when this is over, you will know me.”

      “Father—”

      “I think it’s time that I do what I can to end this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Since you rescued me, I’ve been trying to place whatever protections I can to ensure our safety, but maybe that was a mistake.”

      “I don’t know how effective those protections were,” Haern said.

      “No, I don’t know how effective they were, either, and now that we have this Forger, he could lead me to the person I’ve been chasing.”

      What would happen if they found him? What would his father do? Now that Haern had learned how his father had been captured before, he wondered if it was safe for Rsiran to go after this Forger.

      Then again, to his father, that probably didn’t matter. His father didn’t worry so much about his own safety. That much Haern had known about him. He was more concerned about doing what he thought was needed.

      “Would you do this on your own, or would you take someone with you?”

      “There’s no one I can take.”

      He turned to his father. “There is. Me.”

      “You?”

      “You can keep training me.”

      “I’m not sure I’m the right one to train you.”

      “It can’t just be the two of us. Not if you’re going after this dangerous Forger. We need to get other help.”

      “What sort of help?”

      “The kind that you’re not going to like.”

      His father clenched his jaw. “No.”

      “Father—”

      Rsiran shook his head. “No. I’m not going to ask Galen to travel with us. Even having you come along is dangerous.”

      “It’s dangerous for you too. It’s not only dangerous for me or Galen. And we survived Forgers already.”

      “Forgers, but this is about more than Forgers.”

      “The Ai’thol.”

      “Haern, you don’t understand what they are, or what they can do. You might think you do, and having heard from me and Carth and whoever else you’ve spoken to recently might have given you the impression that you can understand them, but trust me when I tell you that you cannot. The Ai’thol are powerful and clever, and they have been around a long time. The more I learn about them, the more I fear them.”

      “I didn’t think you feared anything.”

      “I’m not so foolish as to think I shouldn’t fear anything.”

      “If you know them as well as you claim, then you would know that you can’t fight them on your own.”

      He didn’t like the idea of his father leaving him again, and more than that, he truly wanted to be a part of this. If his father believed that he needed to be involved, then he wanted to be involved. And he had been involved. He had faced Forgers. He had come out victorious. Because of him and what he had done, they had rescued his father after his capture.

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Good.”

      “If we uncover what they’re after, then we can decide.”

      “I don’t know that we should wait until then.”

      “There’s nowhere for us to go until then,” Rsiran said. “We still have to figure out how to save the Elder Trees.”

      “Now that Della has returned, can the two of you work on them?”

      “We tried, but it requires significant strength from the two of us. Even if we can save one—and I’m not sure that we could—we don’t have the strength to do more than that.”

      “I thought you said your lorcith will work.”

      “I thought it might, but I’ve been trying to use it against the metal they placed, and it’s been ineffective.”

      “Sort of like what happened with Lucy.”

      Rsiran nodded. “When Della managed to remove the lorcith from you, I thought we might find a way, but that’s not to be. It hadn’t been implanted all that long in you, and we stabilized you quickly enough to reverse most of the effect. With the trees, the attempts at healing only made it worse.”

      That had been their experience with Lucy, too. Daniel had said that any attempt to Heal her had only forced the metal deeper into her head, making it harder for them to save her.

      She had grown stronger with her abilities, but was that the result of the attempt to Heal her driving the metal deeper into her, or was it something else?

      Could the same thing have been happening to the trees? Maybe that was why separating the metal from the trees now was impossible, or at least incredibly difficult.

      “We don’t even know what they intend to use the trees for,” Haern said.

      “I’ve tried to discover that, but he won’t answer.”

      “You questioned him?”

      “Eventually I’ll get the answers.”

      “And if your torment won’t work?”

      “Unfortunately, it might not. When I faced the Hjan, I had enough control over lorcith that I could remove the implants from them. They have adapted and no longer use straightforward lorcith implants to augment their abilities.”

      Haern’s breath caught. He knew his father had control over lorcith, but that degree of control shocked him. The ability to simply remove the implants without having a Healer?

      And doing so might harm the Forger, but Haern wasn’t certain that he cared. After what they’d done to him and the rest of the people of Elaeavn, he no longer felt any sort of remorse when it came to the Forgers.

      But maybe his father’s approach was wrong.

      “What if we treat him differently?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know that you can simply torture him for information.”

      “We have to get it out of him somehow,” his father said.

      “Probably, but it might not be the right way.”

      “What would you suggest?”

      “You’ve been looking for this person, and you haven’t been able to find him. You questioned the Forgers, and they haven’t answered. What if we follow him?”

      “It’s difficult to track someone who can Slide,” his father said.

      “I understand, but what if he couldn’t Slide?”

      “I’ve already told you I can’t remove his ability.”

      “You don’t have to remove the metal implant in order to make this work. All we need to do is keep him from Sliding, and then we can track him.”

      “What do you propose?”

      Haern considered for a moment. Would his father even attempt to listen? Haern felt much the same way as his father did about the Forgers, but perhaps without the same level of anger and agitation. He wanted to stop them, and he wanted to figure out a way to ensure that Elaeavn was safe, and if there was one person who was responsible for everything, his father might be right: finding him and capturing him could put an end to it.

      But they had to be better than the Forgers.

      And they had to be smarter than the Forgers.

      “We might need to let him go,” Haern said.

      His father frowned. “Haern, he nearly killed you. He nearly killed Galen. And now you would simply let him go?”

      “I wouldn’t simply let him go. I would use him.”

      “How would you use him?”

      Haern considered for a moment before sharing with his father his plan. As he spoke, his father regarded him intensely, but the longer Haern spoke, the more a dark smile spread across Rsiran’s face.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Haern

          

        

      

    

    
      The forest was dark at this time of night. Haern approached it slowly, carefully, feeling for the presence of lorcith as he made his way forward. It filled him, an awareness of the metal that was both overpowering and somehow wrong. All of it was because of what his father had done to the metal here. Whatever he had done had changed it, leaving it unpleasant.

      The longer he detected the sense of lorcith here, the more he wanted it away from him. He couldn’t imagine sitting within that cell, moment after moment, the pressure of lorcith pushing against him, the strangeness of it screaming at him.

      It had to be agony.

      His father hadn’t revealed to him whether or not he would even be able to access the cell, but he remained curious. This was a Forger, a man who was his enemy, and yet now he was captured, harmless, and could do nothing to Haern, confined as he was within the bars of the cell.

      Haern pressed his hand on the outside of the building. The sense of lorcith filled him, flowing around him, and the longer he stood there, the more uncertain he was of what he detected.

      Power filled the entirety of the structure.

      He pushed.

      He wasn’t sure it would even work. There was no reason for this lorcith to work for him; his father had made it clear that the lorcith was forged toward him and not toward anything else. Why would his father allow him to open the cell and risk releasing the prisoner? He wouldn’t, which left Haern surprised when the door opened.

      He stepped inside, pulling it closed.

      “You will find me in no better mood to speak at this hour… younger Lareth,” the Forger said.

      He turned to look at Haern. Without enhanced Sight, Haern might not have been able to See him clearly in the thin moonlight that streamed in.

      “Why have you come?”

      “I thought you could provide answers,” Haern said.

      The Forger laughed. “And what sort of answers do you think I’ll give you that I wasn’t willing to give your father?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Ah, a basic question.”

      “It’s only basic because I don’t know why the Forgers continue to attack us.”

      “No? I find that interesting. Your father is the one who has instigated the ongoing attacks on my people.”

      “Only because the Forgers have attacked here.”

      “When was the last time you recall an attack on your home?” the Forger asked.

      “A few months ago.”

      Haern caught himself. The attack hadn’t been the Forgers at all, and though he knew it was the C’than who had instigated that attack, a part of him still blamed the Forgers.

      The Forger turned his gaze on Haern. In the darkness, it was difficult to tell, but the man had deep green eyes, dark enough that he could almost be Elvraeth, though he had no other features that made Haern think he was from Elaeavn. He had olive skin and sandy hair, and he was shorter and stouter than most people from the city. If he was of Elaeavn—or of Elvraeth birth—it was a distant connection.

      “There has been no attack from my kind over the last few months.” The Forger jerked on his chains, and Haern prepared for the possibility that he might need to jump out of the cell in order to confine the man, but the cuffs around his wrists and ankles held. The Forger chuckled. “So scared. Nothing like your father, are you?”

      “We captured you.”

      “By chance. Chance is not what you want to rely upon in order to defeat us. Already, plans are in place that you cannot begin to fathom.”

      “I can fathom more than you realize. If it’s so difficult for me, why won’t you answer?”

      “What is there to answer? You don’t believe what I’m saying, and I don’t believe what you’re saying.” He turned away from Haern.

      Haern made a slow circuit of the inside of the cell. The awful pressure of the lorcith all around him continued to squeeze upon him. “Why did you attack this time?”

      “What choice do we have? We have faced Lareth—your father—for years.”

      “And he has attacked because of the Forgers.”

      The man was silent for a few moments. “You know so little of what he’s done, don’t you?”

      “Then tell me.”

      “That is not my responsibility. You will see. All will see when the pieces fall into place.”

      There was something about what he said that resonated with Haern. “What pieces? What does Olandar Fahr plan?”

      The Forger met his gaze. “You do not get to speak the name of the Great One.”

      Haern smiled. “Great One? That’s a little pretentious.”

      “No more pretentious than your father believing he can understand the mind of the Great One. All of this is for a higher purpose.” The Forger looked up at him. “And you cannot begin to understand what he plans.”

      Haern grunted. “I was there when you attacked us in Asador. You claim that you haven’t continued to attack, and yet all the evidence is to the contrary.”

      The Forger shook his chains, and this time Haern didn’t jerk back. “You can learn. Interesting. Maybe you are more like your father. Then again, he’s getting old, and as we’ve seen, the skills from Elaeavn begin to fade with age.”

      “We just want the fighting to be over. We want our people to be able to live peacefully.”

      “And yet, despite your desires, you continue to press an attack. That is not the action of somebody who wants peace.”

      “What choice do we have?”

      “There is always a choice. And you must make yours, much like your father made his.”

      “What about my father?”

      “Your father thinks he understands the Ai’thol, but he doesn’t. He has made that mistake too often. Soon it won’t matter.”

      “Why not?”

      The Forger glanced up at Haern for a moment before looking away. “It would be better if you discovered in time. I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      “Does it have to do with the trees?”

      If he could convince the Forger to share what they intended to do with the Elder Trees, maybe they would finally have some way of preventing it, though he still wasn’t sure if anything they might do would work. It was possible that there was no healing for the Elder Trees. It was possible that they were forever lost.

      “The trees are but a means to an end, Lareth. Much like those who caused the damage.”

      “What end?”

      “Yours.”

      Haern stared for a moment. “The C’than? That’s what this is about?”

      “They thought they could outmaneuver the Great One. They failed. And now we have their secrets.” The Forger grinned. “I was there for that particular piece of planning, and it played out exactly as the Great One intended. Now the C’than are no longer an issue, and with their knowledge, neither are the people of Elaeavn.” The last came out with an angry sneer.

      Haern stared at him for a moment before turning away and heading back out.

      Once back outside, Haern stared at the building before sealing the door closed. His father would likely know that he had been here, and it wasn’t that he intended to conceal that fact from him anyway. It was more that he felt a need to understand. If there was anything he could uncover from the Forgers, why wouldn’t he take the opportunity to do so?

      He stood in place, focused on the lorcith from the building. There was no denying that his father’s ability with lorcith was impressive, and he marveled at the control it had taken to build this cell in the first place. How had he brought this much lorcith from the mines?

      How long had he been working on it?

      It was concealed from the rest of Elaeavn, though would others of the smith guild be equally deterred by his father’s use of lorcith? Maybe they would, and maybe the only reason Haern was able to find it was because his father had shown it to him.

      There was something about what the Forger had told him that was important—the metal, the C’than, and whatever plan Olandar Fahr had for it.

      They were going to release the prisoner, but perhaps they couldn’t until they better understood what they planned. There was more here than he knew.

      He still had questions and was determined to get answers, though he wasn’t sure how. What would it take for him to learn what he wanted to know from this man?

      Probably more force than what he was willing to use. And it wasn’t that he needed to force him. He needed answers, but that was it. Couldn’t he get answers by trying to find understanding?

      Haern paused before deciding to head back into the cell. When he did, he sealed the door closed, pushing on the lorcith. He took a seat, looking at the Forger.

      “I told you everything I was going to say.”

      “I know,” Haern said.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Because I still don’t understand,” Haern said.

      “What is there to understand?”

      “I don’t understand anything about the Forgers. When you mentioned that we’ve been fighting, you’re right. We have been fighting, and I don’t know anything about you or your people.”

      The Forger sneered at him. “If you think that I’m going to somehow reveal something you can use against us, you’re mistaken.”

      “That’s not at all what I think. I think you have a kind of abilities that I don’t really understand.”

      “You could never understand them. You are not one of the Chosen.”

      “What are the Chosen?”

      The Forger looked down, staring at the chains binding his wrists to his ankles.

      Haern decided to try a different tactic. “What sort of metal is used in your implants?”

      “You can’t tell?”

      “I suspect it’s some form of lorcith,” he said. “I’m not as skilled as my father at detecting the different types of lorcith. My father would know the alloy that was used, but I don’t.”

      The Forger grunted. “If your father understood, he wouldn’t oppose what we do.”

      “Why do you force the lorcith?”

      “Force it? There is no forcing of anything. The metal does as we demand. It is a tool, nothing more.”

      That wasn’t the way his father felt about lorcith, and though Haern wasn’t able to hear it the same as Rsiran, he recognized his father’s skill. Having seen some of his sculptures, he knew that his father was incredibly connected to lorcith. He had to be in order for him to do some of the things he could do.

      “The C’than taught you something new about the metal.”

      The Forger said nothing, and Haern knew he was right. That was why Lucy’s implant worked better than the way the Ai’thol placed them. That was important—and it was tied to what had been done to the trees.

      “What other metals do you use?”

      The Forger swiveled, dragging his chains across the ground. They rattled, and he glared at Haern for a moment before yanking on his chains. Haern closed his eyes, clenching his jaw so that he didn’t jerk back, but he wasn’t sure he would be able to withstand it. “If your father were so well connected to lorcith as you claim, then you wouldn’t need anyone to share with you the secrets of our techniques.”

      “I don’t need you to share, I’m just hoping for confirmation.”

      “Confirmation?” The Forger smirked. “If you needed confirmation, you wouldn’t have come to me. You wouldn’t have asked the questions you have asked. And they’re questions you should have asked long ago. Why wait? Why ask them only now? Do you think I am the key to your gaining knowledge that has taken the Ai’thol generations to acquire?”

      “What are you after?” Haern asked.

      “We’re after something greater than your home or mine. We are after the sort of thing that you—and your father—cannot even fathom. And there’s no point in you trying.”

      “You’re after destruction. I was there in Asador. I saw what your people were willing to do for the Elder Stone.”

      “If you understood what the Elder Stones were, then you wouldn’t question it.”

      “And what are they?”

      The Forger jerked on his chains again. “You think they are nothing more than a means to power. Your people sit within the city, hoarding the crystals, hoarding the trees, preventing others from accessing that power. It’s the same as everyplace else we’ve gone, with every other Elder Stone we’ve discovered. The same stone Rel thought to hide from us.”

      Carth had hidden a stone from them? As far as he knew, Carth had knowledge of several of the Elder Stones—shadows and Flame. “She wasn’t going to allow you to access the Flame.”

      “She tried. And now she will fail.”

      That was what it was about, but why? How? “And you would do something different with the stones?”

      “I understand that there needs to be control of the Elder Stones. I understand how they’ve been used, and I understand how they should be used.”

      “And how would the Ai’thol use the Elder Stones?”

      “We would use them the way the Elders themselves meant them to be used.”

      Haern wondered if that could be true. He didn’t know anything about how the Elders would have used the stones. For that matter, he didn’t know anything about the Elders themselves. He had an understanding of the stones, and though he had tried to hold one of the crystals, he had never succeeded.

      “My father intends to hold you here until we have answers.” Haern thought he had enough of an answer for them to go and try to understand, but would his father listen?

      “Then you will hold me indefinitely.”

      “Do you doubt his ability to do so?”

      “When it comes to Lareth, I recognize that there is no reason to doubt his capabilities. Nor do I doubt what he’s willing to do, how much he’s willing to sacrifice, in order to succeed.”

      “And just what would he sacrifice?”

      “More than you can ever imagine.”

      Haern sat back, sighing deeply. “I want to imagine. I want to understand. Help me so that I can.”

      “Help you understand so that you can use what you learn against us? As I’ve said, I’m not going to make that mistake.”

      “You’ve talked with me this much.”

      “And why shouldn’t I? I haven’t shared anything that would be of any use to you. And even if I had, I doubt you will live long enough to take advantage of it.”

      “And why won’t I live long enough?”

      “Because you are like your father. You believe that you have might, and you believe that you have right.” He fixed Haern with an intense glare.

      It seemed to Haern that his eyes flared a deeper green, but it could have been only his imagination. “My father will hold you here.”

      “I hope so. The longer I’m here, the stronger I become.”

      “The weaker you will be,” Haern said. “This lorcith will continue to press on you the same way it presses on me.” Haern leaned toward the bars, risking more than he had before. “I feel the way the lorcith presses. Eventually you will succumb to it. And when you do, you will tell my father what he wants to know.”

      “I didn’t realize Lareth needed to send a child to do his bidding.”

      “I’m not a child.”

      “You are when it comes to understanding the world. You know nothing, young Lareth, but I suspect the day is coming when you will. I suspect a time will come when you will wish that your father had shared with you what he knew.”

      The Forger yanked on the chains again, and he turned away from Haern.

      Haern could circle around the cell, but what would the point be?

      He had wanted to get a better understanding about what the Forgers might do, and what had he learned?

      Nothing, really. He’d learned that the Forgers held anger toward his father. He’d learned that the Forgers believed the people of Elaeavn were misusing the Elder Stones. Knowing the Forgers, he shouldn’t have been surprised by the claims. They were exactly the kinds of things that the Forgers had been saying all along.

      He stepped back to the door leading into the cell. With a pull on the lorcith, it came open. For a brief moment, he feared that he had revealed something to the Forger about how to open it, but it passed. There was no way the Forger would be able to reach the lorcith within the cell. Only his father had the ability to control the lorcith bars. He didn’t think he needed to worry about this Forger twisting it, figuring out some way of escaping.

      He paused before heading out. “Are you hungry?” he asked the Forger.

      “What?”

      “Food. Are you hungry, and do you need to eat?”

      “So that you can poison me? My hatred for you and your father will feed me.”

      Haern let out a frustrated sigh. “Even if it does, you still need to eat real food. I’m going to bring you food. And then we can talk.”

      The Forger grunted but said nothing.

      Haern thought about what he might bring, but he thought just as much about what his father might say. Starvation might serve some purpose that his father had in mind, though it didn’t serve any purpose Haern could fathom. What reason would there be—could there be—for his father to starve a man?

      He looked back at the Forger, studying him for a moment before turning away and closing the door once more.

      Back out in the night, he pushed on the lorcith, sealing it closed. He stared at the metal structure, thinking about what his father must’ve gone through as he had designed it, the hatred that had to have filled him for him to have been able to come up with this prison. Maybe there was some truth to what the Forger said. Could his father really be filled with such anger?

      Haern knew the answer without asking the question. He knew his father well enough to know that he absolutely could be filled with that much anger.

      He knew exactly the way his father felt about the Forgers and that he would do anything to hold this man here. Would he go so far as to torture him simply because he hated them so much?

      Probably, as much as he was loath to admit that. And if he did, it would make him no better than the Forger they had captured.

      They needed to determine what the Ai’thol planned with the Elder Stones. If the Elder Stone was heat and flame, then where would that take them—and what did it have to do with the understanding of the metal they’d gained from the C’than?
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      The city came into view as they sailed down the river. It was more that Carth and Rayen pushed them down the river, but they maintained the appearance of sailing, mostly for anyone who might be waiting on shore. Daniel gripped the railing near the bow, looking off into the distance as the city gradually came closer. This was a place where Carth thought they needed to come, but it was also a place she hesitated to come to. Whatever else it might be, this was a place he knew he should fear, if only a little. There was power within this city, a kind he didn’t know how to access. The A’ras were here, and with them their dangerous magic.

      “It was my home for so many years,” Carth said, approaching the railing.

      “I get the sense that you hesitate to return.”

      “It’s not so much that I hesitate as I worry about what sort of reception I might get.”

      “Do you fear what they might do?”

      Carth glanced over at him. “Do you think I fear anything?”

      “Everyone fears something.”

      “Perhaps that’s true. What is it that you fear, Daniel Elvraeth?”

      There were many things he feared, more so than Carth. She appeared fearless, though he wasn’t convinced she was. Most of the time when she was asked questions she didn’t want to answer, she deflected, trying to avoid any sort of response that might draw unwanted attention to her. If it were a game of Tsatsun, it would be a move of misdirection.

      “I fear not being enough,” he said.

      “If that’s what you fear, then ensure that you are more than enough.”

      Daniel grunted. It was easier said than done. He wanted to ensure that he could be everything he intended, but there was a part of him that wasn’t entirely certain it was possible.

      “What is it about Nyaesh that concerns you?”

      “I worry about why the A’ras have decided to move,” Carth said softly. “After all these years, something has changed, and that worries me.”

      “And this is all about the Ai’thol?”

      “While it sometimes seems as if everything is about the Ai’thol, I don’t know that it is.”

      “What else could it be?” When she didn’t answer, he thought about what they had experienced since he had left Elaeavn. “The C’than,” he realized.

      “Possibly. I don’t know. Which is why I’m concerned.”

      “Why them and not the Ai’thol?”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t the Ai’thol. If my experience with the Ai’thol has proven anything, it’s that they are making many different moves all at the same time.”

      He had seen the same thing but still wasn’t sure what to make of it. How could they defeat the Ai’thol? They were more formidable than the Forgers. But despite everything they had learned, it felt as if they remained a step or two behind.

      Carth joined the other Binders as they continued to navigate toward the docks in the distance. The city hugged the shore of the river and spread out from there. Buildings lined the river, some of them massive and sprawling, warehouses most likely, designed to store the merchandise brought in by merchant ships. A dozen ships were tied to the docks, and they had passed nearly that many on their way toward the city. If nothing else, Nyaesh was a busy port.

      It surprised him, as he’d heard nothing about Nyaesh before meeting Carth. But then, having lived within Elaeavn, separated from the rest of the world, he hadn’t heard much about any other cities prior to experiencing the rest of the world. There were likely dozens of similar places, places where the Ai’thol might have an influence. And in all these places, Daniel had to wonder if they were in danger.

      Carth navigated the ship into one of the dock slips. When they were situated, the Binders began to throw lines off the side, hurriedly tying them off. He didn’t even bother to try and help, thinking it pointless with his minimal knowledge of what to do. And no one seemed disturbed by that. It wasn’t his task. In the last few days, he had worked with Carth, playing her game, realizing the complexity of it. It was far more difficult than he had expected when she’d first mentioned a game to him.

      The more he played it, the more he realized her comment about understanding strategy from the game had some merit.

      Carth had described the benefit of anticipating several moves in advance, and Daniel could see that himself. It was difficult for him to anticipate more than ten moves in advance, as there were multiple moves his opponent might make. Carth seemed pleased with his progress, but it seemed to Daniel that he had lost quickly each time.

      “Are you ready?” Carth asked.

      “Are your people ready?”

      “Most will stay on board the ship. We don’t want to leave it empty. It’s not safe to do so in Nyaesh. At least, it hadn’t been safe to do so. Perhaps that has changed.”

      “What might happen?”

      “Considering the type of tasks people along the shores find themselves doing? It wouldn’t surprise me to find that our ships were ransacked. Now, we don’t have much of value on the ship, but others wouldn’t know that.”

      “How is the city so unsafe if the A’ras are here?”

      “The presence of those with power has never served to deter others seeking power. I’m sure you saw some of that in Elaeavn.”

      “I didn’t really see much in Elaeavn when it came to that.”

      “Because you are Elvraeth and didn’t bother to look?”

      “You don’t understand what it’s like in Elaeavn. It’s—”

      “I understand quite well what it’s like in Elaeavn. What I’m trying to get across to you is that what you experienced in Elaeavn isn’t quite what you would have others believe. The city is isolated because it chose to be. You didn’t have to be isolated.”

      “I understand that now.”

      “And now that you do, what do you intend to do about it?”

      “I’m not sure there is anything for me to do about it,” Daniel said. “Much like I’m not sure exactly what I intend to do.”

      “That’s fair.”

      “What about you?”

      “You mean what do I intend to do with Nyaesh?” When Daniel nodded, she shrugged. “I will come to understand why the A’ras have acted and whether that means the Elder Stone is in danger. I have to come to terms with the fact that the city is different now, but then, so am I.”

      “You didn’t take the time to create your network here?”

      She breathed out and sighed. “I have connections here, but it’s a little different from other places.”

      “How so?”

      “In that I have connections not only to the Binders, but also to the A’ras still.”

      “If you have those connections, why not use them for this?”

      “I would, but there are some things I can’t learn from the A’ras, especially if the C’than have made their presence known. It’s possible that the A’ras are compromised.”

      The Binders were arranging for a plank leading down to the dock, and Rayen looked over to Carth, question lingering in her gaze. Carth nodded, and she motioned for Daniel to follow her.

      “What about Lucy?”

      “Lucy will remain here,” Carth said.

      “And that’s safe?”

      “There are plenty of Binders on board to ensure her safety, even if I worried about it.”

      “I worry about it.”

      “I’m saying that you don’t need to.”

      He glanced over to where she worked with several of the Binders. They were busy wrapping up the sails. Lucy glanced in his direction, and he wondered for a moment if she Read him. Maybe she did, but it didn’t matter. He flashed a smile, wishing he could look more confident than he felt about leaving her here. He wasn’t uncomfortable going with Carth. In a city like this, he figured he could Slide, even if it required him coming back here, and he had trained often enough with the sword that he felt prepared. It was leaving Lucy behind that bothered him.

      And it shouldn’t. She had made it clear that she wanted to be here with the Binders and was less concerned about whatever protection he thought he could offer her. There really wasn’t any protection he could provide that she didn’t have on her own. She wasn’t trapped in any certain place, not with the extreme ability to Slide, and with her ability to Read, she would know about the possibility of an attack long before it ever took place. She was far safer than him, in many ways. Perhaps if she developed her ability as a Seer, she would have even less to worry about.

      When he stepped down on the deck alongside Carth, he glanced back at the ship. “I sometimes feel remorse when I leave.”

      “It’s time for you to move on, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      There was more in that statement than a simple request for him to come along with her, and she was right. It was time for him to move on. He couldn’t linger. Staying here, remaining as he was, served no purpose. They had come to Nyaesh to find information, to see if they could discover anything about the Forgers in the Ai’thol, and he needed to stop delaying them. It might even be more than that. She might be telling him to move on from Lucy.

      As they made their way onto land, Carth glanced over to Rayen. “These were the streets where I first learned to control the shadows.”

      “I seem to recall you telling me that the last time we were here,” Rayen said.

      “I thought a reminder wouldn’t hurt.”

      Rayen chuckled. “Were you concerned that I might have forgotten?”

      “There is benefit in remembering where we come from.”

      Rayen looked around, her jaw clenched. “I haven’t forgotten where I come from.”

      “And yet you haven’t returned either.”

      “There hasn’t been any time for me to do so.”

      “I tried to make that excuse, too. Time is what we make of it.”

      “And I would rather look forward than continue to look back,” Rayen said.

      Carth smiled tightly. “Which is why you have yet to pose much of a threat with Tsatsun.”

      Rayen shot her a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means the same as I’ve told you every time we play. In order to master the game, you have to learn from your experiences. In order to learn from your experiences, you have to reflect upon them.”

      “Just because I don’t want to visit my homeland doesn’t mean I don’t reflect upon my experiences,” Rayen snapped.

      “I was just making a comment,” Carth said.

      “It was one that I did not need,” Rayen said.

      Daniel stared at Carth for a moment, and he realized that the comments she had been making were not completely for Rayen. They might’ve been more for his benefit than for hers. It was the kind of thing he had come to realize Carth would do.

      Rayen strode forward, giving space, and Daniel glanced over to Carth. “Was all that for my benefit?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because you’ve been working with me on Tsatsun.”

      Carth stared straight ahead, but he had the sense that she was aware of everything around them. “Perhaps it was for both of your benefit.”

      “What part of my past do you think I need to reflect upon?”

      “When it comes to the game, you can learn lessons from every encounter you have, but when it comes to life, we all need to take a moment to evaluate our experiences and how they have influenced us. Sometimes they aren’t as obvious as you would think.”

      “I know how my experience in Elaeavn has influenced me,” he said.

      “You think you know, but unfortunately, most people aren’t aware of what they’ve experienced and how that impacts them. All I’m asking is that you take a moment, perhaps more than just a moment, and reflect—the same thing I’ve asked all the Binders I’ve worked with. I’ve found that the most skilled players are able to reflect on their past and can use those lessons to carry themselves forward. Too many are like Rayen, refusing to look back into the past, afraid of what they might find or remember, and though they move forward, in some ways they are always trapped.”

      Daniel considered how that might work, but it didn’t make complete sense to him, though he wasn’t sure Carth wanted it to make sense to him now. Her lesson was for later, another thing for him to reflect upon and ponder. And if he was able to do so, what might he discover?

      As they weaved through the city of Nyaesh, wandering from place to place, he thought about his experience in Elaeavn. That was what she was getting at. He had been born and raised within the Floating Palace. That time in the palace had influenced him, teaching him to become the person his father wanted him to be. He was to lead, though he no longer knew if he wanted that for himself.

      “Does anything here trigger you?” he asked Carth.

      “I see enough of my past in every step I take.”

      “What sort of things?”

      She pointed down a narrow alley. A few people moved along it, but not nearly as many as were on the street. Those who did were dressed in ragged clothing, nothing like the much nicer—and finer—clothing of the merchants who made their way to and from the docks. They passed an occasional soldier, though none of them looked like the A’ras he had encountered. There were groups of children making their way in throngs, and he kept a close grip on his pockets, knowing that children could often be thieves.

      “When I was here, there was an apothecary down there. A woman who sold medicines. Her shop was destroyed while I was still in Nyaesh.”

      “Why was it destroyed?”

      “It’s possible that it was because of me, a way of getting to me, or it could have been mere chance. I’ve never really known.”

      “Was it someone you knew well in there?”

      “Not well, but someone who was kind to me. When I was young and wandered the streets of Nyaesh, finding kindness wasn’t always easy.”

      “Finding kindness isn’t always easy in Elaeavn either.”

      Carth glanced over. “Most who know that I grew up on the streets after my parents died think I had a tortured childhood, but I’ve met quite a few who experienced a much worse childhood than I did, and they had an intact family, and an intact home. Just because your parents are alive and you have someplace to go doesn’t mean that it’s the kind of place where you want to spend your days.”

      Daniel smiled to himself. “My parents were fine. The palace was fine. None of it was warm, if that makes any sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense. There’s a difference between a building and a home, regardless of who lives there.” She was silent for a moment as they continued along the street. “What do you see around you?” Carth asked.

      The change in topic jarred him from his reverie. Was she trying to lull him into some misstep? Or was this all part of another test, her way of challenging him? It was difficult to know when it came to Carth. Everything could be a lesson.

      “I see the city. I see people making their way through it.”

      “Do you notice anything unusual?”

      “Should I?”

      “I’m not certain. I find there is something unusual, but then, I spent many years living within Nyaesh.”

      “What is it that’s unusual?”

      “For a city that should have a considerable A’ras presence, from what I can tell, there isn’t one.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “It could be that they’ve changed their patrol patterns,” Carth said.

      There was an edge to her tone that suggested that wasn’t the case. “And if they haven’t adjusted their patrol patterns?”

      “Then I have to wonder what has happened here. Typically the A’ras patrolled the streets, especially near the shores. There is enough movement in and out of the city that it’s necessary to keep an eye on things.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      She smiled at him. “And how could you? But you know the A’ras are typically found within the city. The fact that there are none suggests that something is amiss.”

      Daniel worried that might be the reason the A’ras had left. Could they have been chased out of their own city?

      If so, they would have—or should have—said something to Carth. She was one of them, or had been, so it seemed to him that they would want to include her in whatever was taking place.

      “Where would you have us go?”

      “The only place we can go.”

      He realized they were heading straight through the city. Rayen continued to make her way in front of him, though occasionally she cast a glance back, and Daniel saw a tinge of worry at the corners of her eyes. He didn’t need to know Rayen well to recognize it. It was there, haunting her.

      She must have recognized that something wasn’t quite right.

      Daniel looked over to Carth but didn’t See anything obvious. She wasn’t holding on to her connection to the shadows, and he didn’t detect any sense of heat rising from her to suggest that she was using her connection to her other ability.

      The entire city was otherwise quiet, but the longer Daniel watched, the more he realized that, though there were people making their way through the streets, there was an edge to the city, one that he didn’t fully understand.

      He turned to Carth, intending to say something, but she shook her head, almost anticipating what he might say.

      Rather than speaking up, he observed. He didn’t know what they might come across, only that something was taking place here.

      The street widened into a large square, and Carth paused as they reached it. Her gaze drifted along the street, beyond the square and into the distance. It didn’t take Daniel much effort to figure out what she was looking at.

      It was a palace.

      “Is that where we need to go?” Daniel asked.

      “I thought so, but—” Carth cut off abruptly and grabbed him, pulling him toward her as shadows swirled around her.

      The suddenness of it jarred him. He said nothing, afraid to speak, afraid to draw attention to them, afraid even to move.

      He leaned toward her. “Do you need me to Slide?” he whispered.

      She frowned for a moment, and then she shook her head. “We might need to eventually, but for now…”

      For now, she wanted to observe. He’d seen that side of Carth before. It was the cautious one, the one that thought to take everything in before making a decision. It was the planner. That Carth was the one he feared.

      Covered by the shadows, he couldn’t see what she saw and didn’t know what she knew, so he had no idea what had forced her attention upon him so directly.

      He could only wait and observe. Until then, he had to think through what he was seeing.

      And exactly what was that?

      Nothing that was clear.

      But Carth wanted him to see beyond what was obvious. Obvious was easy; she wanted him to move beyond it, to look for things that were more difficult to find. He thought he could, but what would it take?

      Attempting to See through the shadows was difficult, though not impossible. Shadows surrounded everything, though strangely, not near Carth. He leaned forward just enough to get a better view of what was on the other side of the shadows.

      As he watched, there was movement, but he couldn’t tell just what it was. It took a moment, but when he saw, his breath caught.

      “Forgers,” he whispered.

      “Not Forgers. A’ras—but something is wrong with them.”
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      The ship hugged the dock, a surging movement every so often causing them to slam against it, though without much real force. There was enough impact that it jarred Lucy, forcing her to maintain her focus. She looked around at the other Binders, and they were all unfazed by the movement. Most of them had quite a bit more experience sailing than Lucy did, and she suspected that many of them had been sailing almost as long as Carth.

      She didn’t like waiting here. Carth had something in mind for her, but she wasn’t entirely sure what that was, at least not yet.

      The other woman had allowed Lucy to Read her, enough to know what she intended. This was similar to what they had experienced in the strongholds of the C’than, with power from the Elder Stone flowing throughout the city. It was that power that had given the people of the city a certain strength. It was that power that Carth intended to neutralize, though Lucy wasn’t entirely clear what Carth hoped to accomplish by doing so.

      She glanced at the other Binders with her, debating whether to ask one of them to accompany her before deciding against it. She was to investigate, nothing more.

      She Slid.

      She emerged in a place that Carth had shown her in her vision. It was still within the city, and from this vantage, she could make out the central palace. She looked around, searching for anything that would be unusual. Men and women marched along the street, some of them in pairs and trios, and as they marched, others around them scattered, getting out of the way. They were soldiers, and the maroon fabric wrapped around their arms or their necks, or sometimes even around their waists, appeared to denote their rank. Most of them carried curved swords, and given what she had Read from Carth, she knew that they would be skilled swordsmen. It had been a warning to her. Carth had wanted her to avoid these people, observe only, and yet, she had also wanted her to detect whether or not there was any C’than presence within the city.

      Lucy wasn’t sure how she was supposed to go about doing that other than to follow the images Carth had given her. In those images, she had been able to make out certain details, but not enough to fully identify where she was to go to find these places of the C’than.

      Would they have infiltrated Nyaesh?

      That had been Carth’s concern, enough that she had wanted Lucy to go and investigate, but if Carth was really troubled, Lucy didn’t know why she wouldn’t have come herself, other than the fact that something else seemed to trouble Carth—the possibility of another source of danger, though Lucy didn’t know what that might be.

      A small building greeted her. It was similar enough to several of the strongholds they had visited in their journey, and more than that, she detected a single marking on the stone that she’d seen in other places. That marking had significance, even if Lucy wasn’t sure what it was.

      She tried to Read others within the building, detecting that there were some here but not determining what purpose they had.

      Lucy continued forward. The building was small, and she had no sense of resistance as she had in some of the other places, but when she focused on attempting to Slide, she found that she struggled. She had to be able to push through this, knowing there was something here, though how was she going to be able to get inside and find out what it was? Her time was limited. She didn’t know how long Carth would be off with Daniel, but she did know that Carth wanted her to resolve this as quickly as she could, and somehow, this was Lucy’s task, even though fighting was not a skill of hers.

      Pushing again, Lucy pressed herself up against the resistance, and it began to part.

      She surged through it and emerged inside the small building. Lanterns hung on the wall, though they were nothing like any lantern she’d seen before. They glowed with a steady orangish light, not burning oil, and there was no flickering flame. Everything about the lanterns seemed to be lit as if by magic.

      Not magic, but C’than engineers.

      She was certain that was the key, though she wasn’t sure why Carth would have wanted her to come here, and on her own. With the lanterns glowing, she didn’t have a sense that this place was abandoned the way the others had been. And if it wasn’t abandoned, then Carth wouldn’t want her to do this on her own. Carth would want to be here with her, to give her whatever help was needed in order to understand what the C’than were after.

      Lucy made her way carefully down the hallway. She had a sense of something unusual here, though what was it?

      She strained to Read, looking for anyone that might be here, but she wasn’t able to detect anything—or anyone. If there were any of the C’than here, she wasn’t aware of them.

      Lucy paused, walking along the hallway, searching for any evidence of the C’than. A door at the end of the hallway caught her attention. It was locked, but that wasn’t going to impede her. She focused on the other side of the door and started to Slide.

      As she did, she met with some resistance. It was subtle, and slightly different than the kind of resistance she had encountered when attempting to Slide into the building in the first place, but enough of a barrier that she understood it was meant to prevent someone from entering.

      A library.

      Shelves lined with books stretched two stories overhead. The room was enormous, easily the size of the tavern in Asador, and the number of books here overwhelmed her. Was this what Carth had wanted her to find?

      Standing near the door, Lucy realized that she wasn’t alone.

      A man sat hunched in front of a desk, facing the door but seemingly oblivious to the fact that she had entered. He scratched a pen across the surface of a paper, pausing every so often, as if he were collecting his thoughts, before continuing on. Lucy tested him, straining for his mind, searching to see if she could uncover anything.

      For a moment, she thought he might have some way of blocking her, but his thoughts were there.

      He was researching.

      He kept the topics he studied at the forefront of his mind, and it was clear to her that he was looking into metals and how they could be combined.

      An engineer.

      She pushed harder, digging deeper into his mind, straining for a connection to Alera.

      It was there, as was a connection to others. There was an entire network within the C’than who had conspired together, and with that knowledge, she realized who they were, and what they were after.

      They thought they could negotiate with the Ai’thol. They thought they could trade knowledge. They disagreed with the ruling C’than and… with Carth.

      Lucy Slid to him, grabbing him, and Slid again, jerking free of the barriers around the building. She emerged on the rocky slope of the island of the stronghold.

      The man started to fight, but Lucy held on to him, throwing him forward.

      “What is this?”

      “This is you facing punishment.”

      “Punishment? Who are you? What have you done?”

      “I know that you have been working with Alera.”

      The man blinked. “You’re with her.”

      Lucy nodded. She looked up at the rocky tower. There wouldn’t be any way for her to Slide inside. If nothing else, she needed to alert the C’than inside that there was a traitor among them. They could keep him here the same way they kept the other engineer.

      “Why?”

      “You aren’t of the C’than. You can’t begin to understand.”

      Lucy forced her way into his mind.

      Diving this deep into the man’s mind, she was aware of the faces and names of his coconspirators. Alera was gone, but how many others had fallen with her? Not enough—not nearly enough.

      And because of it, the C’than were in danger.

      That was what Carth feared. Lucy wasn’t entirely sure why, other than Carth viewed the C’than as a way of balancing the power of the Ai’thol.

      These C’than viewed themselves differently. They saw how the Ai’thol had taken power, claiming it from the Elder Stones, and they had begun to think they could do it better.

      With that power, they had wanted to rule.

      Was that the purpose of the C’than?

      This man, this engineer, thought she couldn’t begin to understand because she wasn’t C’than, and yet, as she probed deeper and deeper into his mind, she thought she did understand. Her insight into what he was doing and how he was thinking showed her just what the C’than was supposed to be.

      In its entire duration, the C’than had never been about accumulating power. From what she could tell from this man, the C’than had been around for decades, possibly much longer, and through it all, there had been a balance.

      Because of men and women like this man and the other engineer, that balance had been disrupted.

      “I can see you don’t understand the C’than,” Lucy said.

      She Slid forward, unmindful of him. She held on to her connection, focused on what she might be able to Read from him, avoiding anything he might try against her. It was difficult for her to know if he would try anything, though his curiosity and uncertainty hovered near the forefront of his mind, more so than any other emotion.

      Lucy reached the door to the tower. She had been refused entry each time she’d been here. Would the same happen this time?

      She tried to reach the door, but there was pressure against her.

      The engineer behind her laughed. “Did you think you could gain access? Unfortunately, even if you could, you know so little.”

      He started forward, and Lucy knew that if he were to penetrate the barrier, she would lose her opportunity. He might go inside, perhaps harm those within and free the other captives.

      Lucy Slid to him, grabbing him just as he reached the barrier that surrounded the tower. The Slide carried her through, allowing her to breach the strange barrier.

      He staggered away from her, watching her, his eyes wide. “You should not have been able to do that.”

      It had been accidental, and yet it had allowed her to gain the access she needed.

      She let him go, no longer worried that he might be able to reach someplace she could not. She Slid, reaching the door to the temple. She wasn’t going to try to Slide beyond it. There was no point, but she paused in front of the door, noting the same symbol that had been on the building in Nyaesh.

      Lucy remained there for a moment, studying the door, but there was nothing. She had a sense of power, but there was something more to it.

      Shadows drifted outward from the tower itself. It wasn’t only shadows, though. There was a faint glowing to it, an edge of light, and she recognized it, having seen it with Carth before.

      Lucy smiled to herself. Was this what Carth had wanted her to uncover?

      Perhaps she wasn’t able to reach it because she hadn’t been able to See it before.

      The engineer near her tried to back away, but Lucy pounded on the door.

      She stepped back, waiting.

      “Do you think they will receive you better than they will receive me?” he asked, sneering at her.

      “I do.”

      “You are not C’than.”

      “And from what I can tell of you, and the others we’ve encountered like you, neither are you.”

      His eyes widened slightly when she mentioned that there were others, and she smiled to herself. Let him be uncomfortable. Let him know that he was not the first she and Carth had encountered. Let him know that they had failed at infiltrating the C’than.

      When no one answered the door, Lucy stepped forward, raising her fist to pound again, but it swung open. An older man, his back slightly stooped, his hair graying and hanging down around his shoulders, looked up at her with silver eyes.

      “You don’t know me, but I’ve been here with Carthenne Rel, and I have returned because I found another of the—”

      The man smiled at her. “I know you, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “How do you know me?” Had he Read her? She suspected that the abilities of the C’than rivaled those of the Ai’thol. That might be what she needed to keep in mind the most. The Ai’thol and their motivations were known to her. The C’than were different. Carth viewed them differently, but that didn’t mean that they were safe. It was possible that they had their own motivation, one that would be as damaging as that of the Ai’thol.

      “How do you know me?” she asked again.

      “You have traveled here with Carthenne Rel, much as you’ve said.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, nodding. “I found another engineer who was working with Alera.”

      “Another?” The man glanced at the engineer standing behind her. Lucy could practically feel the anger surging from the man, much like she could feel an edge of fear beginning to course through him. It was the same sort of fear she had detected from the first engineer they’d captured. Why should that be?

      With his fear, it made it more difficult for her to Read anything about him. She turned herself, positioning so that she could keep the engineer in view, not wanting him to sneak up on her. She also kept this older man in her sight, uncertain as to what he might do, though she doubted he would harm her. If he had been here when she had come with Carth, then he would know she was only trying to help.

      She couldn’t be gone much longer. There were several other places within Nyaesh that Carth wanted Lucy to visit, places she had wanted to ensure were safe, and she had no idea how long Carth would give her or how long they were going to stay in Nyaesh.

      “It’s unfortunate that they have continued to betray their commitment to what we do,” the man said. He turned his attention to the engineer, and for a moment, it seemed as if his eyes glowed, though that was probably nothing more than sunlight reflected within them. The engineer cowered away, clearly far more afraid of this man then he was of Lucy.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “I am but a servant of the C’than,” he said.

      “Why does he fear you?”

      “Perhaps because he recognizes his mistake,” the man said.

      Lucy didn’t think that was it. She tried to Read this man, but his mind was closed to her.

      What about the engineer? Could she uncover anything more about him?

      She shifted her attention, trying to Read the engineer, and the only thing that came to her was a single name. It was one she had heard before, but she wasn’t expecting to hear it now.

      Ras.

      Lucy turned her attention to the older man. “You’re him,” she breathed out.

      “As I said, I am nothing more than a servant of the C’than.”

      There was more to him, and she was certain that it mattered, but now wasn’t the time. Now she needed to return to Nyaesh. “Do I need to stay?” she asked Ras.

      “If you need to return for Carthenne, then don’t wait here on my behalf. I will take care of him.”

      Another surge of fear came flowing from the engineer, and Lucy nodded.

      With that, she stepped away and Slid.

      When she emerged back in Nyaesh, she focused on another image Carth had given her, Lucy’s next destination. She couldn’t tell if it was another place of the C’than, but that didn’t matter.

      Another thought intruded.

      It wasn’t hers; it had been sent to her by Carth.

      She was needed back on the ship.
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      “What do you think happened?” Daniel asked. He couldn’t make out much through the shadows swirling around him. That was likely what Carth intended. Hide their presence, and then they could determine their next move.

      They had come to find the A’ras, though.

      “If what we’ve seen is any indication, this is the C’than.”

      “How have you seen…? Lucy. She’s been helping you.”

      Carth nodded.

      There had been the sense of her attempting to Read him during their journey, but he hadn’t known what she was doing. “Before we left?”

      “And during.”

      “During? She couldn’t Slide back to the ship while it was sailing.”

      Carth smiled tightly. “You’d be surprised at what she can do.”

      Could Lucy be another piece in the game Carth played? That felt wrong, but it wouldn’t surprise him with Carth. She used people that she thought could benefit her. That included him.

      “What’s your plan?”

      Carth kept her gaze fixed straight ahead. “My plan is no different than it was before.”

      “And yet you didn’t share your plan with us before.”

      “No. I didn’t.”

      He watched her, waiting for more of an explanation, but none came. They had come to understand what was taking place with the A’ras, but after the attack on the sea, he wasn’t sure they would uncover anything that would be of much use. The A’ras obviously didn’t care for Carth, which meant that they wouldn’t care for her return. And if the C’than were now involved, then it might be much more dangerous than they had believed.

      “Samis,” she whispered.

      “You recognize him?”

      Carth continued to stare, saying nothing.

      “Carth?”

      She stepped back, wrapping shadows around them much more densely than they had been before. Despite the shadows, Daniel could see through them. Either his proximity to Carth made it so that he could see her easily, or she allowed him to see her.

      “I saved him once before, so why should I have to do it again?” she whispered.

      “You saved who? The A’ras?”

      “Not just the A’ras. This one. This man.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “And you shouldn’t have to, Daniel Elvraeth.” She spun, making a motion with her hand, and Rayen turned to follow, joining her in the shadows. “It’s time for us to go.”

      “Just like that?” Daniel asked, grabbing for Carth. She jerked her arm away, leaving him gripping nothing more than air. “What’s the point of all this? You brought us here, brought me here, lecturing me about what it took to move past what has happened to me before, trying to teach me about what it would take for me to understand myself, and now you would simply walk away?”

      “It’s not simply anything. You don’t understand.”

      “I understand what I’ve heard you say. Whatever happened here has happened to you before. That tells me that you’re the one who’s not looking into the past and reflecting. Isn’t that what you were telling me—and Rayen—we needed to do?”

      He stared at her, wondering if perhaps he might have been a little too harsh with her. He needed to be careful when it came to Carth. He didn’t know her that well and wasn’t sure quite how she would react.

      Rayen surprised him by laughing. “I can see why you like him.”

      “Don’t start siding with him,” Carth said.

      “And why shouldn’t I? He’s making sense, and that’s making you angry, two things I enjoy.”

      Carth took a deep breath and stopped. “What would you have us do?”

      At first, Daniel thought she was directing the question to Rayen, but he realized she was talking to him.

      “I’m not sure. If that’s someone you know, and considering the way you reacted, someone you cared about, shouldn’t we do whatever we can to help him?”

      “If the C’than have claimed him, there may not be much that can be done,” she said.

      “Claimed him?”

      Carth nodded. “It’s not only the Ai’thol who know how to do such things, as Lucy has proven. It’s similar to your ability to Read, though more potent and dangerous.”

      “If it’s similar to my ability to Read, then we can help him.”

      “Were it only the Ai’thol, I think we would have been able to stop this, but the C’than are much more difficult. They study and prepare in ways the Ai’thol do not. And they would know what I know. There might be nothing we can do.”

      “But they gave us a way to compensate for that,” he said. Carth stared at him for a moment. “Lucy. With her ability to Read, we have a way beyond what they’re able to do. If there’s some way of helping, she would have it.”

      Carth started to smile. “Interesting.” She turned back toward the other part of the street, looking toward the center of the clearing. “It won’t be easy getting to him.”

      “What do you intend?”

      “If we had more time, perhaps we could go for Lucy and use her ability to Slide, but without that, we need to rely upon you. Do you think you could Slide yourself—and possibly another—back to the ship?”

      “Just me and this other person?”

      “That’s the plan,” Carth said.

      “What about the two of you?”

      “The two of us will be drawing attention away. We will return to the ship, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      Daniel nodded. He could do this. He might not love what she was asking, but it really involved just Sliding to him, grabbing him, and then escaping. If that was all it took, he didn’t have to worry about being able to do it.

      “I need to know which one he is.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you know.”

      The shadows began to dissipate, and Carth started forward, leaving him near the edge of the street. He watched as she crossed the street and unsheathed her knife, the blade beginning to glow, and stalked straight toward a man wearing a deep maroon sash wrapped around his shoulders.

      Two others stood opposite, neither of them remarkable, but both of them with flat eyes and an angry expression.

      They converged on Carth, immediately recognizing her as a threat. The man in the center hesitated. On his face, Daniel could See a look that he could only describe as recognition.

      That was the man she wanted him to grab.

      He Slid to him, grabbing him, and in a flicker of movement, he Slid toward the ship. When he emerged, the man withdrew his sword in a fluid motion.

      Maybe this had been a mistake.

      “Who are you? Are you with Hjan?”

      Daniel shook his head. “From what I could tell, you’re the one with the Hjan. Or their successors.”

      “I will not be accused of such things. And you should not have come to Nyaesh.”

      Others approached, all of them Binders. He needed to take control of the situation now before anything happened.

      He unsheathed his sword, holding it ready. Considering how fluid the other man seemed to be, Daniel doubted he would be as skilled as him, but he was willing to confront him.

      And he had an advantage.

      He Slid, emerging behind Samis.

      The other man twisted, his sword ready.

      Daniel met his blade, bringing his own around in a sweeping deflection. He Slid, emerging briefly before Sliding again. When he did, he tried to kick at Samis, but the other man was ready for his attack. He Slid and emerged once again, thinking he would be behind the other man, but he was not.

      Samis brought his sword around, and Daniel was almost too slow to block.

      One of the other Binders darted forward, her sword unsheathed, and Samis spun, catching her at an awkward angle, stripping the blade from her. Her sword skittered across the deck, and she ducked, barely missing his sweeping attack.

      Daniel had to keep focus on him.

      Had he planned better, he would’ve realized there was a danger in simply Sliding this man. How was he to know that Daniel wasn’t an enemy?

      He Slid, emerging briefly enough to take stock of where the man was, and then Slid again, kicking, catching Samis in the back of the knee. He staggered forward, but righted himself quickly, twisting his blade and jabbing backward.

      Had Daniel not seen the sudden movement, he might have been impaled by the sword. He brought his sword around, and as Samis’s blade met his, he realized that he wasn’t going to be able to outfight him. A part of him wondered if perhaps that wasn’t Carth’s plan. Could she have wanted him to realize that he had to fight in a different way?

      He needed to incapacitate Samis, but he couldn’t kill him, not if Carth needed him. There might be a way to incapacitate him, but it would involve a difficult sort of Slide, and possibly a technique that he hadn’t tried before.

      He Slid, and while he was preparing to emerge, he pushed off.

      Had he more control over his Slides, he thought he might be able to do this better, but he got some air as he was attempting to emerge. When he did, he was soaring above Samis. He kicked, bringing his leg around, catching Samis on the side of his head. The other man went sprawling across the deck of the ship.

      Daniel Slid, emerging near where the sword tumbled, and kicked it away.

      He held the tip of his sword out, staring at him.

      “Kill me, then. If that’s what you want to do.”

      “I don’t intend to kill you. I came with Carth, and she wanted you rescued.”

      “Carth?” Samis asked, staring at him.

      “Do you recognize the name?”

      “She’s dead.”

      “I think she uses that excuse a lot. I can assure you that she’s quite alive.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter, Samis.” Carth strode forward, sliding on a thick blanket of shadows. She was unarmed, and as she came toward them, she held her hands pressed together. Daniel couldn’t tell whether she was uncertain or simply unconcerned about whatever threat Samis might pose.

      “It is you.”

      “You recognize me after all these years?”

      “I would recognize you anywhere. Why are you here, Carthenne?”

      “It sounds as if Nyaesh needs my help.”

      “Nyaesh is secured. We’ve ensured that.”

      “I think not. From what I can tell, you have bargained your safety for a kind of danger you can’t begin to understand.”

      “We haven’t bargained anything. We have offered a trade of services. We provide protection and they provide knowledge.”

      Carth crouched down next to him. “Do you even realize who you are bargaining with?”

      “They called themselves the V’lar.”

      Carth settled on her heels. Her mouth pressed into a tight line as she stared at Samis. “Of course they did. I can’t believe they would pull something like that, though if they did, it would be here.”

      “What is it?” Samis asked.

      “You aren’t foolish, Samis. You never have been. Don’t you even recognize the origin of that word? Or has the A’ras education failed you so much?”

      He stared at her, and though Daniel half expected him to be angry, there was no such anger in his gaze. “I don’t.”

      “What is the origin?” Daniel asked.

      Carth kept her gaze directed on Samis. “V’lar is an ancient word, much like C’than and Ai’thol, but it carries a bit of a different connotation. It’s a derivative of several words. V’lash, which means master, and—I suspect—lar’ant, which means power. It could have some other meaning, but it seems to me they’re alluding to the power they control.”

      “They’re scholars, nothing more. And they have knowledge of places we do not.”

      “And why do the A’ras need such knowledge? How does that help protect Nyaesh?”

      “Nyaesh is no longer as safe as it once was,” Samis said.

      “Because you allowed the V’lar to take hold?”

      “We allowed nothing. We secured the safety of the city. There are greater dangers in the world, Carth.”

      “I’m well aware that there are other dangers. Why not come to me with them?”

      “Even if you were available, you have proven yourself unreliable when it comes to the A’ras. You serve another master.”

      He suddenly lunged toward her, and Carth wrapped shadows around him. She looked around the deck of the ship until her gaze settled on Lucy. “Come to me.”

      Lucy hurried forward.

      “See what they’ve done to him.”

      “And what if they haven’t done anything?” Lucy asked.

      “Then he is lost. I’d like to think that he’s not, and that whatever has happened can be undone. I don’t have your ability to Read, and your friend suggested you might be the only person who can save him.”

      Lucy shot Daniel a hard stare before looking back at Samis. “I will see what I can do.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      Carth backed up, leaving Lucy to stand in front of Samis. Daniel gave her space, but he was curious what she might uncover. Would there be anything she could do to help him?

      He had seemed to recognize Carth well enough, so he wondered if perhaps there was nothing wrong with him to begin with. What if he was working with the C’than—the V’lar—voluntarily, as it seemed?

      And if he was, did that mean he was now their enemy?

      The way Carth looked at Samis suggested she wasn’t about to allow him to remain an enemy to them. But what if there wasn’t anything that could be done?

      Lucy’s eyes flared a deeper green, and Daniel backed up while she was working. “What happens if she can’t help him?” he asked Carth.

      “I have faith that she will,” Carth said.

      “And if she can’t?”

      “Then we will depart from Nyaesh. If they’re with Alera”—and that had to be what Carth feared—“they have to be after something. Don’t you want to know what it is? There is no Elder Stone in Nyaesh.”

      “But you said—”

      Carth glanced over to him. “I said nothing. I told you that my other ability is descended from power that comes from an Elder Stone, but it is not from Nyaesh.”

      “It’s from Lashasn. The other place you mentioned.”

      Carth glanced at him briefly before nodding.

      “Then why come here if there is no Elder Stone?”

      “Because I have spread the rumor that it remained here. I’ve been careful about it, a whisper here, a whisper there, all of it designed to draw the Ai’thol here, simply because the A’ras aren’t afraid of them, and because I had other support in place. At least, I thought I had other support in place.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “As I said, I would have heard about the Ai’thol long before now if my network remained intact as it should be. Something has changed here, and without access to someone who can share with us what it is, we simply have no way of being prepared.”

      Daniel studied Carth for a moment. “You wanted the Ai’thol to come and confront the A’ras?”

      “As I told you, they are fully capable of doing so.”

      “Apparently, they’re not.”

      “They haven’t faced the Ai’thol. They faced the V’lar, and they have not attempted to attack,” Lucy said, turning toward them.

      “Can you help him?”

      “They’ve used a subtle touch on him. It’s barely more than a brush. It allows him to believe that they have not.”

      “Can you undo what they’ve done?”

      Lucy nodded. “I think so. It’s simply a matter of revealing what has been done to him, and once that’s done, he can see through it. But even then, it will take some time.”

      “All he needs is to see the truth, and from there I can do the rest,” Carth said.

      “What now?” Daniel asked.

      “Now we need to go and reach allies,” Carth said.

      “You want us to go back to Asador and bring more Binders?”

      Carth stared at Samis. “Not our allies. His. I want to return to that island where we left the other A’ras and bring them here. Perhaps we can prevent them from having the same C’than influence. While you do that, I will see what I can uncover about the C’than here.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I can’t Slide that many people.”

      “Perhaps not, but she can,” she said, turning her attention to Lucy. “All you have to do is convince them that it’s in their best interest to come with us.”

      “That’s all?”

      “I never said it would be easy. I never said any of this would be easy. That doesn’t mean it’s not necessary.”

      Daniel looked over to Lucy, and she nodded. If Lucy was willing to do it, why shouldn’t he be?

      But then, in this, Lucy would be far more capable than him.

      Capability at Sliding and capability at fighting were different things, however. Lucy needed him. How could he not be there for her?

      “How many should go?” Daniel asked.

      “As few as possible,” Lucy said. “Otherwise, I don’t know that I’ll be able to Slide everyone back.”

      “And where would you have us return them to?” Daniel asked.

      “Why, back to their ships, of course.”

      Daniel stared at Carth for a long moment. “What game are you playing at?”

      “What makes you think this is a game?”

      “If I’ve learned anything about you over the last few months, it’s that you view everything as a game.”

      “Perhaps I once did, but this is a little different. This isn’t a game. This is more personal than you know.”
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      Daniel prepared for an attack.

      When they emerged from the Slide, he half expected the A’ras to attack him, but most of the people they’d left stranded here were now collected around the beach. A fire lit the night, burning brightly. Knowing their abilities, that didn’t surprise him.

      What did surprise him was the soft singing. At first, he noticed it as a subtle sort of sound, one that permeated the night, echoing against the backdrop of waves crashing along the shore. He glanced over to Lucy, and she tipped her head. What did she hear? He still didn’t know how many abilities she had been granted by the augmentation, though it could be access to all of the Elvraeth abilities. If it was, she would know exactly what they were singing.

      The voices rose louder, filling the night.

      “I’m still surprised Carth didn’t come herself,” Daniel said.

      “If she didn’t think she could…”

      Daniel stared at Lucy. “It wasn’t that she didn’t think she could. She chose not to. This was her responsibility.”

      “She might have placed them here, but I suspect that if she had returned for them, it would have increased the likelihood of conflict.”

      “We were there. There’s going to be conflict regardless.”

      And he was prepared for it. They needed to rescue the A’ras as quickly as they could, but a part of him wondered if they should have taken more time.

      And maybe the solution wasn’t to communicate with them. Maybe they simply needed to Slide to them, grab whoever they could, and Slide them back.

      But if they did that, they would end up with a situation similar to what had happened in Nyaesh. He didn’t want to face that many swordsmen and wasn’t sure he had the necessary skill with which to do so.

      They continued to make their way toward the campsite. He kept his guard up but didn’t unsheathe his sword. It wouldn’t do for them to come in brandishing weapons, drawing that kind of attention. Even walking in might be too much, especially considering what they had done to the A’ras.

      “Will you be ready to Slide if something goes awry?” Daniel asked.

      Lucy only nodded.

      “Can you Read anything from them?”

      “Even if I could, it doesn’t make that much difference. We can know their thoughts, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But we can’t influence them, not in a way that would be helpful.”

      “Have you even tried to influence?”

      Daniel didn’t know much about that ability. It was one that was discussed in hushed tones, rumored about, but not one that most people spoke openly about. It was what had given Reading its reputation of being dangerous.

      “I haven’t tried, and I don’t know that now is the right time to attempt it.” She stared into the distance, her brow furrowed. “Something could go wrong. I don’t want to be the one responsible for anything like that.”

      “What do you think could go wrong?”

      “I remember how things went when I first attempted to Read after this was placed.” She touched the back of her neck, and her eyes closed. She took a deep breath, straightening her spine. “I had no control with it. And it’s the same thing with my other abilities. When I attempt to use them intentionally, there isn’t the same level of control that I once had. I think… I think that I can gain that control, but for now, I just don’t have it.”

      “What do you think might happen if you try to use it?”

      “If it’s anything like I suspect, I could destroy someone’s mind.”

      Daniel started to smile before realizing that she wasn’t kidding. “How do you think you might destroy their mind?”

      “What if I reach too deeply?”

      “Then we won’t be attacked,” he said.

      “It’s more than that. I’d be responsible for them, and for what happens with them. If I somehow alter them, damaging whoever I happen to force, then—”

      She cut off, spinning and Sliding in a single movement. When she emerged next to him once again, one of the A’ras was beside to her.

      Daniel recognized the man. He was one who had attacked him in the beginning. He looked over at Daniel, his eyes growing wide. He started to open his mouth to shout, but Lucy grabbed Daniel and Slid. They emerged hundreds of feet from shore, far enough away that if he were to shout, they would have time to escape.

      “We’re not here to hurt you.”

      “You stranded us here,” the A’ras said.

      “After you attacked us.” Daniel took a step toward him, his hand on the hilt of his sword. This man was dangerous, and he had enough control over the flames, whatever that Elder Stone power was, that Daniel knew to be cautious with him.

      “You boarded our ship.”

      There was true. He had boarded their ship, though he had done so because he had been attacked before. They could continue to argue, but it wasn’t going to get them anywhere. “We need you to return with us.”

      The man stared at Daniel. Heat began to build from him, and Daniel did his best to ignore it. He wasn’t sure how much the A’ras could harm him with an attack, but having seen what Carth was capable of doing, he suspected their ability to hurt him was considerable.

      “Don’t make me attack you,” Daniel said.

      “Make you? It seems to me that you and your people have been all too willing to attack.”

      “And now we need your help to understand what’s taking place in Nyaesh.”

      The man hesitated. For a moment, Daniel wasn’t sure that he would even answer. Then the heat surrounding him faded, easing back, and he let out a sigh. “When they first came, they offered knowledge. There were plenty of masters within Nyaesh who were eager to accept their offerings. They remained and began to integrate themselves deeply into the inner workings of the A’ras. By the time we realized what was happening, it was nearly too late. Those of us who could escape did so. We went to acquire the necessary equipment to counter the V’lar.”

      “Equipment?”

      “The power of the Flame has weakened. The A’ras who understand what we face have tried to fight, but the V’lar overpowered us. They used an insidious sort of knowledge. We seek to reignite the Flame.”

      Daniel glanced at Lucy. “Do you understand any of this?”

      He could make out the concern written on her face. She didn’t know how to help, but then, neither did Daniel. They needed these men, but in order to use them, they had to ensure that they weren’t still angry with Carth. Though without fully knowing what Carth had done, he wasn’t sure he could do that.

      “Hold him,” Lucy said.

      Daniel frowned. “Why, what are you—”

      Lucy disappeared, Sliding before he had a chance to finish. It left him with the A’ras, and Daniel didn’t know quite what to say. They stared at each other for a long moment, the A’ras not moving.

      “Why don’t you care for Carth?”

      “She attacked Nyaesh.”

      “She considers Nyaesh her homeland.”

      “Homeland? I’ve seen the way she treats her homeland, then.”

      “She hadn’t been there in years,” Daniel said.

      “Was that what she told you? She attacked Nyaesh about five years ago. The A’ras have grown weaker since her attack, and each attack prior to that. Every time she appears, more chaos comes with her. She is dangerous.”

      “She is dangerous,” Daniel said.

      There didn’t seem to be anything more for him to say. Carth had made it seem as if she hadn’t been in Nyaesh in many years, but if that wasn’t true, what else might not be true? What was she keeping from him? What reason did they have to trust her?

      He caught himself before going down that line of reasoning too much.

      It was possible the A’ras was only trying to convince him that Carth was holding something back from him. Or he could be telling the truth.

      How would Daniel know the difference?

      What would Carth suggest he do in order to find out the difference?

      Would she use deception? He thought about the few games of Tsatsun they had played, the level of competition between them quite dramatic. She was considerably better than him, and he didn’t see how he could reach her level of competence, though maybe he didn’t have to. He only needed to find a way to compete.

      “When did you leave Nyaesh?” Daniel asked.

      “It’s been months,” the man said.

      “And why did you go to Asador?”

      “It wasn’t the first place we went.”

      “Where did you go first?”

      “I went looking for help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “The kind that would handle the dangers we have found ourselves facing.”

      Daniel frowned. “Who did you go to?”

      “Do you think that Rel and the Ai’thol are the only powers in the world?”

      Daniel stared. There probably were other powers, but he was ignorant of them. Part of that was the fact that he had not been out in the world long enough to know everything that might be out there. He’d seen aspects of it, and he’d come face-to-face with some of the dangers himself, dangers that were enough for him to know he needed to be careful. They were the kind of dangers that could easily ensnare someone ignorant of the world.

      “Where did you go?” What sort of power would the A’ras have gone to in order to gain allies?

      The man simply stared.

      Where was Lucy? It didn’t make sense for her to leave them here when they had come here looking for the A’ras, intending to bring them back to Nyaesh.

      “Are you going to just hold me here, or did you have some other play?” the man asked.

      “I’m keeping you here until my friend returns.”

      “She leads you?”

      The question was so simple, and probably without any real connotation, but it still left Daniel feeling somewhat unsettled. It triggered him, leaving him with questions of his own. Did Lucy lead him?

      He had never thought of himself as merely a follower, but since leaving Elaeavn, that was what he’d become. At least when it came to Lucy—and Carth. He had remained, following her into this, whatever this was. It was all a part of her trying to understand how to control her abilities. Staying behind, remaining out of Elaeavn, had all been for Lucy’s benefit.

      What he’d thought he wanted, the reason he had stayed, was not to be. Lucy had made that clear. Now wasn’t the time for her, and considering what she was going through, Daniel didn’t even blame her. If he were going through something similar, he might not want someone pushing him for anything else, either. He would focus on trying to understand who and what he was, the same way he knew Lucy was doing.

      The A’ras simply stared at him, and Daniel was tempted to Slide away and leave him there. If he did, where would he go? Would he return to Nyaesh? Now that he’d been there, Sliding back wouldn’t be difficult. It was nothing more than a matter of closing his eyes, bridging that distance, and following the space between to carry him there. Or would he return to Asador? That was where he’d been for months, and it had become comfortable to him. He could gather his belongings, decide what he was going to do, and possibly return to Elaeavn.

      Lucy would understand. He was certain of that. She wouldn’t be angry. Lucy rarely got angry, especially as she wanted him to find his own way.

      But there was value in staying. There was value in stopping the Forgers in the Ai’thol from reaching more of the Elder Stones. There was value in him being a part of it, ensuring that the Elder Stones were secured, at least as much as they could be. There was value in trying to help understand what might be necessary to stop the Ai’thol for good.

      And wasn’t that what he wanted?

      He wanted to be able to live and not worry. He wanted to be able to leave Elaeavn and not fear. He wanted his friends and family to be able to do the same.

      The A’ras continued to watch him, his gaze lingering.

      Daniel stared back but never had the opportunity to answer.

      Lucy Slid back, Carth in tow.

      The A’ras reached for his sword, but Daniel reacted, unsheathing his blade and holding it out. He glanced over at Carth, uncertain whether he really wanted to support her or not.

      “Why did you bring me here?” Carth asked Lucy.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Daniel asked.

      “You had a task to complete. You didn’t need me here for that.”

      “Tell him,” Lucy said.

      Daniel glanced from Lucy to Carth. “Tell him what?”

      Lucy held Carth’s gaze. “Tell him why this matters. Tell him why you fear the V’lar in Nyaesh more than you let on.”

      “What is this?” Daniel asked.

      “What your friend has surmised is that I fear the V’lar in Nyaesh for more reasons than simply the destruction of my homeland.”

      The A’ras snorted. “You could care less about what happens to Nyaesh.”

      Carth turned her gaze upon him. “I care more than you will ever understand. But the simple truth is that I’m responsible for what happened. I’m the reason the V’lar have come to Nyaesh and the A’ras have lost their connection to the Flame. As the Ai’thol gained influence and uncovered where the Elder Stone actually hid, I moved it.”

      Daniel blinked. “Away from Nyaesh.”

      She nodded. “The A’ras had always possessed a reflection of the Elder Stone and never direct power from it. I thought I could move the stone and protect it. If Olandar Fahr didn’t know how to find the stone, then he could never use the power within it.”

      “When did you do this?” Daniel asked, looking over at the A’ras. He had a suspicion but wanted Carth to confirm it for him.

      “About five years ago.”

      The A’ras man glared at Carth. “When you attacked.”

      “Attacked?” Carth glided forward, practically moving on shadows. “Why would I attack the A’ras?”

      “Because you hate that you were exiled from Nyaesh.”

      “Perhaps I once was, but no longer.” Carth stared into the distance for a long moment. “And maybe I made a mistake in removing the stone. Could I have weakened the protections around it in doing so?” She whispered the question, and it seemed as if it weren’t directed at anyone. She took a deep breath and turned her attention back to the A’ras. “If you will return, I will ensure the A’ras find their connection to the Flame once more.”

      “What do you plan to do?” Daniel asked.

      “I will fix a mistake. I will return the Elder Stone to Nyaesh. And we will remove the threat of the C’than from the city.”
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      Lucy held her focus on Carth. Wind whipped around her, cold and unpleasant, though not as unpleasant as some of the places they had visited recently. Carth had taken her many places over the last few weeks, and in that time, she had come to terms with the fact that the world had many places she had yet to visit—and understand. Many of the places Carth brought her required that she simply have faith in Carth’s knowledge. This might be the first time she questioned Carth.

      “You’re the reason this took place?” She kept her voice lowered, not wanting to let the A’ras know that she questioned Carth. “With everything else that has happened, you are the reason they are weakened?”

      “It was never my intention to weaken the A’ras,” she said. “I only wanted to limit what the Ai’thol would be able to acquire. In moving the Elder Stone, I had attempted to ensure its safety.”

      “That’s no different than what Olandar Fahr had attempted.”

      “I’m nothing like him.”

      “Nothing? You might be more like him than you realize.”

      Carth held her gaze, and Lucy refused to look away. With everything Carth had shown her, it was hard for her to think that what she had done was anything but a mistake. It was the kind of thing she could imagine Olandar Fahr having done, with the way he tried to maneuver people into playing the game he wanted them to play.

      Why would she have thought Carth would do anything different? Didn’t she have the same ideas as Olandar Fahr, especially when it had to do with strategy and playing Tsatsun? How could she have expected that Carth wouldn’t have been drawn into it?

      “Do the C’than know?”

      “They shouldn’t know anything about the Elder Stones.”

      “And yet, they are in possession of the Wisdom Stone.”

      “They never knew what it was.”

      “Are you sure? Alera seemed to know what it was.”

      Carth turned away, looking into the darkness. Shadows swirled around her, but Lucy had no difficulty Seeing through them. It was as if Carth drew the shadows to her as her way of protecting herself, isolating herself, but with everything they had faced, she was no longer certain that isolation was the best strategy. It seemed to her that they couldn’t be isolated, not when it came to dealing with the Ai’thol or even with the C’than. Wasn’t that same isolation what had gotten them in trouble with trying to handle the Forgers in the first place? Hadn’t the isolation that Lareth had instigated been part of their problem?

      It was possible Carth wouldn’t see it that way, Lucy thought. Carth was many things, but she wasn’t willing to turn a blind eye when the situation demanded otherwise. And if anyone would recognize the failings, it would be Carth, wouldn’t it?

      “How hard is it going to be for us to find this stone?”

      “The stone itself isn’t going to be difficult to find. It’s the moving of the stone that will be the challenge. When I did it the last time, I had plenty of time to do so. I fear that we don’t have that same luxury now.”

      “Why?”

      “Mostly based on what they told us. If the C’than have preyed on the fact that the A’ras are weakened, returning the stone might be the only thing that restores their strength. There might be another benefit to it, but it’s one I thought I wouldn’t need before.”

      “What benefit is that?”

      “It’s possible that I should have allowed the A’ras to protect the stone. I thought I needed to be the one to do so, but perhaps I was only doing a disservice to the A’ras. They are the ones who trained me.”

      “How did you know how to find the Elder Stone there?”

      “I had some experience with it. At the time, I didn’t know what it was. I will warn you, it will be incredibly difficult for us to return the Elder Stone.”

      “Then how are we going to do it?”

      “We will need help,” Carth said, turning toward the A’ras along with Daniel.

      The A’ras wouldn’t be able to help, so that meant she intended to use Daniel.

      “Is he ready for that?”

      “Are any of us ever really ready?” Carth forced a smile. “When I first faced the Hjan—a branch of the Ai’thol—I don’t know that I was ready. But I had no choice. There was no one else who could help. It seems to me that events force us to discover who we are and what we can do.”

      “Are you sure the stone has been safe all this time?”

      Carth shook her head. “I can’t be sure of anything anymore. I had thought that moving it would ensure its safety, but I suppose I didn’t anticipate the consequences.”

      Lucy frowned as she looked at Carth. It was unusual for her to admit something like that, and even more unusual for Carth to open herself in the way that she did. Not only was Carth sharing with her, but some of what she heard seemed to come from within Carth’s mind. It was as if she were mixing what she said aloud and what she allowed Lucy to Read.

      As she looked around, Lucy thought she understood. She was trying to protect Daniel and the A’ras from knowing anything more, though it sounded as if Daniel was going to have to be a part of whatever took place. The A’ras, on the other hand, would not.

      Carth turned her attention to the A’ras. “If I ensure the restoration of the Flame, will you return?”

      “And if we don’t?”

      “Your people need you. That’s why you left Nyaesh. You knew what they needed. You were willing to find help. I might not be the help you want, but I fear that I’m the help you need.”

      After what they had learned from Samis, the role the C’than had played was one that Lucy suspected Carth had not anticipated.

      All this time, Carth had believed that the Ai’thol were the only threat. That was how she had been surprised. Carth had believed the C’than were aligned with her; either that or she had been so focused on the Ai’thol that she had overlooked the way the C’than were acting behind them.

      It explained the singular focus Carth now had. She had turned away from trying to bring down the Ai’thol and instead focused her attention on the C’than.

      “We will return. Without ships, how would you…?”

      In answer, Lucy grabbed him and Carth and Slid. They returned to the shoreline, and within a moment, Daniel Slid, joining them. The other A’ras were there, and Carth released the A’ras to join the others.

      “Are you sure this will be enough?” she asked Carth.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where do we go?”

      “Do you think you can find this place?”

      As she spoke, an image appeared in Lucy’s mind. It came suddenly, forcibly, and it flared with great heat and power. She realized that she had been there before. It was one of the places Carth had taken them. Perhaps not one of the C’than strongholds, but near enough to one of them that Lucy thought she could find it.

      She held out her hands, Carth and Daniel took them, and she Slid.

      When they emerged, it was much warmer. Though it was night, a general sense of light radiated around everything in the distance, as if thousands of candles were lit. Heat flowed up from the ground, even though they were far to the north. The air was dry, almost unpleasantly so.

      “Where is this?” Daniel asked.

      “This is Lashasn,” Carth whispered.

      She started forward, heading toward the distant light.

      Daniel grabbed Lucy’s wrist, and she turned to him.

      “I know that you’ve been working with her, but are you sure this is the right thing for us to be doing?” he asked.

      “When it comes to Carth, I have no idea.”

      “I just want us to be certain that this is what we want to do. If we move the Elder Stone, then we run the risk of the Ai’thol acquiring it.”

      “I suspect Carth thinks that the A’ras—at least, an intact A’ras—would be able to defend it.”

      “Then why did she move it in the first place?”

      They trailed after Carth, but they stayed about a dozen paces behind her. They were making their way toward the distant light, the steady glow drawing them ever closer. How would anyone miss that glowing? It would be obvious, easy for Olandar Fahr to find. And if he found it, why could he not have simply claimed the Elder Stone for himself?

      “I don’t know,” Lucy said.

      “I’ve been trying to work through this, trying to understand what move this would be.”

      “Move?” Lucy asked.

      Daniel shrugged. “Carth has been trying to teach me her game.”

      Lucy smiled to herself. “I imagine you’d be good at it.”

      “Not as good as I’d like to be. It’s… it’s difficult. My father used to play games with me, but nothing like this.”

      “I know. My father never wanted me to be a part of the games.”

      Daniel held her gaze for a moment before looking away.

      She took his hand, squeezing it. It was all too easy for her to Read him, to know how he felt. There was a hint of sadness within him. He regretted that he had willingly worked with his father when he had been in Elaeavn, and he blamed himself for not having taken a stand sooner.

      “You don’t have to look like that,” she said to him.

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re the reason that all this took place. Your father was preparing you to serve on the council. You still could, you know.”

      “I don’t think I can.” Daniel looked up, turning his attention to her. “Even if I returned, I don’t know that I would feel comfortable in the palace any longer. I do know that I wouldn’t feel comfortable isolated as we’ve been.”

      “I wonder about that,” she said, looking after Carth.

      “About what?”

      “The isolation. Have you ever given much thought to why we have stayed hidden for so long?”

      “Not really. I didn’t know that there was any reason I should.”

      “We blame the Forgers for our current isolation, but before them, what reason did we have for separating ourselves from the rest of the world?”

      Daniel chuckled. “Have you ever wandered around the water’s edge in Elaeavn?”

      Lucy frowned, shaking her head. “No, why?”

      “There are several long warehouses there, all owned by the Elvraeth. Do you know what’s inside?”

      “Supplies?”

      “Not from what I’ve been able to determine. Boxes and boxes of items of incredible wealth. None of them from Elaeavn.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that we have not been nearly as isolated as we have always believed.”

      “Regardless of whether we’ve had others come to the city, we have separated ourselves from the rest of the world. The caretakers believe it’s because of the sacred crystals, but…”

      “You think it’s something else?”

      Lucy shrugged. “I don’t even know. I haven’t given it much thought, but what if we have been maneuvered into remaining isolated?”

      “Now you’re sounding like you’ve been playing games with Carth.”

      “Even if I had, I have a hard time thinking I would be able to play them nearly as well as she does. No. I’m just trying to come up with an understanding.”

      She didn’t have an opportunity to expound on it any further. In the distance, she could make out where the bright light came from. The heat and the light made sense.

      “A volcano?” she whispered.

      Carth had stopped, staring into the distance. “It was difficult to place the stone here.”

      “Why did you bring it here?”

      “Many reasons. I suppose mostly because this is where it belonged.”

      “Because of Lashasn?”

      She nodded slowly. “Much like Ih, Lashasn had its own Elder Stone. When Lashasn failed, the stone was moved.”

      “To Nyaesh,” Daniel said.

      “It was. The people here moved because of the volcano. They had little choice. They were forced from their homeland, as much because of the volcano as because of the war with Ih. A new nation was formed, one called Ih-lash, but even that wasn’t able to remain intact. War eventually came for them, too. Now none of those ancient places remain.”

      “But the power does.”

      Carth nodded. “And while Ih still possesses the shadows, Lashasn had not maintained its hold on fire. Not until I brought it back here.”

      “Where is it?” Daniel asked.

      “Inside the volcano.”

      Daniel’s breath caught. “How did you bring it inside?”

      His gaze swept across the distant horizon. Lucy followed the direction of his gaze, probably feeling much the same as he did. Lava flowed down the side of the volcano, thick and hot. Flames crackled from time to time, and from where they stood, it was almost unbearable. She had no idea how they would even try to get closer. In the distance, near the peak of the volcano, lava flowed more readily, the steady red and orange burbling lighting the night, giving a glow to everything.

      There was nothing else around them. There was no life. No birds in the sky. No animals moved around them. There wasn’t even a breeze here. The air smelled hot and sulfuric, the stench of the earth erupting.

      How had any people ever lived here?

      “I am connected to Lashasn,” Carth said.

      “You used your power of the Flame,” Lucy said.

      Carth nodded.

      “Is that when you started to have difficulty with your powers?”

      Carth glanced over, studying her. “Did you just Read that?”

      Lucy shook her head. “Not from you, but from Daniel.” She turned to Daniel Elvraeth, and she forced a smile. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. When I first met her, Carth said that she had been diminished. Her abilities had changed.”

      “And they had,” Carth said. “Moving an Elder Stone is incredibly difficult, but so too is being in proximity to it for as long as I was.”

      “You came alone?” Daniel asked.

      “It would have been dangerous for anyone else to come with me. I wasn’t willing to risk them. So I came alone, sailing with the Elder Stone. Moving it back to where it had been.”

      “And it changed you.”

      Carth nodded. “Perhaps not as much as when I held the Wisdom Stone, but now my connection to the power of S’al is different. Less predictable.”

      “And more powerful,” Lucy suggested.

      Carth nodded once. “More powerful, but without control, power doesn’t matter as much. I would much rather have control over it than complete power.”

      “Are you sure we should be so close to it?”

      Carth shook her head. “No. My hope is that the contact will be brief, and I will be able to shield you.”

      “Shield us how?”

      “One of the things that made Lashasn and Ih such uneasy allies was the fact that our abilities tended to counter each other. Shadows can counteract the flame. With enough power, I should be able to shield you.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Daniel said.

      “If you would prefer to return, all I would ask is that you help bring the A’ras back to Nyaesh.”

      Daniel met her gaze. “No. I’ll stay here.”

      Lucy touched him on the arm, and he turned toward her. “You don’t need to do this, Daniel.”

      “I think I do.”

      “If you do this, it might change you.”

      “And if you do this, it might change you.”

      Lucy touched the back of her head. “I fear that I’ve already been changed.”

      “And we must hope that Carth is able to protect us. Besides, if you have enough strength with Sliding us, you should be able to limit how long we’re in contact with the Elder Stone.”

      As he said it, she realized that he was completely confident in her abilities—much more so than she was. She wished she could share in that confidence. She was strong, and the augmentation granted by the implant had made her considerably stronger, but this was something else entirely.

      What would happen if she were to be touched by the Elder Stone? How much would she change?

      It was possible that she wouldn’t know at first. Carth hadn’t shared with her how much she had changed when holding the Wisdom Stone, though the longer she was around Carth, the more she suspected the other woman had changed from it.

      “How do we get inside?”

      “That has to be me,” Carth said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Even if you were able to Slide us in there—and I don’t think you can—I don’t know that you could handle the heat of this place.”

      “And how do you handle the heat of this place?”

      Carth smiled tightly. “I am born of the flames.”

      With that, Carth went running toward the volcano. Daniel started after her, and Lucy grabbed him, keeping him from chasing Carth down. “I don’t think you should do that,” she whispered.

      “What will happen to her?”

      “Probably nothing, but it’s possible that she won’t return to us.”

      Lucy stood watching until Carth disappeared. When she reached the first lava flow, she half expected something to happen to the other woman, but Carth glided across it, almost as if she were completely unbothered by the power of the flames. And Lucy realized it was likely she wasn’t bothered. With her control over flames and shadow, she had proven that she had a unique set of powers.

      All they could do was wait.

      “Did you know that there was danger with the C’than?” Daniel asked.

      “Carth has been concerned about that. After the attack in Asador, she worried that Alera had gathered others.”

      “And have there been others?”

      Lucy nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      Daniel turned to her. “How many?”

      Lucy closed her eyes, unable to take her thoughts off the faces that had poured through her mind when she had grabbed the engineer from Nyaesh. “Many.”

      “She has you trying to help her uncover them?”

      Lucy tapped her head. “I can Read. That allows us to try and uncover them.”

      Daniel turned back toward the volcano. “Here I’ve been worried about the Ai’thol. No, that’s not right. I’ve been focused on the Forgers, but even then, I wasn’t nearly as concerned as I probably should have been.”

      “I don’t think any of us have ever been nearly as concerned about what they might do as we should have been.”

      “Lareth has.”

      “I think Lareth and Carth are the only ones who have been working against them. Well, perhaps not the only ones. Even though it bothers Carth, the C’than have been doing it, too, in their own dangerous way.”

      “Should we support them rather than attack them?”

      Lucy frowned. For a moment, she wondered if perhaps they should support the V’lar. At least now, they knew the name by which they called themselves. That was something they hadn’t even managed to acquire when she’d come across the engineers. But if they had named themselves the way that Carth suspected, it meant they were after power, too.

      “They have been willing to use their knowledge to hurt others.”

      “Like the Ai’thol,” Daniel said.

      Lucy nodded. “And that willingness to harm others is the greatest reason we need to act.”

      The light in the distance increased, and she realized why.

      Carth returned.

      As she did, there was something different about her. It was a strange type of energy that seemed to swirl around her. Carth glowed, light and heat radiating from her, and as Lucy stared, she realized that Carth dragged something behind her.

      “What does she have?” Daniel whispered.

      “I suspect it’s the Elder Stone,” she said.

      “What do you think it looks like?”

      “I have no idea. If she’s able to mute it with the shadows as she intends, we might not even be able to determine what it is.”

      As she approached, it was difficult to tell what exactly Carth held. It was glowing brightly, and yet streaks of darkness continued to swirl around it, and it took a moment for Lucy to realize that Carth used bands of shadow to drag it. As she drew nearer, those bands of shadow began to solidify, forming a shell over the Elder Stone.

      Carth slowed.

      Each step seemed to be difficult, as if the effort of dragging the Elder Stone with her was sapping her strength.

      Lucy grabbed Daniel, and they Slid toward Carth.

      The ground was hot, immediately beginning to burn through her boots, and she grabbed Carth as she began to fall forward.

      “Where to?”

      An image flashed in her mind. It was Nyaesh, but it was beneath Nyaesh.

      “Hold on,” she said to Daniel.

      “How do you know where to go?”

      “Know that I do.”

      With that, she Slid.

      Ever since having her powers augmented, she had been able to Slide easily. Even when she had Slid back onto the ship, there had not been much difficulty. The only times she had struggled were when she had attempted to Slide many people at once, and even that hadn’t been nearly as difficult as it once had been.

      This was something else entirely. The effort of attempting to Slide felt as if she were being torn apart. It was pain. Heat flashed through her, but it was mixed with icy cold.

      Lucy cried out, and Daniel squeezed her hand. She didn’t dare look at him or Carth, and she prayed that Carth held on to the Elder Stone as they Slid.

      Instead, she focused on keeping the image Carth had shown her at the forefront of her mind. If she could do that, she might be able to draw them through the Slide, and then she might be able to reach Nyaesh—where they needed to bring the stone.

      As it felt as if she were starting to fail, they emerged from the Slide.

      Bright light swirled all around them, almost overwhelming. It was hot and dry and overpowering. Despite her enhanced eyesight, Lucy couldn’t See anything. Carth dragged them forward. It was a strange sensation, and the further they went, the more the brightness began to retreat.

      And then they stepped through a doorway.

      The light began to fade. It was subtle, and then it steadily disappeared, fading into nothingness.

      It took a long time for her eyesight to return. Even then, there was a strange afterimage, as if she had been staring at the sun too long.

      “Is it done?” Daniel whispered.

      “Did we bring it where we needed to?” Lucy asked Carth.

      “It’s done. You did well.”

      “What now?”

      “Now we need to return the A’ras. And then we need to remove the C’than from the city.”

      Lucy looked over at Carth. “Are you strong enough for that?”

      Carth stood, and shadows swirled around her. “I hope so.”
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      A gently rolling hillside spread out in front of them, with a city sprawling in the distance. The design of the city was unlike anything he’d seen before. It was odd, unique, and the place seemed to possess a power unlike other places. He wasn’t even certain where they were. His father had Slid them, which meant he could take them anywhere.

      An enormous river flowed toward the city and then past it. Dozens of vessels sailed upon the river, most looking as if they headed toward the city itself. Some appeared to be heading away, back to sea. Haern couldn’t see the ocean from here, but those ships didn’t look to be the kind that only sailed on rivers.

      “Why did we come here?” Haern asked.

      “Because of what you uncovered.” His father hadn’t questioned Haern when he had revealed what he’d learned from the Forger, simply making arrangements to leave. Haern didn’t even know how long they were going to be gone. “We need to keep looking for answers about what they plan.”

      “We know what they plan.”

      “We know that whatever it is has to do with the metal and the Elder Stones. We don’t know anything more than that.”

      The wrinkles around his father’s eyes told him all he needed to know. His father was troubled. This was about more than the Forgers, but Haern wasn’t sure what more his father worried about.

      “Do you think we’ll find them here?”

      His father shook his head, never taking his focus off the distant city. “They shouldn’t be here. This is a place of unique power.”

      “How unique?”

      “The kind that allows them to control fire.”

      “Like Carth?”

      His father nodded. “This is where Carth first began her training.”

      Haern studied the city with a renewed interest. If that were the case, it would make sense for them to be here, though his father couldn’t be the only one who knew that. “She told you that?”

      “Carth doesn’t tell me anything. What I’ve discovered about her over the years has come with great difficulty.”

      “Why do you need to know?”

      “In order to understand her and what sort of ally she might be, I need to know the person.”

      “Do you think she studied you the same way?”

      His father arched a brow, a smile quirking his lips. “I know that she has.”

      “What is this place?”

      “This place is called Nyaesh. The men and women who use fire are known as the A’ras, and they are incredibly gifted swordsmen.”

      “Have you faced them?”

      “I haven’t spent that much time here. Enough that I knew how to find it, and enough that I could return, but there hasn’t been much reason for me to come here before.”

      At the center of the city, it looked as if there was some sort of palace, though it stood out, massive towers rising into the sky. It was nothing like the Floating Palace, a place designed to be concealed from a distance. But then, all of Elaeavn was designed to be concealed from a distance. When it had been restored, great care had gone into rebuilding it in the same way, wanting to mask the design, making it so that the city itself would be invisible from the shore. It was the original design of the city, and the earliest architects had been incredibly skilled, so that parts of the city simply disappeared when viewed from various angles. The palace was different. Because of the design of the city, there were places within the city where the palace appeared to jut off the rock, practically floating, giving it its name. It was the only time the palace was really visible within the city, at least easily.

      This was quite a bit different.

      It was as if the palace were designed to be seen, to draw one’s attention.

      “Do you think an Elder Stone might be in Nyaesh?”

      “I think there are some ties to an Elder Stone here. It’s the only thing that makes sense, especially considering the type of power the people of Nyaesh possess. They control flames and fire, much like Carth, and that kind of magic can only come from an Elder Stone.”

      “Wouldn’t the Forgers know about it?”

      Haern couldn’t imagine the Forgers not knowing about an Elder Stone like that, and if they knew about it, they would have come after it.

      “Most Elder Stones are protected. From what I can gather, the people who possess them are typically able to offer a certain level of protection. It’s the reason the Wisdom Stone had been so difficult for them to acquire. They had felt the need to bargain for it. Often, it’s finding the stone that’s the most difficult.”

      “How so? If others know about the A’ras and their connection to fire, why wouldn’t they know about the Elder Stones here?”

      “It’s more than just knowing about them. Many people knew about the crystals within Elaeavn, but how can they reach them?”

      “People outside of Elaeavn know about the crystals?”

      “More than you would realize. And it’s the same with the A’ras. If they have an Elder Stone—and I’m not certain that they do—the real challenge would be protecting it. It would have to be in a place that would be fortified, and that fortification would need to prevent the Forgers—or anyone else who might think to reach it—from getting to it.”

      “You would try to find it, then?”

      “I would try to find information. Nothing more than that. The Forgers have gone silent, and other than the attack on Elaeavn, I’m not certain what they are after anymore.”

      “Then maybe we did stop them when we pushed them back in Asador.” That might be why the Ai’thol had taken to using what the C’than had discovered.

      His father shook his head. “The presence of our captive suggests otherwise. They are after something, and though he’s the only one who managed to cross the barrier, I suspect there will be others. We need to be ready for the possibility that they will reach us, and be prepared for whatever they might do, and stop them.”

      Haern watched his father. This was the kind of comment Brusus had worried about. He was concerned that Rsiran would be too focused, and seeing him like this, seeing the intensity on his father’s face, Haern thought that maybe Brusus had been right.

      Haern should have acknowledged that when his father had captured the Forger in the first place. There was a darkness to him, and he had been filled with anger, and it was more than simply trying to protect the people he cared about. It was about vengeance.

      “What do you want to do here?”

      “I want to search for evidence that the Forgers might be active and whether there is an Elder Stone here.”

      “How will we find them?”

      “They don’t hide themselves nearly as well as they would like to believe. And as we are so far from Elaeavn, there is not nearly as much lorcith. When we detect it, we can use that connection to search for the possible influence of Forgers.”

      “What if the Forgers use some other type of metal?”

      “All their metal has lorcith as the base. Regardless of what alloy they’re using, they all require the addition of lorcith. Even the smallest amount of lorcith, I can detect.”

      Haern strained to pick up on the sense of lorcith. If it was there, would he be able to sense it, too? He didn’t have his father’s sensitivity to it, but he had enough understanding and focus that he should be able to pick up on it.

      As he listened for lorcith, he felt that which he and his father carried, and then more distantly, there came several places within the city where lorcith resonated for him.

      He still didn’t hear it, not in a song the way his father had suggested he might one day be able to do, but that didn’t matter to him. He didn’t need to hear the song to know that lorcith was there.

      “I can feel it.”

      “Good. Then you can guide us where we need to go.”

      “You can’t feel it?”

      “I can, but let’s use this as an opportunity for you to gain some skill.”

      “Father—”

      His father glanced over at him. “You don’t want any training?”

      Haern hesitated answering. There was a time when he would’ve wanted nothing more than to work with his father, to try and understand the lessons his father might teach, to know the nature of the skills the man possessed, but was his father even able to teach those things? Haern could use lorcith in a similar way as his father, pushing and pulling on it, but he couldn’t Slide, which made it much more difficult to understand him. It was why Haern thought he had a better connection with Galen.

      “I want whatever training you are willing and able to offer,” he said.

      His father chuckled. “Willing and able? I suppose that’s fair. I imagine you found Galen a very willing and able instructor.”

      “We have something in common.”

      “Your Sight?” When Haern nodded, his father shrugged. “And we have many things in common. You might not be able to Slide, but don’t forget that we share the same connection with lorcith. The two of us can both use metal similarly.”

      He didn’t have quite the same connection to lorcith as his father. And his father could use heartstone, a metal that Haern had no connection to whatsoever. Almost no one did.

      Rather than arguing, he only nodded.

      His father grabbed his arm and they Slid, emerging along a busy street. The river ran through here, and ships were pulled into the docks, with men moving on and off the ships and moving merchandise. There was a bustling that wasn’t present in Elaeavn. The activity was chaotic, and the city itself felt vibrant and alive.

      Galen had mentioned something about paying attention to the life within the city, to home in on it and try and harness it, to notice differences that were out of place. In Asador, he had begun to grasp how such differences could be used but hadn’t mastered it as well as Galen.

      Here, he thought he had a clear sense of the city. At least, this part of the city. The activity flowed, and most of it moved away from the docks, heading toward the center of the city—and the palace he’d seen from a distance.

      “I don’t see any of the A’ras,” Haern said, keeping his voice pitched low.

      “Not yet,” his father said.

      “What do they look like?”

      “You’ll know them. They are nothing if not proud of their swordsmanship.”

      “Why would that make it obvious?”

      His father pointed, and Haern watched as a pair of men marched along the street, coming down from a hill leading toward the docks. Both wore curved swords sheathed at their sides, and maroon sashes were wrapped around their arms. A bubble of people moved away from them, as if wanting nothing to do with the soldiers.

      The A’ras. They had to be.

      The soldiers made their way along the shoreline, never pausing, never slowing, and never needing to. Everyone simply moved out of the way, parting around them. Haern marveled at it.

      This was where Carth came from?

      He felt he knew so little about Carth. She was a mystery, and she used that to her advantage, but would learning something about her past reveal anything?

      Rsiran scanned the city. “What do you See?”

      “I don’t See anything out of the ordinary. There’s too many people here for me to determine easily if something is off.”

      His father nodded.

      “I could try something,” he suggested.

      “What?”

      “It’s something Galen taught me.”

      His father studied him for a moment. “Did you hesitate to tell me because it had to do with Galen?”

      “I didn’t know how you might react.”

      “I shouldn’t be so upset with you learning from him. Galen has quite a bit that he could teach you. He is incredibly skilled.”

      Haern hesitated. “He is.”

      “What did he teach you?”

      “He suggested that I use the feel of the city, paying attention to the way it should feel and then searching for places where it wasn’t quite right.”

      “And what would that do?”

      “That would tell me where to start my search,” he said. “Galen suggested that most of the time, it’s about waiting patiently and observing. Many people just don’t have the necessary patience to uncover what they want to know.”

      “In that, I suspect Galen is right.”

      They walked along the street. His father kept a quick pace, and as they made their way through the crowd, Haern took time to observe everyone around him. The more he paid attention, the more certain he was that there was something else taking place here. It wasn’t so much that there were other types of people. He noticed the dockworkers and merchants the most easily, but there were others who came through here. Some were dressed in dark colors, while others had brighter dress. It took Haern a moment to realize that some were dirty and ragged. He’d seen poor like that in Asador.

      “Everyone’s moving into the city,” he commented to his father.

      “Everyone?”

      “Not everyone, but the general flow of the city is inward,” Haern said. He didn’t have to See it to know. The longer he simply observed, the easier it was for him to determine that. “Even the poorer people seem to be making their way into the city. Why is that?”

      “I don’t know,” Rsiran said.

      They followed the general flow of traffic, letting themselves be drawn along the street, carried with the crowd, and as they made their way, Haern started looking at shops. Some were simple, easy for him to identify. He saw a butcher and, in the distance, a blacksmith. On one corner was an apothecary, the smell of medicines and flowers drifting out of it. Still another had rows of fabrics in the window.

      And then there were some that he couldn’t identify. One storefront had a collection of items, things like candelabras and odd, twisted-looking sculptures. He was tempted to go in, mostly to see what these things were, but his father pulled him along the street. If he had more time, he would try to understand what was in here.

      As he approached the corner, he felt hands in his pockets.

      Haern spun, pushing on his lorcith knives, preparing for an attack. He didn’t think the A’ras would attack him here. They hadn’t done anything to provoke an attack from the A’ras, but maybe it wasn’t necessary for them to have instigated something. Maybe the A’ras simply didn’t like their presence in the city. What if the A’ras had some ability like many of the people of Elaeavn? Could they Read them, know why they were coming?

      It was a child.

      Haern snatched his knife back from the child, and he backed up. His clothing was torn and tattered. Stains marked his belly and arms. His hair was long and shaggy. Another child had approached his father, but Rsiran had pulled his cloak tight around him tightly, preventing a pickpocket from reaching him.

      “Go,” Haern hissed.

      The children scattered.

      When they were gone, his father chuckled at him. “You might have been a little harder than necessary.”

      “They were pickpockets.”

      “You get used to such things. Not all places are like Elaeavn. Even Elaeavn isn’t quite like you think it is. There was a time when the city itself wasn’t nearly as safe as it is today.”

      “I know. I’ve heard stories.”

      “You’ve heard stories from your uncle.”

      “I’ve heard stories from Mother.”

      His father grinned. “Those are probably more accurate than the ones that Brusus told you.”

      “Probably?”

      “Your mother has a tendency to embellish, too.”

      Haern wondered if his father was joking, but he didn’t laugh, which made Haern think maybe he wasn’t. It was too bad his mother hadn’t taught him some of the thieving skills she had learned over the years. Those might’ve been beneficial.

      But then, would he have paid any attention? Would he have tried to listen and study?

      Up until recently, he wouldn’t have. He had been content with his ignorance, and maybe that was the point his father was trying to make. He was trying to show him just what he had missed out on by avoiding the lessons his parents could teach him.

      They continued into the city, following the trail of people as they weaved along the street. Haern was more cautious now, keeping his cloak wrapped around him, wanting to prevent any wayward pickpocket from reaching into his jacket. It wasn’t so much the knives he cared about but the poisons. He wanted to keep those safe. He wasn’t even sure how he would use them yet, but one lesson Galen had imparted was that Haern needed to ensure that others weren’t harmed by his poisons accidentally.

      As they continued deeper into the city, the sight of a palace came into view.

      It was really a massive wall ringing a palace. Ivy clung to the wall, and it stretched twenty feet or more into the air, circling the entirety of the palace. The Floating Palace in Elaeavn had a wall surrounding it, but that was nothing compared to this one. Behind the wall, the massive tower structure rose, gleaming white. A’ras patrolled outside the wall, marching in pairs as they circled it. People stayed clear of the A’ras, but not too clear. A market had sprung up outside the palace walls, and this was where the crowds came, gathering here, throngs of people getting thicker and thicker as the morning stretched on.

      Carts were stationed around the perimeter of the market, though there were plenty of carts in the middle, too. Hundreds of voices clamored for attention, creating a cacophony that made it difficult for Haern to hear anyone clearly. It was as if everyone was vying for attention and no one was able to get it.

      It was amazing. There was a market in Elaeavn, but it was nothing like this. Most of the market in Elaeavn consisted of local merchants, and those could be found easily enough by traveling to the various storefronts. The only advantage of the market there was that it was all in one place, that and the fact that you could find the day’s catch along with other freshly baked goods.

      Judging by the dress of the various merchants, the striking difference in style and color of clothing, the market here consisted of people from all over. He wanted to linger, to wander through the stands, examining every item, but his father held on to his arm, keeping him from bolting.

      That wasn’t quite right. His father was prepared to Slide should it be necessary.

      “What is it?” Haern asked.

      “I’m beginning to wonder if we might not have been sent away to waste our time.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He knew how you would interpret what he said. It’s possible our Forger wanted to send us away to buy more time.”

      “What time would he want?”

      “Time to figure out how to escape.”

      “Can he?” Haern asked. His mind wasn’t completely on the conversation. He was watching one merchant—an elderly woman—leaning toward the much younger man standing with her at the stand. She was waving her hands animatedly, speaking in a harsh voice that Haern couldn’t make out. Every so often, the man would back up, and Haern half expected him to depart, but the woman would say something more and he would come back, getting closer once again. What did she have to offer that was so compelling to him?

      “Given enough time, I suspect the Forger will be able to slowly force the lorcith out of its position, and it doesn’t take too much for him to overpower it. When he does, it will no longer bind him.”

      “I thought you said the lorcith only answered to you.”

      “It does only answer to me, but the Forgers have a way of forcing it as we’ve seen. It doesn’t have to answer to them so much as it bends to their will and purpose.”

      Haern thought about the knives in his pocket. When he’d forged them, he hadn’t paid much mind to the metal or what it was willing to do. Nothing like the way his father spoke about it. He simply had wanted to make knives and had picked up lumps of lorcith that seemed the right size.

      Could there have been more to it? Could the lorcith have guided him, compelling him to grab only those lumps that would be willing to be a part of knives?

      Haern didn’t think that was possible, but what if it was? Lorcith had never spoken to Haern the way his father claimed it spoke to him, but that didn’t mean that it couldn’t speak to him.

      “How long do you think we have before he manages to escape?”

      “He won’t be able to escape while we’re gone on this journey,” Rsiran said. “But again, I don’t intend to give him long enough to figure it out. Once he discovers what he needs to escape, it won’t take him long.”

      It seemed a risky venture, even for his father. If the Forger managed to escape and get out into the city, how much damage would he do?

      “It’s not only the cuffs that he would have to get through, though,” Haern said.

      His father shook his head. “It’s not just the cuffs. The metal in the cuffs is attuned differently than the bars of the cells. It will take him quite a bit to get through both layers, and then he would have to get through the outer rim.”

      “But I can enter and exit without any difficulty.”

      “Because you are granted access,” Rsiran said.

      Haern could only shake his head. It seemed so bizarre that he could be granted access by metal, though how was it any stranger than his ability to push and pull on knives? How was it any more bizarre than his father’s ability to travel in little more than the blink of an eye? But then, those abilities came from within a person, not from the metal itself.

      “We can keep searching—maybe we can come up with some way of understanding what the Forger thought we might uncover here.”

      “I wonder if we will uncover anything,” Rsiran said.

      “Why?”

      “If he already knew about this place, then it means the Forgers would have looked here.”

      “They might’ve looked, but what if they didn’t find it?”

      “That’s possible,” he said.

      He motioned for Haern to follow, and they began to make a circuit around the outer wall. When they passed the A’ras, his father kept his gaze focused straight ahead of him, making a point of not looking at the soldiers. It was as if he feared drawing their attention, but the soldiers paid them no mind. Haern, on the other hand, was more intrigued by them. Not only their curved swords and the maroon sashes wrapped around arms or heads, but the color of their skin, the depths of brown in their eyes, and once he detected a flutter of heat.

      That much was like Carth.

      Would the A’ras know how to find her?

      Even if they did, was that what they wanted? It could be dangerous to go searching for Carth, though if they did find her and ask about the Elder Stone in Nyaesh, Haern wondered whether she would even reveal what she knew. More than likely, she would keep it to herself, much like she kept so many things to herself. And he couldn’t even blame her. This was her home; wouldn’t she want to keep it safe?

      “What will it feel like?” he asked his father.

      “What will the Elder Stone feel like?”

      Haern nodded.

      “I’m not even sure I would know. The crystals are hidden unless you know how to find them. Even those who know where they are don’t detect anything. I don’t detect anything, and I’ve held each of them.”

      “Then the Elder Stone should be safe.”

      “It should be,” Rsiran repeated. “Then again, when it comes to the Forgers, I’m not sure about anything, as much as I wish I were.” They reached the gate leading into the main part of the palace grounds. The doors were closed, and an A’ras stood on either side, blocking entrance. They were an imposing presence, but his father ignored them as he studied the gate.

      “It’s in here. It has to be.”

      “And if it is?”

      “If it is, then I suppose it doesn’t matter,” his father said.

      “We can—”

      Haern cut off, realizing with a start that he detected lorcith, the kind of lorcith he understood because he’d sensed it before and recognized it as his father’s forging.

      “Daniel Elvraeth?”
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      Bringing the A’ras from the island to Nyaesh took considerable effort, at least for him. Lucy didn’t seem to struggle as much as he would have expected. She had done most of the heavy lifting, Sliding far more of the A’ras than he had. That after having Slid an Elder Stone, something he would have thought impossible.

      As far as he could tell, he suffered no ill effects from the exposure to the Elder Stone. It seemed Carth had succeeded at shielding it. Now that it was back in Nyaesh, would it even matter? It was possible that they hadn’t acted in time, and that the C’than had already completed their plan.

      By the time he returned to the ship, something felt off.

      Flames crawled across the Nyaesh riverfront. Had he not been with Lucy and Carth, he might have turned around. With them, he felt some comfort in knowing they would be able to handle whatever happened here.

      Carth surveyed the street. Buildings on either side of it were engulfed in flames, and smoke billowed toward the cloudless sky. The street was empty, and anyone who might have been there had already long since fled. Only the crackling flames greeted them.

      “What happened?” Daniel asked. They hadn’t been gone that long. When they had brought the Elder Stone, there had been no sign of an attack.

      “It seems the C’than have decided to attack.”

      “By destroying the city?” he asked.

      “They’re trying to draw me out.”

      “They think this will draw you out?”

      “They know it will,” Carth said. She stepped forward, and everywhere she went, the flames retreated. After having seen her dealing with the Elder Stone, he wasn’t sure if she would’ve had enough strength. Seeing her do this was impressive. Where the fires had been leaping, drawing into the sky, they disappeared as she walked through the streets. Heat radiated off Carth, mixed with streaks of darkness. It seemed as if anger radiated from her.

      He almost smiled to himself. Did the A’ras and the C’than know what they were getting into?

      “I will finish my assignment,” Lucy said.

      “You need to be careful,” Carth said. “I’m not sure where the A’ras or the C’than will attack next. It’s possible you should have someone with you.”

      Lucy glanced over at him. He had the sense she was attempting to Read him. “I think you’ll need your soldiers. And where I’m going, we have need for speed.”

      Carth met her gaze and nodded.

      “Where is she going?”

      “She is going to search for the C’than.”

      “How does she know where to look?”

      “Because I showed her. The fact that they waited until we were gone suggests they knew I was no longer in the city.”

      Daniel looked around. “Or they knew you’d returned with the Elder Stone.” He still couldn’t believe he had been part of moving an Elder Stone. “But even that doesn’t make sense. Why would they have attacked? They had the A’ras under their control.”

      “It’s possible they knew that control wouldn’t last once the Elder Stone returned. It’s a move I hadn’t considered when I returned the stone.”

      “It’s not a game, Carth,” Daniel said.

      “I understand that it’s not a game. This is my city, regardless of what the A’ras would have you believe. As I have told you, there’s much in the strategy of thinking through Tsatsun. Use it. See what you can come up with, and tell me what this situation reveals to you.”

      Daniel looked around the street as he tried to come up with what had taken place here. If the C’than had attacked, the flame suggested that they were using the A’ras in order to do so, forcing them to attack their own city. That sort of open attack meant the people of the city were no longer safe.

      If the goal was the Elder Stone, then they needed to protect it.

      “Will they know where you brought it?” Daniel asked. He wasn’t even sure where they had brought it. They had Slid away, emerging from some underground place, appearing once again along the shores of Nyaesh.

      “It’s possible they were able to detect it.”

      “Possible?”

      “I don’t know,” Carth said.

      He tried to think through what they needed to do. That was what Carth wanted him to do. Use his mind. Be prepared. Think through the strategy.

      Another explosion drew his attention, and Carth motioned to the Binders nearby. “Secure as much as you can. Find the A’ras. Neutralize them. Don’t kill them.”

      Isabel was the closest of the Binders, and she nodded.

      “There will be other A’ras joining. Hopefully they will assist with this. We need to buy time until the fleet arrives.”

      “I thought you sent the fleet away,” Daniel said.

      Carth turned to him. Shadows swirled around her, seeming to make her stronger. Underneath the shadows, there came a steady sort of glowing. “I sent the fleet to make preparations and to ensure that only those who have the necessary skills to take on the Ai’thol were part of this battle. I hadn’t expected the C’than to be the real challenge.” She took a deep breath, shaking her head. “Either way, not all of my people are equipped for such a fight.”

      “There are others we could go to.”

      “Where?”

      “Elaeavn—”

      Carth grunted, shaking her head. “I’m not sure there’s the time to convince them, nor the need.”

      “There are some who would come,” he said. Even as he said it, he wasn’t sure that was true. Would people from Elaeavn join this fight? This wasn’t against the Forgers. This was against the C’than.

      “You don’t have to go to Elaeavn. The strength you need will come to you.”

      Carth spun, stretching her hand out and drawing heat away. As she did, a pair of figures at the far end of the street came into focus. Daniel blinked, unable to believe his eyes. Lucy grabbed his arm and Slid him.

      “Lareth?” Daniel glanced from Haern and then to Rsiran. How were they here?

      “Lucy. Are you…?”

      Lucy hurried over to Haern, throwing her arms around him. “It is good to see you, but I worry that we won’t have much time. How is it that you’re here?”

      “Daniel Elvraeth. I detected your sword, but I didn’t think it was possible that you would be here,” Haern Lareth said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s a long story, but we captured a Forger, and from what we can tell, they intend to use the metal that the C’than showed them to draw on the power of the Elder Stone.”

      Daniel’s breath caught. He looked over to Carth. “You think the Ai’thol are here?”

      “We’ve seen no evidence of Ai’thol. Just the C’than.”

      “The C’than are attacking?” Rsiran asked. “I thought the A’ras were strong enough to resist an attack.”

      “They should have been, but I made the mistake of moving the Elder Stone.”

      Rsiran stared at her for a long moment. “You understand the danger in doing so.”

      Carth held his gaze. “I understand the stones more than you can imagine. The board was no longer to my liking.”

      “You simply moved it?” Haern asked.

      “I didn’t simply do anything. You could not imagine the difficulty in moving one of the Elder Stones. Nor in returning it.”

      “You’ve brought it back?” Rsiran Lareth asked.

      “This is not the first time the stone has been moved.”

      “What’s it like?” Haern asked. “Is it like the crystals?”

      “The crystals of your homeland were meant to be handled. Not like the Elder Stones. They were meant to influence. And my moving it was a mistake. Now that it is corrected, we can remove the threat of the C’than and allow the A’ras to return to power.”

      Rsiran watched her, and then he cocked his head to the side. “Are you sure that there are no Ai’thol in the city?”

      “We haven’t uncovered any evidence of the Ai’thol. Just the C’than, though they are using many of the same tricks. Why?” Carth asked.

      Rsiran Lareth’s brow furrowed. “There is lorcith in the city.”

      “There is lorcith in most cities. You realize the metal isn’t nearly as rare as your people once believed.”

      “I’m aware of how rare it is not. I’m also aware of the fact that there was not lorcith here only moments before.”

      Carth spun, shadows and heat suddenly surging off her. “Ai’thol,” she whispered.

      “Could they have planned this?”

      “I have long since given up on thinking I could outmaneuver Olandar Fahr, yet I have a hard time seeing how he would’ve planned this. What would he hope to gain?”

      “Besides the power of the Elder Stone?” Haern Lareth asked. “It’s the metal. And we need to—”

      An explosion thundered nearby, cutting him off.

      Daniel looked over to Lucy. “Can you help Haern?”

      “I don’t need—” Haern started.

      Lucy grabbed him and Slid. It left Rsiran and Daniel staring at each other for a moment. “Are you sure you want to take on Forgers like this?” Rsiran asked.

      “We’re not taking on the Forgers. We’re taking on the Ai’thol.”

      “Do you think they’re different?”

      “The Forgers are only a part of a greater danger,” Daniel said.

      “I had hoped to keep all of you out of this.”

      “And now it’s our turn to try and keep others out of it. We don’t want to be a part of this any more than we need to, but—”

      Another explosion thundered, and Daniel Slid, unsheathing as he went.

      When he emerged, he found Haern pushing knives, sending lorcith streaking toward A’ras. He fought with incredible skill, much more so than when Daniel had seen him fighting before. Lucy simply stood in place, motionless, and it took him a moment to realize what it was she was doing.

      She was attempting to Push.

      The A’ras suddenly stopped fighting.

      Rsiran appeared. “What happened?” he asked.

      “The Ai’thol gave Lucy the means to stop them. I don’t think they intended to, but with her augmented abilities, she doesn’t struggle as she once would have.”

      Rsiran glanced over at Lucy. “You need to be careful with that gift. It’s dangerous, and it can be used in the wrong way.” His jaw clenched briefly. “And don’t you try to Read me.”

      Lucy staggered back. “I…”

      Rsiran shook his head. “Others have tried, but if there’s anything my connection to lorcith and heartstone has given me, it’s an ability to ensure that Readers stay out of my mind. And it prevents others from attempting to Push me. Ask Brusus how it goes every time he tries.”

      “Brusus can do this?”

      “Not nearly as strongly, but he has the ability. And if it works like this,” Rsiran said, waving to the A’ras, who stood motionless, their attacks abandoned, “then you have incredible talent.”

      “And you don’t need to harm them,” Daniel said.

      Rsiran shot him a look.

      “The A’ras have been controlled in a similar way. Whatever the C’than have done to them has taken away their ability to refuse.”

      “The Hjan once did something similar,” Rsiran said.

      “And the C’than studied it, mastering it. All of this is related,” Daniel said. And all of it was part of some larger scheme. It had to be. If Carth was right and the person who led the Ai’thol was a master at gamesmanship, then there would be a greater plan. The Hjan, the Forgers, and the Elder Stones were all somehow tied together. He would have to sit with Carth when all this was done and try to think through it.

      Daniel turned to Lucy. “See what you can do about removing some of these threats, but don’t hurt them if you don’t have to.”

      Lucy studied him for a moment. “You intend to go after the Ai’thol.”

      “I’m going to find out where Carth has gone and help her protect the Elder Stone.”

      They could move it again, but even that didn’t necessarily mean the Ai’thol wouldn’t be able to reacquire it. Somehow they had to find a way of getting the Elder Stone to a place of safety, even if it meant hiding it someplace obvious.

      And where would an obvious hiding place be?

      Not only an obvious hiding place, but someplace where the Ai’thol wouldn’t think to continue their pursuit.

      Daniel looked around him. The line of A’ras were there, and they had been controlled by the Ai’thol, but maybe now that they knew that, there was a possibility they could learn to protect themselves. And if they could, if they could somehow maintain the Elder Stone here, then they could drive away the Ai’thol, convince them that they had moved it somewhere else.

      “I need to find Carth,” he said.

      “Go. I will continue to work with them,” Lucy said, nodding to the A’ras.

      Daniel glanced over to Haern and Rsiran. “I need you to create a diversion for the Forgers.”

      “What sort of diversion?” Rsiran asked.

      “The kind that will make them believe we have moved the Elder Stone. It has to be convincing, and you have to get away.”

      “You don’t think I can be convincing?” Lareth asked.

      Daniel took a deep breath. “It’s not that. The escape is just as important. They need to think you managed to move it.”

      Rsiran started to smile. “Clever.”

      “What is?” Haern asked.

      “Daniel Elvraeth intends to keep the Elder Stone here.” Rsiran’s gaze drifted to the A’ras that were now following Lucy. How much control did she have over them? And was it safe for her to maintain that control? “I imagine the Elder Stone is what grants them their control over the flames?” Rsiran asked.

      “I don’t think it always did, but Carth makes it sound like the A’ras had been losing their abilities, and until she moved the Elder Stone here about five years ago, they were fading. Now they’re not.”

      Rsiran tilted his head. “There is value in having more people opposed to the Ai’thol who have abilities of their own. The Ai’thol would try to control them, but maybe we can find a way of protecting them.”

      “Is there anything that might?” Daniel asked. That was part of his plan, but he wasn’t sure it would work.

      “There might be something of lorcith and heartstone that would work. I can make it when we return to Elaeavn.”

      “It has to be convenient,” Daniel said.

      Rsiran arched a brow at him. “Now you’re telling me how I need to create protections?”

      “I’m just suggesting that if it’s not convenient, the A’ras might not use the protection regardless of what it does.”

      Lareth chuckled. “It’s a valid point. And what I’m thinking of creating is something like a ring. I made bracelets once upon a time that prevented me from being Read, even by the strongest of Readers, so I suspect that with the right concentration, and with the right connection to lorcith—and heartstone—I can come up with something that will work for your plan. Does that satisfy you?”

      Daniel nodded before realizing Rsiran was starting to smile.

      “How do you intend to draw them away?” Haern asked.

      “Well, that’s the part of the plan that requires your father. If anyone else attempted to move the Elder Stone, I suspect the Forgers would realize that something was amiss. Having you here,” he said, nodding to Rsiran, “is far more convincing. Besides, they fear you. If nothing else, it would give them pause.”

      “Regardless of pausing, we need it to be convincing. And if what we’ve discovered is right, we need to act quickly. The Ai’thol are here for a reason.” Lareth looked around. “I suspect they intend to draw off and trap the power from the Elder Stone the same way they’re trying to draw off the power of the Elder Trees in Elaeavn.”

      “Even more reason for us to find Carth,” Daniel said.

      He wasn’t certain it would work, but if they were able to convince the Ai’thol that they had moved the Elder Stone, then confronting them here wouldn’t be nearly as difficult. Some of the Ai’thol would disappear, chasing after it, diminishing their numbers. They didn’t have enough people to battle the Ai’thol, not at this point. Maybe if they had more time, they would come up with the necessary numbers, but for now, until Carth’s fleet managed to make it here, they were heavily outnumbered. Especially with however many A’ras might remain under the V’lar thumb.

      “How do you suggest we find her?” Haern asked.

      Daniel looked along the street, listening for the sounds of the attack. It seemed to come from deeper within the city, and he smiled to himself. “We follow the sounds of fighting. If I know Carth, that’s where she’s gone.”

      And it would be wherever she had placed the Elder Stone, which seemed to be toward the center of the city. But why? Why would she have placed the Elder Stone there?

      Daniel started to turn when a shimmering appeared.

      One of the Ai’thol stood before them.

      Rsiran dove forward, sliding with a pair of knives in hand, and he jabbed at the man. He struck him in the chest, dropping him to the ground before withdrawing his knives and slipping them back into his pockets.

      The suddenness and the violence of it all surprised Daniel.

      “We can stay here and continue to get attacked, or we can head toward wherever Carth has gone,” Rsiran snapped.

      Daniel could only nod. They followed the sounds of violence, heading deeper into the city. The streets were empty, and every so often, they passed a building charred by flames but no longer burning. Could Carth have done all this? If she had, why hadn’t she asked for any help?

      Unless she hadn’t known where to find them. They had Slid off during the attack, so she wouldn’t have been able to wait for their help, even if she had wanted it.

      They passed a few bodies on the street, all of them Ai’thol based on their dress. It wasn’t until they neared the palace at the center of the city that they found someone else. One of the A’ras.

      As they continued forward, there were more of the A’ras, most of them lying in awkward positions, their bodies broken, bent and seemingly in agony.

      “Did Carth do this?” Haern asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “Carth wanted to help the A’ras, as much as she could. She wouldn’t have done this. This is the C’than,” Daniel said. He felt that with complete certainty. They must have used the A’ras and then decided that they no longer needed them. Or they had used the A’ras as some sort of shield, deflecting other attacks. Either way, the people he saw fallen and broken had died not defending their city as they should, but used by the C’than.

      Fighting near the wall surrounding the palace drew Daniel toward it. He Slid, unmindful of whether Rsiran and Haern would follow. When he emerged, five Ai’thol surrounded Carth.

      Daniel Slid, unsheathing in a smooth movement, and slammed his sword into the back of one man’s neck. He Slid again, drawing the attention of one of the other Ai’thol, and emerged near Carth. Shadows streaked away from her, wrapping around two of the men. A third had shadows shoved into his mouth, and he continued to fight though his eyes bulged as if he were suffocating.

      “It took you long enough to reach us.”

      “Us?” Daniel asked.

      “Rayen and the other Binders are over there,” Carth said. “Go and help.”

      “I have a different plan.”

      Carth squeezed the shadows, and the three men sat. Then she spun, exploding power from her that struck two others. The sudden silence was nearly deafening.

      “What’s your plan?”

      Daniel filled her in on what he and Rsiran had talked about. Carth frowned at first but then began to nod. “It could work, and considering what we’re facing, it might be necessary.”

      “Why? What are we facing?”

      “Apparently the Ai’thol have decided this Elder Stone is incredibly important to them. They sent far more numbers than they have before.”

      “And if Lareth is right, they have some way of drawing off its power.”

      “Why now?” Carth whispered. “What am I missing?”

      It intrigued Daniel that there was a plan Carth couldn’t see, but even more intriguing was the possibility there was someone out there who was more skilled at strategy and gaming than Carth.

      “We should act quickly. With Rsiran here, I think we can handle this, but we will have to move as quickly as possible,” Daniel said.

      Carth grabbed his arm, shadows swirling around her, and she pulled him toward the Binders. “Then let’s act,” she said.
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      Lucy Slid to a place she had seen in her mind, a place Carth had shown her, but it was once again a place where she had never been. As the image flashed in her mind, she emerged, coming out long enough to take a look up at what appeared to be nothing more than a two-story building near the northern edge of the city. There was no sense of the violence they had experienced when they had come into the city, as there had been before.

      Could she be mistaken? She had already shown that she could Push, and while it had worked, she wasn’t sure she would be able to continue to do that if it came down to it. How many times would she be able to Push on others? It hadn’t harmed her, and it was similar to Reading, but there was something about it that left her unsettled. She didn’t care for using her ability in such a way. How could she, as it wasn’t what the Great Watcher had intended?

      Standing outside this small building, she looked around, focusing on what she could Read. There were thousands of people within the city, and as she opened herself up, their voices drifted to her, flooding her mind with an awareness of them. It was difficult—almost impossible—to close herself off to those voices, to exclude them from her mind, and as she tried, she continued to fail.

      She needed to go inside the building to see if there was anything here.

      She Slid.

      There was a bit of resistance, but not much. It was the kind of resistance she had felt before when trying to push past C’than barriers.

      As she Slid, she couldn’t help but wonder why there would be more than one place within the city for the C’than. There should be no reason for them to have more than one location, unless they viewed this as some other sort of stronghold.

      The Elder Stone.

      When they had visited other strongholds, had any of them been near the Elder Stones?

      Carth had taken her to quite a few of the strongholds, and Lucy knew that not all of them were in places where Elder Stones existed, though as she thought about it, she envisioned the one with shadows, a place where she knew there to be an Elder Stone, and what they had encountered there. There had been more than one stronghold in those places.

      All but one of them had been empty. That was the one where they had uncovered the engineer. She needed to see if this place she would find no one here.

      If so, then she would have to move on, prepared to Slide to the next place that Carth wanted to show her, readying herself for whatever it was that she might encounter.

      The inside of this building was similar to many of the others. She found the small lanterns the same as she had seen in the last building here in Nyaesh, which suggested to her that either these lanterns were common here, or they were something unique to the C’than. She wasn’t sure which it was and decided that it probably didn’t matter.

      Lucy made her way down a hallway that reminded her quite a bit of what she had encountered when she had visited the other place within the city. There were a series of doors along the hallway, and she paused at them. She focused on whether or not she could Read anything on the other side of the doors, but she found an absence of voices, nothing that suggested she would uncover anything more about the C’than.

      At the first door, she tested it, finding it locked, and Slid across.

      It was a small bedroom. A basin near the door held filthy water, and a narrow bed along the wall had a person chained to it.

      Lucy trembled, remembering all too well how it had felt when she had been chained to a bed.

      She approached slowly, focusing on what she could Read of the person.

      It was a younger woman, thin and frail, and it looked as if she hadn’t been fed in days. Her lips were cracked, her tongue protruding and swollen, the skin of her face thin and gray. For a moment, Lucy thought that the woman was dead, but then she noticed that she still took a breath, and then another.

      Hesitating a moment, she feared what she might encounter if she were to Read this woman. It was possible that the chains holding her prevented Lucy from being able to do so, and it was equally possible that even if she were able to Read her, she wouldn’t want to. What might she find when she did?

      Violence. She was certain of that. It was the only thing that fit. This woman must have gone through something horrible.

      Lucy felt as if she had to know. As much as she wanted to avoid probing into this woman’s mind, she thought she needed to, if only to uncover what this woman had been through and why she was held captive here.

      Focusing on Lucy’s mind, she stretched the connection between them, Reading her.

      At the surface of her mind was a surge of emotions. Pain. Terror. Hunger. They mixed together, a combination that made it difficult for Lucy to determine anything about what this woman had experienced. And yet, there had to be something else, though what was it?

      Strangely, the longer she focused on this woman’s mind, the more she felt a different desire filling her. It was one that overrode everything else.

      Release.

      At first, Lucy thought she wanted release from the chains holding her, but the longer she stood there, focusing on this woman’s mind, the clearer it became that she wanted something more. She wanted release from life and from the pain and hunger and fear she had been experiencing.

      She was tempted to provide this woman with what she wanted, to allow her the release that she sought, but doing so meant killing her.

      Was there any way she could help?

      She didn’t know if she had enough skill to help. She had to try probing further into this woman’s mind.

      She tried to push past the emotion. It was the hardest thing for Lucy to do. It was emotion like this that had clouded her before, not only with the first engineer, but also with the second one. She needed to have better control over her abilities in order to ignore the emotions she detected. If she could, she might understand more about this woman and what had been done to her.

      As she pushed, something within the woman broke.

      Lucy felt it as it happened. It seemed as if the presence of Lucy trying to Read her destroyed what remained of the woman. She took a breath, and then no more.

      Lucy was thrown free of the woman’s mind.

      She remained frozen, barely able to move. The engineers—and others like them—had done this to her, Lucy felt certain. And because of that, they had broken this woman.

      It seemed worse that the last thought the woman had as she died was of a sense of peace.

      Lucy still didn’t know why they had held her here, in chains like this… unless it was because they had done to her something similar to what they had done to Lucy.

      Could they have augmented this woman?

      She turned the woman’s head, looking for signs of an implant. If it were the C’than, then it wouldn’t be the same sort of implant as the Ai’thol used. Theirs involved incisions and scars that covered significant portions of their faces. The C’than had used a different technique, and a different metal even.

      She found evidence of the implants behind each ear.

      The metal there was warm, and it protruded only a little bit, barely longer than the tip of a fingernail sticking up from the surface of her skin. It was circular, and as Lucy felt around beneath the skin, she could feel the metal as it had begun to press into the woman’s bone, moving beyond it and toward her mind.

      The same thing had been done to Lucy, though she had only had one implant in the back of her head rather than on either side.

      Standing away from the bed, she couldn’t help but stare. Was this what would have happened to her if the C’than had held on to her?

      A morbid sort of curiosity overtook her, and she pulled open the woman’s eyelids. She couldn’t suppress the gasp that came from her as she realized that the woman had deep green eyes.

      Elaeavn.

      The C’than had been experimenting on people from Elaeavn?

      Lucy Slid back to the hallway, reaching the next door, and Slid from there into the nearest room. Much like the last room, there was a woman chained to the bed. She was in slightly better shape than the last one, but she was still gaunt. As Lucy attempted to Read her, a similar flurry of emotions struck her. Much like with the last woman, there was fear, pain, hunger. She didn’t seem to be as far gone as the last, and as Lucy continued to probe, she couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything she could do.

      Somehow, she had to get her free of the chains first.

      Could she Slide her past them?

      Lucy focused on the chains for a moment, wondering if perhaps they were made of a metal that would prevent her from Sliding beyond them. She had found that she could bypass heartstone, but the Ai’thol used other metals that she might not be able to Slide past.

      Scooping her hands underneath the woman, she attempted to Slide.

      It didn’t work.

      She strained, trying to Slide, trying to drag the woman away, but failed.

      There had to be another way to open these chains, to free her from the cuffs, but what was it?

      Lucy looked around the room, but of course the key to them wouldn’t be here. There might not even be a key, she realized. She’d seen certain cuffs that opened only for those with the ability to control metals. Lareth was here in the city. She could ask him to help, but maybe there was another way.

      She hated leaving this woman like this, but it didn’t seem as if she had much of a choice. She Slid and emerged again in the hallway. She went room by room, checking each of them. There were a half a dozen rooms, and a half a dozen people chained on beds, much the way Lucy had been.

      All of them were women. All of them had the green eyes of Elaeavn. And all of them were augmented.

      None of them had been awake, certainly not awake enough to answer any questions. Worse, there had been nothing she had been able to do to help any of them. With whatever chain and metal they had used, she had been helpless to break through it, and she had been unable to find any way to free them, which meant that they were trapped, stuck on the beds, chained in place, left here to the whims of the C’than.

      Lucy Slid back to the main hallway. There had to be someone else here, didn’t there? Whoever had chained these women up had to be here and had to have some way of releasing them.

      As she strained, trying to come up with something, she failed.

      Whatever else would happen, she wouldn’t be able to push past the chains; she wouldn’t be able to save them.

      There was a second level on this building, and Lucy Slid to it, anger building within her. She stormed forward, moving along the hallway, and realized that this one was much like the last, with beds holding women who were chained in place, unable to move.

      With each person she came to, Lucy found herself growing increasingly agitated.

      When she reached the end of this hallway, she Slid inside, expecting to find more of the same.

      It was a much larger room than the others. A man sat near a desk, and he looked up when she appeared.

      “Who are—”

      Lucy grabbed him, Sliding him into one of the rooms, throwing him forward. “Open the chains,” she said.

      The man shook his head. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but you don’t understand.”

      “I understand perfectly well. You have experimented on them, and whatever you have done to them has damaged them. Release them.”

      He straightened. He had flat gray eyes, dark hair, a long chin and a pointy nose. Everything about him disgusted her. Probing his mind, attempting to Read him, she strained to uncover anything about him, a secret he might be keeping, but she found that he resisted.

      Heat started to radiate off him. She understood why he had been able to resist.

      “I think that you are mistaken.” He crossed his arms over his chest, studying her. “You aren’t with the C’than, and you aren’t one of the Ai’thol. The color of your eyes suggests that you come from Elaeavn, and yet there are so few from Elaeavn who venture out into the world. If you are from Elaeavn, then it would be unusual for you to be here. The Ai’thol have brought most of them to us as agreed.”

      They had been working with the Ai’thol?

      “Release the chains,” Lucy said, her voice rising, and she struggled to suppress the rage building within her. It practically caused her to shake. She was so angry at this man, whoever else he was working with, the others of the C’than…

      Did she know this man’s name?

      She thought about what she had Read of the last engineer. The answer was there, wasn’t it? All she had to do was dig into what she could recall, grasp at that, and she could pull it out, use that knowledge and perhaps unsettle him the same way she was unsettled now.

      Faces flashed into her mind, dozens of them, all of them men and women who had worked with the C’than engineers, and so many of them without names that she could attribute to them. This man had distinctive features, and she was certain that she should recognize him.

      For a moment, an image of his face flashed into her mind, and she latched on to it, thinking of what she could recall from the last engineer, but there was no name tied to it.

      “Powerful abilities. Unusual for someone from Elaeavn, unless they have an augmentation. Could it be that you do?” He cocked his head to the side, turning so that he could watch her, studying her with an expression that made her uneasy. “Perhaps you have been augmented. Interesting. Who would have placed it? For it to have no markings, that suggests that it’s not one of the Ai’thol. They are barbaric with their techniques and fail to realize that there are much more effective ways.” He watched her, smiling as he did, and it seemed to her that he knew what she had experienced. “Yes. I can tell from your face that you have plenty of experience with it. Where was it placed? We have not been able to find the most effective location.” His gaze dipped down to the woman lying on the bed. She had thin wispy brown hair, and her cheeks were sunken. Of the women trapped here, she was the farthest along the path to dying save for the first woman. “Not for lack of trying, though. We continue to try to discover where we must place the augmentation. It seems to us that there should be some way of understanding it, and yet most of our efforts have failed. We have learned quite a bit, and seeing as how you seem to be a successful attempt, it appears that we’ve finally found the key.”

      Lucy shivered. He was talking about her as if she were not even human, as if she were nothing more than an experiment,.

      It sickened her.

      More than that, it angered her. She wasn’t about to let someone like him get away with this. She might not be able to Read him, but she could Slide him if it came down to it.

      “Release them. Now.”

      “I’m afraid you are mistaken. I will not be doing anything, but you, my dear, will be doing quite a bit.”

      Almost too late, Lucy realized that she wasn’t alone in the room with this man and the captive woman any longer. There was another, and this one had a sword unsheathed, a blank expression on his face. She suspected they were controlled the same way she had been controlled. She tried to look past their familiar deep green eyes, but she couldn’t.

      Without hesitating, she grabbed the weaselly man and Slid.

      She emerged on the rocky prominence of the island. She glided forward with him, through the barrier that barely pressed upon her, and slammed on the door, throwing the man up against it as part of her way of knocking.

      His eyes widened.

      “You know where we are?” she asked.

      “If you think this worries me, then—”

      “I know you fear Ras.”

      The door opened, and once again, Ras stood framed there. He glanced from her to the weaselly man, and power suddenly burst from Ras, making him glow with a pale white light.

      “You did well, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “He has experimented on people from Elaeavn.”

      “I’m afraid you will find that and much worse.”

      “How much room do you have for them?”

      Ras looked up to the tower. “We have much room.” With that, he stepped forward, grabbing the man, and in a burst of light, he disappeared.

      Lucy barely paused and Slid back to the C’than building. She emerged in the same room where she had been before, but the man she had seen carrying the sword was gone. There was no sign of anyone here other than the captured woman.

      There had to be some way to get these people out of here, but Lucy wasn’t sure what it was and didn’t know what would be required in order to save them, if there was anything that could be done to save them.

      She focused on navigating through the rooms, searching for anyone else, including the man she had just seen, but there was no sign of anyone here.

      She needed help. What she really needed was Lareth.

      She Slid, emerging where she had last seen everyone else, and immediately came under attack.
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      There was nothing but violence around her. Lucy would need to act; she was somehow responsible for helping to end this. The Ai’thol had come here, and her experience with the C’than suggested that she knew the reason. Now that she had seen the experiments the C’than attempted, she was sure the Ai’thol wanted the knowledge the C’than had gathered.

      The images of the women filled her mind. It was all she could do to try to move beyond what had happened, and the way that the C’than had used those women, and the longer she was here, the angrier she became.

      She did her best to ignore that anger, to suppress that irritation, but the knowledge that those women were still trapped and in pain filled her with a shaking rage.

      A pair of Ai’thol neared her.

      She was in the middle of a narrow street, buildings rising up on either side, all of them made of wood, and two stories at least. They had peaked roofs that stretched high overhead, casting shadows along the street. There weren’t others out, and because of that, she debated how she would handle this.

      The easiest answer was simply Sliding away. She didn’t have to confront the Ai’thol. They weren’t holding her here, and there was no way they could.

      Yet she didn’t want to run. Running meant leaving behind the women within those rooms. She knew it was foolish to think like that, but it didn’t change the fact that she couldn’t help but feel as if she would be abandoning them if she ran.

      Ai’thol like this had been working with the C’than.

      The Ai’thol had brought the C’than the subjects.

      With the anger she felt, the only thing she saw when the Ai’thol came was enemies.

      She wasn’t a fighter. That much had become increasingly and almost painfully clear the longer she had been gone, knowing there was no way for her to withstand an attack on her own. Despite that, there was something she could do.

      Her enhanced abilities had changed her, and the longer she worked with them, the better she began to understand just how much they had changed her. Carth had wanted her to work with them, to get a sense of just how much she could do, and despite that, she had never pushed herself nearly as much as she should. That was now to not only her disadvantage, but the disadvantage of the people she wanted to help.

      That had to stop now.

      She had Pushed on the Ai’thol before, but now she would use them.

      She felt no remorse at thinking like that. Perhaps she should. Perhaps she needed to think of the Ai’thol as something else, but all she could think about was how many had been hurt because of the Ai’thol, including the women who deserved better. It was up to her to find a way to help them.

      Pushing was the only thing she thought she could do. The more she Pushed, the easier it became. The sense of the Ai’thol was there, and she was able to dip into their minds the same way as she had with others—not Reading them but rather forcing herself upon them. There was no reason to hesitate.

      She reached into the mind of the Ai’thol, digging into it as she focused on him. She forced her way in, taking his resistance and overpowering it.

      She wasn’t going to let him escape from what she would do.

      It was difficult to take over his mind, to reach in and grab at his thoughts, but as she did, she found that she could use him.

      Lucy Pushed a single thought mixed with an image. Attack.

      The Ai’thol turned to the other, raising his sword, and began to fight. The suddenness of the attack was jarring, and at first Lucy didn’t know what abilities either of them had. From what she’d seen, all of the Ai’thol had been granted abilities, and considering the scars she saw on these men, she suspected that these two were no different.

      The other reacted, but he was a step slower. He brought his sword around, but the Ai’thol Lucy had Pushed on focused on the command she had given. It wasn’t that she was in full control of him. It was that she had suggested something to him, a command, and he was compelled to follow it, to fulfill the request she placed within it.

      The fight was brief, brutal, and bloody, and it was over quickly. The Ai’thol she had commanded ended up injured in the battle, and blood dripped down his arms, the wound causing agony to roll through him. It was almost enough to overpower his connection to her, and yet she sent another command.

      Sleep.

      The Ai’thol dropped to the ground and fell into a deep slumber. Given the nature of his injury, she doubted that he would survive—or ever even awaken. It was hard for her to find any sense of sorrow in that, and yet she would be responsible for what happened to him, much like these Ai’thol—and the C’than they worked with—were responsible for what happened to the women.

      Thinking like that renewed her strength.

      She made her way down the street, ignoring the fallen Ai’thol. She turned a corner, heading out onto the street, near the gathered Ai’thol. From here, she could Read the fact that there were others, and she heard the sound of fighting. She’d neglected her ability to Listen, although during her captivity, that ability had been important. If not for it, she might not have survived as long as she had. It was the one ability that the Architect had not suppressed.

      As she reached a clearing outside the palace, fighting took place all around. Most of it came from the Ai’thol clashing with Binders along with Daniel and others. There was a steady flickering of movement, power that came from people Sliding and disappearing, and as she watched, she focused on that for a moment, wondering if she could have any control over the other Ai’thol.

      She had influenced one, but could she do it again? The attack command had been effective. If she had the opportunity, she would have to repeat that command.

      Three Ai’thol appeared. She focused on the center of them, sending the same command.

      Attack.

      Mixed with the command was an image of the two Ai’thol with him. This one was able to Slide, and he did so, disappearing with a flash and reappearing with his sword unsheathed, stabbing it through the belly of the other Ai’thol. He flickered, disappearing and then emerging again, once more stabbing into the other Ai’thol, but the sword was blocked. They began to fight, pulling apart from the rest of the battle, separating the Ai’thol from her friends.

      Now she needed to focus on another part of the attack. She came across two Ai’thol confronting Binders. The Binders were skilled, and some—like Isabel—were incredibly skilled, likely possessing abilities of their own that she didn’t fully understand. As she fought, she twisted, blocking each of the Ai’thol’s sword attacks. Lucy focused on the Ai’thol attacking her and used the same command as before.

      Much like before, the Ai’thol suddenly changed the focus of his attack. The only difference was that this time Isabel was there, and as he turned away, she jammed her sword through his back, dropping him.

      Turning to the next of the Ai’thol, she found three of them attacking two of the Binders. Again, she sent one of them a command, forcing it into his mind, and giving him the image of the two Ai’thol with him. Unlike the last time, she made sure to use it on the man in the rear, farther from the others. It gave him an opportunity to be more involved, and in doing so, he was better able to reach the first of the Ai’thol, cutting him down before he was dropped with nothing more than a whimper.

      How many Ai’thol were here? The attack seemed even more impressive than the one in Asador, the one she had been a part of. Why would that be?

      The last time, they had been after the power of an Elder Stone, and she had to wonder if the same thing was happening now. This was Nyaesh, after all, and there was the power of the Elders. But in order to reach it, they would need to have some way of digging into the place where the power of the Elder Stone was stored.

      Where would that be?

      Carth would know.

      Three Ai’thol suddenly appeared in front of her.

      Lucy reacted, sending a command, but this time it was unfocused, and she slammed outward, Pushing it at all three at the same time. With the command, she demanded that they fight the Ai’thol. There was no image attached to it as before, making it almost ambiguous, and yet the Ai’thol reacted, Sliding away. When they returned, they started fighting the others like them.

      Could she turn the entire tide of this fight by Pushing on the Ai’thol? Could she force them all to attack their compatriots?

      Lucy focused on the nearest of the Ai’thol and turned that attention against them. With a little more force, she thought she would be able to resolve this.

      The Binders continued to attack the Ai’thol, and as they went, there was an ongoing battle, the Ai’thol attacking near the wall over and again.

      Why would they be attacking there?

      Power exploded near the wall surrounding the palace, and it seemed as if the wall itself had a faint glow to it.

      She’d seen that before.

      Ras.

      The power of the Elder Stone was here, and it was this power the Ai’thol were after. They were somehow using the wall, but what did they want it for?

      A pair of Ai’thol neared her, and she lashed out, Pushing on them, forcing them away. Rather than having them attack something or someone else, she sent the message that they should Slide away.

      Once, she wouldn’t have believed it possible for them, but she’d seen the way the C’than used it, how their strongholds absorbed the power of the Elder Stones.

      Whether or not this was intentional was a different matter. Considering that Carth had been here, and that this was such a place of C’than power, she had a hard time thinking that it was not intentional.

      And if it was intentional, what else did they hope to accomplish?

      Lucy found no evidence of Carth. She circled the Ai’thol, taking control of some of them as she went, sending them off, forcing them to Slide away. Hopefully her Push remained active long enough for them to stay away from her, but she didn’t know if it would.

      Could this be what the Ai’thol had been after all along?

      They had worked with the C’than, bringing test subjects to them, and in exchange, the Ai’thol had gotten closer to the Elder Stone. She had a hard time thinking the C’than didn’t know what would happen if the Ai’thol were allowed such access, and that could only mean that they either felt it didn’t matter, or they were arrogant enough to believe they could control the Ai’thol. Having seen the C’than—and having Read them—she had to believe that it was the latter.

      There were too many Ai’thol for the attackers. Rayen blazed through, shadows swirling, slicing as if made of metal, carving down Ai’thol, and surprisingly, Daniel fought with her, attacking with the same sort of violence, Sliding from place to place, his ability far greater than she had given him credit for. He was incredibly skilled, and his time training with Rayen—and Carth—had increased his skills to the point where he was able to move through here as if there was nothing to it.

      Carth was there. Blasts of heat told Lucy where to find her, but the heat was mixed with something else, the explosion coming from a combination of her abilities. She was close to Lucy even now, somehow masking her thoughts as she fought, and Lucy had to admit she was a little disappointed not to be able to Read Carth better in the midst of a battle.

      The Binders were fighting off the Ai’thol as well as could be expected, and they didn’t do so alone. There were others here, men and women skilled with the sword, using fire to explode around them, heat and flame that was so similar to Carth’s magic.

      The A’ras.

      Their minds weren’t closed to her, and as she surveyed the fight, she Read the struggles they faced. Many of them were conflicted, feeling guilty about what they had done—or nearly done. They had betrayed their city.

      As she circled around, she could feel power building. It came from some deep place, as if it were flowing through her, flowing through the Ai’thol, and as it continued to build, growing stronger and stronger, Lucy wanted nothing more than to retreat, but she didn’t dare do so. She needed to be here, needed to know what was going to take place.

      More than any of that, she needed to find someone who could help her unlock the chains holding the women.

      The ground began to shake.

      All around her, the battle continued to rage, and Lucy could only keep Pushing, sending Ai’thol after Ai’thol away. But each person she sent away was replaced by another. It was an onslaught, an ongoing deluge of power, and it told her that whatever they were after was just as important as what they had been after in Asador.

      Could they have succeeded there?

      She and her friends had believed that they protected the Wisdom Stone, but what if they had not? What if the others had somehow managed to use that stone, to store its power as she suspected the C’than were storing power now?

      A troubling thought came to her. The cage that had held Rsiran—that had been made of a similar metal, and it had definitely been exposed to the Wisdom Stone. Would it have absorbed some of that stone’s power?

      Lucy Slid from place to place, Pushing on the minds of the Ai’thol she encountered, working her way through them, paying no mind to anyone else around. She was able to Slide quickly, easily, and as she went, she found no resistance to her movements.

      The Ai’thol continued to fight, attack after attack, and she struggled to understand what they were doing, other than the fact that it had something to do with the wall.

      As she continued to watch, it remained clear to her that power flowed from the wall.

      Could that be the Elder Stone?

      If it was, then why would it be out in the open like that?

      No… that wouldn’t be the Elder Stone. More likely, the Elder Stone was somewhere inside here, and she would need to figure out where so that she could help protect it.

      With that thought, the wall exploded.

      Lucy was tossed from her feet. She tried to Slide backward and catch herself, but she was thrown too far away and wasn’t able to get back up.

      She lay there, the pain of the explosion throbbing through her. Slowly she managed to get to her feet, and she saw that the wall had been destroyed.

      The Ai’thol flickered around, Sliding.

      Her head pounded. It reminded her of the pain she had felt when the implant had been placed, and as much as she tried to focus on what was taking place around her, she couldn’t. An attempt to Read others around her failed. She felt as if she were quivering with pain.

      Her eyesight blurred, and she leaned down, crouching next to a fragment of the wall. Lucy looked at it, holding on to it for a moment. Warmth radiated from the stone, and to her eyes, it seemed as if it glowed, reminding her of not only Ras but also the swordsmen they had encountered out near Thyr. As Lucy continued to hold the stone, her vision began to clear. The pain in her head eased. Warmth rolled through her, strangely reminding her of the sensation that accompanied Darren’s Healing.

      The fighting was done, and Carth remained with Rayen and Daniel, but she saw no sign of Haern or Rsiran. They would be needed if she was to help the captives.

      Lucy Slid toward them, readying for the possibility of another attack, and when she emerged, the stone from the wall was gone.

      Carth watched her. “What is it?”

      “Later. First, we need to finish this.”
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      A ring of Ai’thol surrounded the destroyed wall. Binders pressed back, attempting to refuse access, though Daniel wondered how long they could hold out. The attack continued to press, and the Binders were crushed against the wall with increasing force.

      Shadows streaked away from Carth. She wrapped them around several of the Ai’thol, squeezing, and men dropped, only to suddenly disappear.

      Someone was Sliding them away.

      Rsiran Lareth Slid, appearing and standing motionless. Knives swirled around him, a combination of metals Daniel had never understood, but his control over it was remarkable. He held on to those knives, keeping them out before him, and glanced over to Carth. “I need something that will be believable.”

      “I have something, but we’ll need the others to hold them back,” she said. Carth glanced over to Daniel. “Are you ready for this?”

      “I’m as ready as I think I can be,” he said. How many others would be there? They had the Binders, but they needed others to fight. He didn’t want to rely upon Haern, not if he was going to be part of the plan with Rsiran Lareth, part of the rescue and removal of the Elder Stone.

      This had to be his fight.

      “I’m not nearly as skilled as the Ai’thol with the sword.”

      “You don’t have to be,” Carth said. “You’ve begun to learn to strategize. You need to use that as much as your fighting prowess. Others might be better fighters, but you have begun to learn how to outthink others. Use that. It matters almost as much as how powerful you might be.”

      Daniel nodded, unable to say anything more.

      Haern clasped his hand. “Good luck. I wish—” Haern didn’t have a chance to finish. One of the Ai’thol came lunging toward him, and Daniel Slid, putting himself in between them and forcing his blade up.

      The Ai’thol turned his attention to Daniel, who grimaced as he pushed off, forcing back the blade, trying to create some separation, uncertain whether he would be strong enough to do so.

      The Ai’thol he faced was powerful.

      Daniel Slid, and he flickered for a moment before emerging back where he’d been before.

      The Forger was facing the wrong way, and Daniel brought his sword around, driving it through the man’s belly.

      He spun, but Carth—along with Rsiran and Haern—was gone.

      He continued to fight through the line of Ai’thol. When he reached Rayen, she grinned at him. “It’s good to have you fighting with us, Elvraeth.”

      Daniel didn’t have an opportunity to answer. The Ai’thol kept coming, one after another, a flood of them. There had to be fifty or more, and there were barely more than a dozen Binders, only those who had been on board the ship. The Ai’thol all had the ability to Slide, borrowed from whatever magic they stole, however they had taken it from the Elder Stones, and they forced their way forward.

      An explosion thundered behind them, though it was distant.

      Daniel hesitated, glancing over his shoulder. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Rayen.

      She had her shadows stretched out from her, and she didn’t answer, but then he never gave her the opportunity.

      Daniel Slid, emerging near where he’d heard the sound.

      Three Ai’thol were attacking the wall.

      He looked past them and saw others attacking another section.

      He Slid, returning to the fight, grabbing Rayen and Sliding away once more.

      When he emerged, she jerked free of him. “What are you—”

      Daniel pointed.

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “Sneaky.”

      “Whatever they want is on the other side of the wall.”

      “That’s where Carth kept the Elder Stone,” Rayen said.

      “Behind the wall?”

      “In the palace. The palace is generally secured by masters of the A’ras, and the masters of the A’ras have a deeper connection to their magic than others, one that is not dependent upon the Elder Stone, so she intended for them to continue to protect it.”

      And now they wanted to break through the wall in order to get to the palace.

      “They can’t Slide past it?”

      “Apparently there’s something in the wall that makes it difficult.”

      Interesting. Lareth didn’t have that difficulty, but then, Lareth didn’t have any difficulty when it came to Sliding. Would Lucy? With her additional abilities, it seemed to Daniel that she might be able to Slide beyond the wall just as easily, but maybe there was something to Lareth and his ability.

      Regardless, the attempt to knock down the wall would give the Ai’thol an opportunity, and they needed to stop it.

      Daniel Slid.

      He probably shouldn’t have, but he emerged in the middle of them.

      The Ai’thol suddenly turned their attention to him.

      Daniel Slid again and did as he had before, flickering for a moment before returning to the metal. As before, it caught them off guard, and he managed to slide his blade into the belly of the first man, the one nearest the wall. He Slid, drawing his sword away as he did, and when he emerged, the two men spun toward him.

      He wouldn’t be able to get away with that trick again. They Slid, appearing on either side of him.

      Daniel reached the top of the wall. He jumped, flipping as he landed, and swung his sword off to the side. He clipped one man on the arm, not a heavy blow, but enough to force him to drop his sword. As he twisted, the other Ai’thol was bringing his sword down, swinging toward Daniel’s face.

      He wasn’t able to react in time. He braced himself for the impact.

      It never came.

      Shadows jerked the man back, and Rayen kicked, driving with much more force than he would have thought possible. Something cracked, and the man went still.

      “If you’re going to fight like that, maybe you should give me some sort of warning. You know, I can help.”

      “I know you can,” Daniel said.

      “Then you’d rather do it yourself?”

      “I figured you would know what I needed,” he said, smiling.

      “That’s a dangerous ploy,” she said.

      “Only if you hadn’t shown up.”

      He Slid, bringing Rayen with him. They emerged near the wall, and this time when he Slid to the center, Rayen darted forward, wrapping shadows around two of the Ai’thol, leaving Daniel with only one of the three. He twisted, swinging the sword around, sweeping his blade against the Ai’thol. He Slid, flickering for a moment before reappearing, this time behind Rayen.

      The Ai’thol attempted to reach her, but shadows prevented him.

      Daniel Slid, swinging his sword through an arc in the middle of the Slide, so that when he emerged, he was already sweeping his blade toward the Ai’thol.

      He caught the man on the shoulder, slipping his blade deeper.

      Another explosion nearby caught his attention, and he grabbed Rayen and Slid.

      When he emerged, he froze.

      There would be too many people to fight. There were seven Ai’thol here, and they were arranged around the wall. Each had a hand pressed up against it, and a strange energy filled the air, leaving the ground rumbling.

      Rayen didn’t hesitate, and shadows swept from her, creating a barrier between the Ai’thol and the wall.

      But it drew attention to them.

      Daniel brought his sword around, and it was jerked from his hands, driven into the wall.

      Lorcith.

      He should have known better. It was a solid blade, forged by Rsiran Lareth, but with the Ai’thol’s ability to control the metal, it was a liability, too.

      What he needed was a neutral blade, but one that was equally powerful.

      The Ai’thol flickered toward him. Without his sword, what would he do?

      He still had a pair of steel knives. He pulled those out and Slid, flickering from place to place, never pausing very long in one spot.

      Each time he emerged, he felt himself growing more tired.

      He wouldn’t be able to last much longer. And he certainly wouldn’t be able to carry Rayen with him if it came down to it.

      She faced three of the Ai’thol, shadows swirling around them, squeezing them together, but they were fighting, attempting to chop through the shadows with their blades.

      There was something different about their blades.

      The metal was almost perfectly black. It appeared slick, different from the swords of the Ai’thol he’d been fighting before.

      All he needed was a sword and he might be able to be a larger part of what was taking place, but how?

      The key was what Rayen was doing.

      He Slid, emerging near the cluster of three men, and jabbed sharply at the nearest, stabbing the man in the forearm.

      He Slid away and appeared on the other side, jabbing at one of the others.

      When he Slid a third time, Rayen frowned at him. “I have these three.”

      “And I need one of their swords.”

      She nodded and stepped forward, shadows streaking from her, wrapping around the hilt of one of blades, and it slid toward him.

      Daniel grabbed it. It was slippery, and he didn’t have much time to think about why or what that might mean. He was forced to spin, rotating in an attack. Two Ai’thol faced him.

      He Slid, and there was a strange resistance. It took a moment to realize that it was from the sword itself.

      When he emerged, he spun, twisting the blade around, and managed to catch one man on the wrist. He severed his hand, blood spurting. When Daniel Slid again, he faced three of the Ai’thol.

      They surrounded him.

      He Slid but had no speed to it, not as he had before. When he emerged this time, the Ai’thol again surrounded him.

      He wouldn’t be able to keep that up while carrying the blade. For some reason, it took more energy for him to Slide holding on to this sword —something it didn’t seem to do to the Ai’thol.

      He Slid back to Rayen, glancing briefly at the three men she’d been holding. All of them had fallen. None of them moved.

      “I’m losing strength,” he said.

      “Push through it.”

      “I don’t know that I can.”

      “Then think your way through it.”

      How?

      He needed to avoid the Ai’thol, but he also needed to pull them away from the wall, keeping them from attacking, buying Rsiran and Carth whatever time they needed. There might not be enough time, but he was determined to do his part.

      He Slid back.

      The Ai’thol followed. Daniel Slid again, moving around the wall.

      Three more Ai’thol joined the others. They all turned their attention to him, and he held it, pulling them with him, Sliding again and again. Each one was harder than the last. It was difficult to even continue to hold on to the sword, but he wanted a weapon—any weapon—if it came down to it.

      Another Slide, and he could hear the fighting nearby. He didn’t dare glance over his shoulder.

      Were the Binders there?

      They fell back. Something exploded. Fragments of stone struck him. Daniel staggered, falling, and where the wall should have been, there was nothing.

      All that, only to fail.

      The Binders fell back.

      Heat exploded behind him, and he lifted his head to see a beautiful grassy lawn dotted by the occasional tree, and A’ras with swords unsheathed, maroon wrappings around their shoulders, holding their blades out, heat building from them.

      Were these controlled A’ras, or would they remain faithful?

      Heat streaked toward him, answering his question.

      Daniel Slid and emerged near the Binders.

      They had failed.

      They needed to buy time, but there wasn’t the necessary time, and now what would Carth do? How would they be able to move the Elder Stone?

      If they couldn’t prevent the Ai’thol from gaining access to it, then what would happen? They would grow stronger while the allies—at least, potential allies—grew weaker.

      Heat streaked toward him, and he Slid. When he emerged, he realized that he had abandoned the Binders.

      That had been a mistake. He looked over, half expecting them to have been blasted by heat and flame, but Rayen was there, somehow standing in the middle of them, shadows swirling around, protecting the Binders from the A’ras.

      Not only from the A’ras, but from the Ai’thol.

      How long would it last?

      Not long enough for what they were facing. There was no way for it to be completely effective. There were far too many of the A’ras and the Ai’thol for them to face. And now… now he would fall and no longer be able to help with this plan.

      He wished he had been able to see Lucy one more time. He wished he could have said goodbye to Rayen. And he hoped that Rsiran accomplished his goal.

      But he wouldn’t give up.

      If it meant falling here, if it meant his death, at least he would fall fighting.

      Heat built, and he prepared to Slide, but he didn’t have the strength to do so.

      He turned, looking for where the heat came from, and two A’ras approached him, holding on to a connection to heat and power. Daniel brought his sword up, ready to fight, but no longer convinced that he would be strong enough—or fast enough.

      The A’ras were skilled fighters, and they didn’t rely upon their connection to their magic to fight. They had other ways of fighting, ways that Daniel wished he had spent more time training for, though he had trained, wanting to get better, needing to get better.

      And he had chosen a different approach. Rather than working on his swordsmanship, he had been training with Carth. Could that have been a mistake?

      He didn’t think so. Had he not worked with Carth, would they have come up with the plan? At least he’d had a hand in that. At least he had contributed. If he failed here, if he fell, at least he had been useful.

      It was too bad that it had taken him until now to find a way to be of use.

      The A’ras approached, and then they stopped.

      Daniel stood frozen in place. He watched the A’ras, waiting for an attack that never came.

      Lucy appeared. Blood stained her cloak, but she seemed unharmed, leaving him to wonder whether the blood was even hers.

      She took his hand. “Come on.”

      “I can’t Slide anymore.”

      She smiled. “You don’t have to.”

      The A’ras continued forward, stalking toward the wall, heat building from them.

      Lucy took his hand and Slid him. They emerged near the Binders, and as he stood there, he realized that Carth was among them. So too was Rsiran Lareth, holding on to an enormous glowing stone. Heat radiated from it, mixed with a power that tingled Daniel’s skin. Ai’thol surrounded them, but Carth pushed them off, holding them with the shadows. Heat mixed in with her shadows, the same explosive force that Daniel had seen her use before.

      “Go,” Carth said.

      “Are you sure?” Rsiran asked.

      “For this to work, you need to go.”

      Rsiran nodded to Haern. “Hold on.”

      “You could go with them,” Lucy said.

      “What?” Daniel asked.

      “Go. Rsiran has enough strength to carry you and Slide, too. You don’t need to stay. This doesn’t have to be your fight.”

      “It doesn’t have to be your fight either.”

      “It is until I understand who I’m supposed to be now.”

      Daniel glanced at Carth. “I think I need to stay. I’m not finished with my training either.” He turned to Lareth. “Good luck. Stay safe.”

      “Keep an eye on her, will you?” he asked.

      Rsiran Slid them away before Daniel had a chance to find out whether Haern meant Lucy or Carth.

      They were left with Ai’thol. They were surrounded, and Daniel had no strength left to fight, nothing within him other than a sense of exhaustion.

      The Ai’thol continued to push, attacking Carth.

      “It’s time for you to end this,” Carth said, looking at Lucy.

      Lucy nodded.

      Heat exploded.

      It happened in violence so quick that Daniel was almost unprepared for it. It slammed into the surrounding Ai’thol, and they had to divert their focus from Carth to the A’ras. They continued to attack, power building, heat exploding, and the occasional explosion mixed with it, a reminder of Carth’s power.

      Daniel could only stare. He was too tired to do anything else. Slowly, the Ai’thol began to disappear. For a moment, Daniel thought they were dead, dying by the A’ras attack, but he realized that wasn’t the case. They were simply Sliding away.

      And then it was done.

      He turned to Lucy. “You controlled them through all that?”

      She shook her head. “Controlling them like that is difficult. I think that was part of the challenge. That’s why they weren’t able to regain control. I simply Pushed them back to the way they were supposed to be. I allowed them to regain control, and I helped them understand what had been done to them.”

      Daniel looked around. The wall was destroyed, broken, little more than the occasional stone.

      “Where is the rest of the wall?” he asked.

      “What?” Rayen asked.

      “The wall. When they destroyed it. There should be stone, some remnant left behind. But there is nothing.”

      Carth stood staring at the palace. “We were outmaneuvered.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She turned to him, watching him. “What did we talk about when it came to the Elder Stones?”

      “We talked about how they were power.”

      “We talked about how they lent power. Think of your experience in Elaeavn. The metal. Think about what I told you about other places. This… this was their attempt to find—and take—something that also had power.”

      “The wall surrounding the palace?”

      Carth clenched her jaw. “The wall surrounding the palace,” she said softly. “And it was my fault. I brought the Elder Stone here, thinking to keep it protected, to prevent the Ai’thol from acquiring it. And while they don’t have the stone, they have the next best thing.”

      “And what’s that?” Daniel asked.

      “Something that has absorbed the power of the Elder Stone,” Lucy said.

      Carth nodded. “The wall itself absorbed that power. And now they have access to it.”

      “So we didn’t stop them?”

      “They won’t know that the Elder Stone will remain here. I have a place I can put it where it will be even more secure than where I had placed it before, though I was loath to do so before now. Yet, even placing the stone someplace more secure, the Ai’thol have succeeded.”

      “What will they use the stone for?” Daniel asked.

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t know. And every time I think I’m starting to understand, I find myself confused yet again.”

      Rayen glanced over. “We won. At least for today, we won.”

      Carth nodded. “We won, but I can’t help but think that perhaps they won, if only a little. They were successful in their plan, and despite what we have done, they still might succeed.”

      “And yet you have secured Nyaesh. The A’ras will remain strong. We will have allies,” Daniel said. “If this is a Tsatsun board, it might be a setback, but we can use it.”

      Carth watched him, studying him for a moment. “Perhaps you might make a skilled player.” She strode off, leaving Daniel staring after her.

      Rayen chuckled.

      “What is it?”

      “You. Carth. You might not know it, but that is possibly the greatest compliment she has ever given.”

      Daniel stared for a moment and then smiled to himself. Maybe this was what he was meant to do. After everything he’d been through, could he finally have found himself?

      Lucy watched him, a smile on her face. She took his hand and squeezed.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            43

          

          

      

    

    







            Ryn

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryn was tired. She’d been traveling for much of the day, and each time they transported from place to place, Olandar Fahr had shown her something new, some other place of power, and she had come to realize there were far more of them than she had ever imagined. Many of them were similar, such as the cave in the first place they had gone. There were other places like it, and he had made a point of taking her from place to place, traveling rapidly as the day went on. Ryn had felt a blurring sense of movement each time they Traveled. The places they went were never all that impressive, the kind of places she would not have expected to be a source of power, and yet Olandar Fahr let her know how each of them had once been a source of considerable power.

      “Do you need to rest?” he asked.

      “I think I’m well,” she said. She wasn’t about to show him any weakness.

      “I think you should rest,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “The next place we visit will be difficult.”

      “These others haven’t been difficult?”

      He smiled. “They were difficult to find originally, but the longer I’ve traveled, the more I understand that places such as these are not nearly as uncommon as was once believed. The difference is that the places touched by these ancient Elders were spread out.”

      She didn’t have any idea how far they had traveled. What would it have been like had she attempted to walk? Each time they arrived someplace, there had been a different sense, though she wasn’t entirely certain why she should feel that way. “How far apart were they spread?”

      “Quite a ways.” Olandar Fahr motioned to the trees around them. They were in a tall forest, enormous trees stretching high overhead, their branches sweeping out on either side. Shade cast by the branches seemed to shimmer and dance around, darker than she would’ve expected for this time of day. High overhead, the sun strained to part the thick canopy.

      He took a seat on the ground and reached into one of his pockets, pulling out a handful of small figurines. They looked something like sculptures, and she couldn’t help but wonder why he would have carried them with him. Olandar Fahr spread them across the ground, moving leaves out of the way to do so. When he was done, they formed a pattern. “What do you see when you look at this?”

      “Your figurines?”

      “These represent various positions we could assume.”

      “Is this your game?”

      He cocked his head to the side, studying her. “Very good. This is the beginning of the game. It’s called by various names. In this case, the name that I find most appropriate is Tsatsun.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s an implication in the name that matters. The longer you play, the more that implication begins to make sense. I suspect you would have some talent with it.”

      “Why me?”

      “From having observed you. Not all have the necessary mind to play.”

      “Are you good at it?”

      Olandar Fahr nodded. “Some would say so.”

      “Is it hard to gain skill?”

      “There are many people who understand the basics of the game. They view it as little more than moving pieces around and trying to capture the prize.” He set an enormous leaf in the center of the figurines. “It has taken me years to think I have any real understanding, and even then there is still much that I have yet to uncover.”

      “How long have you been playing?”

      “All my life,” he said.

      “This is the game you said helps train you?” He nodded. “I don’t understand what these pieces have to do with anything. Why show me this?”

      “Long ago, the Great Ones all influenced the world. Some called them gods, some called them Elders. Some called them by other names. Either way, they had power. That power touched the world in such a way that it reshaped it. And yet, what would you expect when there are beings of considerable power who would touch and shape the world?”

      He moved one piece, knocking over another.

      “They didn’t get along?”

      “They all viewed themselves as powerful, and they all viewed what they could do as more important than what another could do. In that regard, they fought, and when they did, even more changed.”

      “What did they fight over?”

      “This,” he said, touching the leaf at the center of the pieces. “All thought to influence this piece.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s something I have struggled to answer. As much as I have come to understand the way Tsatsun plays out, I still haven’t been able to uncover why the Elders fought for position.” He grabbed several pieces off the ground, holding them in his hand. Ryn realized that the pieces all looked similar. “Most believe that power exists in certain places. They think that theirs is the only land that shares that power, and yet I have proven otherwise.”

      “That’s what we’ve been doing.”

      “Something like that. We have traveled from place to place in order to see what we can find. There is power out in the world, Ryn. And there is no question that such power exists in a way that allows others to reach it. Most believe that they are the only ones with their particular type of power, much like most believe that the Great Ones touched their land alone.”

      “Are you suggesting that these Great Ones played a game with the people of their land?”

      Olandar Fahr smiled at her. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. And Tsatsun is a representation of that game.”

      “Did they play, or did someone else play the game for them?”

      He glanced up from the pieces, plucking them from the ground and sticking them back in his pocket. A smile crossed his face. “You ask a question few others have ever considered.”

      “Why?”

      “Most who gain skill at playing Tsatsun begin to realize that game is much more than just a game. The longer you play, the easier it is to understand that there is some greater purpose to it, and that something is a level of understanding of the world. In order to gain that understanding, you must recognize that the Great Ones all had much more power than others like to give them credit for. They were the Great Ones, and they had enough magic that it infiltrated the world, leaving a remnant of themselves within it. That remnant is what we try to reach.”

      “But these Great Ones are nothing more than pieces on your board.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Who are the players?”

      “Perhaps we are.”

      “Perhaps?”

      “I spent years trying to discover whether there were other powers that sat above the Great Ones. Perhaps two opponents who were on either side of the board, competing for power. I haven’t uncovered any evidence of that. The only thing I could come up with is that those who lived in these lands, those without any real power other than that which was reflected by the Great Ones, were meant to play the game. And in doing so, they have an opportunity to strive for something more. We have an opportunity for something more.”

      “What is it?”

      “To control that power.”

      Ryn looked down at the ground, staring at the pieces. “That’s what you intend?”

      Olandar Fahr smiled at her. “Most who know me think I’m trying to gain the powers of the Great Ones, and those who serve call me Great One because of that. They think that all I want is power, and yet, that’s not the purpose of the game, is it?”

      “What’s the purpose of the game?”

      “Why, to win.”

      Ryn started to smile, feeling as if he were making a joke, but Olandar Fahr didn’t share in that smile. Instead, he continued to stare at the ground, as if there was something there that he had yet to uncover. And perhaps there was. That was the reason they were here, the reason they were searching, and the longer they spent going from place to place, the more Olandar Fahr thought to play the game.

      “How are you moving these pieces?”

      “What was that?”

      She looked up from the ground. “The pieces. How are you moving them? If these places you’ve taken me to represent these pieces, then how are you moving a place?” She had a hard time imagining how it would even be possible to move something like one of the caves they had visited, a place where shadows seemed to swirl around so powerfully that they were overwhelming. Then there were places of heat and fire, places like the volcano where he had taken her, places like her village. They had to be similar, didn’t they?

      “It’s not the places I’m trying to move but the people. Each piece must be moved into the position that will enable success.”

      “How would you move the people?”

      “The same way one would move pieces on a board. You make a move, and another must counter it. Eventually, you get to the point where the game begins to fall into place.”

      “And what role do I have to play?”

      “You have a very important role, Ryn Valeron. As the game plays out, you must help others find faith that the moves I’m making are for their benefit.”

      She very nearly asked if they actually were for their benefit or for Olandar Fahr’s, but she bit back the question. The way he looked at her suggested he already knew that question was in her mind, though that would be impossible—unless he was reading something on her face. She knew she didn’t keep her expression as neutral as she probably needed to.

      “I can assure you that such moves are necessary. Think of all the war and bloodshed that has taken place. Think of those who chase power for the sake of power. They view these places of power, these places of the Elders, as an opportunity, and they fail to see that these places were never meant for that.”

      Ryn sat in silence, staring at the ground, her mind racing. “Who are you playing against?”

      “Perhaps no one. Perhaps everyone. The game board has two sides, and yet, when it comes to a game like this, it’s far more likely that there are other sides I don’t yet see. The longer I play, the more likely it is that new players will emerge, and as I’ve been playing for a long time, I have outplayed many opponents over the years. Now it’s a matter of moving pieces around, positioning them where I want.”

      “What happens to your opponents?”

      “For the most part, they retreat, disappearing back where they came from. As the stakes in this game are high, unfortunately, some are lost.”

      “Lost?”

      Olandar Fahr nodded. There was a hint of danger in the way he said it, and she wondered what he meant by that but knew that she should not. People died playing this game. Olandar Fahr had power, and the way he played, the way he moved pieces around the board, meant that he wanted to ensure he won.

      “Do you have someone you’re playing now?”

      “I do. Someone I fear more than any other opponent I’ve faced.”

      “What happens when you win?” Ryn had a hard time imagining him losing.

      Olandar Fahr stared at the ground, and his eyes took on a faraway expression. “When I win, then I will have control over this piece.” He lifted the leaf off the ground and twisted it from place to place in his hands. “When playing Tsatsun, this is the goal. This is the endgame. And in my case, this must be the endgame. And yet, through all the years I’ve played, and all the challengers I have faced, I still struggle to figure out how to acquire this piece.”

      “What is it called?”

      “When playing Tsatsun, it’s called the Stone, and yet we would call it something else.”

      He fell silent again, and Ryn worried that he wouldn’t answer. If he didn’t, she knew this wasn’t the kind of thing she should push him on. The fact that he had been taking her along with him to all these places was enough. It had to be enough. And yet, the longer she was here, the more she felt as if there was something more to what he was doing—and what he was playing—than what he let on.

      “What do you call it?”

      Olandar Fahr took a deep breath, shaking himself, and got to his feet. “I will show you, but first, you must come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “We are going to take a journey to a place that will be difficult for you.”

      “Where?”

      “We need to venture back to your homeland.”

      He started into the forest, and Ryn hesitated before following.

      Elaeavn. That was where he meant to take her, and it was the place where she least wanted to go. She knew nothing about it other than that her family had come from there, and that her parents—or their parents—had been exiled from the city, taking them away from the source of power, the place where they would have had access to their abilities. This had changed their fates, and it had certainly changed her fate. She had known nothing about it growing up, and even now that she did, she still wasn’t certain that she wanted to return, or even that she could. If she did return, what would she uncover? What sort of things would she find? Would she even be welcomed?

      She doubted that she would be. Still, she wasn’t going to wait here. Olandar Fahr was going to go, and if she didn’t go with him, she’d be left behind in this forest, in this land, and perhaps she would be trapped here. If she went with him, he would protect her. She believed that nothing bad would happen to her if she managed to stay with him. She had to believe that.

      Ryn hurried up to him, catching his arm, and when she did, he glanced at her for a moment, holding on to her, and together, they traveled.
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      “I don’t like the idea of him needing to go elsewhere,” Jessa said.

      His mother perched on the front of the chair, making every effort not to look around. She sat as if she’d never been here before, though Haern suspected she had spent some time within the Floating Palace.

      Cael Elvraeth sat across from her. Her hands rested upon the smoothly lacquered wooden table, several rings of lorcith upon them. Deep green eyes flared as she glanced from Haern to his mother. “He doesn’t have to go, then.”

      “He does have to go,” Haern said. “Father agrees. Galen agrees.”

      “My husband is not in any condition to speak on his behalf,” Cael said.

      Though Galen had been Healed, what Della hadn’t shared was that he remained weakened and still suffered from the effects of the attack. Della had apparently done everything she could to help him, but there were limits to how much she could do. When Haern had first heard this, he had assumed it meant she was too weak to help him, but it turned out to be about more than that.

      The Forgers had attempted to poison Galen, much like they had attempted to poison Haern. Without Galen’s training and experience, he might not have survived. Then again, had Haern not been working with Galen, it was possible his own poisoning would have had a much greater effect. He should be thankful for that, but he still had tingling in his legs, even though the strange metal implant no longer pierced his skin.

      “Della tells us that he will recover fully,” Jessa said.

      “That is what I’m told.” There was something in the way Cael said it that left Haern wondering whether she fully agreed. Did she not trust Della? Galen certainly did.

      “He’s well enough to answer for himself.”

      Haern glanced over as Galen entered the room. His eyes were drawn and hollow, his skin pale, but he fixed Cael with a warm expression.

      “You shouldn’t be up,” Cael said.

      “I think I can decide for myself what I should and shouldn’t be doing,” he said.

      Cael met his eyes. A slow smile spread across her face. “I’m glad to see you so well.”

      Galen sank down into a chair, resting his elbows on the table, and looked over to Haern. “I’m better.”

      “Better is still good,” Haern said.

      “I don’t like this plan,” Galen said.

      “I don’t know what choice we have,” Haern said.

      “There’s always a choice. If this is wrong, you have released an enemy, and you have risked your safety. Is that what you want to do?”

      “No, I want to make sure that we can finish this, and I’m getting tired of being attacked by these Forgers. You didn’t see what happened in Nyaesh.” And Haern still wasn’t sure what to make of the attack. All of it had been designed to do what? Draw the Elder Stone back so they could absorb its power? “After what they did there, how long before they attack Elaeavn to gain the power they’re drawing off the trees? We need to stop it.”

      “We don’t know whether they truly intend to use the Elder Trees the way they did in Nyaesh,” Galen said.

      “It’s the same thing, Galen. The metal the C’than showed them how to use allows them to absorb the power of the Elder Stones. What we don’t know is what they intend to do with that power. They must have something in mind. They wouldn’t have taken the risk of reaching the trees otherwise.”

      “It’s nothing more than preventing our access to it,” Cael said.

      “Was that what you Read from him?” Haern asked.

      Cael shook her head. “I could Read very little from him. They have a way of blocking me. Much like your father.”

      That was something Haern wished he had. It would be useful. “I think it’s more than preventing access. If you’d like to see Nyaesh, I’m sure we could arrange it,” Haern said. “Carth is there…”

      “Then we need to restore the Elder Trees before they succeed,” Cael said.

      “We need to do that, too,” Jessa said. “Rsiran and Della have been working on it, but…”

      Cael leaned forward, her eyes blazing a deep green. “But what?”

      “But there’s only so much that they can do,” Haern answered for his mother. “They have limits, and the C’than attack found a way to exceed their limits.” If they had let Alera live, they might have a way of knowing her plan, but with her gone…

      Galen was watching him. He said nothing, simply staring at Haern, but Haern could feel the weight of his gaze. “What would you have us do?” Galen asked.

      “We need to get ahead of them. Part of that involves understanding what they’re after.”

      Cael stared at him. “If this fails, we will run the risk of the Forgers knowing how to break through Rsiran’s barrier.”

      “Maybe it’s time for the rest of the city to have a role in that, too. Do you really think my father should be the only one responsible?”

      He was being a little too forthright with Cael, but at the same time, something different needed to be done. His father couldn’t be the only one responsible for protecting Elaeavn. And for a long time, he hadn’t been the only one. The guilds had played a role, and the Elvraeth had had some part as well. But over time, all that had changed, leaving very few people with any motivation to watch out for the safety of the city. Even after the last Forger attack, there hadn’t been many who had viewed the Forgers as a real threat.

      “Others have had a role. I’ve asked the tchalit to help your father.”

      “How many of the tchalit are there?” He turned to his mother. “How many of the guildlords have instructed guild members to participate? We need more help. Father needs more help.”

      “Haern—” Jessa said.

      “You don’t need to try and silence me. I’m not saying anything that isn’t true. And it’s nothing that Father wouldn’t say were he here.” Where was his father? Since Nyaesh, he’d been absent. He was supposed to have come with them, especially since they had planned this together. Now that he wasn’t here, Haern was left wondering why, and where he might have gone. He didn’t think he had headed off on his own or had decided to attack the Forgers without help, but he wasn’t entirely certain.

      Cael watched him. “I can see why you like this one,” she said, glancing over to Galen.

      Haern frowned before looking to Galen, who only shrugged. “He has the right mindset. And without him, I’m not sure that we would have succeeded when facing the Forgers before.”

      Turning his attention to Galen, he wondered how the other man would respond to this. “Will you help?”

      He could feel his mother’s gaze boring into him. She didn’t agree with what they had planned, and he tried to ignore it. There was nothing he could do to change her mind. The only thing that made it easier for his mother was the fact that he’d be traveling with his father. Had he been going alone, he suspected she wouldn’t have approved.

      But then, she had been the one to help coordinate his travels with Galen in the first place. Maybe she didn’t care, not the way that he thought.

      “I’m not in the best condition to be of much use,” Galen said.

      “This is an opportunity for us to stop them. To find a way to stop all of this. For good.” And to allow his father to remain at home. Finally be a family, even if it was too late.

      “I’d like to stop them from reaching the city.”

      “So would I,” Haern said. “And I think we need to do that, but I’m equally concerned about what they’re planning. To have a chance at stopping the Forgers, we need to be able to outthink them. We need to out plan them.” And Haern didn’t think they would be able to do that with just his father or him. Galen was the strategist, and he had experience with planning these sorts of things; if anyone would be able to outmaneuver the Forgers, it would be him.

      “My place is here. I already left the city for this once before.”

      “You don’t need to stay here just because of me,” Cael said.

      Galen turned to her, watching her. “What makes you think I’m here just because of you?”

      “He’s right, you know. We need to take advantage of everything we can in order to defeat them. We’ve seen how dangerous they can be.”

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?” Galen asked.

      “If I wanted to get rid of you, I would have done it long before now. I just recognize the value in what he’s saying, the same as I recognized the value in what his mother was saying when she came to us before.”

      “I will need supplies.”

      “I think Della was already preparing them for you,” Haern said.

      Galen leaned back, clasping his hands over his stomach, and then he nodded. “How soon would we leave?”

      “Whenever my father returns.”

      “Then I will need to make preparations.”

      His mother tapped him on the arm, and Haern got to his feet.

      “Before you leave, could I have a word with you?” Cael said to Jessa.

      “Of course.” She turned to him, nodding. “Wait for me outside.”

      Haern glanced over to Cael, wondering what she might be saying to his mother, before deciding that he needed to do what she asked of him. Remaining here against her wishes was a surefire way of angering her, and he didn’t want to do that. He headed out into the hallway, his gaze drawn to the lorcith sculptures found throughout the palace. Most of these were made by his father. Now that he had begun to improve his connection to lorcith, he could detect just how much of his father had gone into them. His father’s skill in forging them was incredible. There was one that looked something like a tree, and it reminded him of the Elder Trees. There were several more like it, each of them arranged in the hallway in such a way that they drew his eye.

      He stopped in front of one of them and crouched down. It came nearly up to his waist, and the piece of lorcith it was shaped out of must have been enormous, though not as large as the lorcith used in the cell outside of the city. The detail astounded him. He could almost feel the wind blowing through the leaves, and even the bark had the characteristic traits of the trees found within the Aisl forest. Haern reached for it, touching the tree, and felt power filling it.

      “These were difficult to make.” He looked up to see his father watching him.

      “Where have you been?”

      “Planning,” his father said.

      “Planning for what?”

      “The next challenge.”

      He waited for his father to elaborate, but he didn’t. Haern turned his attention back to the lorcith sculpted tree. As he stared at it, an idea came to him.

      “We’ve been trying to come up with a way of preventing the Forgers from destroying the Elder Trees like they did the wall in Nyaesh,” he started.

      “We have. Neither I nor Della has managed to figure out what it would take to stop that.”

      “What if we do something different?” Haern asked, looking up at his father.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if we wrap them in lorcith?”

      “It runs the risk of destroying the tree,” his father said.

      “I don’t know that it would. And if nothing else, it might mute whatever the Forgers intend for the trees.”

      His father looked down at the sculpture. “There is something about the shape of the sculpture that has always seemed strange to me,” he said.

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know quite how to describe it other than that the sculpture itself has an oddity to it. Perhaps wrapping them in lorcith may help. Or perhaps something other than just lorcith.”

      “What else would you wrap them in?”

      “Using lorcith is difficult. You can take a lump, and even without heating it at the forge, you can modify it, but that has difficulties. I’ve found that to merge two sections of lorcith together, you need to have something else involved.”

      “What else?”

      “It all has to do with the bridging metal. Heartstone seems to counteract lorcith, but when mixed in the right composition, you can bring them together. It’s something none of the older smiths really understood. They thought that heartstone could only be used for preventing someone from Sliding, but while that might be one aspect of it, it certainly isn’t the most important.”

      “Does it change anything about the metal?”

      “It’s possible, but with a connection to lorcith, you can ensure that any change that takes place is one you have control over.”

      “I’m not sure I would have control over any change.”

      “Not at first, but I think you underestimate your potential with lorcith, Haern. You have incredible control over it already. The more you work with it, the more control I think you’ll develop. And as you gain that control, you will find that you are quite formidable.”

      “Should we try to do this before we proceed with the plan?”

      “It might offer a benefit, but it might do something else.”

      “What else?”

      “I don’t know if using lorcith in this way will act as a beacon to them.”

      “I suspect that whatever metal they used on the trees already has acted like a beacon,” Haern said. “That’s probably how they were able to reach us.”

      His father sighed. “You’re probably right. Maybe there’s nothing more we can do other than try to shield ourselves from the Forgers.” He ran his hand along the sculpture, touching several of the leaves. They responded, moving as he touched them. “I wonder what we change in doing it,” his father said. He took a deep breath. “When this is over, we can see if wrapping the trees in lorcith makes a difference.”

      There was something about the way his father said it that left Haern worried. Why would his father sound as if he feared what they planned? He watched him, but Rsiran turned away.

      “I need to visit with your mother, and then we can get on with this.”

      He started away from Haern, his back stooped slightly. The longer he walked, the straighter his spine became. Haern couldn’t help but wonder what his father had prepared himself for.
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      Volan stared at the bars of lorcith. They pushed against him, forcing his mind to go into a deeper place, and the longer he remained there, the more he feared that Lareth might finally succeed. There was nothing but the sense of lorcith, and yet it was twisted, different from what it should be. Even his augmented attachment to it was modified, leaving him nearly unable to access it.

      It had been a mistake coming for the younger Lareth. He had believed that following him into the city would succeed, but the boy was more capable than what he remembered. Had he been preparing? He hadn’t been the one to fear when they had faced them before.

      And it had been nothing more than happenstance—an accident—barely enough for him to have been caught, but that accident had left him imprisoned, held captive by the one person he had intended to come after.

      He’d had plenty of time to try and think of an escape plan, but none had come to him. If escape was an option—and Volan no longer knew whether it was—it wouldn’t come by breaking free from the lorcith Lareth had placed him within. He and the others had long known that Lareth was supremely gifted with the metal—it was how he had managed to escape the Hjan in the first place.

      He would need to find a way of escaping.

      The only problem was that the longer he was here, the more he began to question what way that would be. How could he escape when every attempt had been met by failure?

      The strange lorcith door opened, letting a gust of cool wind into the cell. It pushed back the heat of the lorcith, taking away the stench of the metal and jolting him awake. He didn’t look up. There was only one person who had the ability to enter this chamber, and he wasn’t about to give Lareth the satisfaction of looking up as he entered.

      “You’re awake. Don’t try to pretend,” Lareth said.

      “Who’s trying to pretend?” Volan said.

      He arched one eye open, looking toward Lareth. This was the man he had come here for. The man he had wanted to capture, and now he was close—so close—but he still felt incredibly far away.

      “Why have you come here?” Lareth asked.

      Volan tipped his head back, looking to see the younger Lareth standing behind his father. Hiding. At least he still had his father to hide behind. Lareth had taken that from Volan.

      “The same reason you continue to attack in my homeland,” Volan said.

      “Attack? I’ve tried to remove the threat of the Forgers.”

      “I don’t think there is any threat from my people,” Volan said.

      “Your people have been a threat ever since my home was attacked.”

      “You have been the one attacking. We have only responded.”

      Lareth shook his head. “I’m not going to go into this with you.” He spread the bars of the cell and stepped inside. Volan remained motionless, and as Lareth neared, he attempted to lunge, but the bindings on both his wrists and ankles prevented him from doing much more than getting to his feet. Lareth watched him, amusement dripping from his eyes at Volan’s discomfort. The bands around his wrists and ankles constricted, drawing tighter. “If you do that again, you’ll find that you suffer.”

      “Suffer? Being in your presence is suffering. What choice do I have but to suffer?”

      “Come on,” Lareth said.

      He grabbed Volan and dragged him between the bars of modified lorcith.

      Volan looked over at him. “You intend to move me?”

      “You’re going into Elaeavn to answer to the Elvraeth,” Lareth said.

      “Is that right? Is there anything the Elvraeth will be able to obtain from me that you cannot?”

      Lareth shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. The Elvraeth have asked for the opportunity to question you.”

      “You’re getting lazy, Lareth. You’re going to let someone else do your work for you?”

      “I don’t do all this on my own,” Lareth said.

      “Apparently you don’t do any of it anymore. It’s a shame, really. I thought it would be interesting to see how well I could match wits with the great Rsiran Lareth.” It probably didn’t do for him to argue with Lareth, but he wasn’t about to go easily. If they took him to Elaeavn, away from this lorcith, any possibility of escape might be lost. He had no idea what he would find when in Elaeavn.

      “Come on,” Lareth said again.

      Volan considered resisting. He didn’t want to face Lareth like this. Without these cuffs on his wrists and ankles, it might be a more even match, but bound, within this place where Lareth had such exquisite control over the lorcith, Volan didn’t think he would be able to handle Lareth.

      It troubled him, really. With his training, he should be able to manage and withstand even Lareth. That was the point of everything he’d gone through.

      But then, the younger Lareth had gotten lucky.

      If he got free, Volan was determined to prevent that from happening again.

      Once out of the cell, he took a deep breath. The odors of the forest came to him, along with a gentle breeze that gusted, billowing against his hair. He brought his hands up to his face, scratching at the growth that had developed over the last several days. He would have to shave before he returned. It would not do for him to go tainted by his beard, obscuring the gift he’d been given.

      He could only imagine what Nandal might say, but then, Nandal had not made the same mistake as Volan. He hadn’t been the one captured, and if he knew Nandal, the other man had gone for help, which would only make this worse for both of them.

      “You really should have kept me in your prison,” Volan said.

      “The fact that you want me to keep you there tells me that I should not,” Lareth answered.

      Volan glanced over to the younger Lareth. He watched him, curious. They were about the same age, and the younger Lareth didn’t seem to have the same arrogance his father did. He didn’t have the same skill, either, though that hadn’t prevented him from capturing Volan.

      They made their way through the forest. He couldn’t tell which direction they guided him, but if they were bringing him to Elaeavn, he doubted he would find it easy to escape once he was there. Being held under a single guard was much different than having many, and if he was bringing him before the Elvraeth, there wouldn’t be any easy way for him to spring free.

      The two Lareths were chatting, paying very little mind to Volan.

      He looked off to either side. If he could find a way to hide, maybe he could pry these stupid cuffs off his wrists. And then he could really be free from Lareth.

      The elder Lareth paused, and the younger one followed him for a moment before stopping.

      Neither of them seemed to be paying any attention to him.

      Volan sprinted.

      If this was going to be his only chance, he was going to make the best of it. He would escape, and then he would get these accursed cuffs off so that he could come after Lareth. He would have his vengeance.

      His skin tingled.

      It was the barrier that the people of Elaeavn seemed to think so much of. In reality, the barrier did very little to prevent him and others like him from passing through it. He paused long enough to stare at it, but he couldn’t do anything until he managed to get these cuffs off.

      He resumed running, casting a glance over his shoulder, but didn’t see either Lareth.

      They would have pursued, but where had they gone?

      When he turned back, Nandal stood in front of him, watching him with a deep frown on his face.

      He glanced at the cuffs and tapped each of them, but neither came free.

      “Do you think I didn’t try that?” Volan said.

      “What happened?”

      “Lareth happened. We need to get out of here before he finds us.”

      “Fine. And when we’re done, you will explain how you managed to get yourself caught.”

      “Only if it’s necessary. Let’s get away from here until we can get them off, then we can return and grab Lareth.”

      Nandal glared at him, but Volan knew he wouldn’t argue. There was no point in doing so. They needed to get free before Lareth appeared.

      Nandal grabbed him, and he Traveled, carrying him away.
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      The edge of the forest loomed in front of them, the end of the Aisl leading toward the sprawling expanse of the plains stretching far away from the forest. Beyond the borders of the forest were lands unknown to Haern and the others, though probably not quite so unknown to his father, who spent most of his time outside the city. Maybe not even so unknown to Galen, who had once lived outside the city.

      They had released the prisoner, keeping him bound in shackles that would prevent him from Sliding, but doing nothing else. And now it was time to track him. Haern still wasn’t certain it was the right decision, even though it had been his plan. The others had gone along with it, which made him feel a mixture of emotions. He should feel proud they were willing to listen to him, but instead he felt only unease. If this was wrong, if he was wrong, then not only would they lose the Forger, they might have revealed something about their capabilities. After the attack in Nyaesh, though, he didn’t think he was wrong.

      “What if he doesn’t go where you think he will?” Galen asked.

      “He will,” Rsiran said.

      “The Forgers aren’t predictable.”

      “I have enough experience with them to know what they will do and what they won’t. He will go, especially after he was captured as he was. He will want to return to the safety of the others, and if we can figure out where their headquarters is and what they intend with the metal, then we can be better prepared…”

      “What is it?” Cael asked.

      “There’s something odd,” Rsiran answered as they neared the border of the forest. His father stared at the ground, his gaze focused on something Haern couldn’t quite see. What was it?

      His father crouched in front of one of the lorcith rods, holding his hand just above the end of it. “They’re damaged,” he said.

      “What kind of damage?” his mother asked.

      “The bars that comprise the barrier.”

      “I thought you said these were impossible for someone else to get past,” Galen said.

      “Not impossible, only difficult. They shouldn’t have been able to detect them in the first place, and the fact that they could…” His father shook his head. “There’s a reason the Forgers have been so difficult for us over the years. They understand lorcith nearly as well as I do.”

      “Nearly?” Galen asked.

      “I wouldn’t say that they know it as well as I do, but they certainly have an ability with it,” his father said.

      “Can you fix it?” Cael asked.

      “I can, but it’s going to be difficult. And it won’t happen quickly.”

      “Nothing happens quickly, does it?” Galen said.

      “Nothing useful,” his father agreed. “As much as I’d like to tell you that I can do all these things, unfortunately there are limitations. It’s the reason the Forgers have managed to sneak in here in the first place.”

      Cael stepped forward. She stood, hands at her side. Haern glanced over to Galen. “What’s she doing?”

      “I suspect she’s trying to determine if she can Read anyone.”

      “She’d be able to Read them from here?”

      “Possibly,” Galen said. “She can listen far beyond here.”

      “Will it work with Forgers?”

      Galen shrugged. “I don’t know. She hasn’t tried it too often.”

      “It doesn’t work the same with Forgers,” Cael said without turning to them. “It does work, though. It requires me to be aware of differences, though they are subtle, and I can pick up on those subtle changes, usually just enough that I can find an emptiness that shouldn’t be there.”

      “Did you detect an emptiness now?” Haern asked.

      She turned back to him. “No. I thought there might be, but there’s nothing but—”

      Cael cut off as something slammed into her. She clutched at her chest, and Rsiran Slid forward, emerging on the other side of the barrier. He grabbed Cael and Slid her, returning a moment later empty-handed. A pair of knives floated in the air in front of him, both of them lorcith and heartstone mixed, neither of them anything that Haern could fully detect.

      Galen scanned the edge of the forest, his brow furrowed. “Della?”

      “She will help her,” Rsiran said.

      Haern didn’t see any movement, nothing that would indicate where the attack had come from. Then again, they were on the inside of the barrier.

      Maybe he couldn’t see from here. It was possible they needed to be on the other side of the barrier, especially as the attack seemed to come from that side, as if the Forgers who must have assaulted Cael had been there.

      Haern prepared his knives, ready to attack, but nothing came.

      “Where are they?” he asked.

      His father remained motionless. “I don’t know.”

      “They must be near,” Galen said.

      “They must be, but…” He glanced back to Jessa and Della, something of a debate warring across his features. His father took a deep breath, and then he grabbed them, Sliding, and when he returned, neither his mother nor Darren were there.

      “What did you do?” Galen asked.

      “I made a decision. Neither of them is equipped for this.”

      “I’ve seen Jessa fight,” Galen said.

      “I’ve seen it too, and I would much rather her not have to fight.”

      Galen grunted. “I would much rather none of us have to fight, but I’m not so certain that any of us has the choice anymore.”

      “Are you going to continue to admonish my decision, or are you going to help with this?”

      “I think I can do both,” Galen said.

      His father grunted and turned his attention to Haern. “I want you to remember what you’ve been working on.”

      “I’ll remember,” Haern said.

      “I thought you said he would return to the others.”

      “Maybe he did and there are other Forgers around,” Haern said.

      “How many Forgers do you think are still around here?” Galen asked.

      “I don’t know, but he shouldn’t have stayed, not with the cuffs that I placed on him.”

      “Can you still detect them?” Haern asked.

      His father frowned. “I haven’t been able to detect them since he crossed the barrier. That’s how the barrier works. It prevents me from detecting much of anything, but it prevents others from detecting us, too.”

      “But if the barrier has been damaged—” Haern started.

      His father frowned, and he slapped his hands against his thighs. “It shouldn’t be like that.”

      Rsiran made a circuit, walking along the outer edge of the forest, keeping just on this side of the barrier. Haern didn’t blame him, especially after the attack, and he kept a circuit of knives spinning around him, swirling all the way around his body.

      Haern reached for his own knives and prepared for the possibility that he might need to push on them. But if he sent them beyond the barrier, would he still have the same control over them? He wasn’t sure whether the protections his father had placed in the lorcith he used here would prevent him from maintaining that connection.

      “I don’t See anything,” Galen said.

      “You won’t.”

      “Was it a mistake to release him?” Galen asked.

      “He shouldn’t have been able to attack us. He was confined.”

      “Was,” Galen said.

      His father shot the other man a hard glare. “Was, and should have remained that way. With the lorcith I’d placed in his cuffs, there shouldn’t have been any way for him to escape.”

      “Why is that?” Galen asked.

      “Lorcith is keyed in a certain way.”

      “I’ve seen your son use lorcith.”

      “He can push and pull on it, and he’s aware of lorcith’s presence, but what I’m talking about is something different. It’s a connection to the metal, and it’s one that requires a person to truly understand it in order to release it.”

      “You don’t think the Forgers have that ability?”

      “They have an ability to use lorcith, but they don’t understand it the same way we do.”

      “By that, you mean the way you do.”

      Rsiran held Galen’s gaze. “The way I do.”

      “And what if they do?” Galen asked.

      “Then it’s possible he managed to escape,” his father said.

      Galen approached the barrier and stood with his face practically pressed up against it. Haern didn’t need to approach it nearly so closely to feel the presence of the barrier. It was there, an awareness that pushed against him, though others of Elaeavn would also have that awareness. It would come from the way his father had fixed the barrier in place, wanting others to know of its existence. It created a tingling sensation, and with that, he didn’t even need his connection to lorcith to know how to find it.

      “I can almost See something as I stand here,” Galen said softly.

      “The Forgers?” Haern asked.

      “The barrier.” He turned to Rsiran. “It was always invisible before, and now there’s a swirl of color. A hint of purple, hues that should not be there.”

      “Like I said, I think they attacked the barrier,” his father said.

      “And you also don’t think this should have been possible,” Galen said.

      “What do I know about what’s possible anymore?”

      He turned away and continued to make his way along the edge of the forest, pausing every so often at one of the lorcith rods, holding his hand above it briefly. Haern could feel the metal shifting, though he wasn’t certain what his father did. Maybe he was listening to the song of the lorcith and using that in a way that drew him closer to it. Maybe it was nothing quite so amazing. It could be that he was only checking the metal.

      When he was done, he returned. “All of these will need to be modified,” Rsiran said.

      “Even modified, do you believe they will hold?” Haern asked.

      “They should, but it does make me wonder if perhaps all of this has been something of a mistake. Maybe we needed to focus more on concealing the trees, wrapping them in lorcith rather than going after this man.”

      “If this man is the key to everything that happened, if he is responsible for all the attacks, then going after him does have value,” Haern said.

      “My wife was attacked. I’m not going to stand here indefinitely.” He glanced from Haern to Rsiran. “And any others who think to cross through the barrier will be in danger. Do you intend to attack, or do you intend to continue to work your way around the barrier?”

      Rsiran glared. “If they have chosen to attack from another direction, it might not even matter.”

      “Then we don’t need to fear,” Galen said.

      He held out his arm, waiting for Rsiran. Haern joined him, wishing he had more time to train, but knowing it might not matter. If there were only one or two Forgers, there shouldn’t be an issue, and he felt the same as Galen. They couldn’t simply leave the Forgers to continue to assault the barrier, and they couldn’t leave it if they were willing to attack anyone who came through it.

      Rsiran nodded.

      He Slid to them, grabbing both of them, and then Slid again.

      Haern wasn’t always aware of movement when Sliding, but this time he could feel it. It was a surge of power and a sudden fluttering of motion, far faster than any he had experienced when Sliding before. When they emerged, it was brief, barely a moment, and Haern tried to See everything around him, taking in the landscape. But then they Slid again, emerging briefly one more time, and then another Slide, and then another.

      When they were done, when they finally emerged and Rsiran released them, they stood on a sloped hillside with the Aisl forest in the distance. A stream burbled nearby. The sun shone overhead, wisps of clouds swirling in the air. A breeze fluttered against his skin, cool and pleasant.

      “What was that about?” Galen asked.

      “What did you See?” Rsiran asked.

      “You Slid too fast for me to See anything,” Galen said.

      “There was the forest,” Haern started, thinking about what he had Seen each time they had Slid and then emerged. “There were three people. Maybe four? We moved too quickly.”

      “Which one was that?” his father asked, looking over at him.

      “It was the first Slide.”

      “Good. What about the second?”

      “The second there was no one. There was a sense of something. Maybe lorcith?”

      His father nodded. “I felt it, too. What about the next?”

      “The next one there were only a few people. Two, maybe three.”

      “You saw that in that brief period of time?” Galen asked.

      “It was a glimpse, nothing more,” Haern said. “I wasn’t even sure what I was seeing, but it was the sense of lorcith I kept focusing on.”

      “I wasn’t sure how safe it would be to emerge for longer than a moment. I figured one of you would be able to See something.”

      “How?” Galen asked.

      “Jessa used to be able to do the same. It was how we managed to handle the Hjan before. I would Slide and emerge, and she would tell me what we were dealing with.”

      “What does it mean that you saw anywhere from four to six different Forgers?” Galen asked.

      “It means they have attacked from more than one front.”

      “And the lorcith Haern detected?” Galen asked.

      “Those were the cuffs I had placed on the Forger,” his father said.

      “I thought he wouldn’t have been able to remove them?”

      “I didn’t think he would be able to remove them. With other Forgers, it’s possible that they overwhelmed the lorcith, the same way they do when they attempt to use it.”

      “What now?”

      “Now we can either choose to attack or we can remain hidden.”

      “Where would we attack?”

      “We would attack where we can,” Rsiran said. “And we would take out the easiest targets first.”

      Galen looked over to Rsiran. “And what constitutes an easy target?”

      “The fewer attackers we have to deal with, the easier it will be to confront them,” Rsiran said.

      “That still doesn’t make it an easy attack.”

      “If there were three of them and three of us, it is certainly even odds, but that’s only if Haern feels he’s ready to confront the Forgers.”

      His father looked at him, and he didn’t know the answer. Was he ready to confront the Forgers like that? He didn’t know if he had the necessary skills, especially when it came to using his ability with the metals, but perhaps he didn’t have a choice in the matter anymore. It was time for him to take on this responsibility, to do what he had trained for, and help protect Elaeavn and the people within it.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Good. Because they’re coming.”

      Haern looked but didn’t see anything. “How do you know?”

      “Because I can feel them. Listen to the lorcith. Hear how it screams.”

      “Screams?” Galen asked, arching a brow.

      “The Forgers force the metal in ways that it would fight. There is only so much the metal can do against the Forgers, and it screams, trying to oppose what they demand of it. It’s one thing I doubt the Forgers have ever understood about lorcith, as much as they understand. The metal must be worked with, and you must accommodate what it needs, not forcing what you need.”

      Galen could only shake his head. “One of these days, I think you and I will need to sit and talk about this, but today is not that day,” Galen said.

      “Fine, but you can’t deny what I can feel.”

      “Where are they?” Galen asked.

      “There,” his father said, pointing.

      In the distance, he saw the Forgers. They were searching, as if looking for where Haern and his father had gone, and he didn’t recognize any of them. Thankfully, none were the man they had held captive. He wasn’t sure how he would react if faced with that man again. He thought he would be able to withstand him, and that he would be able to avoid hesitation, but that man had left him with questions. And he didn’t have the answers he needed, not yet.

      His father Slid, and he emerged near the Forgers, forcing their attention on him. The Forgers reacted immediately, facing his father.

      Galen’s hand dipped into his pouch, flipping through his poisons.

      “If you’re ready, then we should do this, but I don’t want you to do it if you’re not.”

      “I don’t know that I have much choice.”

      Galen studied him for a moment. “Good luck,” he said.

      With that, Galen went racing forward.

      Haern took a deep breath, and then he pushed on one of his knives, sending it behind him, and pushed again, flying into the air, pulling on the knife, drawing it to him before pushing once again. He used a combination of pushing and pulling to carry him higher and higher in the air, and as he soared overhead, he had an idea.

      He pushed on his knife, sending it down toward the skull of one of the Forgers.

      It crumpled the man’s head.

      Haern tried not to think about the fact that he had destroyed someone so easily, but it was difficult. The Forgers had attacked without any provocation and had nearly killed so many. Why should he feel remorse?

      Haern dropped to the ground.

      Three other Forgers had appeared.

      Five fighters remained, and his father handled two of them while Galen took care of two others. One turned his attention to Haern.

      Haern pushed, using the knife he had crumpled the skull of the other Forger with to get airborne, and he hovered. The Forger aimed his weapon, and Haern reacted, pushing again, getting more distance.

      He pulled on the knife, trying to bring it toward the Forger, but the man Slid away from the attack.

      Haern landed and then pushed again, getting back into the air and turning his attention toward the Forger. Each time he pushed off, the Forger seemed ready, and he Slid again.

      Haern would need to try a different approach. Could he distract him?

      With enough of a pull, he might be able to use another knife on him. Haern pushed, flying overhead once again, and as he started to come down, the Forger began to Slide. Haern pulled on a different knife, and it went tearing through the Slide. The Forger stumbled forward.

      When he landed, there were only two Forgers remaining.

      Galen and his father were facing off with Forgers, and it took Haern a moment to realize that his father confronted the same Forger they had captured.

      He had returned.

      There was a determination in the face of the Forger, and he glared at Rsiran as he fought. His father Slid easily, moving from place to place, unmindful of the fact that he confronted this other Forger.

      Galen looked to need more help.

      Haern turned his attention to Galen.

      The Forger Slid from place to place, and Galen made a steady circuit, turning in place as he watched. Every so often, he would throw a dart, but the Forger Slid, escaping before the dart managed to hit.

      How long would Galen be able to withstand the attack?

      He didn’t know, but he doubted the other man would survive for very long against a Forger that was able to control his Slide that much. Each time the Forger emerged, he pointed his slender rod-like weapon at Galen. Galen managed to duck and roll out of the way each time, but the tense look on his face told Haern that the other man was growing tired.

      He had to intervene.

      He pushed on a knife, flying into the air, and when he came down, he pushed on another knife, sending it at the Forger.

      The Forger turned his attention to Haern, watching him for a moment before moving on, redirecting his focus on Galen.

      Haern sent a pair of knives at the Forger, and they were stopped in midair, the effect of the Forger and his control over the lorcith enough that he wasn’t able to overpower the man.

      He tried again, this time directing the knives from above, trying to angle them down, but once again the Forger pushed against him.

      He Slid, and when he emerged, he was behind Haern and Galen.

      Haern spun, and the Forger angled his weapon at Haern. It was going to strike Galen.

      He wasn’t about to let Galen get hit that way. He pushed a knife in between the attack, and it was deflected, twisting away.

      The Forger turned his full attention to Haern.

      He was a youngish-looking man and had flat green eyes, the kind that signified he could have once been from Elaeavn, but there was nothing in his face that said he felt remorse for attacking others of Elaeavn.

      He Slid, and when he emerged, he did so near Galen.

      Haern pushed off on one of his knives and threw himself into the Forger. He crashed into the man, and they tumbled.

      The Forger Slid and emerged only a few steps away.

      Haern fought, pushing again, and this time the Forger Slid before he managed to reach him.

      Haern pushed upward. When the Forger emerged, he pulled on the knife, and it went toward the Forger but stopped in midair. As it stopped, Haern pushed down again, sending himself upward and the knife down to the ground. While in midair, he redirected the force and pulled on the knife, and it streaked toward the Forger.

      It struck the man, ripping through his stomach. He collapsed to a heap on the ground.

      Haern lowered himself, checking on Galen. The other man looked uninjured, but he was staring over Haern’s shoulder, his gaze fixated on something else.

      Haern spun around and realized that his father still faced the other Forger. One of their strange barbs pierced his back, and he tried to Slide but couldn’t. He staggered off to the side, the Forger angling his weapon at Rsiran.

      “No!”

      Haern pushed, and it carried him up into the air. He landed next to the Forger. The other man glanced over at Haern. There came a flicker of emotion, but it passed quickly. When it was gone, he Slid, jamming his metal rod into Rsiran’s stomach, and Slid again, disappearing.

      Haern sank to his knees. He looked around. Everything was gone. Everything he had been after was gone. And he had failed. Not only had they failed to discover where the other man had gone, they had lost his father. Again.

      And this time, Haern didn’t think his father would find a way to escape.

      What would happen?

      He looked around at the fallen Forgers. None of them moved. They were dead. Too many gone. Too many lost because of these attacks. And now he was responsible for more deaths. He had come intentionally, wanting to face the Forgers, wanting to end the fighting, and what had he accomplished?

      Nothing. He had lost his father. They had lost the one person who would be able to help end the Forger attacks. And short of finding Carth, there didn’t seem to be any way of getting help.

      Galen reached for him and helped him to his feet. Haern looked up at him, his eyes rimmed with tears. “It’s my fault.”

      “Is it?” He shook his head. “You did what you could. There’s only so much that you could do at this point.”

      “He’s gone.”

      “For now.”

      “They’re going to kill him, Galen.”

      “I’m not sure they will. They value him for some reason, maybe because of everything your father has said about his connection to lorcith. Maybe they recognize their shortcomings when it comes to that metal. And if they do, then we have a chance.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Do you need to know how?”

      “This is my father.”

      “Your father, but he worked with you. You had an opportunity to train with him. And now you need to carry on his legacy however you need to.”

      Haern stared at the bodies of the Forgers. They had fought more than he realized. There had been seven Forgers and only the three of them, and somehow they had survived, lasting long enough to overcome the attack.

      And it wasn’t over.

      The more experience he had with the Forgers, the more he wondered if it ever would be over. What would it take for them to finally end this?

      Maybe it was exactly as his father suspected. Maybe what it would require would be the disruption of the man responsible for all the Forgers, and maybe it was now up to Haern to figure out how to do that.

      He didn’t know what would be involved, but he wasn’t about to back down, not when it came to his father.

      “What now?” he asked Galen.

      “Now we need to return to the city. You need to continue to prepare. And when the time comes, you need to be willing to take the action necessary.”

      As Haern stared at the fallen bodies of the Forgers, he knew that he would do it. No longer was there a question about what he was capable of doing. And it was time the Forgers feared him.
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      Lucy emerged inside the C’than building, Carth with her. The air held a sickly odor she hadn’t noticed before. She didn’t Read anyone nearby, but then, she hadn’t Read anybody the last time, either. They might be here, but they were concealed from her, masked through their connection to shadows, or perhaps even the same connection that the A’ras possessed.

      “Have you been here before?” Lucy asked Carth.

      “The last time I was here was many years ago,” she said. “At that time, the C’than used it as a way to help those who needed it.”

      “Not any longer,” Lucy said, suppressing the irritation that bubbled up within her. She Slid, taking Carth with her, and emerged on the other side of one of the doors.

      Part of her had feared that the Ai’thol or the C’than would take this woman away while they were battling, but the woman still lay there, barely breathing, bound with chains.

      Carth darted forward, shadows slipping out from her, and she grabbed one of the chains with the shadows, spinning around the chain with such control that it was a wonder Lucy had ever believed Carth had the same skill level as Rayen. Rayen was skilled, but Carth was a master with the shadows. She constricted them, like a snake wrapping around its prey, and the chain burst.

      “How many are here?” Carth asked.

      “A dozen. Perhaps more.”

      “All of them like this?”

      “Not all of them. One of them was in worse shape.”

      “One?” Carth looked up at her, meeting her eyes.

      “She is not any longer.”

      Carth squeezed her eyes shut and nodded slowly. “Perhaps that was a blessing.”

      “It’s what she wanted.”

      “You gave that to her?”

      Lucy took a deep breath. “I didn’t have the necessary strength at the time.”

      “You think you would now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They were experimenting on all of them?” Carth asked.

      “As far as I could tell. The engineer I came across admitted that they were trying to discover the key to placing augmentations in a way that could be tolerated.”

      As it often did when she talked about augmentations, her hand went to the back of her head, rubbing the place that the metal had pierced. There was no remnant of it, nothing that would reveal she had been ever injured like that, and yet, she was aware of it in a way that she had not been before. It was almost as if the explosion had left her head throbbing again, but this time in a different way, perhaps a worse way than before.

      “Will you help rescue them?” Lucy asked.

      “Did you doubt that I would?”

      “I didn’t know if we needed to have someone who had ability with the metal.”

      Carth let out a heavy sigh. “Only if you wanted to study the chains to know what they did and how they used it on them.”

      “Rsiran might know,” she said.

      “He might, but the question is whether or not it matters.”

      “Where will we take them?” She thought about Elaeavn; with their green eyes, it was likely they were all from Elaeavn, but it might be dangerous to bring them there with their augmentations. They might not be able to tolerate it.

      “They will need care. They will need protection while they gain strength. And they will need to better understand their augmentations,” Carth said, looking over to her.

      Lucy clenched her jaw before nodding. “This is all about their attempt to control one of the Elder Stones?”

      “This was all about gaining additional pieces on the board,” Carth said.

      “With the stone used in the wall? Isn’t that a little too direct?”

      “Now Olandar Fahr no longer has to fear those with the power of S’al. Not that he did, but if he were able to get others with that ability, then he would have no reason to fear. I suspect he’s going after each of the Elder Stones in a similar way.”

      “And because of the C’than, he now knows how to.”

      “Not the C’than. A faction within the C’than.”

      “From what I’ve Read, the C’than want to create a sense of balance.”

      “That has been their traditional role.”

      “And yet there are some within the C’than to disrupt that balance.”

      Carth nodded.

      “Like you,” Lucy said, looking up at Carth. The other woman met her gaze, saying nothing for a long moment. Lucy wasn’t sure if she had overstepped, but she thought that was part of what Carth had been trying to show her during all their stops. All of this was about Lucy getting a better sense of the C’than. She might not be as strategic as Daniel, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t think strategically. And Carth had been trying to help her, wanting her to see how she could use the same sort of strategy. But more than that, Carth had wanted her to gain an understanding of the C’than. The only reason there could be for that was if Carth wanted her to be aligned with the C’than.

      “There are times when disrupting balance is what needs to occur.”

      “Is that why you involved me?”

      Carth smiled at her. “You were involved because you were the best equipped to help.”

      “Best equipped? That makes it sound like I’m nothing but a tool to you.”

      “Perhaps it does, and yet that was never the intent. You are much more than a tool.”

      “I don’t feel as if I am.”

      Carth smiled at her. “Is it up to me to ensure that you feel a specific way?”

      She frowned. “I suppose not.”

      Carth surveyed the inside of the room. “Once we get these women to safety, there’s something else I will need from you.”

      Lucy watched Carth for a moment, curious what she might say, but the other woman remained silent, her face unreadable.

      “You need to visit more C’than strongholds?”

      Carth took a deep breath. “Eventually. In time, you and I will need to investigate all the C’than strongholds.”

      “Maybe you need to go without me.”

      Carth regarded her. “You aren’t interested in helping any longer?”

      “I don’t always feel all that useful.”

      “Trust me when I tell you that you are.”

      “Trust you?”

      “I haven’t done anything to betray your trust.”

      “And yet you have excluded me from the C’than when we visit.”

      “Perhaps it’s time to change that as well.”
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      Lucy looked up at the enormous tower. It stretched incredibly high overhead, almost impossibly so. She couldn’t help but feel as if there was a sense of power to the tower, the same sort of power she had detected before.

      “How many times have you come here now?” Carth asked.

      “I don’t know. A half dozen, perhaps more.”

      “And in all that time, how many times were you able to approach the tower itself?”

      “Twice.”

      “And this time?”

      Carth stood near the doorway leading into the tower. It was strange, but the pressure that had prevented her from getting too close to the tower before was gone. Perhaps that was her imagination, but it had been easier to approach this time.

      “You granted me access?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “How, then?”

      “You have proven yourself, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “Proven myself how?”

      Carth watched her for a moment, her head cocked to one side, before turning and pounding twice on the door. It didn’t take long before it opened, and Ras stood framed in the doorway. As before, he seemed to glow, power radiating from him.

      “Have you brought me more?”

      Carth smiled. “Of a sort.”

      “I still can’t believe how many infiltrated us.”

      Carth snorted. “Then you haven’t been paying attention. We have been inactive while the Ai’thol have been active. In all that time, we have allowed the C’than to become a piece on Olandar Fahr’s game board. It’s time for that to change.”

      Lucy watched Carth, curiosity flowing through her. How would Carth change that? What would she do?

      “Olandar Fahr plays a very different type of game,” Ras said.

      “I’m aware of the type of game he’s played.”

      “And you have failed when you have attempted to confront him before.”

      Carth nodded. “I have failed.”

      “You would suggest something else?”

      Carth studied Ras for a moment. “Are you going to allow us to enter?”

      “Both of you?”

      Lucy looked quickly to Carth. She was going to get to enter one of the strongholds? After all they had visited, this was the one she would be permitted to enter?

      “I bring to you a candidate,” she said to Ras.

      “You understand the requirements are difficult,” Ras said.

      “I know as well as any how difficult the requirements can be, and yet she has proven herself worthy.”

      “I see that she has the necessary strength.”

      “It’s about more than strength with her.”

      “Do you believe she has the necessary mind?”

      “I do.”

      Ras turned his attention to Lucy for a moment, and he began to glow even brighter than before. It was brief, barely more than a flicker of bright light, and then it was gone. It didn’t last long enough for her to believe it was anything real before it faded and disappeared into nothingness.

      With that, Ras nodded and turned, heading into the tower. He left the door open as he did.

      “What is this?” Lucy asked Carth.

      “This is your initiation.”

      “Into the C’than?”

      Carth nodded. “As I told you, you do have the necessary strength, but to be a part of the C’than, you need to be more. Were you to remain in Elaeavn, you would have been what, a scholar?”

      Lucy shrugged. The term fit as well as any.

      “The C’than are scholars, but of a different sort. It takes knowledge and understanding, but it also takes strength and a willingness to do what must be done.”

      Lucy thought of all the C’than she had Read and wondered if that was quite true. With none of them had she had the feeling that they had done what they needed to do.

      Carth smiled at her. “Perhaps not exactly,” she said.

      Lucy blinked, once again feeling as if Carth somehow Read her.

      “If you do this, you can become more than what you would have been.”

      Was that what she wanted? She wouldn’t have thought so before, and yet, there was a certain appeal. She had seen the type of places the C’than occupied, the libraries they possessed. The knowledge there would be incredible, and if nothing else, Lucy couldn’t shake the sense that she wanted to be a part of it.

      “Why me?”

      Carth took a deep breath. “As I told Ras, Olandar Fahr has been manipulating pieces, moving them around the game board for long enough.”

      “You want me to be another piece?”

      Carth shook her head, meeting Lucy’s eyes. “No, Lucy Elvraeth. I want the C’than to become the other player.”

      With that, she stepped inside the tower, leaving Lucy on the threshold to decide what she would do. Dozens of thoughts rolled through her, and many of them involved simply Sliding away. She could return to Elaeavn. She could go back to the library within the palace, and she could sit and serve as she had once believed she would. Alternatively, she could head to the forest, find Rsiran and Haern, offer to help in whatever way she could there. Or she could even return to Nyaesh and see if there was any way for her to ensure that those hurt by the C’than no longer suffered. Regardless of what else she did, she was going to follow through on her promise to Carth to aid those she had helped save.

      Yet there seemed to be more she could do, and in order for her to do that, she would need to learn more. She would need to be more.

      She would need to be willing to be more than just a tool. Or, in this case, more than just a piece on someone else’s game board.

      She might not know the game, and she might not know the rules, but it was time for her to be a player.

      Taking a deep breath, Lucy gathered herself, and then she took a step into the tower.
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      Volan glanced down to Lareth. He didn’t think the man was dead, but he no longer knew, and for that matter, he wasn’t sure that he cared. He had succeeded. Wasn’t that enough? He had been sent, intending to use the younger Lareth, and he had, though not quite the way he had expected.

      Lareth’s blood stuck to his hands. If there were some other way of carrying him, he would’ve preferred to do that, not wanting to have this man bleed all over him. And yet he was willing to do whatever it took. He had proven that. And now, as one of the Chosen, he was the one who would bring Lareth to him. He was the one who had shown his worth.

      And he had finally found the peace that he’d been searching for.

      It shouldn’t feel so odd—almost hollow—but it did.

      Why would that be?

      Maybe it had to do with the fact that he had pursued Lareth his entire life. Everything he’d done had been to find the man, capture him, and bring vengeance to him.

      Now that he had, now that he was the one to return with him, the rest of the Ai’thol plan could take place. They had needed Lareth out of the way to pursue it, and with him gone, nothing stood in the way of what they would accomplish.

      He stared up at the mountain. Dark smoke swirled. What reaction would he get? Nandal had died during the capture, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Volan had succeeded.

      Others had died, too. He wasn’t surprised Nandal had gone for help, though Volan wished he had taken more time to do so. Now they had to contend with how their failure would be perceived.

      Volan Slid forward, hoisting Lareth in his arms. He was almost lost. There was a moment during his captivity when he hadn’t been certain whether he would manage to escape or not, and now that he was free, he didn’t know what he would do. He had spent so much of his time searching for Lareth, staying among the Chosen in order to capture him, that he no longer knew what he would do now that he’d succeeded.

      He stared at the mountain. Flickers of movement suggested that others were nearby, though he didn’t observe them. They would be those who sat highest among the Chosen, those who had learned ways of masking their presence. They were among the greatest of them, barely a step below Olandar Fahr.

      He focused on the distant sense of the mountain, and he Slid, carrying Lareth.

      When he emerged inside the chamber, he dropped him to the ground.

      Olandar Fahr stood with his back toward Volan, staring at the glowing embers of the Forge. Smoke swirled around him, either that or shadows. Volan was no longer certain. Ever since he had claimed the power from Ih, it was difficult to know just what Olandar Fahr was capable of.

      “You managed to capture him?”

      “I did,” he said.

      Fahr nodded. “And now what will you do?”

      “My lord?”

      Olandar Fahr turned to him. His eyes were deep and dark, blacker than any night. Power emanated from him, and Volan took a step back instinctively. He didn’t want to be too close to Olandar Fahr, though he knew he should stay near him. It was considered a blessing—an honor—and yet he didn’t see it that way. He saw it as dangerous. Deadly. And he wanted nothing more than to get away from him, out from under the weight of his gaze.

      “This was ever your purpose, Volan Elvraeth. What will you do now?”

      Volan stared down at the motionless form of Lareth. As he watched, the man took another breath. Would he survive what Olandar Fahr had in mind? Did Volan even care?

      “My purpose was to serve you, my lord.”

      Olandar Fahr chuckled. “Your purpose was to get revenge. Now that you have it, what will you do?”

      “What can I do?”

      “You can serve. You have proven yourself valuable. And formidable.”

      “And if I choose not to serve?”

      “You understand the consequences,” Olandar Fahr said. He held his hand out, and shadows swirled around Lareth, wrapping around him, and he pulled him toward the opposite wall. Toward the forge.

      “I understand the consequences,” Volan said. The consequences of going against the Ai’thol were severe. They had always been severe, at least as long as Volan had served. It would be easier for him to have simply not returned than to attempt to run. At least that way, others would have presumed him dead.

      But Volan didn’t intend to run.

      He had captured Lareth. He had succeeded. Even the great Olandar Fahr hadn’t managed to capture this man.

      “What is my assignment?”

      “Your assignment will be easy. You will claim the stones from your homeland.”

      “It’s not my homeland.”

      “Good. Then you will feel no remorse at claiming the stones.”

      Volan looked down at Lareth and knew that he would feel no remorse. How could he? Elaeavn was not his home, and it would never be his home. Not since Lareth had left his family to die.

      “I live to serve you, my lord.”

      Olandar Fahr watched him, studying him intensely for a long moment, and then he tipped his head in a nod. “We will see.”

      “What is your plan with Lareth?”

      Olandar Fahr turned his dark gaze onto Lareth, staring at him. “We will see just how much he knows. And once he shares everything he knows, perhaps then we will let him pass.”

      It was a brutal sentence, but when it came to Lareth, brutal felt appropriate. Volan felt no remorse for what Lareth would be subjected to. It was no worse than what Lareth had subjected others to over the years, the way he had systematically attacked the Ai’thol.

      And now Volan would be the one to attack.

      Olandar Fahr watched him, and there came a sense of him rifling through his mind. Volan wanted to retreat, but when it came to Olandar Fahr and his control over the Ai’thol, there was no retreat. It was the reason Volan would do whatever was asked of him, including destroying the rest of Elaeavn in order to reclaim the stones.

      If Olandar Fahr succeeded, the Council of Elders would be rebuilt. And he would sit among them.
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      Book 3 of The Elder Stones Saga: Remnants of the Lost
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      An unexpected threat to the power of the elder stones begins to emerge.

      With his father likely dead, Haern trains to face the Ai’thol, using every ability he possesses to be strong enough to defeat them. A chance encounter with someone who’s lost more than him changes everything.

      Daniel uncovers the Ai’thol using a new alloy that gives impossible powers and he might be the only one capable of stopping them. The search to understand the alloy brings him back to Elaeavn where he uncovers something unexpected. To understand his future, he must face his past.

      Lucy gains an understanding of her abilities, but struggles with her role among the C’than. How can she serve them when those she rescued need her help and leadership?

      Not all is as it seems. The search to understand the elder stones continues, but powers maneuvering for decades are playing a game only a few understand leaving those stuck in the middle facing a deadly threat for survival.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Shadows within the Flame. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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