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      Daniel Elvraeth made his way around the inside of the tree, focusing on the shadows swirling around him. He knew there had to be something more to the tree and this location, but so far, he had not discovered what it was. The air inside the tree carried a fragrance to it, almost as if he were outside standing in a meadow with nothing other than the wind blowing around him. He was imagining it, he had to be, but he couldn’t shake the sense there was that aroma here.

      The shadows were denser than he would have expected, and the longer he remained inside the tree, the more certain he was there was something to it. Perhaps it was the fact that the lighting was limited, though he wondered if it was only that. There were a few lanterns lit, and with his enhanced eyesight, he was able to make out the details in a way others could not, but it seemed to him there was more. There was something about the shadows themselves here, and he had visited this place enough times that he couldn’t shake the sense he had a connection to them.

      “Why are you staring at that one?”

      Daniel pulled his gaze away and pressed his lips together, frowning while trying to organize his thoughts. When it came to trying to understand the nature of the Elder Stones and the power here, he felt as if he needed to arrange his thoughts in a specific pattern, but he never managed nearly as well as he would have liked. All the years he’d spent in Elaeavn working on strategy, trying to hone his mind, and here he found himself at a loss.

      He suspected it was the same for Carth. Although she was even more skilled than he was, she was overwhelmed by Olandar Fahr and his schemes. But there had to be some way of limiting what was taking place.

      “Can you see the shadows?” he asked.

      “I see the shadows everywhere, Daniel.” Rayen grinned at him, brushing a strand of dark hair back from her shoulders. Rayen was beautiful, but she was also deadly, which he supposed was a great part of the appeal to him.

      “Not just the shadows around here, though there are plenty. I’m referring to the shadows that seem to emanate from this place.”

      Rayen turned her attention to the tree stumps ringing the inside of the tree. They had been searching in the southern islands for the last few weeks and had come up with nothing. In between, Daniel had Slid them here, looking for answers within this tree and within this city, but even here he didn’t find what he needed. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something about this place and this tree—something he should recognize, though what was it?

      “You think it’s another place like we found in Landon?”

      “Maybe not quite like that.” In Landon, the shadows had appeared to emanate from deep within the ground, a powerful source of them that reminded him of the Elder Stone they had encountered in Ih. And yet, there hadn’t been any answers there. He had searched, trying to find something that might explain the shadows and what he had encountered, but Daniel had failed. “It’s almost as if they are pulling up from the ground, but not nearly as powerfully.” It was difficult for him to put into words what he observed, and yet as he focused, he could see the way the shadows tended to swirl around one stump in particular, as if they surrounded it, as if the shadows themselves had claimed that stump.

      That had to be real, didn’t it?

      Ever since he had been exposed to the shadows, his connection had continued to increase. He didn’t have the same control over them as Carth or Rayen, but he was able to use them, Sliding along them, and now he had to wonder if there was something more he could use. Could he Slide along them in order to know the nature of the power?

      Not safely.

      There was another possibility, but it was one that gave him pause. He thought about Sliding along the shadows in Landon, letting them guide him deeper and deeper into the earth, but if he did that, he had no idea where he would end up or if he would be safe in doing so. More likely than not, if he were to follow the shadows in such a way, he would find himself drawn into an abyss.

      Rayen stood next to him, the shadows stretching away from her and merging with the shadows around the stump. She had such exquisite control over the shadows, he couldn’t help but marvel at the way she used them. He stared, wondering if he could determine something more through her connection to the shadows.

      “I don’t detect anything,” she said.

      “Neither do I, which troubles me,” he said.

      Making his way to the next stump, he stood over it. If there were shadows, would there be one of the other Elder Stones present here? He’d never considered that before, but then again, this was supposed to be a place of the Council of Elders, a place tied to that ancient power, and if it was, then why shouldn’t he be able to detect that?

      Only, every time he focused on the shadows, he was unable to sense anything more than a hint, so if there was anything more here, it would likely be equally subtle, making it difficult for him to determine anything.

      “You have us come back here every few days,” Rayen said, taking his hands and forcing him to pay attention to her. “If you think this is the key to whatever you’re looking for, then we should just stay here.”

      “That’s just it—I don’t know what the key is. I keep looking, but while I feel as if the answer is there, it escapes me. As much as I look, I continue to come up short, thinking there has to be something, that I should be able to find the answer, and yet the longer I look, the more uncertain I am there is anything for me to uncover.”

      “Then we return to our search.”

      He took a deep breath. They had been looking for long enough that he thought they should have found something. Alistan had been helping, cataloging their search, and he had been reviewing his records, trying to find anything in his ancient books that might help them, but so far, they hadn’t found anything.

      “How much time do we have left?”

      “Now that he’s been defeated?”

      “But he hasn’t been defeated. And he managed to rescue the Architect.”

      That was a piece of information that had surprised him. Olandar Fahr had never struck him as someone who was particularly loyal to those who served him. Finding out that the Architect had mattered to him, that he had been willing to go to such lengths in order to save him, had left Daniel wondering what else he might have misunderstood about the man. Likely quite a bit, but if there was that much he had not fully grasped about him, that would make it even more difficult for them to know how to approach him.

      “The Architect isn’t the real threat.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true or not,” Daniel said. “If he was the one responsible for so much of what happened, it’s possible he is much more of a threat than we ever knew.”

      And there was no doubting that the Architect had a specific type of knowledge Olandar Fahr valued. He was clever, and that cleverness made him dangerous enough that Daniel didn’t know whether they could prevent him from causing problems for them.

      More than that, there seemed to be something about this place he needed to fully understand. That was the reason he kept coming back here. If he could uncover that secret, if he could figure out what it was about this place that mattered, maybe they would be able to figure out how to stop him.

      It all had to do with the Council of Elders, though so far, Daniel hadn’t been able to determine just how it was tied to them.

      That part of him that noticed the shadows had to wonder if the tie to the Council of Elders would give this place a specific sort of power. If so, then would the other Elder Stones be represented here? He didn’t have that sense, but then, he wasn’t connected to the other Elder Stones the way he was to the shadows.

      What they needed was to have someone here who did have such a connection. There was another option, one he hadn’t considered before.

      “What is it?”

      Daniel smiled, looking over to Rayen. “We need to return to Keyall.”

      “Why?”

      “We need to bring Alistan here.”

      “I thought you had wanted to avoid bringing him too close to this place.”

      That had been his intention, but only because he still wasn’t sure how much he could trust Alistan. Carth trusted him, and because of that, Daniel suspected he should as well, but there remained the question of how much he actually could. It was hard to know, especially when it came to power like this. It was the kind of power that would allow others to do as Olandar Fahr had done. If Alistan decided that he wanted to try to rule, then coming here and understanding the Council of Elders might grant him that ability.

      “We’ve avoided it, but I think it’s time to see if his connection to the Elder Stone in Keyall will help us gain a better understanding of this place.”

      Rayen’s gaze drifted around the stumps before turning back to him. “Why this place?”

      “There is power here. I can feel it with the shadows, which leaves me to wonder whether there is power with the other Elder Stones. And if so, we need someone who has a connection to them.”

      “If you think so, then let’s do it.”

      She held her hand out, and Daniel Slid to her before Sliding away and emerging in Keyall.

      The change was jarring, not only from the quiet within the tree but also the scents that existed. Keyall had a very different aroma to it, more of a spiciness, and an energy that wasn’t present even in Elaeavn. They emerged within Alistan’s library, knowing it was safe. Surprisingly, Alistan was not here. Even more surprisingly, there was no wine set out, and no evidence of him having been here recently.

      “Where do you think he’s gone?” she asked.

      When they’d come here before, Alistan had almost always been in the library, and when he hadn’t been, there had been evidence of him having been recently, so his absence was a bit troubling. If he had found something, he didn’t have any way of sending word to them; he relied upon Daniel’s ability to Slide to him and communicate with him. Daniel studied the shelves for anything that might have recently drawn Alistan’s attention, though this was difficult to determine as Alistan had his own unique organizational style.

      There were no books that caught Daniel’s eye, nothing that suggested Alistan had uncovered anything, though without more time to investigate, Daniel wasn’t sure he would be able to discover that anyway.

      “Where else might he have gone?” Rayen asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe to the Elder Stone?”

      As he said it, he realized it fit with what he knew of Alistan. It was the kind of thing the other man would have done to try to find answers. The Elder Stone in Keyall was almost a spiritual thing for the people, and there was a temple built around it, dedicated to the power within the Elder Stone. Though that temple wasn’t nearly as active as it once had been, it was still a place of comfort to the people of Keyall.

      Sliding to Rayen, he Slid again, emerging within the cavern. When he’d first come here, guided by Alistan, there had been a feeling of surprise about where the other man was taking him, and even now, he still sensed it. It seemed strange to him the Elder Stone would be in a place like this, though the crystals in Elaeavn were hidden beneath the ground so that others couldn’t reach them.

      There was movement in the distance, and he approached carefully, making his way toward the pool of water burbling up from the sea far below. That pool was the source of power for Keyall. As he approached it, he could feel the energy of it.

      Alistan swam within it.

      He was fully nude, and he swam in circles, unmindful of the fact that they had appeared, though to his credit, it was possible Alistan didn’t know they had. Daniel stood for a moment, averting his gaze and pondering the best way to interrupt.

      Not Rayen. She gaped at Alistan, seemingly amused. Daniel tapped on her arm, motioning for her to follow him, and she did so reluctantly. They backed away, and he shook his head at her. “We should give him some sort of warning.”

      “I imagine he’s aware of our presence,” Rayen said.

      “How would he be?”

      “The shadows seemed to respond to him. Remember how the Elder Stone in Keyall works.”

      “I don’t quite know how the Elder Stone in Keyall works.” All he knew was that it was tied to the shadows, and it prevented the shadows from having their normal effect.

      “I suspect he can feel the shadows intrude,” she said.

      “I can, and I was aware of the moment that you arrived,” Alistan said, climbing onto the rocks. A robe Daniel hadn’t seen was lying there, and the other man grabbed it, pulling it around his shoulders. “And you don’t need to be so shy. Did you think you could arrive in Keyall without my awareness?”

      Daniel frowned. “You’ve known every time we’ve come?”

      “That is the nature of the Elder Stone. We are connected.”

      Daniel hadn’t fully considered the connectivity between the Elder Stones before, but wasn’t that the reason he was here? He wanted to know if there was something to the Elder Stones, and if that something would allow Alistan to determine whether there was anything in Ceyaniah he could detect. If there was, it would suggest an even greater connection to the Elder Stones in that place than he had realized.

      “Did you discover something?” Alistan asked.

      “I think we found something we need your help with,” he said.

      “Why my help?”

      Daniel glanced to the water. “Seeing as how you are connected to this Elder Stone, I think you might be the only one who would be able to help us.”

      Alistan tipped his head to the side, smiling slightly. “I’m not the only one connected to it.”

      “The only one we know well enough to ask this.”

      “You don’t know yourself?”

      Daniel frowned. “Why?”

      “Seeing as how you’ve been exposed to this Elder Stone, however infrequently, you would also share in that connection.”

      “I haven’t detected anything.”

      “You wouldn’t, not necessarily. It’s possible that even though you have this connection, you wouldn’t be aware of how it would affect you.”

      It was the same thing as with the flame. Daniel had been exposed to it, as he had to the Elder Stones in Keyall and Asador, and yet the only one where he had detected any change within him was the connection with shadows. The others hadn’t done anything for him. At least, not that he knew of. It was possible there had been some change, and he simply didn’t know of it. If there was, how long would it take for him to discover?

      “Even though we’ve been exposed to it, I don’t know if I could use it.”

      “Where would you have me go?”

      “To the Council of Elders,” Daniel said.

      Alistan tensed and smiled. “When?”

      “How about now?”

      Alistan glanced around him. “I don’t have much in the way of preparations.”

      “I imagine that you will be able to return quite easily,” Daniel said.

      “Only if you choose to bring me,” Alistan said.

      “Why would I prevent you from returning?”

      Alistan cocked his head to the side again, watching Daniel for a moment. He regarded him with an appraising eye, something buried within his expression that Daniel couldn’t quite read. The other man had a bright mind, and even though Daniel had defeated him in Tsatsun, Alistan was a skilled player.

      “Why would you prevent me from returning?”

      Daniel waited, holding out his arms. Rayen grabbed one, sliding in close. She wrapped her shadows around him, the way she often did. There was a closeness to her that he appreciated. The other man pulled his robe around him, cinching it at the waist, and then he grabbed Daniel’s arm, stepping toward him.

      Using the shadows, he Slid, drawing them back to the tree.

      When they emerged, the air shifted once again. Why was Daniel suddenly so aware of the changing odors in the air?

      “This is the Council of Elders?” Alistan asked, his voice a soft whisper.

      Daniel approached the stools. They were little more than stumps, appearing as if they had grown out of the ground, but they were enormous despite that. He was the only one who had been able to get near them. As far as he knew, no one else was able to reach the stumps, and though he didn’t know why he was able to do so, there had to be something of importance to that.

      “Either it is or it was,” he said. “We aren’t really sure what to make of it, only that this place seems to have power within it.”

      “I can feel it.” Alistan made his way around the stools, working in a slow circuit. He paused at each one, staring at it as if he could uncover some secret, and Daniel felt a surge of hope that he might be able to uncover something.

      “One of them seems to have shadows that swirl around it,” Daniel said.

      Alistan looked up. “Which one?”

      He motioned to the stool he stood in front of. “This one.”

      “And you suspect that each of these represents an Elder Stone.”

      Daniel nodded. “We thought they were connected, but I’ve never detected any power from them before.”

      “I’m afraid I am not going to be of much help to you,” Alistan said.

      “You don’t detect anything?”

      “I detect something, but I can’t tell if it’s one of these stools, this place, or something else. I think I need to get closer to them to be of any help to you.”

      Daniel hadn’t considered that before. He was able to approach whereas the others were held at bay—similar to how they were held at bay when it came to holding one of the sacred crystals in Elaeavn.

      “We don’t know why I’m the only one who is able to get this close to them,” Daniel said.

      “It is intriguing,” Alistan said.

      “It’s frustrating is what it is,” Daniel said.

      “You should be pleased they’ve allowed you such access,” Alistan said.

      “They?”

      “The Elders, of course.”

      “The Elders are gone, Alistan.”

      “And yet the power remains. They no longer touch the world the same way they once did, but we feel their presence, do we not? Can we not tell where they are, and identify their influence on the world?”

      Daniel took a deep breath. There was the influence of the Elders, but he couldn’t help but wish it was something he was more aware of. If there were some way for him to reach the Elders, he would ask them why their power existed, and what purpose they had for it.

      “There are times when the priests in Keyall believe they can speak to the Elders.” Alistan continued in a slow circuit of the stools. “They recognize there’s a higher power there, though even they don’t really understand the nature of it. No one does. We have studied it in Keyall for centuries, and no one has gotten any closer to gaining a true understanding of that power. We believe they were placed there for us and our people, but it’s possible they were not.”

      “We say the same thing about the sacred crystals in Elaeavn,” Daniel said.

      “Yes, the Great Watcher. An interesting power, is it not?”

      “Why interesting?”

      “Because all stories about the Great Watcher suggest he sits outside of the Elders, looking over them as if to ensure they use their power as they should.”

      “Why would the Great Watcher be separate if he’s one of the Elders?”

      “And what if he is not?” Alistan turned to Daniel, smiling. “All of this presupposes we understand the nature of the power. Unfortunately, none of us really does. Though we struggle with it, and though we’ve been given the opportunity to touch much of that power, we know so very little.”

      It was a similar suggestion to one Della had made. If the Great Watcher was not part of the Council of Elders, it meant he sat outside of it. They had begun to worry that Olandar Fahr was chasing the power of the Great Watcher, but they had seen no evidence of that and didn’t understand what he would do if he did gain that power.

      Then there was the Shadow Queen. Like the Architect, she served Olandar Fahr. Unlike the Architect, she was incredibly powerful—possibly powerful enough to rival Fahr. Having to deal with one person with considerable power was bad enough. Another…

      They might not be strong enough to overcome them without truly mastering the Elder Stones. It was why he and Rayen had taken such an interest in chasing the stones, thinking that if they could find them and gain an understanding of that power, they might be able to stop Fahr—and any who worked with him.

      Looking at the stools arranged around him, it seemed the answer was there. “We need to find others who can reach the Council of Elders.” Daniel looked up as he said it, meeting Rayen’s eyes.

      “What if we can’t?” Rayen asked. She approached, but she was no more able to reach him than she had been before, try as she might. Yet she had been exposed to as many of the Elder Stones as Daniel, and she had even held one of the sacred crystals in Elaeavn.

      Daniel stared at the stools, looking for answers, but there were none. What set him apart? That was the part he didn’t understand. There had to be some reason he had been given the opportunity to sit at the Council of Elders. It might be nothing more than that he was from Elaeavn, perhaps even that he was Elvraeth, and more closely tied to the power of the Great Watcher. If so, others from Elaeavn might be able to sit here too.

      He needed to reach Lucy and Haern and others who had been outside of the city, even Rsiran Lareth. He needed to learn if others could reach for the power of the Council of Elders. If they could, they might finally learn what Olandar Fahr was really after, and what they would have to do to stop him.
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      Waves crashing far below caught Lucy’s attention, and she Slid to them, reaching the shore far beneath the village. She stood looking out over the sea. There was something peaceful about it. She couldn’t help but feel a sense of familiarity, a sense of connection to the water. It was something she’d known her entire life living in Elaeavn, appreciating the power of the ocean. And there was power, though it was a different kind than what she now possessed.

      Nothing moved out on the water. At times, ships would sail past, visible to her with her enhanced eyesight, though they were unmindful that the village was even here. It was a small enough village that it shouldn’t attract any attention, and she was pleased that no one else was aware that they were here.

      “How long do you intend to remain here?”

      Lucy glanced over to Haern. His deep green eyes glittered in the bright sunlight, and he looked at her with a mixture of worry and warmth. His thoughts were like a buzzing in the back of her mind, but she couldn’t detect them clearly the way she could before. It put her at a disadvantage, and as much as she hated to admit that she had come to rely upon being able to Read people, it was necessary to keep the women she’d saved safe.

      “I find it relaxing,” she said, turning her attention back to the ocean.

      Haern stood next to her, almost shoulder to shoulder, and clasped his hands in front of him, looking out over the water. “I used to think the same thing.”

      “You used to?”

      “The ocean doesn’t seem as peaceful as it once did. There is too much violence out there.”

      Lucy started to laugh before realizing that Haern was serious. “What sort of violence do you mean?”

      “The waves. They’re unrelenting.”

      “The waves are part of nature, Haern.”

      “If you’re caught out in them, that doesn’t make you feel any better.”

      “What happened?”

      Haern smiled sadly, still gazing out into the distance. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “If you have some sort of need for vengeance on the ocean, then it matters very much.”

      Haern pulled his gaze away from the water, smiling at her. “I don’t want vengeance on the ocean.”

      “Good. I thought I might have to force you to go back to the city and talk with Elise.”

      He blushed faintly.

      “She’s a wonderful woman, Haern.”

      “She is,” he said.

      “She cares about you.”

      “I don’t need to Read her to know that,” he said.

      “Neither do I.”

      He met her gaze, and a hint of a smile crossed his face. When it did, there was a trace of the young man she had known before leaving Elaeavn, the person she remembered wandering through the forest with, trying to figure out what they would do with their lives—both of them wanting something more, some way beyond the borders of Elaeavn, but neither of them thinking it a realistic possibility. So much had changed for them since that time, and neither was the same person they once had been.

      Sometimes she wondered whether she would change anything about their journey. How much easier would her life have been had she remained in Elaeavn, not having to worry about staying alive, or avoiding the Ai’thol, or trying to understand what the C’than were up to when they attacked? How much easier would Haern’s life have been had he never had to master his control over lorcith, to fight to protect his people?

      And yet, it seemed to her that Haern was exactly who he was meant to be. He was still the person she had known, but he was also a better version of that person. She liked to think she was the same, though she wasn’t sure. Perhaps she’d become less in her quest to understand Olandar Fahr and the Ai’thol, just as she sensed that Carth feared she herself was becoming less in her pursuit.

      “I can’t stay here,” Lucy said.

      “You intend to go after the Architect?”

      “The Architect. Olandar Fahr. The rest of the C’than.”

      “I thought you had already removed the threat of the C’than.”

      “I have as much as I can, but there will be more. There are always more.”

      Haern took a deep breath. “I can’t leave Elise.”

      “I didn’t think you should.”

      “I think I need to be a part of whatever happens.”

      “I think you do as well, but your role might be different.” Lucy glanced up at the rock face behind her, stretching impossibly high overhead. It still amazed her that Haern was able to drop down to the water’s edge as he did, no longer needing to Slide, having his own way of traveling. He was powerful—perhaps even more powerful than she was.

      Then again, she doubted that Haern would ever acknowledge that. Haern viewed himself as less than what he was, something she found amusing, though she doubted he would.

      Haern smiled at her, and Lucy frowned, wondering why he was looking at her in such a way.

      “I know you think you’re the only one who can do this, but you know who else thinks the same way?”

      “Who?” Lucy asked, continuing to smile at Haern.

      “Carth.”

      “You don’t know Carth nearly as well as you believe if that’s what you think about her.”

      “I know she thinks she needs to handle all of this herself. Just like my father. The two of them have been working independently for all these years, and where has it gotten them? We got no closer to stopping Olandar Fahr than we ever were before. We need to work together. Only then will we be able to ensure that we are safe.”

      “Haern—”

      “You aren’t going to marginalize me in this,” he said.

      “I wasn’t trying to marginalize you. I thought you might be more useful here.”

      “Useful?”

      “I don’t mean it like that,” she said.

      Haern smiled. “I know you don’t, but you’re having a little bit of a hard time trying to express yourself in the way that you mean.”

      “I’ve been doing my best to try to protect those I saved.”

      “And I’ve been doing the same thing.” Haern dropped a coin and hovered, floating in place. Watching him use his abilities like that was impressive. She still questioned whether he had enough power to deal with Olandar Fahr. Haern might have changed him, using whatever ability he had with the metal to ensure that Olandar Fahr wasn’t going to harm them, but Fahr was a man far more skilled than any of them, and she wasn’t sure Haern would remain safe. If there was one thing she had been able to Read, it was that she didn’t think Elise would be able to stomach losing Haern.

      Lucy wasn’t going to be the one to cause such torment to someone who cared so deeply for him. For that matter, Lucy cared deeply for Haern, and she didn’t want anything to happen to him, either. They had been close for so long that she couldn’t imagine anything like that taking place.

      “You do know I was the one who changed the song for him.”

      “I know,” she said.

      “And you know I’m the reason your women were all restored.”

      Lucy shot him a look. “Restored?”

      “Don’t judge the comment. The augmentation was placed in a way that damaged them. All I did was somehow remove the change, add to what was naturally going to happen, and in doing so, I let your women reach their full potential.”

      He continued to float in place, circling overhead. There was something beautiful about watching him float like that. He called it pushing, but she preferred to think of it as flying, much like the other women with her did. There was something quite majestic about the way he soared when he used his connection to the metal.

      He was right. He had helped the women reach their full potential. Without him, quite a few of them never would have mastered whatever the augmentation had intended to grant them. Part of that was tied to the fact the C’than hadn’t known how to place the augmentations effectively, and part of it was the fact the metal they used was different than what the Ai’thol employed.

      Without Haern, many of those women would have continued to suffer and might never have reached their potential.

      How could she argue with him about that?

      She shook her head. She couldn’t.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to track down Olandar Fahr.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then ensure he doesn’t harm anyone else.”

      “Carth wants us to determine what he’s after.”

      Haern dropped to the ground and pulled the coin he was holding back to him, twisting it in his fingers. “He’s after power. It’s the same thing the Ai’thol have always been after.”

      “I’m not sure his search for power is the same,” Lucy said. It was difficult to know exactly what Olandar Fahr’s goal was, but it was clear that his quest for power was different than what she had expected when she had first chased him. There was a thirst for power, but it seemed her he had something in mind as he searched for it. Until she understood what that was, they would continually be behind him, never fully grasping what he intended.

      “I can track metal.” Haern held his hands up, and the scars on his palms were visible in the bright sunlight, though for Lucy, the scars would be visible anyway. With her enhanced eyesight, and the augmentation that had now been shifted by Haern, she could See far better than she had been able to in her entire life.

      According to Haern, that metal now coursed through him, flowing from his head to his toes, stretched out into thin filaments, somehow giving him a greater control over the metal, something she still marveled at.

      Then again, her own ability had shifted. The headaches she’d suffered from no longer throbbed as they had, and she was able to withstand the pain in ways she wasn’t sure she would have been able to do before. She kept waiting for an increase in her abilities, but there had been nothing. The longer she worked with them, the more she realized she had already reached her maximum potential, unlike many of the women within the city.

      Now that she no longer had the headaches, she was able to focus on the task ahead, and that task involved finding Olandar Fahr, finding the Architect, and uncovering what they had planned.

      Somehow, she believed it was tied to the Shadow Queen, though how?

      Those were some of the answers she had yet to determine.

      “Let me see what I can uncover, and I would ask a favor of you,” she said.

      “What?” Haern asked, hesitation filling his voice.

      “I would ask that you work with my people.”

      Haern turned toward her. “How would you want me to work with them?”

      “They have abilities, but many of them don’t really know how to use them. If they learn to grasp the nature of their abilities, then hopefully they can learn how to take full advantage of them.”

      Haern grinned at her. “You want me to turn them into fighters.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, meeting his gaze. His bright green eyes practically glittered in the sunlight. “I do.”

      “What do they want?”

      “Some of them want to be fighters, and others don’t. Work with the ones who are willing to work with you, and the others…”

      She shook her head. She didn’t know what to do with the others. It wasn’t that they would be helpless, as they had some augmentation that they could use, but if they didn’t want to defend themselves, then Lucy couldn’t force it. Not that she wanted to, anyway. There were some people who simply didn’t want to fight.

      She had seen that in Elaeavn, too. There were plenty of people who had known the danger of the Forgers and had still done nothing. They had preferred to have Rsiran bear the brunt of the burden, choosing to stay in the relative safety of the city, protected by the actions that Rsiran took.

      “I will offer what I can, but I’m not that skilled of a fighter.”

      “I’ve seen you fight,” Lucy said. It was strange to think of, but he really was incredibly skilled. Perhaps not quite as much as Daniel, but he was off somewhere with Rayen. They could be gone for a long time. Besides, Daniel had a different purpose, and his search for the Elder Stones was useful, more so because Carth encouraged it. She knew something about Daniel that Lucy wasn’t able to determine, or she simply had faith in him that Lucy didn’t possess.

      “I’ve trained with Galen, but my fighting skill is more from my control over the metal.”

      “At least help the others get a sense of how to use their own hold over the metal.”

      “I will see what I can do,” Haern said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. It’s possible none of the women will be able to fight the way you want them to.”

      Lucy stared back out over the sea, watching the waves as they rolled toward them. Whitecaps crested, and the ocean glittered like thousands of jewels spread out over the water. It was peaceful, beautiful, and yet she understood Haern’s comment about the violence within the water.

      “I wish they didn’t have to fight, and if there was anything I could do to protect them from it, I…”

      Haern slipped his arm around her shoulders and hugged her briefly. “I know.”

      “I wish none of this were necessary.”

      “I do too, but this is the task the Great Watcher has assigned us, and we need to complete it.”

      She chortled, and Haern released her shoulder, dropping a lorcith coin and pushing off, hovering for a moment before streaking off into the sky, flying away from her.

      After a moment, the coin followed, and she wondered what would happen if she were to try to grab it and keep it from disappearing. Would he pull her with him? Or would he tear the coin through her flesh?

      She turned her attention back to the ocean, wishing she had the same faith in the Great Watcher that Haern did. It was hard for her to believe the Great Watcher had any true intention for them. If he did, why would they be put through such torment? And if the Great Watcher was looking down over them, as her people had long believed, why would he have given Olandar Fahr the abilities he had?

      That was another question she still needed to have answered. She looked back up the rock face, debating whether to return to the village and the women, then pushed away those thoughts and focused on her destination before Sliding, disappearing.
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      Returning to Elaeavn was strange for Daniel, partly because he had never spent much time in the forest when he had lived here. In the days since he’d departed the city, he’d begun to regret that he hadn’t spent as much time as he now thought he should have. There was so much he would’ve been able to learn within the forest. There were people he could’ve learned from, not the least of whom was Rsiran Lareth, though the other man rarely had been present. How much better could he have mastered his ability to Slide before he had needed it?

      Then again, it probably didn’t even matter. He’d learned what he needed when he had needed it, and thankfully it had been enough for him to survive. Though he had suffered, there was a part of him that wondered if that suffering was necessary for him to gain a greater understanding and skill. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t trained when he’d lived in Elaeavn. Had he not worked with the sword and practiced with the tchalit, he might not have been able to protect himself when he’d needed to.

      “You always appear so nervous when you come this way,” Rayen said.

      Daniel stared through the darkness of the forest, feeling the shadows. The longer he stood beneath the trees, the more it felt as if he were truly able to detect the shadows swirling around him. Perhaps it was just his imagination, but it felt real enough.

      “There’s power here, and I don’t always feel as if I belong to it.”

      “You are from Elaeavn. Why wouldn’t you belong to this power?”

      He turned back to Rayen, smiling. “There’s always been a gulf between the Elvraeth and the rest of the people within Elaeavn.”

      “Only because you and your family made it so.”

      “It’s because of the difference in our abilities.”

      “Again, only because you and your people made it so.”

      How was he supposed to explain to Rayen that for so long the sacred crystals had been meant for only his people? Not the people of Elaeavn, but the Elvraeth. He wasn’t even sure that he disagreed, though having seen what he had from the Elder Stones over the time since he’d left Elaeavn, he did recognize that not all who were able to approach one of the Elder Stones would gain anything from them.

      Taking a deep breath, he took another step into the forest. When he emerged near the Elder Trees, he couldn’t help but look around, staring at the enormous branches arching high overhead. He could feel the power within the Elder Trees, though it no longer was funneled away as it once had been, and he didn’t know quite what it meant.

      The trees themselves remained vibrant, as if the metal implanted into them had not changed them as much as the Smith Guild had feared. If only he had a better understanding of the nature of the implant, he might know what to make of it.

      “I’m not even sure this is the right thing to do,” he said, glancing over at Rayen.

      “You thought you needed to make your way here so you could better understand whether there was some connection between this place and the Council of Elders.”

      Daniel nodded. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was some similarity. Something about the Council of Elders and the table in Ceyaniah struck him as similar to what he saw here, though on a different scale. The Elder Trees were much larger than the stumps he’d encountered in Ceyaniah, but could they have once been the same?

      Approaching one of the trees, he stared at it. “Each of these trees has some meaning.”

      “Sort of like what you detected in Ceyaniah,” Rayen said.

      He nodded. “Similar, but the people of the Aisl view the trees as belonging to the different Guilds.”

      “So your ability to Slide is tied to one of these trees?”

      “It is. As is that of controlling metal, or finding metal or…” He shook his head. “I don’t think this is nearly as related as I was hoping it would be.” How could it be, if he believed the Elder Stones were tied to the Council of Elders? This place wasn’t like that at all. Though there might be power here, there was nothing that would tie it to the sort of power he experienced there.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Daniel spun carefully, his hand going to the hilt of his sword, though that reaction was probably excessive. He was the intruder here, not the other way around.

      “I was only investigating the Elder Trees,” he said.

      “You’re one of the Elvraeth.”

      Daniel moved his hand away from the hilt of the sword. “I’m Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “What are you doing here?” the other man repeated, staring at him. “The Guilds have been providing reports to the palace on the status of the Elder Trees.”

      Could it really be that bad? He knew there was disagreement between the people of the forest and those of the city, and the Elvraeth in particular, but when he had been here before, he’d offered his assistance. Shouldn’t that grant him a certain level of consideration?

      “I needed to investigate them myself,” he said. He continued to circle the outside of the Elder Trees, winding his way around them, ignoring the man’s glare. He didn’t want to anger him, but at the same time, he wanted the opportunity to understand the Elder Trees and how they might or might not be connected to the trees in Ceyaniah.

      “I’m not so sure this approach is the most effective,” Rayen said.

      He glanced briefly toward the man. He was watching them, his gaze piercing, and Daniel couldn’t shake the way that he regarded him.

      “Probably not, but I need a few moments with the trees to see if there’s anything I can determine.”

      “You could make him an ally, and then you might be able to determine even more.”

      Daniel glanced over at her. “You’re starting to sound like Carth.”

      “Because it makes sense. You should sound more like Carth, too.”

      “There are times when it’s the right move to try to recruit others, and there are times when the right move is to push forward.” He hoped he was correct in which way he needed to go now. As much as he wanted to figure out whether there was any connection between these trees, he also thought he needed to be able to tie himself to the people of Elaeavn—all of Elaeavn. That meant he needed to find some common ground.

      He was forced to suppress a part of him. It was difficult, but it shouldn’t be so difficult that he couldn’t do it. His time with Carth had taught him about working in such a way, training him to react in situations like this. He credited Carth far more than he credited his father, though his father had also wanted him to think strategically. If it were up to his father, Daniel would never have left Elaeavn and the palace. He would have been serving the Council, however indirectly, by now.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot.” Daniel stepped back around to the clearing side of the tree. He thrust his hand out toward the other man. “I’m Daniel Elvraeth, as I said. I only wanted to see if there was anything I could do to help. I heard about the attack, and I know that Lareth has been gone, so…”

      He had added the comment about Lareth intentionally, knowing the people of the forest viewed him with reverence.

      “Lareth will return,” the man said.

      “I’m sure he will. I just thought—”

      “You just thought you would come and tried to overstep the boundary of the Council rule. There’s an agreement that we will take care of this. If you have any objections to that, take it up with Cael Elvraeth.”

      Daniel nodded, and the man turned and strode away, heading to the far side of the clearing, where he joined several others. They turned and watched Daniel and Rayen.

      “That didn’t go so well,” he said.

      Rayen studied them, shadows stretching from her. “I doubt it would have gone any differently had you approached it that way from the start. It is interesting how they view you.”

      “I’m not sure that interesting is quite the right way to put it.”

      Rayen shrugged. “You might not call it interesting, but I think it is. It’s as if they feel they need to be defiant so they can demonstrate that they’re separate.”

      “Most of the people in the forest once lived in the city,” he said, his gaze darting around the upper branches. There were structures built within the trees, and though he had explored them only a little, he was familiar with the nature of those structures. “When they came to the forest, they did so seeking an opportunity to live away from the influence of the Elvraeth.”

      “Which is why they view you the way they do,” she said.

      “It’s not just me—they view all of the Elvraeth the same way. They dislike what they see as our influence.”

      “The dynamics of this city are intriguing to me. I imagine you could spend months here and not fully understand it.”

      “You can spend a lifetime here and not fully understand it.” He turned away from the tree and focused on the neighboring one. It was several dozen paces away, and much like the other, it was enormous, the massive trunk large enough that it would take him a while to walk around. Like the other trees, there was the metal implanted into the bark. Daniel wished again that he had some connection to the metal, some way to determine what the metal would do.

      Holding his hand above the surface of the tree, he could pick up on nothing. He couldn’t help but wonder what sort of thing Haern and Rsiran Lareth would detect. Most likely, they were far more aware of the influence of the tree, and they were probably far more familiar with what that metal was doing to it.

      “What else do you think we should do?” Rayen asked.

      “I had planned to stay here a bit longer, but maybe the right thing is to head to the palace to meet with Cael Elvraeth to get some insight into what’s happening in Elaeavn,” he said.

      For so much of his life, he had viewed her differently than he did now. He had always seen her as a person to respect, but that was because of her role on the Council. Having spent some time with Galen, learning of what she’d done, he now knew there was more than that to what she’d done to serve their people.

      He took Rayen’s hand and Slid.

      This time, he flowed along the shadows, letting them drag him through the forest. It was a different experience now than it had been when he was young and learning to Slide. He emerged in the courtyard outside of the palace and considered attempting to Slide all the way into the palace. He didn’t know if his ability was potent enough for him to Slide beyond the heartstone bars. Even if it was, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to suddenly emerge within the building. Approaching slowly, he looked around for signs of the tchalit.

      “You didn’t want to bring us all the way in,” she said.

      “I thought it was best that I not,” he said.

      “What do you fear?”

      Daniel glanced over to Rayen. Shadows swirled around her, though they were tightly controlled, and he might be the only one who was able to fully detect what she was doing. “With you here? I don’t fear much.”

      “I don’t intend to fight,” she said.

      “Neither do I, but if I’ve learned anything traveling with you and Carth, it’s that we don’t always get to choose when we fight.”

      Rayen grabbed his arm, squeezing gently. “Unfortunately, that is all too often true.”

      They reached the main entrance to the palace, and he paused, pulling on the door.

      For the first time in his memory, the door was locked. Most of the time, the door was left unlocked for the Elvraeth to come and go as they pleased. Some sort of trouble must have taken place within the city.

      He stared at it, frowning.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked.

      “I’m not accustomed to the door being locked.”

      “You don’t have a key?”

      “Do I look like I have a key?”

      “You are one of the Elvraeth, are you not?”

      “In all the time I’ve lived here, it’s never been locked.”

      Why would it suddenly be that way now? And where were the tchalit? There should be some guarding the courtyard.

      “It looks like I’m going to need to try to Slide inside.”

      Rayen grabbed on to his arm, and he focused on the other side of the door. As he did, he stared, looking for signs of darkness, traces of shadows that he could use. He thought he would need to borrow them, to follow along those shadows, if he was going to be able to overcome the protections the heartstone created.

      As he focused, he followed the shadows.

      It wasn’t something he could easily explain how to do. He felt a connection to those shadows, to the darkness, and as he focused on it, he trailed along them, starting with the shadows Rayen held. The two of them circled around the shadows, the darkness guiding him. And then he pushed downward.

      It was where the shadows led him, trickling under the door, and it allowed him a different connection to Sliding than what he possessed otherwise. This way, there was less resistance to his ability to Slide. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to Slide to the other side of the door without using the shadows.

      There was resistance.

      He held on to the Slide, working within the shadows, winding his way along them. He found a break in that resistance, enough that he was able to track along it. He flowed through, not fighting past the resistance but moving around it.

      When he emerged, he took a moment to let his vision clear and immediately felt movement around him.

      Daniel grabbed for his sword, darting back and sweeping it up.

      Another attacker approached, and Rayen was there, shadows wrapping around the assailant.

      Daniel twisted his blade in a block, clenching his jaw in irritation.

      Tchalit.

      There should be no reason for the tchalit to fight him, but there were two attackers, and both of them approached with vigor and intensity. Daniel blocked, staying back. Now that he was within the palace, he was able to Slide, and he used that to his advantage, disappearing and reappearing, trailing along the shadows that were plentiful within the palace walls. As long as he stayed in the main part here, he could use the shadows to guide him, and he did so, attacking and then Sliding, disappearing and then emerging once more.

      Through it all, Rayen continued to fight.

      There was a deadly beauty to her movements. As he often did when fighting alongside her, he couldn’t help but marvel at just how powerful she was. There was something graceful and intense about the way she fought, and he thrilled at the prospect of fighting beside her.

      “Do you recognize these men?” she asked as he emerged one time.

      “They’re the tchalit.”

      “Why are they opposing you?”

      “That’s a very good question.” Daniel emerged again and swung his sword around, catching one of the men with the flat side of the blade along the temple. The man crumpled, leaving only one attacker. It wasn’t even as if he and Rayen had been challenged, but Rayen had followed his lead, not wanting to brutally injure either of the men. They took a less aggressive approach than they normally would.

      Daniel recognized this tchalit, though he didn’t know his name. He’d seen the man patrolling the palace before, often enough that he thought he would be able to identify him if it came down to it.

      “I am Daniel Elvraeth,” he said, holding his sword ready. “Why are you attacking us?”

      The man glared at him, but he turned his attention more to Rayen. He thought—rightly or wrongly—that Rayen was the one to fear. For the most part, that was probably accurate, or at least, it was accurate enough. Daniel was skilled, and the longer he remained outside of Elaeavn, the more his abilities increased, to the point where now he posed nearly as much of a threat as Rayen. Yet with her shadows, she was even more deadly than him. She didn’t need her sword to fight the way Daniel did. He could hide and run, Sliding away if it came down to it, but he didn’t have any way of attacking without his weapon. Rayen could simply suffocate a man with the shadows.

      “I know who you are,” he said.

      “Why are you attacking? I came to see Cael Elvraeth.”

      “The traitor will not see anyone.”

      Daniel resisted the urge to glance over at Rayen. Traitor?

      If they viewed her as a traitor, that meant she had been removed from her position on the Council. There was only one person he thought might be responsible for that.

      His father.

      And here he had thought that Cael would be safe, but unfortunately, it seemed as if she had ended up on the wrong side of his father and what he planned.

      “Where is my father?”

      “You will never reach him.”

      “As you’ve seen, you and your friend are not nearly enough to slow us. I intend to figure out what happened. If he is responsible for this, I intend to ensure this is over as well.”

      The other man darted toward him, sword raised, and Daniel Slid away.

      He emerged behind the attacker and kicked, sending his attacker staggering forward. Rayen caught him, wrapping him in the shadows.

      “Where is my father?”

      The tchalit spun around, swinging his sword with an angry sort of violence, somehow managing to attack beyond what Rayen was doing, the way she was able to hold him with the shadows.

      Only then did Daniel realize that there was something amiss.

      “He has an implant,” Daniel said to Rayen.

      Shadows swirled, drifting away from Rayen, and they squeezed the tchalit, though the man ignored them, carving through them with his sword as if they were nothing.

      “How do you know?”

      “He shouldn’t be able to move past your shadows this well, and there’s something about the way he’s moving.”

      That troubled him. Why would the tchalit take augmentations?

      More importantly, how would the tchalit take augmentations? There should be no way for them to have access to anyone who would even be able to place them.

      Could his father really have gone so far?

      Then again, he had already worked with the C’than, thinking he was helping Elaeavn in doing so. In his father’s twisted mind, he probably viewed this the same way, and if so, it would be even more disturbing.

      Daniel Slid, jumping back. He kept the other man in front of him, prepared for another attack. The other man simply watched, and the quickness of his movements took on a renewed focus. He shouldn’t have been able to attack so quickly. The Great Watcher knew he shouldn’t have been able to survive both Daniel and Rayen.

      Here Daniel had thought they were being cautious, but that hadn’t been the case at all.

      He needed to try something else.

      He Slid, and when he emerged, he brought his sword around.

      The man blocked, and there was more force to the blow than there had been before.

      What sort of augmentations did he have? Lucy’s augmentations had granted her the ability to See, but also to Slide and to Read…

      This man knew what they were doing. He could Read them.

      There was no way for Daniel to block the other man from his mind, not entirely. He had experienced that with Lucy, and he doubted he’d be able to withstand this man any better than he’d been able to prevent Lucy getting into his mind.

      He would have to try a different approach.

      There was one thing he could do, but it would be difficult. He could travel along the shadows and try to stay within them long enough to obscure the other man’s ability to Read him.

      Daniel Slid.

      At first, he focused on the shadows, using those he detected that Rayen used, and he swirled from them toward the man. He brought his sword around, following the flow of the shadows, reaching for power to swing his sword.

      When he emerged, he slammed the sword toward the tchalit.

      He sank the sword through the man’s chest all the way up to the hilt.

      He sagged, dropping to his knees and collapsing.

      Daniel withdrew the sword, wiping the blade on the other man’s shirt and staring at him.

      “There was no other way,” Rayen said.

      “I know, I just hate that I have to harm people from my homeland.”

      “He betrayed your homeland,” she said.

      Daniel glanced over to her. “Did he? I’m not so sure accepting an augmentation means he betrayed our people. It might be he thought he was doing something that was necessary to keep our people safe.”

      If only that was the case. He didn’t know if it was, but he did know that he hadn’t had any other choice.

      And now there was only one of the tchalit for them to question.

      Daniel could Slide throughout the palace, searching for his father, but he might encounter other tchalit. How many of them would be augmented?

      He wasn’t sure how safe the palace was. He needed to find Cael Elvraeth, though first he needed to find—and stop—his father.

      He had come back to Elaeavn to try to better understand the trees, but now that he was here, there was something else he needed to do, and he didn’t think he could leave until it was accomplished.

      “Are there others you could ask to help us?” Rayen said, almost as if reading his thoughts.

      “Maybe within the forest, but I don’t know how eager they would be to help.”

      “Lareth would help,” she said.

      “Lareth isn’t here. I don’t know if Jessa Lareth would be able to help us, and even if she could, I’m not sure we should put her into harm’s way.”

      The only other person he thought might help was Galen, but if Cael had been removed, it wasn’t a large leap to imagine that his father had taken steps to neutralize Galen. Anger built within Daniel.

      “It’s time for us to go and find my father.” And when he did, what would he do? Stopping him might mean taking a definitive action.

      Was he ready for that?

      Rayen took his hand, squeezing it, but she said nothing.

      Daniel focused deeper into the palace and Slid.
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      The inside of the palace reminded him far too much of his childhood. As Daniel made his way, he couldn’t shake some of those memories. This was the first time he had come through here intending to attack, prepared for the possibility he would have to be the aggressor. As far as he knew, this might be the first time that the palace had ever come under direct attack.

      No longer concerned about appearances, he kept his sword unsheathed, ready if another tchalit approached. He hated the idea of harming the tchalit. They were the defenders of the Elvraeth, but if there was another attack, Daniel was prepared for whatever he might have to do, even if that meant killing.

      He focused on the darkness all around him, the shadows he could make out, and made his way through the palace, following Rayen. She took the lead, but only because she was using the shadows to conceal them. Every so often she would pause, and Daniel would motion which direction they needed to take.

      At one intersection along the hallway, he noticed movement. Rayen wrapped the shadows around them, concealing them, and then they proceeded forward. So far, they hadn’t come across any other tchalit, though there had to be more than just the two standing guard.

      From here, he could simply Slide them through the palace, but he wanted to get a better sense of what they might encounter. He could only do that by making his way through it methodically.

      “There’s no one here,” Rayen whispered.

      “Unfortunately, there isn’t. I would’ve expected to have encountered someone.” The palace was usually bustling with activity, either from the Elvraeth who called it home or other Elvraeth who might not live within the palace but spent time here, many of them doing so to clamor for greater position within the Elvraeth family, in hopes they would eventually be able to take up residence.

      For there to be no one here was as troubling as tchalit attacking.

      Something pressed upon him.

      Daniel felt it as barely a faint fluttering, but he spun, swinging his sword. Had he not done so, he would’ve been attacked by another pair of tchalit. Rayen reacted, sending the shadows pressing outward and ramming down both men’s throats, immediately stopping them.

      Both twitched for a moment before falling.

      “How did you notice them before I did?”

      “I felt something,” he said.

      She cocked an eye at him. “You felt the shadows.”

      “It’s possible,” he said.

      “If you have felt the shadows, then you will begin to be able to use them.”

      Daniel wasn’t sure that was going to be possible. Even if it was, he didn’t know if he would have enough time to truly begin to master that connection. “Hopefully, but for now, we just need to use whatever we can to ensure that we are safe.”

      “These two won’t cause any more problems,” she said.

      Both men had died, suffocated by nothing more than a wisp of the darkness. It was a horrible way to die, yet Daniel couldn’t allow himself to feel any remorse. It had been them or the tchalit.

      He crouched next to the nearest man, twisting his head, looking for evidence of an enhancement. There was no scar on his face, as there were upon the Ai’thol. As he tipped the man’s head, he found an implant in the back of his head, much like the one that Lucy had taken.

      “Look at this,” he said, moving the man’s hair just enough to reveal the metal that had implanted. “I imagine the other one has one just like it.”

      After everything Lareth had done over the years to thwart the influence of the Ai’thol—or the Forgers, as his people had long called them—it surprised him that so much would have changed in such a short period of time. This was no different than the way the Ai’thol had taken on augmentations, and though the technique might be dissimilar, the end result was the same.

      Stranger still, he didn’t know how the tchalit would’ve learned something like this. Someone must have taught them.

      They started up the stairs, pausing every so often. Pausing every so often so Rayen could send shadows streaking away from her. There had to be others within the palace, and once they were able to determine where they were, then he could decide what needed to happen.

      The tchalit knew they were here. He was certain of that.

      At the top of the stairs, he paused again. There was a sense of movement. He froze, glancing to Rayen, watching as the shadows spread away from her. He marveled at the control she displayed over the shadows. They darted forward, twisting and twirling before finally retreating once again, almost as if she had completed whatever artistry she had needed.

      She glanced over at him. “There are quite a few people here.”

      Daniel closed his eyes for a moment. That was what he’d suspected. He could feel them, though he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was his connection to the shadows.

      Whatever the reason he could detect the shadows, it didn’t really matter anymore. They had managed to withstand the initial wave of the attack. The longer they went, the more likely it was there would be another attack.

      He focused on the shadows, watching as Rayen swirled them around her, searching for anything that might influence her connection to the shadows. The longer he stared, the more certain he was that there was something pressing against her shadows.

      At first, he thought maybe it was only his imagination, but the more he watched, the clearer it was that what he experienced was real.

      “You can see it, can’t you?” Rayen asked.

      “I can see there’s something influencing what you’re doing.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I’m glad that you find me so interesting.”

      “I’ve always found you interesting. I find your connection to the shadows intriguing, if only because you aren’t descended from the same people as Carthenne and myself. I don’t know of any others who’ve developed a connection to the shadows.”

      “Olandar Fahr has.”

      “He has augmentations. You don’t.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Just that I don’t know why you’re shadow touched.”

      Being shadow touched was different from being shadow born like Carth and Rayen.

      “We’d better hope our survival doesn’t depend upon my ability—or not—to reach the shadows.”

      Rayen cocked her head to the side. The shadows swirled away from her, sweeping out like a fog. That was an unusual way for her to control the shadows. Most of the time, she sent the shadows streaming away like tendrils, fingers of shadows that drifted away from her. Daniel didn’t know how she would use this fog.

      “Why are you using it like that?”

      “It has a more diffuse connection. I can push it outward, and it gives me a greater understanding of whether there’s someone trying to influence what I can do.”

      “I thought your tendrils of shadow did the same thing.”

      “They do, and yet, in order to use them effectively, I have to have some intention and direction.”

      “Does it take more power?”

      She shrugged. “The power required is not so much that I struggle with it.”

      She continued to push those shadows away from her, the fog drifting outward, a strange sense of power trailing away from her. There was a diffuse energy within that fog, not nearly as much power as what he had thought at first.

      “We need to go a little further,” she said.

      “You feel pressure against the shadows?”

      “Yes, but there’s something else.” Her brow wrinkled. “I sense power nearby, but I’m not certain where it’s coming from.”

      Daniel looked along the length of the hallway. They were nearing a section of the palace he’d rarely spent time in. Some of the upper sections were reserved for the oldest of the Elvraeth families. While his family was distinguished, it certainly wasn’t one of the older branches of the Elvraeth.

      “You look uncertain,” Rayen said.

      “I’m not uncertain, I’m just…” Perhaps he was uncertain. Given what he’d experienced so far, how could he be anything else? He’d never expected to come and face attack. That there was such open violence surprised him. Even more surprising was that it didn’t appear as if others out in the city had any idea what was taking place here.

      How had his father managed to keep it quiet?

      “You can Slide us away from here, can’t you?”

      “I can,” he said.

      “Then there is no danger.”

      He looked along the hallway, wishing his control over the shadows were greater so he’d be able to detect anyone else approaching. “There’s still some danger.”

      “If we can Slide, then we don’t need to be worried about the attack.”

      “I used to think that. The problem is if we get separated.” It was something that worried him. If they did get separated, he would have to Slide more than once in order to reach Rayen and then to escape. Such a secondary Slide would pose increased danger to both of them.

      “I don’t think the shadows will separate us. Even if they do, I’ve seen the way you can use them. You have enough control over the shadows you don’t have to worry about something taking place that will tear us apart.”

      As she said it, darkness swirled around her, latching on to him. There was a strange connection to her. He’d felt her use the shadows in this way before, but feeling it now, having that tight of a bond to her, was different. Not only was she still pushing outward with the strange, dark fog of shadows, but she split her focus, using the diverted nature of it in order to connect to him.

      Reassured, he continued down the hallway with her, heading toward a staircase. It shouldn’t surprise him that there would be movement in that direction.

      He paused. It seemed almost too easy. Why would there be nothing in front of them?

      What about behind him?

      Daniel spun, focusing on what he could feel. It was that feeling he needed now to determine whether there was someone approaching.

      It was there, a vague and distant sense. The more he honed on it, the more certain he was it was real.

      “Keep focusing in that direction,” he said.

      She nodded, and he kept his attention directed behind them, his sword held out, ready to defend himself. They’d already faced two attacks; another wouldn’t be surprising. But what sort of attack would it be this time? Would it be another person who was enhanced?

      He didn’t want to get too far away from Rayen, but he might need to head along the hallway to see if whatever he was sensing was real.

      Taking a step, and then another, Daniel paused. The sense of something pressing upon him came more strongly. He looked around, curiosity rising within him, mixed with the fear of what they might encounter. He brought his sword in a tight arc and prepared to Slide. He focused on the shadows, looking for anything within them that would suggest they had company.

      There was nothing there.

      Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling. He was certain there was something here.

      Another step, and this time he hesitated, looking all around him. He felt something pressing in upon him again.

      It was a strange sensation, barely more than a subtle shifting, like a change in the energy of the air, but he was aware of it.

      Daniel moved toward it, sweeping his sword around.

      And he was blocked.

      Part of the wall separated, striding in his direction, a blade so translucent it was nearly invisible sweeping toward him. He barely had a chance to react, but he managed to follow the motion of the blade, blocking it and turning it down.

      Out of the corner of his eye, another section of the wall seemed to peel away, another attacker approaching. He Slid, darting back to the steps, getting nearer to Rayen. He grabbed her and Slid, emerging at the end of the hallway.

      “Was that about—”

      She didn’t have the opportunity to finish. He darted forward, blocking a barely seen sword. It was pressure he detected, nothing more, but he worried that if he wasn’t able to maintain focus on that pressure, he would find that the two of them were under a different sort of attack.

      She spun, and shadows streaked away from her, pushing out in a dense fog. They folded around two figures, enough so Daniel was able to determine where they were much more easily. He carved through one of them before turning his attention to the other, but Rayen was there before him, jamming her sword through the middle of the figure and sweeping upward.

      When they were down, the fallen figures weren’t much more visible than they had been before, though the longer he stared, the easier it became to make out details of their faces.

      “Have you ever seen anything like that before?” he asked Rayen.

      “I haven’t, but I suspect that is the power of Keyall,” she said.

      Daniel turned his attention up to her. “The what?”

      She nodded slowly. “Alistan has not revealed it to us very often, but the power of Keyall can mask itself from those who are touched by the shadows.”

      “But I have Sight. They shouldn’t be able to mask themselves from me like that.”

      “Unfortunately, it seems that ability is not as useful as what they are able to do.”

      Daniel couldn’t help but feel as if there was something he was missing. It was more than just the fact that these two men were here, and that he wasn’t even sure whether they were tchalit; it was more that, had he not felt something off, they would have been slaughtered. The attacker would’ve jammed his sword into their backs before he and Rayen had had a chance to respond.

      The attack left him trembling.

      “We should move,” she said.

      He took a deep breath and turned away, heading up the stairs with Rayen. The shadows swirled around her, thicker than they had been before. She pushed them in all directions, not just in front of her, and he was reassured that she recognized they needed to be more careful with their approach.

      At the top of the stairs, a door blocked entry. It was made of metal, and not lorcith. Intricate carvings along the surface depicted scenes he didn’t have time to fully examine. He pressed his hand against the door, wondering whether he would be strong enough to Slide beyond it.

      “You’ve never seen it?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never come up this way. This area is reserved for some of the older families.”

      “Aren’t you all a part of the same family?”

      “We’ve had this conversation before. We are all distantly related, but the same could be said for everyone within Elaeavn. There are some families within the palace that have been here from the very beginning.”

      “I thought all of the Elvraeth claim they have been here from the beginning.”

      “All claim their family has been here from the beginning, but as far as I know, not every family actually has been here that long.” And the oldest families lived here, in a part of the palace where he’d never spent much time.

      “It seems unusual to me that this door would be closed,” Rayen said.

      “To me as well.”

      “Why do you think it is?”

      “I can only guess that whoever came at us came from the other side of this door.” The only problem with what he’d experienced was that he would’ve expected his father to be here. Though his father might have maneuvered to gain access to this part of the palace, he would risk angering other branches of the family if he did so.

      Unless he had gotten to the point where he no longer cared. Considering that Cael Elvraeth had been the one who had imprisoned him, it was possible Daniel’s father simply no longer cared, and was taking action he felt necessary in order for him to reach the position he wanted.

      Daniel tested the handle and was unsurprised to find that it was locked. Taking Rayen’s arm, he started to Slide, but he paused, worried that any attempt to Slide might lead them into danger. It didn’t feel as if there was any real resistance to him Sliding here, though it was possible there was just enough resistance that he wouldn’t be able to overwhelm at.

      Taking a deep breath, focusing on the shadows, Daniel Slid.

      Most of the time, he hesitated to Slide to any place where he had never been before. As he had never been on the other side of this door, he was reluctant to do so now. With his control over the shadows, he wasn’t sure if he would end up trapped, as he once had feared. It seemed to him he could use his control over the shadows to ensure that he was unharmed.

      Pressure pushed against him, but it was a subtle thing, barely enough energy to resist, and Daniel flowed on the shadows, making his way around that pressure.

      He found a crack. There was no other way to describe it. He slipped along the crack, sweeping underneath it, and passed with the shadows to the other side. He emerged slowly, following the shadows to ensure it was safe rather than simply emerging as he typically would.

      There was darkness all around. For a moment, he thought he’d made a mistake and that there was some pressure, some danger, but as he felt the space around them, he detected nothing else that concerned him.

      It took him a moment to realize Rayen was using the shadows to conceal them.

      “You can release them,” he whispered.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Not really, but we need to know where we are.”

      As the shadows began to dissipate, the room on the other side of the door came into greater focus. It was an enormous chamber, occupying what he suspected was the top of this tower. Windows worked along the walls, each of them crisscrossed with bars of heartstone that would make it difficult for most people to Slide in or out of. A long table at one end of the room drew his eye, only because it seemed to be made of metal, with chairs angled toward it, high-backed and exuding the same sort of age as the door.

      Sculptures lined the walls, and nothing else. Daniel expected to find a hearth, some sign of evidence this room had been lived in, but there was nothing. It was as if this were nothing more than an empty space.

      “I thought this place was reserved for those higher-ranking within your Elvraeth family,” Rayen said.

      Daniel turned slowly in place, looking all around him. “I thought so as well.”

      Where was his father?

      More importantly, where were they keeping Cael Elvraeth?

      He thought it unlikely they would have harmed her, though knowing his father as he did, he wouldn’t put it past the man to have done so if he believed it was necessary to secure his power.

      There had to be something more here.

      Was there something beyond this room?

      He focused on the shadows, using what he could detect of them, and wondered if there was anything more he could find. If he had greater control over the shadows, it might be possible.

      “Can you detect anything beyond here?” he asked Rayen.

      “What are you expecting to find?”

      “I’m not really sure. I find it difficult to believe there isn’t anything more.”

      And if there wasn’t anything more, this had been a waste.

      Then again, that was exactly the kind of thing he could imagine his father doing. It wouldn’t surprise him to learn his father had expected someone to come after Cael, and had manipulated the situation to ensure that anyone who looked for her would be drawn into danger—and they had faced danger.

      His father had never played Tsatsun, but he was skilled at gamesmanship nonetheless.

      Shadows stretched away from Rayen, reaching the walls and pushing beyond. He waited, looking to see if she was able to use those shadows in order to find some gap. As far as he could tell, there didn’t appear to be any space. Her shadows stretched away from her, and there was nothing he was able to determine from them.

      “You don’t find anything.”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      Daniel turned in place, looking around. “Why would my father have wanted to lure us here?”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Maybe he didn’t want us to come here, but he certainly wanted whoever would come after Cael Elvraeth to come here. This is the kind of thing he would do. He likes to play games.”

      “Then perhaps Carth might enjoy working with him, too.”

      “His games are more like the ones Olandar Fahr plays,” Daniel said.

      “I see.”

      Starting to pace, Daniel looked around, searching for whatever he could find that would help him better understand the meaning of this place. It seemed as if it had been defended, and Elvraeth had put significant energy toward it, enough he was convinced that there was something significant.

      But there wouldn’t be. This was all to draw them here.

      Swearing under his breath, Daniel turned back to the door. He started to Slide, grabbing for Rayen, but there was resistance.

      Trying to push through it, he stayed with the shadows, thinking he could flow along them, but he couldn’t. His attempt to overpower the resistance he’d detected wasn’t strong enough.

      Releasing his attempt to Slide, he turned his attention to Rayen. “It seems my father outplayed us.”

      With that, the walls shimmered and movement appeared all around them.
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      Daniel readied for an attack, swinging his sword around in a sweeping arc, uncertain when the first assault would come but wanting to be prepared for it. He thought he would be able to Slide within the confines of this space, but there was resistance to him leaving. Either he would have to fight through that resistance and whoever was holding it, or he would have to find some way of overpowering it. As he had no idea what caused it, he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to go about that.

      Rayen readied her sword, shadows pressing out around her, creating something like a wall. Daniel was thankful she was here with him, thankful for the fact she was so prepared, though he wished this hadn’t been the kind of fight they’d encountered. He worried that neither of them would survive this.

      “I count eight of them,” she said.

      Daniel focused on what he could See, along with what he could feel with the shadows. He detected the same eight, though it was possible there were more he wasn’t aware of.

      Darting forward, he Slid, emerging near one of the shimmering shapes, jabbing forward with his sword, and he managed to connect. He carved outward, swinging the sword quickly, meeting the nearest of the attackers. Spinning, he brought his sword around, and the person he thought was there was no longer.

      Darkness continued to swirl around Rayen. Daniel Slid to her, making sure she was safe. He spun around and brought the sword with him, though he wasn’t sure he was fast enough. Darkness appeared across from him, separating from the wall itself. He tried to see through it, though he wasn’t able to do so very easily. The longer he stared, the harder it was for him to make out anything with any certainty.

      Whatever ability they had, however they had been augmented, he struggled to peer past it.

      Daniel Slid, following the shadows, but stayed near Rayen as he went. He was afraid to travel too far from her, worried that if he did she would somehow end up being attacked. He emerged periodically, bringing the sword around but trying to Slide quickly enough to ensure both of them were safe. He wasn’t sure if he deterred the attackers or made them focus on him more.

      It wasn’t that he doubted Rayen’s ability. In fact, he knew when it came to fighting with the sword, Rayen was far more skilled than him, but she wasn’t able to Slide, which rendered some of her attack more difficult than what he could do.

      He emerged again, and something was there, enough that he could feel the presence near him. He brought the sword around, prepared for whatever he might face, and was surprised when there was nothing.

      Sliding again, he emerged once more, trailing along the shadows, using them to guide him, wanting to reach Rayen as quickly as he could. Something prevented him.

      He emerged, swinging the sword around in a sweeping arc, but it wasn’t fast enough.

      Sliding again, he focused, keeping his mind on the attacker nearest him.

      There was nothing he could make out. As he attempted to Slide again, following the shadows, he once more found himself separated from Rayen. The more he tried to Slide, the more he met resistance. He was pushed back, and at last he realized what they were doing.

      They were herding him.

      He wasn’t going to be able to withstand it for long. Eventually, either they would herd him wherever they intended, or he would have to fight and break his way free.

      Daniel wasn’t even sure whether he could fight his way free. It was possible by trapping him in this way, they would prevent him from finding any way to escape.

      He focused, spinning his blade, attempting to Slide. Each time he did, he could feel the resistance upon him.

      He paused, no longer trying to Slide. Instead, he focused on what he could feel pressing in upon him. There was pressure on the shadows, the kind of pressure that told him the attackers were near. The longer he honed in on it, the more certain he was they were trying to reach him.

      He could use that. He might not be able to Slide to escape, but if he could draw them off, at least force them to attack him, then he might be able to resist whatever they were doing to him.

      Daniel felt the pressure on him.

      It was a faint touch, a subtle sort of sense, and it wasn’t much of anything at all. It was something he needed to hone, an ability to master his connection to the shadows. For now, he needed only the mastery that allowed him to feel the pressure of the nearest attacker.

      To his left.

      Daniel feigned moving to the right before spinning off to the left, stabbing with his sword.

      The suddenness of it caught the attacker off guard, and Daniel’s sword pierced their belly. He slipped the blade up, carving through.

      He spun, moving back to the center of where he felt the pressure all around him, and focused once more.

      There was pressure behind him.

      Daniel spun, sweeping the sword in a rapid arc, and he stabbed where he detected the pressure against him.

      The sword split through his attacker.

      Darting backward, he remained fixed in place. He didn’t attempt to Slide, doing nothing other than preparing to change direction if needed, focusing on what he could detect all around him. There was the sense of something, though the longer he focused on it, the more certain he was that there would be no easy escape.

      He danced forward.

      There was the pressure upon him once again. This time he Slid, following the shadows, emerging where he felt that pressure and carving through the attacker.

      That sense preventing him from Sliding began to ease. The longer he fought, the more he felt as if he might succeed, might be able to escape.

      Spinning once again, he focused as he had the last time, thinking only of the resistance. He remained motionless, waiting for that pressure to reveal itself to him, and when it did, he spun around, bringing the sword up. He Slid, flowing on the shadows to emerge once again and carve through his attacker.

      The pressure upon him faded.

      Daniel jerked his head around, looking for signs of anyone else. It was difficult to tell whether there was anything here, though he knew there had to be something and someone.

      The longer he focused, the harder it was for him to detect anything. It was possible they weren’t pushing upon him the way they had the last time. Without that pressure, there was no way for him to detect their presence.

      Instead, he simply focused on the shadows.

      A gasp caught his attention, and he turned.

      Darkness swirled near the back of the room, and he tried to see through it, looking for Rayen, but she was masked by the darkness.

      “Rayen?” he hissed.

      There was no answer. As he tried to reach her, he wondered whether something had happened to her. She was a skilled fighter, and with her connection to the shadows, she should have been unharmed. But there was no sign of her, which left him wondering if she’d succumbed to one of the attackers.

      If she had, though, wouldn’t the shadows have collapsed around her?

      Daniel made his way toward the darkness to see whether one of the attackers might find a way through, but there didn’t seem to be anything. There was no pressure on him, nothing suggesting the shadows were interrupted. He continued to focus on that pressure, searching for anything he might be able to pick up on. The longer he focused, the more uncertain he was he could detect anything.

      There had to be something more.

      And Rayen had gone silent.

      That alarmed him almost as much as the nature of the attack.

      As he looked around, he saw no evidence of his assailants, though there had to be some of them remaining. They had some way of hiding, masking themselves. The longer he searched, the harder it was for him to be sure he’d seen anything else.

      As he reached the darkness, finding the shadows, he tried to pierce them, but his eyesight wasn’t good enough.

      Something had happened to Rayen. She should have been strong enough not to be injured by anyone here. If it came down to it, she could’ve created a shadow barrier around herself that would prevent anyone from harming her, but there was no sign of her—nothing other than the darkness.

      Daniel Slid. When he did, he flowed with the shadows, looking for any way he could pierce them but finding it difficult. Whatever Rayen held was strong enough to prevent him from penetrating it. That reassured him.

      Rather than trying to Slide, Daniel attempted to walk, holding on to his sword as he backed into the darkness. It enveloped him. The connection Rayen had formed between the two of them held, giving him access to her. The closer he got to the shadows, the more certain he was he could reach her.

      Then he found her.

      Daniel stood, holding his sword, unable to move.

      Two men stood on either side of her. Each had a sword up to her flank, and though they were difficult for him to see, he could tell it took everything in Rayen’s power to hold them back. She pushed off them with the shadows.

      “Rayen?”

      She locked eyes with him. “Go.”

      There was nothing he could do. If he attacked, Rayen could die. If he did nothing, then she would die. He couldn’t Slide away. There wasn’t time for him to go for help. Even if there was, where would he go?

      “There’s nothing you can do,” she whispered.

      Her words were muted, seemingly carried on the shadows themselves. As he listened, he couldn’t help but wonder if she tried to focus them so only he could hear them. It was possible she had enough control of the shadows to make her words imperceptible to others, but it was equally possible she was using everything in her power as it was, and she wouldn’t be able to do anything more than that.

      “I can Slide—”

      “No. I’m doing all I can to hold them back.”

      Daniel stood frozen. His mind raced, trying to think through the various possibilities, treating it as if it were a kind of game, the same way Carth would have wanted him to think through things. But nothing in his training had prepared him for the possibility that someone he cared about—and cared deeply about—would ever be put into a situation like this.

      He knew what Carth would ask of him.

      This was a sacrificial move, and it was the only one that would be effective. If he didn’t play it out that way, they would be unlikely to escape. Only one of them would leave here. Rayen was telling him it would be him rather than her.

      That was a choice he wasn’t prepared to make.

      They were here because of him, not her.

      Was there any way he could turn it?

      Even if he could, Rayen would be trapped. If he could draw their attention, he might be able to figure out a way.

      What other plays were there?

      None that were any good.

      It was enough to let him know he had no choice. The smart move was leaving, Sliding away if he could. Now that he’d removed some of the attackers, he thought he could Slide away.

      When he did, he could return, search for both Cael Elvraeth and Rayen, but the chances were good that if he left, Rayen would end up dead.

      The only thing he could think of was somehow flowing on the shadows and Sliding fast enough that she escaped, but even then they ran the risk of losing her control that held the attackers at bay. A sword might slip into her while he was trying to save her. That was the last thing he wanted.

      While he was thinking, pressure built upon him.

      He had stood here too long.

      There were others pressing upon him. He felt them as resistance against him, and resistance against the shadows. He could make out none of them, the same way he had been unable to make out anyone else around him.

      There was one thing he could do, something he had not yet tried.

      He could attempt to replace Rayen.

      He was the Elvraeth. He would be more valuable to them, and if he could draw them to him—sacrifice himself—perhaps Rayen would have enough strength and control over her shadows to at least hide until she could escape.

      “Be ready,” he said.

      “For what? You can’t do anything here, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “There’s one thing that I can do. I’m going to need your help.”

      “Daniel—”

      He didn’t allow her to finish.

      With that, he Slid.

      Rather than trying to grab her, he emerged right in front of her and slammed into her. She went staggering backward, and shadows swirled around her. He stumbled, lowering his sword and holding his hands up. The attackers quickly righted themselves and turned their attention to him.

      “I’m Daniel Elvraeth. I’m the one you want.” He glanced around but didn’t see any sign of Rayen. Hopefully, she had hidden herself with the shadows quickly enough that the other attackers wouldn’t be able to find her.

      Somebody strode forward, their feet heavy on the stones. As the darkness began to part around him, he came face-to-face with his father.

      His father was more haggard than he had appeared before, thinner, as if his time in captivity had not treated him well, yet Daniel found it difficult for him to summon much sadness. He glared at Daniel, watching him with a hint of anger mixed with something that bordered on amusement. Deep green eyes glittered with a familiar rage.

      “I had not expected to see you again.”

      “Father,” Daniel said, tipping his head.

      “Why did you return?”

      Daniel glanced to either side of him. There were at least two men on either side, and he could feel the tips of their swords up against his waist. He refused to give them the satisfaction of wincing or acknowledging the pain, though everything inside of him burned. It was a significant agony, and he worried he was already too late. If he wasn’t Healed, he wouldn’t survive this anyway.

      “Who are you working with?” Daniel turned his attention back to his father, holding his gaze steady. There were others near him, pressure building on him from the shadows, and he focused on that, searching for any evidence of Rayen. There was nothing. He told himself that was good.

      “What makes you think I’m working with anyone but the tchalit and the rest of the Council?”

      “You have augmented people working with you,” he said.

      “Augmented? I fear you are mistaken, Daniel.”

      “I’ve seen enough people who share these augmentations to know better, Father. Who is it? Is it the C’than? Or have you gone against your people and begun to work with the Ai’thol?” If it was the Ai’thol, then he was already too late, and Elaeavn was in far more danger than he realized.

      “What are augmentations but the same thing that we accept on a regular basis from the Great Watcher?” He smiled. “Then again, you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Daniel? You have failed to be accepted by the Great Watcher.”

      Daniel closed his eyes, steeling himself against the taunt. It was one thing to feel those same reservations, and another to hear them from his father, the kind of taunt he never would’ve expected his own parent to use against him.

      Yet, why should he be surprised by it? This was a man who had schemed his entire life to gain greater power on the Council, and somehow had managed to plot his way to freedom. It was the kind of thing that Daniel should have been prepared for.

      “You don’t understand what you’re playing with.”

      “I understand far more than you will ever know.”

      He nodded to the two men on either side of Daniel, and they sheathed their swords. As they did, they grabbed his arms, and Daniel attempted to Slide but found he couldn’t.

      His father watched him, amusement on his face. “Did you think we had no way of preventing you from using that talent of yours? We have far more experience with it now than we ever had before.”

      “How are you doing it?”

      “I can assure you that we have tested it extensively. Even the great Rsiran Lareth wouldn’t be able to escape.”

      Daniel grunted. “You might be surprised at what Rsiran Lareth can do.”

      His father had been turning, and he paused, looking back at him. “Have you come to side with him?”

      “I do nothing other than try to protect as many people as I can.”

      “You have betrayed your people,” his father said.

      “Not as much as you have betrayed our people.” Daniel resisted the urge to jerk his arms, and made no attempt to get away. There was no way for him to do so even if he wanted to. Even now, he was aware of the pressure upon him, the sense of resistance preventing him from Sliding. Whatever they were doing, however they were holding him, kept him from getting away. “I was there when Lareth was rescued. I know what you did. The others might be convinced otherwise, but know I am not.”

      His father hesitated, and for a moment he wasn’t sure what the man might say to him. Then he grunted and waved a hand, nodding to the captors. “Put him with the others.”

      They dragged him through the palace. As they did, Daniel tried to look around, searching for signs that Rayen might have been captured, but he didn’t see her anywhere. Hopefully she had escaped and was safe, but he had no way of knowing.

      He allowed them to carry him. Eventually, they would either kill him or imprison him. If they imprisoned him, it would give him an opportunity to try to figure out how he could escape, though he wasn’t sure there was anything he’d be able to do to break free.

      They descended deeper and deeper into the depths of the palace. When they passed below the main level, Daniel wondered whether his father was guiding them toward the sacred crystals, but that didn’t seem right. They continued along the main staircase and then veered off.

      It was a hallway he had never taken before. Reaching another door, one of the men with him—and Daniel was having a difficult time seeing how many there were, masked as they were by whatever magic they had—opened the door, forcing him ahead of him.

      Daniel followed. There was row upon row of cells.

      There was something unusual about them. The bars were made of metal, though it was a strange twisted metal, spiraling in unusual patterns. Not straight up and down, but almost serpentine as they wound down toward the ground.

      There was pressure upon him here, as if this were designed to prevent him from Sliding. That was exactly what it was.

      The cell was going to be similar to the one in Asador.

      If Lareth had been unable to escape from a similar confine, then Daniel would not be able to either. Lareth was far more skilled at Sliding than Daniel, and with his connection to the metals, he could pull himself along, freeing himself in ways Daniel could not manage. He might be able to flow with the shadows, but would he be able to trail along with them to freedom?

      They reached the end of the hallway. One of the men fished out a key, twisting it in the lock, and pulled open a gate. Daniel watched to see if there was some trick to it but found nothing.

      They shoved him forward, and he stumbled into the cell.

      The door came closed behind him.

      He stood frozen, wondering what else there might be, wondering who else might be here, but the guards made their way down the hall, closing the door once more and sealing it with a loud click as it locked.

      Daniel remained transfixed in place, staring outward, trying to determine what, if anything, he would be able to do. He attempted to Slide, but as he suspected, there was resistance against him.

      He paced for a while and lost track of time. Eventually, the sound of movement down the hall caught his attention, and he went to the front of the cell, looking down the hallway. He was unsurprised to see it was his father making his way toward him.

      He paused a step away from the bars, as if he were afraid that Daniel might somehow attack through the cell. “Why did you return?”

      “Does it matter?” At this point, he could think of nothing more than trying to escape. He hoped Rayen had managed to get free.

      “You shouldn’t have returned.”

      “Does Mother know that I did?”

      His father hesitated, watching him. “You won’t speak of her.”

      “Why? What did you do to her?”

      “I did nothing to her. And the fact that you would accuse me of doing so speaks volumes about the man you’ve become.”

      “And the fact you attacked me the way you have speaks volumes about the man you have always been.”

      His father glared at him, and Daniel tipped his head back, watching him for a long moment. There was nothing else for him to say. Even if there were, he wasn’t sure he would give his father that satisfaction.

      “What did you do to Cael Elvraeth?”

      “The traitor has been confined. Fortunately, she is not nearly as capable of escaping as you are.”

      “Which means you don’t need to use a cell like this.”

      At least he had a better idea of where she was. There would be other cells throughout the palace, though he had never seen them before now. He needed to find some way to get free, and then he needed to get to Cael Elvraeth.

      “I will discover why you returned.”

      “You won’t.”

      His father glared at him. “You might think otherwise after a few months in captivity. Or perhaps a few years. What does it matter? We have all the time in the world.”

      He turned, making his way back along the hallway, and Daniel couldn’t help but watch. As he did, he knew that wasn’t true. They didn’t have all the time in the world.

      With whatever Olandar Fahr had planned and the setbacks they had already experienced, they needed to work quickly, which meant he had needed to find what he could about the Council of Elders. Now that he was trapped, there was no way for him to do so.

      While he wasn’t about to admit it had been a mistake to return, he knew he should have been better prepared. He wished someone in the forest had warned him about the upheaval within the palace, though perhaps no one knew. The people of the forest and those within the city proper didn’t interact often.

      When the door clicked closed, the lock sealing once again in place, Daniel leaned on the bars, staring outward. He attempted to Slide, using the shadows, but again he failed. It was unlikely he would ever escape. He was trapped here, without any way of Sliding, dependent upon the mercy of his captors, which meant he was at the mercy of his father.

      More than anything, that left Daniel trembling.
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      Wind whistled around Lucy as she stood on the rocky shore of the island, looking up at the tower. She had taken to coming here frequently, missing the opportunity to visit with Ras, and wishing he were still alive. His death was her fault, and though Carth didn’t blame her—at least not openly—Lucy couldn’t help but feel responsible for what had happened and the loss he meant to all of them.

      The island was unique. It was a stronghold of the C’than, but it was more than that. Somehow, the island had absorbed some of the shadows, giving it the ability to take on aspects of that Elder Stone. This concealed the island itself, but it also masked the tower.

      With her eyesight, she was able to See beyond the shadows, to penetrate the depths of the darkness. She could have Slid all the way into the tower, but there was something about appearing on the rocky shores like this that made her feel as if she were returning to the C’than the way she was meant to do.

      It was easy to remember the first time she’d come here. She’d struggled to get close to the tower. Whatever barricade around the island had prevented her, the fact that she wasn’t one of the C’than had kept her from reaching it. And then she had been accepted by the C’than, trained by Ras himself and made into something she hadn’t been before. She had been given an opportunity to be a part of all of this—something she’d wanted, but she didn’t know whether it was something others had manipulated her into doing.

      Every so often, Lucy couldn’t help but think that Carth had planned for her to become one of the C’than. She certainly had used Lucy often enough in order reach the various strongholds, to investigate the C’than, but there was nothing else that would lead her to believe Carth had intended more for Lucy than what she had already done. It wasn’t as if Carth could have known about the attack on Elaeavn.

      Then again, it was possible she had known. More and more with each passing day, Lucy would find a hint of thought from Carth that she hadn’t been able to hide from Lucy, as if her ability to keep those thoughts concealed was diminishing. When she did, she never had the sense that Carth was trying to conceal things from Lucy deliberately. In fact, the only thing Lucy was able to discover was that Carth was trustworthy. She wanted the best for the people she served, and she wanted to ensure Olandar Fahr didn’t harm anyone, the same as Lucy wanted.

      As she headed toward the tower, the shadows parted around her, the pressure of them easing as she stepped through them, reaching the doorway. From here, the inside of the tower would greet her, and the onslaught of the knowledge and power of the C’than would be found. In the time since Ras’s death, she had not come here, and she knew that was a mistake. She needed to visit, if only to reconnect with that part of her.

      She didn’t have the same connection to him as Carth did. Lucy had the sense that Carth had trained with Ras long ago, and she attributed to Ras some of her prowess, whereas Lucy’s connection to Ras was one that had granted her an understanding of her abilities and a way of seeing the world she hadn’t been capable of before.

      Even though he had attempted to teach her Tsatsun, Lucy didn’t have the mind for it, not like Carth did. She understood the basics, but the more she played, the more she realized it was not a game for her. Her talent was in something else, a way to Read another person’s strategy, and that was the only way she was able to succeed. It felt almost as if she cheated when she played, though Ras had always told her that was acceptable so long as it was her technique.

      Pushing the door open, she stepped inside. Silence greeted her, a heavy sort of silence that left her filled with sorrow. Lanterns glowed as they always did, and a part of her expected to see Ras come and greet her as he always had before, knowing when she appeared. That was another one of his gifts, though she had never fully understood how somehow he managed to know the moment she would appear. It was as if he had a way of Reading, though he claimed he did not.

      Then again, if he did have some way of Reading, Ras would never have shared it with her. He would have preferred to keep that to himself, another way of ensuring he had the upper hand. It was all strategy with him. Though Lucy didn’t play the same game, she at least understood the nature of the strategy and how she might have some role in it.

      Closing the door, she felt as if she were sealing off a part of her. There was a finality to it, and she was left with an emptiness, though she knew she shouldn’t be.

      She crossed the main part of the tower, heading toward the stairs at the back. There was something relaxing about taking the stairs rather than Sliding through it, as if she were a part of the day-to-day activities here, once again back within the tower, under Ras’s tutelage.

      She trailed her hand along the walls, remembering some of the conversations she’d had with the man, wishing he could be back here.

      But then, he was still within her, wasn’t he? He had taught her so much that he would forever be a part of her.

      She suspected this was what Carth would have said to her, considering Carth’s skill at playing Tsatsun—skill she had gained from Ras.

      Reaching the main level, she headed toward the library. It was an enormous room, occupying several stories, filled with books Ras had collected over the years. Lucy had skimmed through them, searching for things that might help her understand her newfound ability and her role, but she had never uncovered anything. Ras had been willing to help her search through them, and after he’d learned about her love of books and her interest in becoming a caretaker within Elaeavn, she’d sensed he had wanted to allow her to take on that role here.

      Lucy would never have been a caretaker for the C’than. There were far too many books for her to keep track of. They had books that helped track the books, and then books that indexed those books. All of them were ways to help others understand the power and knowledge that the C’than had stored, and though she wanted to better appreciate the knowledge that was here, that wasn’t going to be her role.

      As she looked around, it felt as if there was an emptiness here. In the months she’d been here, there had been other C’than, but over time, they had moved on, heading to other strongholds, leaving Ras as the only caretaker of the tower and for the books. Lucy thought he’d liked it that way. Though he wouldn’t say otherwise, it suited him.

      What was she doing here?

      She’d felt compelled to come here, almost as if she were drawn, but there was nothing here that would tell her why.

      She paced through the library, staring at the shelves. Coming back here would help her understand, to determine what the Architect had been after, only she didn’t know if she could find those answers.

      Why had the Architect played her the way he had?

      It was almost as if he had wanted to be captured…

      She paused, looking around. Why would the Architect have wanted to be caught?

      She needed to be insightful the way that Daniel and Carth were, though that didn’t suit her. She always borrowed from the knowledge of others, cheating the game, but in this case, she wasn’t sure cheating was going to give her the answers she wanted. She was going to have to acquire them normally, and Lucy wasn’t sure that was going to be possible.

      The longer she stared at the shelves, the more she couldn’t shake the idea that Ras was trying to tell her something, even now that he was gone.

      What would he be trying to tell her?

      It had to do with whatever reason the Architect had wanted to be here. She thought it was tied to Charisse—not only had she brought him his niece, but she had manipulated things to free the Architect.

      It could be coincidental. And knowing the Architect as she did, the way he planned, the way his mind rivaled even Olandar Fahr’s, there had to be something more to it.

      He had given her access to his mind, willingly allowing her to Read him; even so, she hadn’t uncovered much.

      Why?

      She took a seat at one of the tables, resting her hands on the smooth surface, clasping them together. She stared straight ahead, focusing on what she could remember of Reading the Architect. There were dozens of places he had allowed her to See in his mind, as if he had forced her to focus on those while hiding others. And yet, he had opened himself to her—because of that, other memories should have been there. All she needed was to find some way of reaching into him to discover what she needed.

      It was difficult for her to think back to that time, her mind clouded by what had happened to Ras, but she should be able to find something. The memories were there.

      She dug through her thoughts, rifling through them no differently than when she had rifled through someone else’s. She turned her ability to Read inward, thinking about what she had Seen from the Architect.

      Dozens upon dozens of places, and she had Slid to them, visiting each of them, searching for answers. In none of them had she discovered what she wanted. It was as if he had known she wouldn’t.

      But then… she wouldn’t have.

      Those places were places he had been.

      Now that she paid attention to it, she was aware of that, connecting to his thoughts in such a way that she could tell he had visited them before, and in doing so, he had failed to find what he wanted.

      Had he wanted her to waste that time?

      That didn’t seem to be quite right, either. He had wanted to have Charisse back, and to do so, he was willing to open himself up to her ability to Read. He had taken a risk, though perhaps not nearly as big of a risk as she had believed. Maybe he had known he would be able to conceal things from her, despite opening himself to her.

      Lucy continued to focus her thoughts inward, thinking about what else she had learned from the Architect. There had to be more.

      What else had she asked him about?

      Olandar Fahr.

      But then Haern had essentially defeated Olandar Fahr, preventing him from posing the same danger as he had before. He might still be a problem for them, but they had time. In that time, they needed to find him, to prevent him from causing more problems, but it seemed to her there was something more than just the Blacksmith and Olandar Fahr that she needed to find within the Architect’s thoughts.

      The only thing she hadn’t asked was about the Shadow Queen.

      Why was that important? Why did that seem to matter?

      She searched through the memories of what she had Read from the Architect; there was nothing about the Shadow Queen within his thoughts.

      Could that have mattered?

      At the time, she hadn’t given it much thought, but the Shadow Queen did matter.

      She was powerful, and she had nearly destroyed them, and she had captured Charisse. She worked with Olandar Fahr, but she’d gone off on her own, it seemed. That suggested to Lucy that perhaps Olandar Fahr didn’t have his people nearly as controlled as he had before. Perhaps there had been some infighting, and the Architect had fought with the Shadow Queen over who would be most favored in the eyes of Olandar Fahr.

      Could that be it?

      Lucy got to her feet and started pacing, thinking about what she had noticed in the thoughts she had Read from the Architect. But the longer she focused, the less certain she was that those answers were there.

      There was another place she could look, but it had been a while since she had visited. Closing her eyes, she focused on the dungeon below the palace in Landon and Slid.

      When she emerged, shadows swirled around her, the barricade that Carth and Rayen had placed difficult for her to pierce. She strode forward, focusing on the sense of the shadows in the darkness, thinking there had to be something here that would give her the answers she needed. This was where she’d first encountered the Shadow Queen, and where she had first found Charisse, Sliding her away.

      That seemed to be important, though why?

      Reaching the crack in the earth that had left the shadows exposed, Lucy crouched next to them. Power emanated from deep below, and she could See the shadows as they drifted out, almost well enough to touch them.

      There was nothing here, no movement, no sense of anyone present. Perhaps this had been a mistake.

      She got to her feet and Slid out of the dungeon, heading toward one of the upper levels of the palace within Landon. She remembered when she had first been here, chasing the Shadow Queen, noticing the thoughts similar to Olandar Fahr’s; she’d wondered if the Shadow Queen had had some way to find her, chase her down, but so far, she had encountered nothing.

      Wandering through the main part of the palace left her with no further answers, and she continued to hurry forward. This place was a stronghold for the shadows, the same as Carth’s homeland had been. It was this place that had left them believing there was more to the world, a greater connection.

      Lucy couldn’t shake the idea that there were more places of the Elder Stone than what they had experienced on the main continent. What if there were other lands, scattered all over, that shared the same power?

      If so, why would Olandar Fahr need to overpower her land?

      Unless he wasn’t able to reach the other lands.

      Given his ability to Slide, it didn’t seem as if that were the limiting factor. More likely than not, something else prevented him.

      What if he was prevented from reaching those lands by someone of power? But… what power? Whose power?

      They were questions she needed Carth to help her answer, or better yet, Ras. He had been quick to respond, never minding her questions, offering her the same sort of explanations as the caretakers in Elaeavn once had done. It was very different working with Ras than with Carth, knowing that she would get the answers she sought, not fearing asking the questions.

      And now, she was going to have to find them herself.

      She took a deep breath and focused on the tower once again, Sliding back.

      When she did, she couldn’t shake the sense that there was something about the tower the Architect had wanted. It was the kind of thing Olandar Fahr would’ve done. He would’ve positioned himself in such a way that he gained access to power he wouldn’t have otherwise. In this case, she couldn’t help but wonder what it was.

      What sort of power did the Architect think he could reach within the tower?

      It was more than just his freedom. It had to be more than just sacrificing Ras. If they had wanted that, there would’ve been an easier way to do so, one that didn’t involve them letting the C’than capture him.

      Lucy stared at the stacks of books, studying the shelves, and an idea came to her.

      Could he have needed the knowledge of the C’than?

      That answer at least made some sort of sense, and the more she thought about it, the more she realized it fit. The C’than had been the ones to discover a different way of creating augmentations, one the Ai’thol had not known about. It fit that the C’than would also have knowledge the Architect would want and had not yet been able to find. If so, how else would he have been able to get to it other than being captured?

      The tower itself was designed to prevent anyone else from reaching it, and though there were some C’than who had betrayed the others, for the most part, the towers were secure. She and Carth had worked to ensure that the towers remained safe, protected from the possibility of others infiltrating them.

      She looked around the shelves, studying them, searching for an answer, but none came.

      There were so many books here that it would take ages for her to figure out what might be missing. In that time, the Architect would’ve moved on to his next task.

      No. That wasn’t the answer.

      What she needed was someone who could help her.

      There was one person who might, but she would need to pull them away from their work with Haern, away from the others. Lucy wasn’t sure she was the right person to make this choice, but if she didn’t, who else would? The C’than and this tower were no longer safe, and if she didn’t do this, she had a hard time thinking Carth would be able to do it.

      Lucy squeezed her eyes shut and Slid back to the village.
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      A bleak landscape stretched in front of her. Lucy shielded her eyes, the sun beating down, baking her through her clothing. She was overdressed for this weather, but all she needed to do was Slide back to return to more comfortable temperatures. She needed answers, and this seemed to her the only way she could while Tara continued to search through the library.

      So far, she had come up with nothing.

      It didn’t mean that she wouldn’t eventually find something. There was something about the memories the Architect given her, something about what she’d Read from him that seemed important, and if she could come up with what it was, the way he had chosen to grant her access to certain thoughts, she thought that she might be able to uncover the explanation. She continued to struggle, searching from place to place, using the knowledge he had given her to help guide her, but in each place she traveled, there was still no answer.

      This was no different.

      She didn’t recall ever visiting a land quite like this before. Even when she had gone in search of answers after Reading him, she hadn’t come here. There was power out here, and she focused on it, knowing she would need to use that power, somehow, but where was it?

      The sun baked down, leaving everything awash in a haze. Were it not for her enhanced eyesight, she might not be able to See through it. It was hotter than anything she’d ever recalled, and the air was dry, baking her mouth, making her wish for water.

      What must it be like to live in this place?

      As far as she could tell, nothing really did live here. There was no movement, no sign of anything living in this bleak and lifeless land.

      Yet the Architect had shown her this place, a location of power he’d visited once before. Though the answers might not be here, she couldn’t help feeling there was something about this place she needed to understand.

      Looking into the distance, she focused on a finger of rock and Slid to it.

      She was thankful that she had the ability to Slide. Had she had to walk through here, she would have found herself likely suffering and dying.

      Standing atop the rock, she surveyed the ground below her. It was nothing but a vast expanse of sand and rocks, with occasional spiky plants growing in places where no life should be able to survive. She wondered if perhaps there was some way of living out here.

      She used her ability to Read, focusing on whether there were any people. If there were, she would need to find out if they had access to some sort of power, an Elder Stone of some kind. As far as she could tell, there was nothing.

      Perhaps there really was nothing. Perhaps the Architect had simply chosen this as a place she might get trapped, thinking she would suffer if she came here.

      He wasn’t wrong in that, but she was determined to continue pushing forward, to explore, knowing this was a land she’d never seen before.

      Taking a deep breath, she found another place in the distance. A haze rose from it, making it difficult for her to See anything very well, but it seemed as if it were nearer than it should be.

      She Slid.

      When she emerged, there was nothing but rock all around her. Lucy looked up, her gaze drifting up to the mound of stone high overhead. She was growing tired, and some of that fatigue was more because of the heat than any effort it took for her to Slide from place to place here. She focused on that, trying to ignore the fatigue, knowing that if she allowed herself to succumb to it, she would collapse. There was the challenge in a place like this. It was difficult for her to maintain her concentration.

      As she looked up, she found something moving.

      Lucy frowned and Slid, emerging at the top of the rock. From here, everything stretched out below her. It wasn’t a person moving. No person could survive in this wasteland for very long.

      Turning in place, she peered around, realizing there was something in the distance that was different from its surroundings.

      It was darker than the stone. The stone emitted a haze, reflecting the heat back out, but this was something else entirely.

      She hesitated. The moment she Slid to it, she would be putting herself in danger, if whatever was out there was dangerous.

      This was why she had come, though.

      Lucy focused on the distant darkness and Slid, allowing herself to be guided to it.

      When she emerged, her breath caught.

      Trees grew all around. They were stunted, twisted, and many of them had thorns growing from them, but they were trees. There was green on them, which had to be the darkness she had seen, though how could anything green exist out here?

      There was a forest of them. And she found herself drawn into the forest, careful to avoid the barbs as they scratched at her, trying to reach for her clothing. As soon as she stepped beneath the trees, the shade seemed to drop the temperature considerably, and she breathed out, not aware that she’d been holding her breath for as long as she had.

      Lucy moved carefully, worried there would be something—or someone—inside this strange forest. She had no idea how large this forest was, only that it was considerable. A place like this in the middle of nowhere suggested it was powerful, too.

      As she wove her way into the trees, every so often one of the barbs caught her clothing, and she would jerk around, trying to free herself from the grasp of the barbs.

      Lucy debated whether to Slide out of here. Why was she risking herself going through this forest? If she couldn’t even walk through here, nothing else would be able to do so, either.

      Then again, what if somebody else had another way of traveling?

      She could Slide, but that meant putting herself in a different sort of danger, running the risk of getting caught by these trees. There weren’t many places she feared attempting to Slide blindly, but this place left her a little uncertain.

      Having Daniel’s ability to follow the shadows would be useful now.

      An idea came to her. What if there was a city in the middle of this forest the same way there was a city in the heart of the other forest, a place that was nearly impenetrable, and almost impossible to reach without Sliding?

      If so, would she find something similar?

      All she knew was that the city was a place of power, though not why or how it was.

      She debated for a moment before continuing forward. She needed to know. If nothing else, she wanted to find out whether anything here would explain why the Architect had had this place in his mind. She doubted he would have known about this, but he must have known there was something here, even if he wasn’t able to reach it.

      Lucy continued through the trees, ignoring the way they pulled at her. The barbs grasped at her, ripping at her shirt, and as she struggled, the trees seemed to grow closer and closer together. She found herself crouching, ducking beneath the higher branches, but even that wasn’t enough to keep her from getting snagged by the barbs.

      After winding this way for a little while, she hesitated, looking through the trees, searching for whether or not there was another way. If only she could Slide, she wouldn’t have to worry about the injuries she might sustain by heading through the forest this way.

      She stayed low, keeping her head down to avoid the barbs that pulled at her cloak. Rather than focusing on the pain of the occasional poke, she concentrated on whether there was anything she could detect.

      She found herself on her hands and knees, crawling forward.

      This was ridiculous. It was dangerous, and she was making terrible time—and worse, she was getting scratched more and more the longer she was down here. She couldn’t help but feel as if she were going to end up poisoned by something on these needles.

      And yet, she wasn’t about to stand up and move. She wanted to know whether there was anything here. She kept going in a straight line, wanting to make sure she didn’t get distracted, but the trees were pressing closer and closer together, the barbs making it difficult for her even to crawl now.

      Forced down to her stomach, she focused on the space ahead of her and Slid. She did so slowly, Sliding from space to space, letting that guide her, trying to stay away from the barbs. Each time, she emerged for a shorter duration, until she realized she could hover in the space between Slides.

      Lucy was surprised; she had never been able to do that before. She had heard Rsiran Lareth talk about his control over Sliding and knew he had some way of holding himself in between the Slide, a way to avoid harm, as if he were in two places at one time.

      There was a strange sense of power, and the longer she looked around, the more certain of that power she was.

      That couldn’t be coincidental.

      Could she walk along it?

      Getting to her feet, she started forward, no longer pulled by the barbs.

      Lucy smiled to herself. If this was how she was going to travel, then she wouldn’t have to worry and suffer as she had before.

      It was strange, but she was able to navigate this way, taking step after step, heading along the place in between Slides. As she went, she wondered if she could reappear briefly, long enough to know whether or not she was free of the barbs.

      Could she control her Slide long enough to just peek at the other side?

      Lucy focused and tried to finish the Slide.

      Essentially, that was what she had to do. She had paused in between the Slide, as if she had started the process but hadn’t completed it. When she did, she reappeared long enough to take a look around and see there was still something there.

      Pulling back, pausing once again in the space between the Slide, she continued onward. She wasn’t sure whether she had any way of knowing if she was going too far. What if she traveled beyond where she wanted?

      Now that she was here, she thought she understood how to come back.

      Lucy paused a moment, looking around. Was there anything in the space between Slides that would help guide her? She hadn’t focused on it too much, but she found a solid path. The ground around her was different, stunted, twisted, reminding her of the bleak wasteland she’d seen before reaching the forest.

      She slowed, searching for anything that might give her an idea of where she was and what she was encountering, but she didn’t come up with anything.

      Lucy frowned. Would there be any way to use this space in between to help her find her way? There had to be some sort of landmarks. She knew Lareth had used this space, so there must be some way of controlling where she went and how she emerged.

      So far, she’d discovered she could emerge briefly, without being harmed. If she was able to do that, she thought, she could do even more—she could somehow figure out where she was. Was there some connection between this space in between and the real world?

      She paused, emerging briefly and seeing the barbed trees that threatened her before withdrawing back into that space between Slides.

      When she did, she tried to orient herself, to see if there was anything here that allowed her to understand the nature of that space between.

      Lucy didn’t find anything.

      She looked around her. The sky was a deep gray, almost black, and yet the air was warm. Why was there a place like this, a place that allowed her to Slide, to borrow the power that had to be here to transport from one place to another? Why was she able to use it?

      Lucy didn’t find any answers, and she continued to look around, trying to anchor herself in a way that allowed her to know what was here, but there was nothing.

      Anchor.

      That was what she needed to do.

      When she was Sliding using Daniel to guide her, she had focused on his thoughts, and those thoughts had allowed her to travel places she might not have known. Was there a way for her to search for thoughts on this side?

      She closed her eyes and focused, and the sense of voices came from all around, some of them distant, but others closer.

      Lucy focused on those, and though she couldn’t determine what was being said, the nature of the thought, she trailed after them, using them to anchor her. She veered off, taking a different path than she had intended, and turned, letting the voices guide her. It was possible she had headed into the trees in the wrong direction, and by traveling this way, she might learn whether there was something in the middle of the forest of barbed trees.

      She reached the source of the voices. Here, in the space between Slides, she couldn’t see anything, but she was certain it was here.

      She emerged briefly. There was either a clearing or a city.

      It had worked.

      She wasn’t entirely sure how or what it meant, but the fact that her technique worked surprised her. She backed up, trying to retreat from the voices, not wanting to emerge directly near them, and turned around to search for anything she might be able to hold on to, that might explain what was out there. The sense of voices continued to filter through the space in between, and she paused briefly, emerging long enough to take a look. She was at the edge of the strange forest.

      Lucy emerged completely.

      When she did, the trees tried to grab at her, but she lowered herself to the ground, thankful that the space between the trees was greater now than it had been before. The branches didn’t snare her the way they had, and she was able to move around more freely. In the distance, there was a clearing, and she crawled toward it.

      There was a sense of pressure on her, a kind of power.

      Lucy crawled forward, staying low, trying to stay concealed within the trees. There weren’t many times she had wished for the ability with the shadows, but now was one. If she had shadows to help her, she’d be able to use them to keep herself concealed; instead, she stayed near the trunk of the trees as much as she could. It was difficult, as if the trees tried to prevent her from getting too close to them. Rather than letting them scratch at her, she allowed them to push her away.

      Moving forward, she found the edge of the forest.

      Her breath caught.

      A city stretched in front of her.

      It was impossibly large, enormous. Unsurprisingly, it reminded her somewhat of the city in the heart of the other forest. It had been equally difficult to reach, and it had been filled with power, but unlike that city, no tree grew up in the center of this one.

      The buildings all were strangely made. They seemed to be built of rock, and as she stared, she realized that the rock seemed to be the same sort she had encountered out in the bleak landscape. The thorny branches were used to create roofs, and they overlapped, bound together in some way; the leaves remained green despite having been cut free from the trees.

      There were people moving in between the buildings, hundreds upon hundreds of them.

      She cocked her head, watching them. They appeared to be dressed in thin fabric, which fit the weather. It would be hot even there, though probably not nearly as hot as it had been in the desert. She noticed the people here seemed to flicker as they moved, and she watched one of the nearest people, focusing on their thoughts, trying to Read something—anything—from them, though it was difficult.

      It took her a moment to realize why. They had a different language.

      She had a sense of emotion but no understanding of the language they used. It was possible that, if given enough time, she might be able to Read enough to understand the language, but now that she had found this place and knew where it was, she could return.

      What she wanted to know was whether there was anything similar to the place in the other forest.

      If there was, would there be another table? Would there be other stools?

      And if there was, why?

      That was the thing they still didn’t understand. It was the Council of Elders, but it had to be something more than that, too. Lucy didn’t really grasp the purpose of the Council of Elders. All she knew was that there was power, and the longer she focused on that power, the more sure she was that it was beyond her understanding.

      And yet, she did know that they had to keep Olandar Fahr from reaching that power. They couldn’t allow him to get any stronger than he already was. What if there was no way of stopping him from reaching that power? What if he’d already gained the type of power he’d been searching for?

      Someone moved nearby, and Lucy tensed. She Slid, reaching the place in between Slides, hesitating as she did, focusing on the thoughts.

      They drifted through her Slide, slowly, and when they did, she was aware of confusion.

      The person who had discovered her had expected to find someone, and her sudden disappearance had troubled them.

      She had to be careful. Exposing herself like this was dangerous, and she didn’t want anyone to know she was here, in a strange land, where they might harm her.

      She waited a while, pausing until the sense of the other person disappeared. When they were gone, she emerged again, allowing herself to slip back to the other side. She remained near the tree, looking out over the city, searching for anything that might explain whether there was danger, or that might remind her of the Council of Elders, but she didn’t come up with anything.

      She would have to return, perhaps at a different time. At night, the darkness might conceal her, and she could use her ability to See to navigate more easily.

      There was movement again, and once more she Slid, pausing in the space between.

      It would be dangerous. If they were able to detect her appearance, she would have to be careful. She didn’t want to get caught, not until she knew what was going on here and what sort of place this was.

      And yet, she found herself thrilled at the idea that this place existed.

      Staying here was dangerous, and she finished the Slide, emerging once again.
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      Haern floated in the air, the sense of lorcith far below him. There was something peaceful about hovering as he did, the connection to the metal solid and giving him the ability to remain suspended as he was. He’d been like this for the last hour, watching the sun as it descended over the horizon, hitting the surface of the water and sending reflections across the waves. There was a peacefulness about it, and it had taken him a long time to find that peace, but now that he had, he felt it fully.

      Other pieces of metal swirled around him. He spent his days trying to hold on to his control over lorcith, and not just hold on to it but increase it, to hone it so he would have an increased ability to use lorcith. Each day, he used smaller and smaller bits of lorcith, trying to find anything that would help him gain a greater understanding of the metal. Most of the time, he found he could use small fragments of lorcith, little bigger than a grain of sand, the metal swirling around him in a cloud.

      He could See beyond this cloud, fully aware of what was on the other side of it. He wondered if this was what it was like for his father, the type of control he had over the metal. Haern wished he and his father had had the opportunity to speak about it.

      Closing his eyes, he focused on the distant sense of lorcith. He was supposed to be looking for Olandar Fahr, and though he had been, there were times when he wanted to search for his father. Unfortunately, he had not discovered him.

      Worse, he hadn’t uncovered anything about Olandar Fahr. He’d tried, and having been the one to change the nature of Olandar Fahr’s song, he thought that if anyone would be able to find him, it would be Haern. But the longer he searched, the more he realized there was nothing to the song anymore, no way for him to uncover it.

      Haern pulled the lorcith back together, squeezing the tiny grains into a massive ball and stuffing it into his pocket.

      It was time for him to return to the village and the others, but he wasn’t sure if he was ready. He wanted a little bit more time alone, more time just to be up here.

      Metal moving through the village caught his attention, and he breathed out into a heavy sigh and dropped back to the ground. When he did, he pulled the coins he’d been using to keep him in the air and kept them at the ready, but not so close that he couldn’t send them surging out from him if necessary.

      “Where have you been?”

      “It’s nice to see you too,” Haern said to Eve. She was a slender woman, and her medium-green eyes caught the fading light, though even without that, he would have been fully aware of her gaze. She had a hard edge to her, and it seemed some of that came from the fact that she hadn’t grown up in Elaeavn.

      “I didn’t say it was nice to see you, I just asked where you’ve been.”

      “Sometimes I hover just to watch the sunset.”

      “Alone?”

      “Are you offering to hover with me?” She’d been growing in her skill, and since he’d adjusted the nature of her augmentation, her connection to the metal had increased significantly. Though she wasn’t as powerful as him, he wondered if that would change in time. With her connection to the lorcith, it was possible she would continue to increase her ability to the point where she would be quite formidable.

      “You have a woman, Haern.”

      Haern chuckled. “I wasn’t saying we would do so to get intimate.” Then again, the idea of doing that with Elise while using lorcith was surprisingly appealing. What would that be like? It would be tricky, and he’d have to be careful that he didn’t drop himself to the ground, but… Haern pushed those thoughts out of his mind. He couldn’t be thinking like that, and certainly not with Eve watching.

      More than that, he had to be careful in this place in particular. There was a certain type of power here, and there would be others who could Read him. Not the least of whom was Lucy, the most powerful Reader he’d ever been around. He didn’t necessarily want Lucy knowing his thoughts, especially when it had to do with getting intimate with Elise while hovering in the air.

      “Fine. The next time you hover, we can go together.”

      “I’d like that,” he said.

      “I’m warning you,” Eve said.

      Haern chuckled again. “What were you needing me for?”

      “Well, seeing as how Lucy has been absent, we thought we might get your opinion. She did tell us to work with you, after all.”

      Haern smiled to himself. Lucy had asked him to train the women, and he had been offering whatever instruction he could, but he wasn’t sure he’d done enough.

      He didn’t need to be a Reader to know how difficult it was for Eve to admit that to him. “My opinion on what?”

      “On what color of carpet goes best with the drapes we’ve hung. On protecting the city, what else?”

      Haern shook his head. “I think you’ve all begun to protect the city as well as you can.”

      “Be that as it may, we still feel as if we need more organization. If we’re going to stay here, we need to ensure we’re safe.”

      “Do you really intend to stay?”

      “Why would we not?”

      “I don’t know. Now that your augmentations have been eased—”

      “Many of us don’t have a place to go, Haern Lareth. Even though our augmentations might’ve been eased, that doesn’t mean that we can use them. We’re still working, and despite that, we’re only able to do so much with them.”

      It was something Haern thought he needed to help them with, but how? Eve wasn’t alone in her hard edge. While some of the women weren’t nearly as tough as she was—some of them actually came from Elaeavn—there were enough who were.

      Haern had a hard enough time with the women he’d rescued; he wasn’t sure he wanted to deal with another group of women who were equally angry.

      At the same time, Elise had been prodding him, trying to get him to be more forthright with them, seeing if there was anything he might be able to do to help them. As much as he wanted to help, he wasn’t sure he could.

      By fixing their augmentations, he’d brought them to a place he now occupied, a place where the metal no longer fought them, and whatever augmentation they were going to receive would be able to work.

      “What are you proposing?”

      “Not what I’m proposing, it’s what the Triad proposes.”

      “The Triad?”

      Eve glanced down. “That’s what we call ourselves.”

      “Ourselves?”

      Eve looked up, meeting his eyes. As before, a flash of hardness filled her gaze, and Haern almost smiled. “I’m one of them.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Are you mocking me?”

      “Not at all. I’m just saying I’m not surprised you would be selected.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve been around you enough to know you want nothing more than to help others like you.”

      She might go about it in a different way than he would have, but there was no doubting she meant well. It was something he wasn’t even sure Lucy saw when she was around. For the most part, Lucy remained absent, though she would appear from time to time, rarely for very long, and when she did, she was warmly welcomed.

      “Anyway. We were hoping you might be able to help us find a sense of safety.”

      “What would you propose?”

      “That’s why I’m coming to you.”

      “I’m just asking you what you think you need to do.”

      Eve growled. “You can be frustrating, Lareth.”

      “I hear that.”

      “From who?”

      “Well, from me, mostly.”

      Haern turned as Elise approached. Her hair was pulled back in a braid, and her deep brown eyes watched him, warmth flooding them. He was tempted to reach out and embrace her, but doing so around others was still not completely comfortable to him.

      She smiled but then turned her attention to Eve. “What do you need Haern’s help with?”

      “We want to ensure that the city is safe. After the Blacksmith attacked, we wanted to make sure a similar attack wouldn’t occur without any warnings.”

      “I think Haern would be able to help with that.”

      Haern shot Elise a look. “Oh, is that right?”

      Elise shrugged. “You don’t think you’re capable of doing it?”

      Haern didn’t say so, but the idea of offering protection to the city struck far too close to home for him. It was a sort of thing his father had spent his days doing within Elaeavn, and it had gotten to the point where Rsiran had been so devoted to it that he had done nothing else. Was that going to be Haern’s fate as well?

      And if it was, what choice did he have but to do it? It wasn’t as if he didn’t want to protect these people if he could. He wanted to offer them any sort of help he could, and wanted to keep them as safe as possible. If that meant trying to create protections the same way his father did, then wouldn’t he do that?

      There had to be some other way, though.

      “I will do what I can,” he said. “For now, it might be best to have sentries positioned around the town, and take turns with them. We have enough people that we can rotate, and if anything is discovered…”

      “We won’t be able to detect whether or not the Blacksmith returns.”

      “Maybe not, but any sort of warning is better than none. Besides, I don’t know that he’s going to return anytime soon. I think he suffered enough of a setback that he’ll be disinclined to push forward quickly.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Haern wasn’t, but they needed to see confidence from him, which meant that he needed to be as confident as he could. “I think so. And if he were to return, I would detect him. You would as well,” he added.

      Eve nodded as if there were no other possibility. “When you have time, the Triad would like to visit with you.”

      “Of course.”

      She started off, dropping a coin as she went and floating above the ground. She had taken to doing that all the time, and Haern watched as she did, focusing on each of the coins, every so often pushing on them, trying to distract her. He didn’t do it to anger her; rather, he wanted to see if he could encourage her to have a tighter control over the metal. Of all the women in the camp, she was the one he was most able to help, but even with her, his ability to offer her much assistance was limited. He had a similar ability to hers, but he didn’t know how to help her hone it any better than what she already did.

      “I’m going to need help, too.”

      “Why?” Haern asked, turning his attention to Elise.

      “Well, we’re set up with the wagons, but there are some who are getting tired of it.”

      “I’m not sure what else to offer. We have to decide whether we’re going to stay here or move on. If we stay, I’m not so sure we’ll have anyplace but the wagons to use.”

      “You say if, but most of the women want to stay.”

      “Even though we were planning on going to Asador?”

      “You were planning on us going to Asador, but you were doing so because it was a safe place. Now we don’t know if it is safe.”

      “I don’t think Asador is unsafe.”

      “There you go again, thinking.”

      Haern shook his head. “What would you suggest?”

      “There are some who wonder if we couldn’t add to the village.”

      “Add?”

      Elise motioned toward the western edge of the village. The buildings ended abruptly, and though the road leading through the main part of the village continued, there was a transition to tall grasses. The wagons were there, where they had been ever since they had first arrived. “We would build.”

      “Build what?”

      Elise slapped him on the arm. “Homes. Honestly, Haern, it’s almost as if you aren’t thinking.”

      “You want us to stay here?”

      “Where else would we stay?”

      Haern looked around. “I guess… I guess I haven’t given it much thought.”

      They’d been on the run so long, and worried about Olandar Fahr for so long, that he hadn’t thought about what would happen when they finally were able to stop. And now, for the first time in a long time, it seemed as if they had found a place where they might be safe, and the women understandably wanted a place where they could rest, a place they could finally call home. Would that be this village?

      They’d been looking for a place of safety, and with all of these augmented women, this could be a place of safety.

      He hadn’t thought about staying here, but the longer he was here, the more it made a certain sort of sense. The women here had been welcoming, at least after having a bit of time to come to grips with the fact that Haern and the others had arrived. He thought it made sense for them to stay here, especially if this was a place of safety; if they could start fresh here, then why wouldn’t they stay?

      The only question he had was whether this was the right strategy for these women. Haern didn’t know, and it was troubling for him to be so uncertain. All the time he’d been traveling, he had intended for them to head to Asador, but perhaps Asador wasn’t the safe haven he had hoped.

      “We can stay here,” he said.

      “You don’t have to sound so forlorn about it,” Elise said with a smile.

      “It’s not a matter of being forlorn, it’s more a matter of not knowing what my role will be.”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “I…” He turned away, focusing on the sense of metal all around him. In the city, lorcith came from everywhere. It was within the women, a distinct sensation that he was fully aware of, and it was within their wagons, the lorcith they had carted with them providing some reminder of the power. There would be others, though it wasn’t here in quite such a prominent fashion. Not nearly as salient as it had been in Elaeavn, or even in other cities like Asador and Dreshen.

      “You don’t know what you’ll do here,” she said.

      Haern turned back toward her. “I suppose not. When I agreed to guide you to safety, I thought that was going to be my task. The longer we go, the less certain I am we’ll be heading toward safety.”

      “We have found safety, Haern.”

      “I know.”

      “And now we need to have a place to stay. The Triad has agreed with our request.”

      He wasn’t surprised that they would have gone to the leadership. Elise would have known she needed to do so, which meant they had already gotten the necessary permission, and anything else that was to be had already been decided.

      But then, why should it be any other way?

      “What can I do to help?”

      “I think we can manage the construction.”

      “I’m sure you can,” he said.

      “What I would ask of you is something else.”

      “What?”

      “I would ask for you to help me find the necessary strength to offer more help than I have so far.”

      It took a moment to realize what she was asking of him, and he shook his head.

      Elise smiled at him, disarming him in the way that she did. “I know what I’m asking,” she said. “And I know you think it’s a bad idea.”

      “It is a bad idea.”

      “Only because you know this kind of power, Haern. There are those of us here who don’t know that power, and many of us would like to know what it’s like.”

      “We don’t know that it’s safe.”

      “We also don’t know that it’s unsafe. I know you have your connection to the metal, and you uncovered the key to placing these augmentations. All we’re asking is an opportunity to try it.”

      “That’s all?” Haern shook his head. “It’s more than just that. If I do this, those of you who receive them run the risk of it failing.”

      He was worried about more than just failing. He was worried about something happening to these women, some sort of injury that would leave them forever altered. More than that, he ran the risk of killing them. Haern didn’t know enough about the nature of the augmentations to feel confident that he’d be able to ensure their safety. It was possible anything he might do would not work, and yet… Now that he had the ability to listen to the lorcith’s song, Haern couldn’t help but think he would be able to succeed. It was a matter of knowing the nature of the song, hearing the way it called out to him, and he thought he would be able to influence it.

      The only question was whether he wanted to influence it.

      And yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he needed to try. If the Ai’thol continued to pose a danger to them, they needed to have those who could counter them. Who better to counter than people Haern had impacted, influencing them with his own power?

      “You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to,” Elise said. “I have a feeling that if you don’t, though, some might try to find another way.”

      Haern sighed. That almost seemed worse to him. If they went for an alternative, somebody else might end up harmed. If he did nothing, they would definitely end up harmed.

      It was a choice only he could make. He was going to be the one who offered this augmentation and changed the lives of these women in this encampment, this growing village.

      “Before they do anything, I need to ensure that it’s safe.”

      “How would you ensure our safety?”

      “I need to better understand the metal. Give me an opportunity to do that.”

      Elise smiled at him. “Of course.”

      He frowned; something about the way she said that left him troubled. “You intend to take an augmentation, don’t you?”

      She watched him for a moment, and he wasn’t sure what she might say, but ultimately, she nodded. “I think I need to.”

      “Need?”

      As far as Haern was concerned, no one needed to have an augmentation placed, and yet, he understood what she was getting at, and the way that she felt, recognizing that there was perhaps not a need, but a desire for the augmentation, and that desire was tied to wanting to understand what it was like to have more power. How could she not when she was surrounded by so many others who had power? This entire village consisted of women who had more power than almost any place else, and for those women who didn’t have it, it would leave them feeling less.

      What he needed was to find Carth, and perhaps see if the Binders might be able to offer some help with this. Many of the Binders were powerless naturally, but they used various methods to increase their strength and skill. Because of that, they were able to do things that they wouldn’t otherwise. He didn’t necessarily have to place an augmentation in order for these women to gain what they wanted.

      Even that wasn’t really what Elise wanted. She wanted something permanent, something similar to what the others had obtained, and she wanted the same sort of power so that she would be able to familiarize herself with it, so that she didn’t have to fear someone else harming her or the others.

      And more than anything, Haern thought he understood that.

      “Elise…”

      “All I’m asking is for a chance,” she said.

      “I will see what I can do.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s going to take some time. And I don’t know that I can do it here.”

      “Where would you need to go?”

      If he was going to do this, he would need help, which meant he would need someone who understood metal in a way that he didn’t. If he knew where to find his father, that would be the person he’d go to, but Rsiran was off doing whatever he was up to, either fighting the Ai’thol or perhaps working with Carth—or perhaps he was back in Elaeavn, returned to Haern’s mother. Haern’s father had been absent for so long that it didn’t matter to him.

      There was another answer that was even more obvious to him, which meant he would have to take it.

      “Elaeavn,” he said.

      “But you can’t Slide.”

      “I can’t, but I can push myself there in less than a day.”

      “You mean you can fly.”

      “Fine.” He glared at her for a moment, and she merely ignored it. “It’s not flying, you know.”

      “I know you don’t think it’s flying, but the rest of us… well, we understand that what you do is something quite more than what we can do.”

      He couldn’t argue with that, and there was a certain aspect of what he did that was like flying.

      “I’d like to go with you.”

      “To Elaeavn?”

      She nodded.

      Haern wondered what it would be like to bring someone like Elise to Elaeavn. She was an outsider, but then, in some ways, he was now an outsider—something he didn’t mind. He embraced the fact that he no longer belonged within the city, and though he could return, there was a certain freedom to being able to escape the city. Perhaps flying as she suggested.

      “We can go tomorrow,” he said.

      “Good. I have a few things I need to get done first.”
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      Wind whistled around him, and Haern smiled to himself at the feeling of soaring high above the ground. In the distance, the Ilphaesn Mountain rose high into the sky. He was able to use that to draw himself toward Elaeavn, and his connection to Ilphaesn made it easy for him to know where he was going. There was something about the mountain, the metal that flowed through it, that called to him, drawing him in a way that even his control over the small lorcith coins he’d forged didn’t. It was a powerful sense, and it had grown even more powerful since he had gained his increased connection to the metal. Now he could practically pull himself toward it without needing anything else. The only thing he really required was to gain significant altitude so that when he did pull, he didn’t end up going off course.

      He moved more rapidly, the speed from his drawing on the power of Ilphaesn making it so he was soaring fast enough that everything whipped at him. Haern had long ago learned to close his eyes, to enjoy the movement, to ignore the sense of anything else around him, and even now he was able to do so, disregarding the whistling of the wind and focusing instead on trying to hold tightly to Elise so that he didn’t drop her.

      As the mountain loomed closer and closer, he started to push, shifting his connection. It was a transition, drawing first toward the mountain and then quickly shifting, pushing off on it so that he didn’t fly too quickly toward the mountain and crash into it. When they reached it, he slowed, and they dropped down near the peak of the mountain. His boots crunched on the snow, and he breathed in the cold air from this high up, air that still carried the distinct odor of lorcith.

      “This is your home?”

      Haern shook his head. “This is Ilphaesn Mountain. A place where the metal is mined.”

      “Have you spent much time here?”

      “I spent some time within the mines, but that was training more than anything else.” It was easy for him to remember what it had been like when he had worked with Galen, the way the other man had forced him to hone his abilities, the connection over the lorcith, and he was thankful for it. Haern wasn’t sure what he would have been able to do had Galen not increased his connection. That challenge to him, the demand that he learn and understand his abilities better, had been required. Without it, he would not have been able to do nearly the same things.

      “It’s colder than I expected.” She wrapped her arms around her, pulling her cloak tightly.

      Haern slipped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer to him. “Only up here. Within the city, it’s not nearly as cold. In fact, it’s mostly temperate.”

      “I’m a little nervous,” she said.

      “To go to Elaeavn?”

      She shook her head, her mouth pressing in a tight frown. “I’m not concerned about visiting the city itself. As far as I’ve been able to see, every city is pretty much the same as another.”

      “Then what?”

      “I worry your parents won’t like me.”

      Haern started to laugh but then realized she was serious. “My parents aren’t like that.”

      “I’m not from Elaeavn, and after having spoken to some of the others who lived there, I understand how much that matters to your people.”

      Haern pulled her toward him, wrapping his arms around her waist and kissing her deeply. At first she stiffened, resisting him, but gradually she relaxed, letting him kiss her fully.

      When he stepped back, he smiled at her. “It doesn’t matter to me. And I don’t think it matters to my parents, either.”

      When he’d been here before, it didn’t seem to have made a difference to his mother, and he had a hard time thinking she would care all that much about whether Elise was from Elaeavn or not. It wasn’t the kind of thing he would expect his parents would care much about. But then, with his father’s desire to keep Elaeavn isolated, he might be upset with Haern for falling for Elise.

      “I’ll stay with you,” he said.

      “I know you will.”

      He stood on the edge of the mountain, letting the wind swirl around him, and pointed toward the distant city. It was later in the evening, the travel to this point having taken only an hour or so, far less than Haern would ever have believed. He could have traveled over the water, and having placed enough nails through the ocean now, it was easy enough for Haern to use that as his means of transportation. But Ilphaesn made it even easier for him, so that all he really needed was to get high into the air and use his draw on the source of lorcith to guide him.

      “That’s the city,” he said.

      “Where’s your home?”

      “Not really in the city itself,” he said. “My parents lived in the forest.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      He slipped his arm back around her and pushed off on Ilphaesn Mountain. He went soaring high into the air, and as he did, he shifted the angle, pushing toward Elaeavn.

      Traveling in this way didn’t require that he use much in the way of the lorcith he possessed. He was able to latch on to the various lorcith stores, and even now, he could navigate based on what was stored within the city itself. He didn’t even need to push off on one of his own coins, though he was prepared for the possibility he would need to, ready for the time when he might get a little off course.

      He landed near the shoreline. From here, water crashed along the shore, and seagulls flew overhead. There was some movement along the streets, but it was minimal.

      “I thought you said your home was in the forest.”

      “It is, but I thought we’d make our way toward the forest through the city so you can see it.”

      “I don’t have the same eyesight you do.”

      “Not yet,” he said.

      “Is that what you would give me?”

      He hadn’t really thought about it, but he suspected there would have to be a decision at some point about what sort of ability he would grant her. And then, there was the possibility that he wouldn’t have any control over what ability was granted. It was possible the metal would choose, as it had chosen for the others that had been given abilities. It was even possible that anything he might do wouldn’t work for her, not as it had for those who had Great Watcher–given abilities.

      “I suppose I would give you whatever ability you wanted.”

      “I’m not so sure that it works like that.” She looked up at him, holding his gaze. “And neither are you.”

      Haern smiled and shook his head. “I’m not. I don’t really know what’s going to be involved with this, but I’ll do everything I can to help you achieve the abilities you want.”

      It was something he would have to spend more time thinking about. He didn’t know what abilities he might need to give her, or what sort of talents she would even be interested in. Perhaps she would want nothing more than the ability to Slide. That seemed possible, considering that so many of the Ai’thol had the ability to Slide. Maybe she would want some control over lorcith. That was something he thought he understood well enough to able to help her with, though he didn’t have the feeling she was interested in lorcith in that way. Perhaps he could grant her the ability to Read, or to See, but then again, he was only thinking of powers his people possessed.

      There was the possibility that she would be able to obtain none of those abilities. She wasn’t from Elaeavn, and she hadn’t lived near or been exposed to the sacred crystals at any point in her life, so she might never achieve those gifts. If so, he had to find what she might be able to do.

      Would it be something like Carth and her control over the shadows? Perhaps it would be the flame. So many possibilities, and now that he thought about it, he started to wonder if he even knew enough to use the metal effectively.

      But then, perhaps it wasn’t for him to decide.

      When it came to the other women, those who had followed Lucy, had any of them chosen what their abilities were going to be? They’d had their augmentations placed and had gradually begun to see an increase in their capabilities.

      “Where are we?” Elise asked.

      “This is the shoreline.” He pointed to the rows of warehouses. “Over there are warehouses that hold items of the Elvraeth.”

      “Like Lucy?”

      Haern smiled at the idea. He doubted that Lucy would ever have considered herself a traditional Elvraeth, and yet, that was very much what she was. To those who didn’t live in the palace, those who were allowed to remain in the palace were viewed quite a bit differently.

      “Like Lucy, but like others, too.”

      “What do they keep there?”

      “I don’t really know. Supposedly they have items of wealth, but…” He paused, motioning toward the sellswords who were patrolling. He didn’t remember the sellswords patrolling so openly when he was younger, but ever since he had gotten older—and even more so since he had begun to train, getting to the point where he understood his connection to metal—he’d begun to notice them. Part of it might have been the fact that he had never had a reason to pay much attention to them before, but it might also have been because they really hadn’t been as prominent.

      They walked along the street, and it wasn’t long before they reached the outer edges of what was commonly referred to as Lower Town. Haern followed the sound of music and paused in front of the Wretched Barth, resting his hand on the door.

      “What is this place?”

      “This is my aunt and uncle’s tavern.”

      “Bar owners?”

      “Wait until you meet them,” he said.

      “You would have me meet your aunt and uncle first?”

      Haern smiled. “I think it’s easiest if we make our way through the city. We can stop here, and then I’d like to stop at the palace and see what Galen has been up to, and then we can reach the forest.”

      “It seems to me you’re avoiding something.”

      “Not at all,” Haern said. “I haven’t been back here like this in so long that it’s more a matter of wanting to check in with them.”

      There was another reason, though. Stopping and visiting with Brusus gave him the opportunity to find out whether his father had returned to the city. If he had not, Haern would have to start thinking about looking for him and about what kept him away. Now that he had his connection to lorcith and a better understanding of the augmentations that had been placed and how to influence them, he might be even more useful, not just to his father, but to stopping the Ai’thol.

      Pushing open the door, Haern saw that the tavern was busy as usual. Not only was it widely known to be a comfortable establishment, but his aunt’s cooking was regarded as some of the best within the city. Tonight was even busier than usual, and Haern had to squeeze in between people.

      Perhaps the business came from the boisterous minstrel strumming his lute at the far end of the tavern. There was singing and dancing, and several people near the minstrel clapped along and cheered.

      Elise grinned. “This is your family’s place?”

      “This is actually the place where my parents first met.”

      “At your aunt and uncle’s tavern?”

      “They didn’t own it at the time. I don’t know all the details, but I suspect that if you ask my uncle Brusus, he’d be more than happy to tell you.”

      As he scanned the tavern, he finally found his uncle. He was weaving through the crowd, pausing here and there to visit with patrons as he often did. Each time he paused, he whispered something to the people nearby before moving onward.

      Haern could only shake his head. There was something amusing about the way his uncle meandered through the crowd, and he likely knew every single person here.

      Partly that came from his ability to Read. He was a powerful Reader, and though most within the city could prevent someone from Reading them to a certain extent, after Brusus had held one of the sacred crystals, Haern was no longer sure how much his uncle could be restricted. Perhaps somewhat, but not entirely. In that way, his talent was probably more like it was with Lucy.

      Haern started forward, holding on to Elise’s hand, squeezing in between the crowd, weaving toward Brusus. He waited near the edge of a table. There were three people perched along the table, leaning toward their ale, a set of dice resting on the table. Brusus started toward them, and then he froze.

      His eyes widened as he came across Haern, and he hurried forward. “Haern?”

      “Uncle Brusus.” He pulled his uncle into a quick embrace and stepped off to the side.

      Brusus looked past Haern, locking eyes with Elise, and a wide grin spread on his face. “This is where you’ve been.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “From what I can tell, it is.”

      “Stop Reading her.”

      “What do I have to Read? I can see the way you’re holding her hand, and the way she’s watching you.”

      Haern moved closer to Elise and motioned toward her. “Uncle Brusus, this is Elise. Elise, this is unfortunately my uncle Brusus.”

      “Unfortunate? Don’t let them tell you that, dear. I’ve known him since he was still in diapers, and even changed a few of them myself.”

      “Brusus!”

      “What? You don’t think she knows you were once a baby? That you didn’t somehow spring from your mother’s womb fully grown?”

      Haern could only shake his head.

      “Did you return to make introductions?”

      There was something in the question that Haern didn’t quite grasp, and he frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, it would be the proper thing to do before you were wed.”

      Warmth began to work up Haern’s neck, and Elise chuckled.

      “I don’t think Haern is quite ready for such a commitment,” she said.

      “Ah, he’s too much like me.” Brusus glanced over his shoulder, and Haern followed the direction of his gaze, noting his aunt Alyse coming from the kitchen. “Part of it is finding the right woman to get you to settle down, the same way that I did.”

      “This has nothing to do with my readiness for a commitment,” Haern said, looking at the two of them. “I came back to see if my grandfather could help me.”

      “With what? Did you suddenly decide you want to understand how to become a better blacksmith?”

      “Something like that,” Haern said.

      Brusus studied him, and there was a certain set to his jaw, a fading of the brightness in his deep green eyes.

      “What happened?” Brusus asked.

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re closed to me. Normally I wouldn’t care, but in this case, it’s such a significant change that I noticed.”

      “Can we talk about this somewhere else?”

      “Why not here?”

      Haern looked around the tavern. “Because it’s so loud.”

      “I didn’t think noise bothered you.”

      “Normally it wouldn’t, but I don’t want to shout about some of these things.”

      Brusus studied Haern for a moment before nodding. “Why don’t we meet you upstairs?”

      “You would abandon the tavern at a time like this?”

      “I’m not abandoning it, and besides, what’s the point in hiring help if I can’t count on them when I need them?”

      “I don’t know how Aunt Alyse is going to feel about that.”

      “When it comes to family, I know how she’s going to feel about it.” Brusus gave him a gentle push on the back, sending him forward. “Go. I’ll meet you upstairs in a little bit.”

      Haern was tempted to argue. He hadn’t come back here so that he could sit in Brusus’s home and wait, but at the same time, he also needed to have this conversation with his uncle, if only so he could get a bit of gossip about what was taking place within the city.

      Haern noticed his aunt heading back into the kitchen and took Elise by the hand, guiding her upstairs. There was a hidden staircase at the back of the tavern, and he brought her to it and up. From there, he headed to their sitting room. Inside, the hearth crackled with a warm fire, and he took a seat on one of the comfortable chairs.

      Elise remained standing, staring at something near the hearth. Haern looked over to realize she was looking at a lorcith sculpture his father had made.

      “How is something like this even possible?”

      The sculpture reminded him of one of the Elder Trees, and the shape of it was so intricately done that it did seem impossible. He had marveled at it himself and still wondered how his father was able to create something like that. That despite knowing exactly what it took for his father to do it.

      “My father has even more control over the lorcith than I do. And he was a blacksmith first.”

      “It’s… it’s amazing.”

      “It is.”

      “I can almost feel something powerful from it.”

      Haern headed over toward the sculpture. It had been a while since he’d spent any time looking at it, but he didn’t remember ever detecting anything powerful from it.

      Then again, when it came to his father’s sculptures, Haern had rarely spent much time with them, feeling mostly annoyed by them, though he knew that he shouldn’t. It wasn’t as if his father had done anything to upset him intentionally. It was more about the fact that his father had such control over the metal that he was able to reshape it.

      Now that Haern had the same control, he’d found he was able to do something similar, though even with his own power, he wasn’t sure he had the same exquisite ability his father so easily—and often—displayed. With Haern, it would be less artistic, and unlikely to be as impressive as what his father had managed to create.

      Pausing in front of the sculpture of the tree, he thought he did feel the same power Elise mentioned—a sense of the metal that flowed to him, and a hint of a song, though it was incomplete.

      Knowing his father, he probably understood the song was incomplete, and it was likely intentional. If he created something too powerful, others might be able to access that power, and his father wouldn’t want that.

      He focused on it, listening to the song, hearing the way it called to him.

      There was something about it that he thought he could reach, but the more he listened, the more uncertain he was what that was, and the more he questioned why he would hear that song.

      Haern held his hand out, pushing it up against the tree…

      And then it exploded, throwing him back.
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      Ylinar was a great city, and one of the few remaining great cities like it. Enormous buildings stretched impossibly high in the air, leaving Ryn to wonder how they had been constructed. The people who had built them would have needed considerable help, and seeing the way they stretched, the spires as they streamed toward the sky, she couldn’t help but think that there was some majesty here.

      She would tear it down.

      If everything went well, Ryn did not intend to tear the entirety of the city down. It was the influence she intended to remove. The Ai’thol had once had some influence here, but much like in some of the other cities she had visited, that control had waned, to the point where there was no longer the same touch upon the city as there should be.

      “What do you suggest, Emissary?”

      Ryn twisted to see Matthew watching her. In the days since the attack on Lexa, she had grown to trust Matthew more and more. He had proven himself a valuable ally, and one who seemed to work on behalf of the Ai’thol in ways that so many others did not, at least not as far as she had been able to determine.

      “We will do no differently than we have in every other place,” she said.

      “This city is larger than the others we’ve encountered.”

      “Larger, but otherwise it is no different.”

      Even though she said it, she didn’t feel that was the case. She needed to put on the veil of confidence for the people who were serving on her behalf. The Great One’s absence had forced her into it. Regardless of whether she thought she deserved to lead, she had no choice. The people with her demanded it.

      Wind whistled, carrying from the south the smell of the animals they’d passed on the march here. They had traveled slowly, carefully, knowing there would be dangers within the city itself. Rather than Traveling here, she had wanted to go by ground, if only to better understand the type of dangers they might encounter when they reached the city. There were things they could learn in their journey that they couldn’t if they simply arrived someplace.

      Strange—that was something the Great One had taught her. He had instructed her on how to observe the people they visited. In this case, those lessons began to take on a greater importance. In the last few months, she’d found herself needing to observe, but more than that, she had found herself needing to influence. She hadn’t been certain she was acting in the right way, worried that perhaps she might anger the Great One when he finally discovered what she had been doing and the ways she’d been using his people, but he’d remained absent, leaving her no choice but to do this.

      Besides, it wasn’t as if Ryn weren’t acting on his behalf. Everything she did was for the Great One, wanting to ensure the Ai’thol remained faithful. Not just faithful, but to ensure the Ai’thol served the way the Great One had once taught.

      Given how long it had been since she’d seen the Great One, Ryn had given up on the possibility he would return anytime soon. He had other assignments, and she understood that there was a greater role for her. Because of that, Ryn had continued to serve, not questioning.

      If nothing else, the Great One would appreciate that.

      “We are ready when you command, Emissary.”

      Ryn nodded, and she continued to stare. The longer she stood here, the longer she focused on the city itself, the more she could obtain the information she needed about the city. There was something she was able to acquire in her time here, studying on the sounds and smells and sights that were all around her. It was tied to her enhancement, the blessing she’d received when she had been fully welcomed into the Ai’thol, the gift the Great One had offered.

      Everything was incredibly clear, but only for her. It was only because of her enhanced eyesight that she was able to see the movement down the street, the outline of the buildings that stretched high into the sky, the intricate stonework on many of them. It was only because of her abilities that she was able to see the symbols marking the god these people worshipped.

      When all was said and done, she would ensure that they no longer worshipped their god. They would worship the Great One, and the gifts and blessings he would offer.

      The air smelled strange, much like this city was strange. It carried with it a hint of spice she didn’t recognize, and Ryn wrinkled her nose, forcing away those thoughts.

      Taking a moment, she glanced over her shoulder at the others with her. They had traveled with her over the last few months, willingly accompanying her as she made her way from city to village, ensuring the influence of the Ai’thol remained. Once they had rooted out the influence of Thornton and his people within Lexa, there had been a need to ensure the other cities nearby were similarly stabilized.

      Now, it seemed as if they were, and yet, when they approached places like this, there was a sense that they still had much work to do.

      “We begin,” Ryn said.

      She started forward.

      There was a bit of ceremony to what she did, and part of it involved her dress. She wore a formal gown, heavily embroidered, with the long lace sleeves running down to her thumbs, looping in so that she could hold on to the dress itself. She played with the fabric as she walked, her hands clasped in front of her. The headdress she wore matched the gown, equally formal. The marker of the Great One hung between her breasts, and she ensured it flashed in the bright sunlight. If any were to recognize the marker, she needed them to know she served the Great One. She had been tempted to carry some other marker of office but ultimately decided that there was no point.

      Tessa walked alongside her. Having the Forger with her gave her a certain confidence, partly because Tessa had become a friend to her, but also because Tessa’s knowledge of the metal allowed the two of them to place additional blessings.

      Regardless of whether the Great One had been present, this was his assignment for her. She was to spread the message, to ensure the stability of his people. Though he might not be around, and though she wasn’t a Disciple, she was available to ensure that stability.

      As she made her way down to the city, Ryn had to remind herself that she wasn’t a Disciple. There was a difference between the Disciples and her role as Emissary. As Emissary, she was meant to serve as the mouthpiece for the Great One, but as a Disciple, she would be doing… well, essentially what she had been doing already. In that case, she was more like a Disciple, and though she had never been elevated to the position, there was a benefit in her doing this. The Disciples had been far too easily removed from their positions of power, and Ryn had not encountered any Disciples since arriving in Lexa.

      “Emissary?”

      She glanced over to Tessa. The other woman marched forward, her eyes fixed straight ahead. Like all Forgers, she carried a short sword buckled at her waist, her matching deep gray jacket and pants perfectly pressed. The scar running along the length of her chin gleamed in the sunlight.

      “What is it?”

      “Have you notice anything about this place?”

      “The only thing I’ve noticed is that everything seems as it should,” she said.

      “That’s my concern,” Tessa said.

      “Why?”

      “We sent scouts ahead.”

      “We have,” Ryn agreed. Part of their mission over the last few months had been to try to determine where they needed to focus their efforts, and this was one of the places they had decided on, partly because there was evidence that the Ai’thol could be effective here.

      They hadn’t seen any evidence of Thornton in any other place, and Ryn was determined to find out where he had gone. Perhaps he was able to Travel, in which case he could be anywhere, but she was determined to remove him from his place of influence and stop him from harming others. That might not be her full assignment as Emissary, but it was what she wanted to do because it was needed.

      “I just thought—”

      “I know what you’re concerned about,” Ryn said.

      “I’m sorry, Emissary,” Tessa said, keeping her gaze locked straight ahead of her.

      Ryn would have to apologize to the other woman later. Now wasn’t the time, and certainly not in this place with the number of Ai’thol around them. They needed to ensure that they put on a unified front, and as Emissary, Ryn had taken a position of leadership. Because of that, the others depended upon her wearing the mask of confidence, though she might not always feel that confidence.

      “Tessa,” she whispered.

      “Not now,” the other woman said.

      They reached the edge of the city, where the road transitioned from hard-packed earth to cobblestones. They were neatly placed and set well, and their boots rang out across the stones.

      People glanced in their direction before continuing on their way, as if they paid no mind to the fact that the Ai’thol marched in such numbers into the city. Ryn had debated how many of the Ai’thol to bring to this city. It was larger than most of the villages they’d encountered over the last few months, which left her uncertain how much she needed to bring to bear. Most of those villages had been stabilized with no more than ten or fifteen of the Ai’thol; here, given the sheer size of the city, she had thought such small numbers would not be nearly as impressive. Instead, she had gathered two hundred Ai’thol, all of them skilled fighters, prepared for whatever they might encounter.

      Everyone was prepared for the possibility they might have to fight. They knew the time might come again, and as many of them had encountered Thornton in Lexa, they had a desire to stop him, to prevent him from causing any additional harm, knowing the danger the man and his people had posed throughout the city.

      For Ryn’s part, she tried to tell herself it wasn’t about revenge, but she knew that wasn’t true. Regardless of what she said to herself, part of her wanted nothing more than revenge. She tried to ignore that feeling, knowing it was not what the Great One would want for her.

      “It’s this way,” Matthew said from her other side.

      She nodded. She didn’t need anyone to guide her through the city; she had seen it from above and recognized the pattern of the city and the movement within. There was a steady activity. On some streets, they passed carts led by horses, those leading them along the way seemingly unmindful of the fact that two hundred soldiers marched through the streets. On others she encountered strange-looking creatures, almost like dogs, but taller and strapped to wagons. These were left alone, and they practically pranced as they made their way through the street, a certain energy to them that Ryn couldn’t help but marvel at. She’d never seen any creatures like them before; the further south they went, the stranger the things they encountered.

      Most of the people within the city were dressed scantily, almost what she would’ve considered scandalous. Even when she had lived in Vuahlu, where the people were mostly fishermen, many of the men out on ships had gone without shirts, but when they came to shore, they were well dressed, much like the women. Among the people here, the men were often without shirts, jewelry dangling from their necks, curved blades swinging down from their sides. The women wore shirts that left their bellies exposed, and they were low-cut enough that Ryn could make out nearly their entire breasts. Even the children wore little clothing. They scurried through the streets half-naked, screaming and shouting, and with a hint of joy.

      Her clothing and that of the Ai’thol would stand out.

      It made it easier for her to determine who was native to the city and who was not. As they wandered, most of the people were dressed the same, but there were some, like the merchants guiding wagons along the street, who were dressed more traditionally. How many others gaped at the people within the city the way Ryn did? Probably not many. As she stared, she couldn’t help but feel as if she should have tried to understand this place better before coming. There was danger in being unprepared for what she might encounter.

      Her focus remained on the temple at the end of the village. She wasn’t sure what she might find there, but she was determined to reach it, the same way they had reached all the temples they’d encountered in other cities. That was where they were going to have the most influence, though she wasn’t entirely sure she would be welcomed there.

      Movement at the corner of her eye caught her attention, and Ryn turned slowly. She could swear she saw something shimmering.

      “What is it, Emissary?” Matthew asked.

      Ryn continued forward but kept her head tilted off to the side, watching out of the corner of her eye.

      She had seen something like that before, but it had been a while since they had faced any real challenger. While she didn’t expect anything here, there was the possibility that they would be threatened. There was always the chance of danger, which was part of the reason she was surrounded by those who could Travel. That way, she could be taken safely away at a moment’s notice and continue the Great One’s work, though she sometimes worried that her escape would signify weakness on behalf of the Great One. They could not demonstrate any such weakness. They had to show strength, had to show the power of the Great One and the purpose that serving the Great One would offer.

      “There was movement,” Ryn whispered.

      “What sort of movement?” Matthew asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      She resisted the urge to turn back, knowing she would reveal that she had seen it.

      It was better to continue on, and when she reached the next intersection, she glanced in either direction, doing so in a way that she hoped appeared almost as if she were trying to bless the people of the city. This time, she was certain she saw it. There was a faint and distinct shimmering along one street, and the strange twisting lines suggested that there was someone Traveling.

      “Be on guard,” she whispered, turning her attention to Matthew.

      He tapped his foot a single time, the signal for the rest of the Ai’thol to be on alert. The signal was passed down the line of Ai’thol, a strange cadence to the march, their way of secretly communicating that they needed to be careful.

      Ryn’s gaze lingered along the street. As she started to cross, she hesitated.

      Tapping her foot twice, a signal to the rest of the Ai’thol that she was changing direction, she turned to the left. The entire procession veered off, away from the towers rising over the city at the center of it, and she started to circle around the outside of the city, following the direction where she’d seen the shimmering movement. The street narrowed as she went, and the Ai’thol were squeezed into a slender path. There was a time when such a thing would’ve concerned her, but they were able to Travel. Well over half of these people with her had been given the blessing since the attack on Lexa, and well over half of them had the new style of blessing, one far stronger than the old method. Because of that, she trusted they would be able to protect themselves.

      “What did you see?” Tessa asked. All formality left her voice. Now there was a nervous edge to it. Ryn felt the same way.

      “Someone was Traveling along here,” she whispered.

      “You don’t have to be the one to go and explore. You could have sent the Ai’thol.”

      “They need to know that we aren’t afraid.”

      “What if they attack us?”

      “Then they attack us. We need to be prepared for it.”

      “Ryn. Emissary.”

      Ryn ignored her, continuing to make her way along the street. She kept her hands clasped in front of her, walking steadily, her gaze sweeping along the roadway for any sign of movement, but it never came.

      It was almost as if, seeing her turn down this way, the person she had observed had decided to go elsewhere. It was possible she posed a threat to them, but why?

      Ryn hesitated at the next intersection before veering right, once again making her way toward the center of the city. The road opened up and was wider here, and as she went, she worried that whoever she had observed Traveling along here had wanted her to come this way, but she didn’t know if it mattered. All that mattered was that she reach the temple.

      Perhaps she should’ve followed the advice of the others and Traveled to the temple. It would’ve been easier, and it certainly would’ve posed less danger, but it would not have shown the rest of the city the might of the Ai’thol.

      She slowed, giving herself a chance to watch, and there came another shimmering in the distance. This time, it was directly ahead of her.

      She hurried forward, and the others kept pace with her. As she went, she glanced along the street in either direction, looking for any sign of other Travelers, but she didn’t encounter anything.

      If there was only one person Traveling along here, she was giving them far more credit than they deserved. There was no danger to them from one person who could Travel. It was only when they encountered many people, people like Thornton and his soldiers, that they needed to be cautious.

      “Did anyone else see that?”

      Matthew grunted. “There wasn’t anything.”

      “I detected it,” Tessa said.

      Ryn glanced in her direction. One of the advantages of having someone like her, a Forger, was that she had the ability to sense the metal. If there was someone who had the blessing, it was likely that they also had the metal in them, the same way everyone with them did. That was the nature of the blessing, the gift from the Great One. If someone else had it—or had bastardized it the way Thornton had—Tessa would be able to detect them.

      Ryn continued forward, moving more cautiously.

      The shimmering appeared again, and Ryn stared, determined to peer through the strange shimmering and make out whoever was down there.

      A figure appeared, hidden in the darkness, almost masked by shadows. Were it not for her blessing, she might not have even been able to see them. Then she saw a second figure, and this one seemed to be spreading the darkness around, making it so that she couldn’t peer through the shadows, and yet, Ryn had enough experience with that to be able to do so.

      There was something about the other figure, the one who had shimmered into existence, that drew her eye.

      It was an older man, with graying hair, and though the shadows swirled around him, something about his deep green eyes drew her attention.

      It took her a moment to realize what it was.

      Lareth.

      The name jumped into her mind, filling her. It was a name that had been with her ever since her mother had shared it with her before the village had been destroyed. It was the name of the man who had killed her father. And her mother. And the entirety of her village.

      Ryn raced forward.

      All thought of decorum went out of her mind as she sprinted along the street, unmindful of who might be watching. The Ai’thol behind her raced to keep up, but Ryn ran toward the sight of the shimmering, determined to catch up to Lareth before he disappeared again. If only she had some way of preventing him from Traveling.

      More than anything else, she wanted to find Lareth. She needed to find him, needed to know why he had caused her such heartache over the years.

      “Emissary?”

      She ignored the calling of Matthew and the other Ai’thol.

      “Ryn!” Tessa’s voice was panicked, but Ryn didn’t care, ignoring the other woman, her friend, as she rushed toward the end of the street.

      With each step, she worried Lareth would disappear, that the shadows would swallow him, that he would simply Travel somewhere else, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

      When she was only a dozen paces away, she locked eyes with him.

      There was no sense of recognition in his eyes. There was an emptiness. A darkness. Anger filled his gaze as he looked at her. Metal swirled around him, and yet there was no blessing upon him.

      And then darkness enveloped him, and he disappeared.

      Ryn skittered to a stop and stared at the space where Lareth had been. She was unable to take her eyes off it, unable to turn and look anywhere but at that darkness. She continued forward carefully, and when she reached the space where he had been, she reached into it, hoping she might uncover something—anything—that would tell her he had actually been here, that it was not just her imagination. But when she reached it, there was nothing.

      “Emissary?”

      She ignored Matthew and focused on the darkness. Whoever had been traveling with Lareth had been able to shroud him in shadows, concealing him from her. She had seen something like that before from Thornton.

      Could Lareth be working with Thornton?

      It fit. Two of her enemies working together.

      If so, then she had even more reason to find Thornton. If he could tell her where to find Lareth, then she could get answers. She knew the Great One would understand. He knew what she’d gone through, and that she needed vengeance.

      “What was it?” Tessa asked, touching her lightly on the arm.

      She glanced over at the other woman. Tessa had deep brown eyes, and she looked at her with concern etched on her face that pulled at the scar running underneath her chin. Her hair was pulled back, looped with a leather sash. Should she tell Tessa what she’d gone through? Should she even tell her about Lareth?

      It was possible the other woman wouldn’t understand.

      “Are you sure you detected a blessing?”

      “There was the metal. I detected it.”

      “I…” She looked around the street before turning her attention to Tessa and Matthew. “I thought I saw Thornton.”

      “And you went after him yourself?” Matthew asked.

      “Considering everything he did…”

      She wasn’t able to finish, and she turned her attention to the temple in the distance, trying to push out of her mind the image that she had seen. She was certain it had been Lareth. And if he was here, what did it mean for her and her people?

      “We will do everything we can to prepare for the possibility that Thornton might attack,” Matthew said.

      She could only nod.

      The command went out behind them, calling out to the other Ai’thol, and Ryn stared at the darkness, at the place where Lareth had been. She’d been so close. Closer than she’d ever been, and yet, she had been so far away.

      Despite everything that happened to her, when she’d seen Lareth, she had felt small, like a child.

      It amazed her he could make her feel like that.

      Even more amazing was that, despite the blessing she had been given by the Great One, she could do nothing when it came to someone like Lareth. With his abilities, his capacity to Travel and disappear, there was nothing she would be able to do to stop him.

      What she needed was some method of preventing Traveling the way Thornton appeared to do.

      How, though?

      That was what she needed to understand. She was determined to find a way to reach Lareth and stop him.

      “Emissary?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, taking a few deep breaths. When she opened them, she forced her face back into serenity, preparing to serve the Great One as he wanted.

      “I’m ready.”

      “We aren’t far now,” Matthew said.

      She nodded, clasping her hands back together in front of her, and started forward. As she went, she couldn’t shake the sense that Tessa was watching her, as if she knew something was amiss. Ryn wasn’t about to say anything more to the other woman, and yet, it was possible she didn’t need to. Tessa’s mind was sharp; she might already know that something wasn’t quite right.
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      Standing before the gate leading to the temple, Ryn looked up at it. A massive stone archway led through the street, and on the other side, a wide courtyard opened up before reaching the outer edge of the temple. There was intricate stonework along the sign, with carvings and designs that depicted various scenes she suspected were important to these people. She stared up at it, tempted to tear it down.

      “What is it, Emissary?” Matthew asked.

      The Ai’thol had been on edge ever since she had encountered Lareth, but then, they had believed she had come across Thornton, and they were prepared for the possibility of attack. Most of the Ai’thol had marched with hands on swords, but when she had observed Lareth, there had been no threat from him.

      She’d tried to process what that meant but had been unable to do so. Perhaps he realized he wouldn’t be able to destroy two hundred of the Ai’thol—but the rumors of Lareth were such that she didn’t think he would have feared the Ai’thol. Everything she’d ever heard about Lareth suggested he was willing to attack, regardless of how many Ai’thol might oppose him.

      “I’m debating what to do with this,” she said, staring at the sign.

      “We came here to negotiate,” Tessa said.

      “Negotiate, but they have our enemies in the city.”

      “They might not know it,” she said.

      Tessa had taken to serving as a voice of reason, and Ryn squeezed her hands together, trying to force out her agitation. It served no purpose, and the longer it filled her, the more aware of it she was, but it was difficult to ignore.

      “Perhaps,” she said.

      Taking a deep breath, Ryn started forward and passed beneath the archway. The massive form of the temple rose high overhead. It was a series of interconnected buildings, and from here, it looked like a shadowed finger stretching up against the sky, an imposing form designed to draw her eye, and to serve as some way of honoring their god.

      When Ryn was through, it would be their way of honoring the Ai’thol.

      She paused inside the plaza, looking around. There was no sign of movement, no sign of soldiers. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but she’d certainly thought they would be better guarded than this.

      Then again, the Ai’thol made no attempt to mask their coming. It was possible they knew she was bringing the Ai’thol with her into the city. If so, then, knowing how fierce the Ai’thol were rumored to be might be enough to have prevented them from putting up any sort of fight.

      She crossed the plaza and reached a massive set of double doors on the other side. Ryn tested them, expecting to find them locked, but they were not. Throwing them open, she strode inside, the Ai’thol streaming behind her.

      The air changed, becoming cooler. There was a strange energy to the air, but she wasn’t able to determine what caused it.

      When her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she looked around for any signs of movement, but nothing within the temple suggested she would find anything here.

      “Where are they?” Matthew asked.

      “We will check every level,” she said.

      The main level appeared to be some sort of worship hall. It was wide open, other than massive pillars that stretched several stories high. The curved ceiling was painted with designs that reminded her of the archway outside. Sconces set into the walls glowed with an orange light. At one end, a raised altar overlooked the entirety of the hall. She’d have expected to come across someone here, at least one of the priests, but it was empty.

      The Ai’thol spread out, filling the inside of the temple. As they did, the energy within the room began to shift.

      “Emissary?” Matthew whispered.

      “I feel it,” she said, but she had no idea where it came from.

      She stayed at the edge of the temple, making her way along the walls and trying to study what was taking place, what she might be able to uncover. But the longer she stared, the harder it was for her to uncover anything of much significance.

      That had been the Great One’s first lesson for her. He had instructed her to observe, to report what she did observe, and be prepared for the possibility that things might not be quite as she thought.

      She could tell something was amiss. The only problem was, she didn’t know why. The only thing was Lareth. And yet, Lareth had disappeared, hadn’t he?

      Unless he hadn’t.

      Perhaps he’d Traveled here, setting a trap for the Ai’thol. That might explain why he’d been so unconcerned about their presence. He might have been ready for them. Perhaps she was making a mistake.

      She started forward but was pushed back.

      Her breath caught.

      She ran into some invisible wall and found she couldn’t penetrate it.

      “Matthew?” she called out.

      It seemed as if the other man didn’t hear her.

      “Tessa?”

      She didn’t hear her either.

      She continued to hurry forward, once again slamming into the same invisible barrier. What was it? How was she held away from the others?

      And could she follow the edge of the barrier?

      Ryn made a circle and found that the wall ran along the entirety of the lower level of the temple, ringing it. As she tried to press against it, she was sent backward.

      The others moved throughout the main part of the temple, unmindful of the fact that she was here, that she was unable to reach them. It seemed as if they had no idea what was taking place.

      Sound didn’t get through, and she couldn’t get through.

      But was there anything that could get through?

      She carried a belt knife, given to her by Tessa, but no other weapons. She didn’t have the skill to use them if it came down to it, so there was no purpose in her carrying any real weapons.

      Unsheathing her knife, she held it outward, leading with it, and stabbed at what she detected. There was a solid wall of something, but what was it?

      She continued to push but couldn’t get through.

      The Ai’thol in the main part of the temple looked around, and one of the men—Jonathan, a broad-shouldered man whose blessing she had seen placed—looked directly at her before his gaze drifted beyond.

      It was as if he couldn’t see her.

      She tried to focus her mind, thinking about things the way the Great One would have wanted her to. He had instructed her to focus, to consider things in a careful manner, and she knew she needed to do so now, to be prepared for the possibility this was real. How would the temple have separated her from the others?

      Better yet, how would the temple have known to separate her from the others?

      It wasn’t as if she had done anything to conceal her presence. She was dressed as the Emissary, with the gown and headdress, and she also wore the marker of the Great One. All of that would draw attention to her.

      Ryn jabbed the knife forward, trying to carve at the barrier.

      She failed each time she tried. She continued making a circuit of the main level, but there was nothing she could reach.

      Had all the Ai’thol entered the temple?

      It was unlikely. Matthew would have left some of them outside, watching for movement, prepared to react. They would have needed a rearguard.

      As she reached the main doors of the temple, she tried to push them open but couldn’t. Somehow, she was trapped someplace between the temple and the outside.

      There had to be some way for her to move beyond this.

      The power involved was impressive, and though she could feel it, she knew she shouldn’t marvel at it. Rather, she should focus on trying to figure out some way beyond.

      She watched the movement of the Ai’thol inside. As far as she could tell, they didn’t seem to be aware that she wasn’t among them.

      How was that possible?

      Matthew or Tessa should have noticed that something was off, that she wasn’t with them.

      Ryn took a step back, crossing her hands in front of her, and focused on the lessons the Great One had given her. Observe and report. The first step was the hardest. How was she going to observe anything? There was nothing here she could make out, and the longer she stared, the more uncertain she was of what she might find.

      What did she know? That was another piece of it. She was in a city rumored to have power. It was the reason the Ai’thol had come here, a place where the Ai’thol had had little to no presence before now. Perhaps it was her mistake in coming without more information, but she had wanted to serve the Great One and offer his blessing to others.

      And then she had seen Lareth within the city.

      That mattered almost as much as anything else, and the fact that Lareth was here suggested they sided with him.

      He had power. That much she was certain of. She had never heard of him having power like this, though.

      What if this wasn’t Lareth?

      In her mind, everything could be attributed to Lareth. Every slight she’d endured, every bad thing that had happened in her life, had been his fault.

      Then again, she would never have encountered the Great One were it not for Lareth. She would have remained in the village, plucking conash from the trees, working the plantation, and… she might have had a good life. It would’ve been an easier life. Perhaps she would have found happiness. Settled down with a boy. Gotten married. She would have known the sea, would have known the peace of that place.

      And yet, she never would have known the Great One.

      As much as she had gone through over the last few years, she couldn’t deny that the Great One had changed her, and that it was for the better. Not only through the blessing she’d been offered, but through her experiences. She had seen the world and had come to understand things far better than she ever had before.

      Without her, how many would have suffered?

      She didn’t think she was solely responsible for everything that had happened, and yet many had suffered until she had taken a stand on their behalf. She thought of what had happened in Lexa. How many would have been tormented by Thornton and the others if not for her?

      It wasn’t as if she believed she was a savior. She was certainly not the Great One. But she recognized that she’d had some role in ensuring the safety of the Ai’thol.

      Taking a deep breath, she shook away those thoughts. They served her not at all right now, which made her wonder why she was having them.

      Something else was taking place here—more than just the physical barrier that prevented her from reaching the others. It was as if there was some barrier that tried to hold her mind back as well.

      Ryn approached slowly and pressed her hands up against it. In one hand, she clutched the knife, prepared to try to carve through the wall, but there was no way she would be able to do so with as much resistance as she felt. Her other hand she simply rested on the invisible barrier.

      This wasn’t Lareth.

      Regardless of how much she despised him, despite everything he had done to her and the people she cared about, he didn’t have this ability.

      That meant there was some other danger here.

      The city was near enough to Lexa that they were able to reach it relatively easily, but they hadn’t done so by Traveling. The people she’d seen here were normal in appearance, other than the strangeness of their dress.

      Taking a step back, she focused.

      She had to steady her mind. That was part of the lessons the Great One had taught. She was increasingly certain there was some concerted effort to force her to think about things in a dangerous way. The Ai’thol were mingling on the other side, making their way throughout the temple, and yet, there was no other movement from them.

      Why would that be?

      And why wouldn’t Matthew and Tessa be searching for her? If they knew she wasn’t with them, the Ai’thol would do whatever they could to figure out what had happened to her. The fact that they had not left her troubled.

      And it suggested that none of this was quite what she believed.

      What was it, then?

      It was a trap.

      Standing near the doorway, Ryn steadied her breathing, focusing on what she could see in front of her and thinking about what she had seen the moment they had arrived in this place.

      The temple. It had been empty, hadn’t it?

      Unless it hadn’t been.

      What if this was all part of some vision she was having?

      If it was, it was no sort of vision that she could understand.

      She stared straight ahead, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. There was no sense about any of this, and the longer she stared, the more certain she was that something else was taking place.

      The Ai’thol would be looking for her.

      That was the part of it all that stuck in her mind.

      Not just the Ai’thol, but she knew Tessa in particular would be watching her. She’d been concerned after Ryn had seen Lareth, and… had she even seen Lareth?

      All of this seemed to be some play on her fears. First showing her a man she hated, a man who had destroyed everything, and now this, separating her from the people she’d vowed to protect. Someone must have a way of accessing her fears and creating visions, but how?

      Ryn thought about what she was able to see out in the temple, and though she wasn’t sure whether it was real or not, she believed that it was.

      What if it wasn’t?

      What if none of this was real?

      Then she needed to turn her observation inward.

      What might she uncover if she did?

      She thought about herself, focusing on her mind. She had to be as thorough as the Great One had taught her to be, using everything he had instructed her to use, doing everything in her power to ensure that whatever she might see was real. That was his biggest lesson. Observe.

      In the time she’d worked with him, she’d learned to observe, but in all that time, she’d never turned her observational skills inward, never tried to examine herself, nor had she tried to observe her reaction to what she might encounter.

      That, perhaps, was a mistake.

      There had to be something there.

      The more she focused, the more certain she was that something was taking place inside her, as if it were fully within her mind. She would have to find a way to peer beyond what she saw.

      Observe.

      The Ai’thol continued to mingle, moving throughout the inside of the temple, but none of them turned in her direction.

      Either she wasn’t here or they weren’t here.

      When she had headed into the temple, she had seen it empty. There had been nothing in the plaza, and that had surprised her. She’d had a conversation with the Ai’thol when she had reached the plaza, and then again when she had reached the doors to the temple, but when had she felt something change?

      The first time she had realized that something seemed off was when she’d reached the archway.

      Ryn focused on what she had seen there. There were symbols and markings on the archway, and though she didn’t understand them, she’d sensed power as she’d passed beneath it. That sense of power couldn’t have been imagined.

      And if it was real, it was responsible for what had happened.

      It was possible someone had triggered all of this.

      Ryn focused, squeezing her eyes shut, and debated what she needed to do. There wasn’t going to be any way for her to escape from what was happening until she was able to frame it in her mind. She had run into barriers, but… those barriers weren’t real.

      That was the realization she needed. The more she thought about what she had observed, the more certain she was that everything she’d seen had been part of some elaborate scheme to convince her she was trapped. And while she might be trapped, the trapping was not at all what she had believed.

      It was in her mind.

      She’d been trying to get to the rest of the Ai’thol, but that wasn’t where she needed to go.

      She needed to leave the trap that was within her mind.

      She turned back to the doorway. It had been blocked, but was it?

      Now that she was aware of the fact that anything that had happened to her was likely only within her thoughts, she wondered if she could maneuver beyond here.

      Ryn started toward the door.

      The real question was whether she could escape.

      If this was not real, then anything that had happened was not real, either. She had to find the way to step beyond it. Not just step behind it, but be convinced that she could move beyond it.

      Part of that was knowing with certainty that she was trapped within her mind. The longer she remained here, the more certain she was that was exactly what she had encountered—a trap.

      Ryn was determined to escape the trap.

      When she reached the door, this time, she pushed.

      At first, there was resistance.

      That resistance left her filled with fear—what if she could never escape?

      Ryn forced those thoughts out of her mind. None of them were real. None of this was real. It was all part of some elaborate dream, some trap that bound her mind in a way she didn’t fully understand.

      What she needed was to find some way of pushing past that.

      And she could.

      She knew she could, which meant she knew she could escape.

      Ryn took a deep breath. She focused on the door. It wasn’t real. None of this was real. The trap holding her wasn’t real.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she once again saw the Ai’thol mingling, none of them looking in her direction, none of them seeming concerned about her absence.

      That gave her the strength that she needed. The Ai’thol would have come for her. They would have been concerned about the fact that she wasn’t with them. Matthew and Tessa would have worried about her disappearance.

      Ryn turned her attention back to the door.

      She pushed.

      The door opened slowly.

      When it did, there was no breeze, no scent of spice coming out of the city, nothing that told her she was doing the right thing. She remained filled with doubt. If this wasn’t in her mind, then stepping outside meant she was betraying the people she cared about, the people she had committed to working with and securing their safety.

      Yet, she wasn’t betraying them.

      That wasn’t her thought.

      She wasn’t going anywhere. She was only stepping out of the trap that filled her mind.

      Where was the scent of spice she had detected when heading into the city? Where was the wind that had gusted up out of the south? Where was the sound of the merchants and the voices throughout the city?

      None of it was there, which left her even more certain that she was doing the right thing.

      Taking another step forward, she crossed the boundary of the temple. She was in the plaza, and as she looked around, searching for signs of the Ai’thol, she found none of them.

      The rearguard would have remained here, protecting those in the temple. Something wasn’t as it should be.

      Ryn’s boots thudded with a dull energy, and she didn’t know whether the dullness was real or not. She took a deep breath, not knowing if even that was real or not. It was possible she imagined herself breathing, and it was possible she imagined everything else around her.

      Another step, and she reached the middle of the plaza. She looked around, but there was no movement. There still was no resistance to her leaving.

      She focused, looking back at the temple, and the doors spread open. On the inside of the temple were her people, and she caught a glimpse of movement inside, the Ai’thol that were trapped within this strange prison.

      Were they even real, or were they a part of her torment?

      If she was right, then she needed to pass beneath the archway.

      She tore her gaze off the temple. It was nothing more than a prison, and the longer she looked at it, the more certain she was that it was trying to confine her. She focused on the path in front of her, heading across the cobbles. It seemed as if the path were wider than she remembered. She recalled how it had seemed when she had first come here, emptier than she had expected. She should have known that something was amiss, but she had been determined to push forward, to reach the temple, and she had been distracted by the vision of Lareth.

      She skidded to a stop.

      Taking another step, Ryn found the plaza stretching even further away, seeming impossibly wide now.

      She started running.

      As she did, the plaza expanded.

      Ryn stopped again.

      None of this was real.

      She focused on that thought, keeping it at the forefront of her mind. If none of this was real, then it was impossible for the plaza to continue expanding, and it meant that she could affect her surroundings, but first, she needed to have control over herself.

      The archway.

      She focused on the archway and took a step.

      This time, it carried her to the opposite side of the plaza, and the street spread before her, the archway overhead. Ryn stared at it, waiting, afraid that if she was wrong about this, she would remain trapped.

      And yet, everything that had happened to her, everything that she had observed, had told her this was nothing more than a strange sort of trick.

      She was determined not to succumb to it.

      Taking another step, she reached the archway as it stretched overhead and glanced up, searching for any evidence of this being only a vision, something within her mind. But the archway appeared the same as what she remembered. Symbols were marked on it, and there were strange carvings all around the surface.

      If this was part of the trap, then it wasn’t real either.

      She took another step, passing beneath the archway.

      As she did, everything shifted.
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      Daniel lost track of time in captivity. He had tried to mark the stones to signify the passage of time, but even that had been difficult. Each day passed no differently than the rest. Someone brought him food, but there didn’t seem to be any regularity to it. That was likely by design. As far as he knew, he could have been here for days, or it could have been a week.

      He had attempted to Slide dozens of times. Each time, he could feel the resistance pushing back against him. It came from the cell itself, something within the bars that prevented him from escaping, and he had no idea what it was or how it worked. All he could determine was that he found himself unable to do anything more than Slide within his cell.

      Without anything else to do, he practiced his Sliding, flowing from place to place, using the shadows as often as he could, not wanting to lose his connection to that ability. At least they hadn’t sedated him the way the C’than had sedated Lareth when they’d held him in captivity, preventing him from Sliding. Then again, if his father knew about a poison that would steal abilities, he likely would have used it on Daniel.

      This was almost a greater torment. He was left with the hope he might be able to escape, and yet he could not. Every time he attempted to Slide beyond the bars, the resistance prevented him. They were stout, spiraling in such a way that they seemed designed to prevent him from flowing on the shadows. He worried that whoever was behind his captivity had wondered whether there would be someone capable of Sliding along the shadows. If so, then his ability was not so unique.

      As he attempted to Slide, focusing on the energy necessary, he tried to work within the cracks of the floor. Even in that, he found resistance. Had someone come through here, adding metal to prevent him from Sliding above or below? The more he worked, the more certain he was someone had anticipated it.

      But then, it was unlikely his father would have managed to create a cell capable of holding a Slider in the time he’d been free. That suggested the Elvraeth people had built this place long ago. Daniel had to wonder why. Could his people really have feared Sliders so much that they’d created a prison like this?

      He thought he knew the answer to that. With bars of heartstone over all the windows, the palace was meant to be impenetrable to Sliders. The people of Elaeavn had feared the ability to Slide for centuries. It was only recently that such fear had dwindled and Sliders had begun to operate more openly.

      As he stared at the bars, he couldn’t help but think it was more than just a fear of Sliding. This was a preparation. The people must have known there were others who could Slide, and somehow they were able to prevent him from using his connection to the shadows and flowing along them.

      Had they anticipated someone like him?

      That didn’t seem likely, especially as, as far as he knew, there were no others like him.

      The door at the end of the hall opened, and Daniel glanced down to see if it was his father again. He hadn’t returned, and though Daniel didn’t expect his father to make regular visits, he would have liked to speak to him again, if only to try to find some way of escaping. It might involve bringing up his mother, a topic his father seemed reluctant to talk about. Daniel needed to find out more about that. He might be able to use it to his advantage.

      He hated that he thought like that, but what choice did he have?

      As the figure made his way along the hallway, Daniel realized it was only one of the soldiers who had been guarding this place. He’d seen enough of the soldiers during his captivity to recognize them. Not all of them were tchalit, which had surprised him at first. Some were sellswords, and given what he now knew of such sellswords, he suspected their fighting ability exceeded his own.

      The man carried trays, setting one down at the far end of the room before moving on to him. When he reached Daniel, he placed the remaining tray down in front of the door, sliding it beneath the cell.

      Daniel didn’t move until the soldier had departed. He had learned that if he moved too suddenly, it was viewed as a threat.

      He waited, counting the moments until the door at the far end of the hallway clicked once more. He did this each time he had a visit, trying to keep track of how long it took the soldiers to make their way along the hallway. Mostly, he wanted to know what sort of time frame he might have if he were to break free. If he could figure out how many steps it would take, he should be able to determine how long it would take him to escape.

      There was some consistency. As far as he could tell, it took roughly two dozen steps before the soldier paused at the next cell, and then it was another step beyond that.

      He still didn’t know how many cells were here. He could see only a few. He’d heard nothing from anyone else who might have been captured, though this sellsword had brought food down to another of the cells.

      Daniel leaned on the bars. Could it be Rayen?

      He didn’t recall anyone having been given food here before, and though he didn’t sleep very soundly, there were stretches where he would drift off. They could have brought someone else into the prison while he was asleep.

      “Hello?” There came no answer, and he leaned on the bars, squeezing them tightly and looking out into the distance. “If you’re down there, let me know,” he said again.

      Once again, there came no response.

      Daniel sagged back, leaning against the back wall. Much like in every other part of the cell, there were bars here, set in the stone above and below him, that prevented him from Sliding, though these were more open.

      How long would he be imprisoned? His father had said to plan on weeks to months, but Daniel had to believe he would find some way of escaping. He wasn’t about to give up hope.

      Besides, it had only been a week, perhaps a little longer—certainly not long enough to abandon hope.

      He would continue to Slide throughout the inside of the cell, and even if he couldn’t Slide beyond the cell itself, he wasn’t about to stop trying. Eventually, there might be some way of breaking free. If he didn’t continue to practice, he might never know what he could do.

      What about the shadows?

      He hadn’t spent much time contemplating the shadows since he’d come here. He’d experienced an increased understanding of them when he was fighting the augmented tchalit, but he hadn’t detected anything else that would give him any sense of what else he might be able to uncover. Since coming here, he’d been aware of nothing more.

      Daniel was determined to learn if there was anything that he might be able to do with them. Maybe he wouldn’t have the same control as Rayen and Carth, but if he could gain a better understanding of the shadows, he might be able to use them to break free. The cell was designed to inhibit his ability to Slide, but he didn’t know if it would be able to hold him if he were to use the shadows upon it.

      Inside the cell, there were plenty of shadows. Darkness surrounded him, enough that he thought he could use it to feel for whether there was anything else he might be able to do.

      He sensed that the shadows pressed upon him, a constant awareness, and the longer he rested here, the greater that awareness became. The shadows continued to build, swirling around him. Could he influence them the same way the sense of the shadows influenced him?

      Taking a deep breath, Daniel breathed out.

      He focused on the shadows and felt something different—that pressure he’d detected. If he could use that, somehow find a way to turn that pressure to his advantage, maybe he could push outward against it.

      Focusing on his breathing, he tried to gain as much awareness of the shadows as he could. That was the first step. If he could understand them, he might be able to figure out whether he could push against them. And if he could, then he would begin to work on the other aspects of the shadows.

      There was nothing.

      That wasn’t quite true. With his eyes closed, he focused on the sense of the shadows around him. He had already discovered he didn’t need to move in order to Slide, as he had once believed. With his connection to the shadows, he was able to glide along them.

      That seemed important.

      Perhaps it had more to do with the nature of the shadows rather than his ability to Slide. What if Sliding allowed him some measure of control over the shadows?

      The other possibility was that they were somehow interconnected. It could explain why the cell prevented him from Sliding when someone with this ability probably had not existed when this cell had been created in the first place.

      If they were interconnected, it made even more sense why Carth had been able to Slide when she had held the wisdom stone. It was almost as if doing so had granted her an awareness she wouldn’t have otherwise had.

      Daniel breathed out. Assuming that they were connected, he had to wonder if perhaps there would be some way for him to use his ability to Slide in order to control the shadows.

      He thought about the shadows, about the way he Slid along them, using the darkness to guide him, and questioned if there would be some way of taking that power and pushing outward. What if he could Slide without Sliding?

      The idea of it seemed impossible, but so had the idea of him using the shadows at one time. Now that he had some connection to them, he might be able to find some way of gliding along the shadows. And all he had to do was push…

      He felt it.

      It came to him subtly, a faint sense, but there was a distinct sensation of movement when he attempted to push.

      Daniel opened his eyes. He couldn’t tell if anything had changed, but most likely, he needed to keep his eyes open when he was trying this. He focused on the shadows again and thought about what he had before, the way of Sliding without Sliding, and pushing…

      Once again, a strange sensation filled him, and with it an awareness that suggested he had succeeded, though as he looked at the shadows, he saw nothing different about them.

      He might not have seen anything different, but he couldn’t help but feel as if something had changed.

      He would have to keep trying. Trapped within the cell, he had nothing else to do but try.
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        * * *

      

      Getting to his feet, Daniel felt tired. He had spent the better part of the afternoon working on trying to control the shadows, but in all of his attempts, he’d gotten no closer. There had seemed to be something, but the longer he worked, the more he wondered if it had only been his imagination. He’d never seen anything change with the shadows, and the one thing he did have control over was his ability to see the shadows around him.

      Yet as tired as he was, he couldn’t help but feel as if he’d been doing something. He’d only felt exhausted like this in the past when he had been working with his ability, first trying to hone his ability to Slide and then, more recently, working with other aspects of his abilities.

      If he had somehow truly managed to use the shadows, it might have been subtle, but it was something he thought he could work with and continue to develop.

      He could rest, and certainly he did enough of that while in captivity, but he wanted to move. He’d been sitting in place long enough, thinking about the shadows, trying to see if there was anything he could do to pull on them, and he’d failed.

      Making his way back to the bars of the cell, he looked out, searching for any signs of movement. The tray that had been resting on the floor along the hallway for the other captive was gone. Whoever was in that cell had taken it.

      “I know you’re down there,” he shouted, his voice weak and scratchy. He cleared his throat, coughing briefly. “I saw them bring you a tray.”

      Daniel waited, leaning on the bars of his cell, watching to see if there might be movement. He wasn’t much of a Listener, but he did have some ability with it and hoped he might be able to hear something within the cell, but there came nothing.

      “Do you have the ability to Slide?”

      It seemed logical that whoever was held down there would have such an ability, as they were imprisoned the same way as he was.

      “I’m Daniel Elvraeth.” He leaned forward and thought he could See movement near the bars of the cell, but he wasn’t certain.

      “My father captured me. He thinks I’m to blame for his captivity.”

      He waited. It felt foolish to him to continue to talk without any response. At the same time, he wanted someone to speak to, if only to pass the time.

      “Then again, it was my fault. I was with Cael Elvraeth when he was taken.”

      “You were there?”

      The voice that came from the other end of the hall was soft, weak, and he couldn’t tell if it belonged to a child or a young woman. It wasn’t deep enough to be male. Daniel peered out, trying to See whether there was anything he could uncover about the other captive, but he couldn’t find anything.

      “I was there. I was the one who told Cael Elvraeth about what happened.”

      Daniel waited, hoping for more of a response, but nothing came.

      “What’s your name?”

      He waited again, and there was no further response.

      Had he pushed too hard?

      Then again, maybe it was nothing more than the fact that the person was a prisoner. Maybe they hadn’t spoken in a long time, much like him.

      “Why are you here?”

      It was a question he didn’t think he would have answered, but a face appeared near the bars of the cell. It was a young girl, no more than ten or twelve years old.

      “Because he’s mad at my mother.”

      “Who is your mother?”

      “My mother was the head of the Council.”

      “Cael?”

      That wasn’t possible. There was no way that Cael could have a child no one knew about.

      And why would Galen have been so willing to go outside of the borders of the city if he had a child?

      An idea came to him. What if it wasn’t Galen’s?

      Perhaps Cael had gone outside of her relationship with Galen. Such a thing would be scandalous but not unheard of. And as Galen wasn’t one of the Elvraeth, Daniel could imagine that Cael would want someone who was.

      “You don’t need to say that about my father.”

      Daniel cocked his head to the side, frowning. “Say what?”

      “I heard what you said.”

      He hadn’t said anything.

      His breath caught. She was a Reader.

      Pushing the barriers up in his mind, he focused on them, trying to fortify them. He was out of practice; it had been quite a while since he had needed to use them. Around Carth, he had never had much of a need, nor did he have much of one with Rayen. Lucy’s ability to Read was far beyond his ability to prevent her from accessing his mind, so he had simply stopped trying around her.

      Could this girl be such a strong Reader?

      Cael was. She was rumored to be one of the most powerful Readers in all of Elaeavn.

      And hadn’t he learned there was an additional ability that was granted to those who were powerful Readers?

      “Your mother Pushed on people to prevent them from knowing about you, didn’t she?”

      He waited for the girl to respond, but she didn’t. He heard a hint of movement, and any hope of an ongoing conversation faded as she disappeared from view, moving to the rear of the cell. Daniel continued to holler out, trying to draw her attention, but she never returned.

      He stared along the length of the hallway. The girl was a powerful Reader, much like her mother. And she was here, which suggested she might have the ability to Slide as well.

      Could she already have held one of the sacred crystals?

      He wouldn’t put it past Cael and Galen to have offered her the opportunity. Why wouldn’t she, when having access to the crystals would have allowed her to protect herself?

      Other thoughts drifted into his mind. How much effort must Cael have exerted to prevent anyone from knowing she had a daughter? It would be easy enough to prevent someone from Reading her, as she was unrivaled at Reading within Elaeavn. The challenge would be in explaining who this girl was as she wandered throughout the palace.

      But then, it was possible she’d never wandered the palace. Could Cael have kept her away entirely? That didn’t seem likely either.

      It was an intriguing question, and one he was determined to find out more about, though perhaps now wasn’t the time.

      He made his way to the back of the cell, taking a seat, and he felt the pressure of the shadows. He focused on their presence all around him, searching for anything he might be able to determine from them.

      The longer he sat there motionless, the greater the sense of the shadows became. He still wasn’t able to use them, but he was determined to practice, to try to get better.

      And if he couldn’t… then he hoped Rayen would find him. Yet there had been no sign of her in the last week made it seem unlikely she would be able to help him. That meant it was up to him, somehow.
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      The sense of shadows built around him, and Daniel sat in place, focusing on them. It had been days since he had thought he’d had some success with the shadows, and days since his first conversation with the girl. With each passing day, he’d managed to get her to say one or two things, but no more.

      Instead, he spent his time focusing on the shadows, to see if there was any way he might escape, but the longer he was here, the less it seemed he was able to uncover. He could feel the shadows around him, and as he focused on them, trying to Slide along them the same way as he had done before, pushing his sense, he never was able to see anything changing.

      If only he’d had more time with Rayen. She might’ve been able to explain more about what was required for him to use the shadows effectively. But without her, he was forced to fumble along in determining whether there was any connection to Sliding.

      Most likely, there was not. His ability to Slide had come first, and the shadows had been secondary. Though he had a connection to them and was able to use their power, there was nothing else about the shadows he could use.

      Daniel couldn’t shake the sense that his ability to escape from this was dependent upon his understanding of the nature of the shadows. He had seen the way Rayen had forced her way through locks, only using the shadows themselves.

      Every so often, he found his way over to the cell door, examining the lock. There was nothing unique about it. It was a simple lock, made of the same strange metal as the rest of the cell. He saw it as a weakness; if he could figure out some way of grasping the shadows, he might be able to push outward, focusing on this spot, twisting the lock or snapping whatever mechanism held the bars in place.

      It sounded so simple when he thought of it, but so far, he hadn’t managed to do anything near that.

      Getting to his feet, he made his way back to the bars of the cell, looking out. “How old are you?”

      He had gotten her to talk a little bit more. He figured that eventually she would have to reveal something, and then they might be able to work together.

      “I can see you down there.”

      A face moved away from the bars, and Daniel smiled to himself.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Not that I even could. I’m just trying to make conversation with you. What else do we have to do?”

      “You’re trying to control the darkness.”

      Her voice was muted, and barely more than a whisper.

      Daniel wasn’t quite sure how to address that comment, but he felt it was best to acknowledge it.

      “I am trying to control the shadows. I was exposed to something that allows me to see shadows more clearly.”

      “I can see shadows.”

      He tensed before realizing she meant that in a different way.

      “I can see them, but I can also feel them moving. There are those I know who have the ability to control the shadows.”

      “And you think you can do this thing?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know if I can or not. I can detect them, and when I was attacked and captured, I could feel the power pushing on me, suggesting it was tied to the shadows themselves, but I don’t know if I will be able to control them.”

      “Why do you want to?”

      “So I can get out of here.”

      “There is no getting out of here.”

      “How long have you been here?” She must have been here a long time to make such a comment, which told him just what sort of monster his father was, keeping a young girl like this captive.

      “Long enough,” she said.

      “Long enough for what?”

      He leaned on the bars, feeling the strange warmth of them, twisting his hands along the surface. Eventually, she answered. “Long enough to know there won’t be any escape.”

      Daniel stared, wishing there was something he could say to reassure her, but what was he supposed to tell her? He wasn’t entirely sure there was any way they could escape, as much as he might want to. If his escape depended upon his ability to reach the shadows, that might not be effective. He had managed only to feel as if he were controlling the shadows, but it wasn’t something he’d been able to see. Given his connection to the shadows, he thought he would need to see it first.

      Then again, he had plenty of time to learn what he needed to do with the shadows. If he could figure that out, he might be able to escape.

      He leaned forward, pressing his face against the bars. “I am going to find a way out. When I do, I will free you too.”

      She said nothing.

      “I came looking for your mother. Do you know where she is?”

      “She’s gone,” the girl said.

      “She’s not gone.” And if she was, the Great Watcher protect his father from Galen. Daniel had seen the other man fighting and knew just how brutal he could be. If he had done something worse to Cael than placing her in a cell like this, then his father would deserve everything that came to him.

      “She is. They dragged her away after beating her.”

      “Who beat her?”

      “Your father.”

      “Where is your father?”

      There was silence for a moment. “Gone.”

      “Out of the city gone?” The alternative seemed impossible, but what if something had happened to Galen? If the other man was dead, then he could better understand why his father would have moved on Cael. Without Galen’s protection, it would be easier for his father to attack.

      But then, he had no idea how his father had managed to escape. And that seemed critical. Somehow, his father had gotten free of his captivity, which meant either he had an ally who had helped free him, or he had managed to break out of the prison on his own. He doubted very much that his father would have the ability to break free of a cell without an ability to Slide, but he wouldn’t put it past his father to have convinced others to help him. It was the sort of manipulation his father was good at.

      “I don’t know. Mother just said he was gone.”

      That didn’t mean dead.

      “You know him?”

      Daniel leaned against the cell, looking out through the bars, and he could see she was doing the same, staring through them at him. “I don’t know him the same way others do, but I did know your father. I mean, I do know your father.”

      “He doesn’t get along with very many people in the palace.”

      Daniel smiled at that. “I’m not surprised. But I know him because he helped me with something. And others I know quite well respect him.”

      It was Carth’s attitude toward him that told Daniel everything he needed to know about Galen. She didn’t respect many people as she respected him.

      “What sort of thing did he help you with?”

      “A dangerous task.”

      “My father does too many dangerous things, my mother says.”

      “That might’ve been the case, but I think he’s settled into a different life with your mother.”

      She fell silent.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Talia Elvraeth.”

      “Well, you already know my name is Daniel Elvraeth. And I know your father, and I’ve met your mother, and I will do everything in my power to try to get you out of here.”

      “You don’t have the power to get me out of here. Neither do I.”

      “If I can find some way of reaching the shadows, I think I can.” And if he couldn’t, he had to hold out hope that Rayen would come for him and break him free—although the more time passed, the less likely that seemed. More likely than not, she’d been captured as well.

      No cell would really hold her, which meant they would either have to hurt her in order to hold her, or they had already killed her. The idea of that left an anguish in him, almost as if he were feeling her pain. Daniel tried to ignore it, to focus on anything else, but he struggled.

      “Who is she?”

      Daniel looked along the hallway and noticed Talia pressing her face up against the bars.

      “She’s a friend,” he whispered.

      “She’s more than a friend.”

      Daniel nodded. “I suppose she is. She’s been working with me. She’s…”

      He wasn’t able to put into words quite what Rayen was, only that she was someone that mattered to him.

      “She’s not from Elaeavn,” she said.

      “She’s not.”

      “Most Elvraeth want to be with someone who’s from Elaeavn.”

      “Your mother didn’t care as much about that.”

      “My mother is different. At least, that’s what my father always said.”

      Daniel imagined he would have liked Cael and Galen had he had the opportunity to get to know them better.

      “Rayen has the ability to control the shadows,” Daniel said. Even as he said it, he realized Talia probably already knew what he was thinking about. Maybe she knew he hoped Rayen would be able to break them out, though she also would know that the timing left him thinking that was increasingly unlikely.

      “Maybe she can’t get in here,” Talia said.

      “Why?”

      “They have soldiers outside.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I can hear them.”

      “Are you a Listener?”

      She would be Elvraeth, which meant she would be able to reach more than one of the abilities, and though he knew she was a Reader, he didn’t know what other talents she might have.

      “Some, though not as much as I want.”

      “Then you can Read them,” he said.

      “Father said I take after my mother in that.”

      “I know she’s a powerful Reader.”

      “She is.”

      “Some would say she’s the most powerful Reader.”

      Then again, Daniel no longer knew if that claim was accurate. It was possible Lucy had exceeded what Cael was able to do. There were others who would have augmentations who might also share in that ability.

      “My mother always said I took after her too much.”

      Daniel stared. He had a sense that she was powerful, and with a start, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she wasn’t even more powerful than Cael.

      “Can you Read the others outside the door?”

      “I can hear them,” she whispered.

      “When you say that you can hear them, what are you hearing?” When Daniel tried to Read, it was distant, muted, little more than the faint sense of voices. Others had a far greater ability at Reading than he did. “How many are there?”

      “Sometimes five, sometimes ten. It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “How many are moving through there.”

      If the attackers were anything like they’d experienced in the tower, then Rayen might struggle against even five. Sellswords would be a challenge to her. Though she might be gifted with the shadows, there were limits to her abilities. He wouldn’t be surprised if she struggled against someone who had similar powers.

      Ten soldiers watching would be far too many.

      “Have you detected anything that might suggest my friend has tried to reach me?”

      “No.”

      There was hesitation in her voice, as if she hadn’t wanted to tell him. Daniel took a step back, focusing on the bars. Rayen would at least have come down to investigate if she had been unharmed, which meant either she hadn’t been able to find him—and with her connection to the shadows, he suspected that she would—or she wasn’t in any position to search for him.

      Each time he tried working with the shadows, he focused on his connection to Sliding, trying to see if there was anything that would allow him to push past the bars, to Slide beyond them, to push outward against the shadows. But nothing seemed to work, and the more he focused on it, the less certain he was that he would succeed.

      He took a seat in the middle of the cell and focused on the shadows. The darkness swirled around him, and in his frustration at not knowing what had happened to Rayen, he found himself pushing outward with more force than before.

      This time, there was a definite movement to the shadows. He pushed out again and let that power flow from him. When it did, he could see it again.

      Taking a deep breath, he once more focused on the shadows. It was draining work, but he felt it was necessary. At this point, he had no fine control over any element of the shadows.

      Moving the shadows was one thing, but what he needed was to find a way to use them with enough control to either break the lock or to trigger it. He didn’t think he would get to that point without extensive practice, or without someone who could walk him through the necessary steps.

      As fatigue washed over him, he leaned back, resting on the floor of the cell. Talia said something, but he ignored her.

      He let the sense of shadows flow around him, thinking of trying to Slide free of here and wishing there were some way to simply Slide beyond the bars, or perhaps squeeze through a crack in the floor or the ceiling. But he had investigated enough to know there was nothing he would be able to uncover.

      For the first time since his captivity, he felt helpless.

      Daniel tried to ignore that sensation, knowing it was useless. Captive as he was, he needed to keep a positive mindset. If he didn’t, he would allow himself to fall into the trap of believing he would never escape. There had to be some way to escape; it would just take time.

      Remaining here meant Olandar Fahr was left unchecked. Lucy, Carth, Haern and the others were working to counter him, but Daniel had taken on an integral role in trying to stop the other man, to understand the Elder Stones and find a place at the Council of Elders. He was the only one able to take a seat at the table; it seemed imperative he be free.

      Sidelined like this, he wasn’t able to help stop Olandar Fahr. More than that, he couldn’t gain a greater understanding of the power from the Council, or how it had anything to do with the various Elder Stones.

      The door at the end of the hall clicked, and he sat up.

      Could it be time for food again?

      He got to his knees, prepared for the soldier. He’d never attempted to try to grab one of the men who brought food, but perhaps that was what he needed to do. He didn’t have the necessary control to use the shadows to break free, but he did have strength and speed. He might be able to reach through the bars of the cell, grab the soldier, slam him up against the bars and grab his keys.

      “Have you given up already?”

      Daniel looked up to see his father standing several paces away from the bars. There would be no grabbing him and pulling him to the prison.

      “You’re holding children now?”

      “Only when necessary,” his father said.

      Daniel flicked his gaze down along the rows of the cells. “Why would that be necessary? Just because you don’t care for her parents?”

      “Her mother has been far more cooperative now that she knows we have her. You know how hard it was for us to uncover her presence? I never knew how powerful a Reader Cael Elvraeth was, but when the tchalit began having their augmentations, something unexpected occurred.”

      Daniel could easily imagine what it was. He believed the augmentations provided protection against having one’s mind Pushed.

      “What sort of augmentation did you take?” Daniel got to his feet, focusing on his control over the shadows.

      “What makes you think I needed to take any augmentation?”

      Daniel laughed bitterly. “You’ve chased power your entire life. You’ve longed to hold another of the Elder Stones. You seemed to think that would make you more like Lareth. Let me tell you, I’ve met Lareth. You’re nothing like him.”

      “Is that supposed to be an insult?”

      “Very much so.”

      His father crossed his arms, taking a step toward the cell.

      “Lareth has failed. Everything he’s claimed to protect us from has been a lie.”

      “I’ve seen the truth, Father. You can’t sway me with that argument.”

      “And what truth is that? The truth they want you to see? I can tell you there are many truths in the world, and not all of them are equally compatible.”

      “Is that how you justify what you’ve done?” He glanced down the row of cells, taking a step toward the bars. His father didn’t move, and Daniel had to hope he might be able to reach him, grab him through the cell…

      That was a mistake. His father could Read too; more than that, he was a Seer and likely had in mind all the various possibilities. It was how he had gained such skill in maneuvering over the years.

      Somehow, Daniel would have to act in a way that surprised his father, though he wasn’t sure what that would be.

      “I don’t have to justify what I’ve done. I know what I’m doing. If you had stayed in Elaeavn, you would understand.”

      Daniel turned his attention back to his father, smiling. “Had I stayed in Elaeavn, I never would have known the truths that I know. I’ve experienced enough of the world to realize you’re probably right that there are many truths in the world. But I also know there are many evils in the world, and the augmentations you and the tchalit have taken on are but one of them.”

      “How are they evil?” His father tipped his head, studying him. “And how are they any different than what we gain by holding one of the sacred crystals? Do they not grant us augmentations?”

      “They do.”

      “And don’t those augmentations make us something more than what we were?” His father smiled, thinking that his line of reasoning was working on Daniel. “I know you’ve longed to hold one of the sacred crystals. I suspect if you took an augmentation, you wouldn’t need to.”

      “Is that why you’ve come? Did you think you could sway me to work with you?”

      “I don’t need to sway you to work with me, Daniel.”

      “Then you will just continue to hold me.”

      “That’s not it either.”

      Daniel cocked his head, worried about where this was going. This was the first time his father had come to engage him in any sort of conversation, and this was a strange conversation, far different than any of the others they had had. It left him wondering what his father might intend to do, how his father might try to use him, and just how his father might react.

      There came a moaning from the end of the hall, and Daniel jerked his head down, looking to see what had triggered it. It came from Talia’s cell, he was certain of it, but what had happened?

      “What are you doing to her?”

      “I’ve come to learn I don’t need to do anything to her. She’s incredibly talented. She takes after her mother in that way. I suspect Cael and Galen managed to take her to one of the sacred crystals without anyone knowing, and thus she took on much of her mother’s power.”

      At least that confirmed what Daniel had suspected.

      “She’s aware of my thoughts. I suspect she’s aware of what I intend to do to you.”

      Daniel frowned. “And what exactly do you intend to do to me?”

      “If you aren’t willing to work with me, you are an enemy to Elaeavn. As I now sit at the head of the Council, it’s my responsibility to determine what happens to those who have proven themselves enemies of Elaeavn.”

      “You’re only the head of the Council because you betrayed Cael Elvraeth.”

      “I only protected the sanctity of the Council. I suspect you could come to understand in time, but unfortunately, you won’t be given that opportunity.”

      His father reached into his pocket, and Daniel tensed. What was his father reaching for? And why the satisfied smirk on his face, the same sort of look he’d seen from his father when he had been plotting all those years? It was a look that suggested he knew something Daniel did not.

      Was it something he’d Seen?

      “What are you doing to her?” he asked again. Talia continued to moan, her voice shriller now, and he wished there were something he could do to help her. She was suffering, and it was his father’s fault.

      “As I said, I don’t have to do anything to her. She is well aware of my thoughts, and that is what troubles her.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he shouted, pitching his words so Talia could hear him. He wasn’t certain he would be, but she needed to believe he wasn’t going to be hurt.

      “Unfortunately for you, she knows quite well you will not.”

      His father pulled something out of his pocket, and Daniel realized it was a long, slender rod.

      He’d seen something like that before.

      Lorcith.

      More than that, it was a weapon made of lorcith. It was the same sort of weapon that had been used on Lucy.

      His father truly was working with the C’than.

      “What do you intend to do with that?”

      “I can see you recognize it,” his father said.

      “It was used on Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “Was it? Good. Then you will know the effect.”

      “I know just how much it tormented Lucy.”

      “I doubt it tormented her. She should be thankful she was given such a gift.”

      There was a time when Daniel would have thought it wasn’t a gift, but the more Lucy had worked with her augmentation, the more certain he was she viewed it that way.

      “Why are you doing this to me?”

      The other man simply pointed the rod in his direction. Daniel stared. The only thing he could think of to do was attempt to Slide.

      He started to Slide, following the shadows around his cell. He emerged briefly, and his father seemed almost amused with the way Daniel attempted to evade him. He continued to Slide, following the shadows, circling around the cell. But as he did, he became aware of something.

      There was pressure upon him, preventing him from Sliding. It began to circle around him, confining him to a tighter and tighter space, making it harder and harder for Daniel to Slide.

      His father had been augmented, and that was his gift.

      He glared at his father, who simply watched him, amusement glittering in his eyes.

      Daniel avoided staying in any one place for very long, but each time he Slid, he emerged again only to find that it was increasingly difficult for him to continue his attempt. He strained, trying to stay away from his father, but what could he do?

      How long would he be able to avoid the things his father was doing to him?

      He doubted he would be able to do so for much longer. The pressure continued to build upon him, squeezing him closer and closer, and he found himself less and less able to follow the shadows.

      He tried Sliding beyond it, attempting to avoid what had been done to him, but he was unable to do so. He tried to slip around the constraints, sensing his father’s amusement with each attempt.

      And then he was forced out of the Slide.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t be prepared for someone like you? I’m prepared for Lareth, so how would I not be able to handle my son?”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s necessary,” his father said. “Because there are those who have harmed our people.”

      “You are harming our people,” Daniel said.

      “Ah, but in that, you are completely wrong. I’m protecting our people.”

      “By attacking them?”

      “Cael Elvraeth thought she would open our borders. We have been protected all these years by keeping ourselves isolated, and—”

      “What you’re doing is not protecting us. It’s forcing us into something worse.”

      “You don’t understand, not yet, but I suspect in time you will. Perhaps when you begin to fully understand, you can be released.”

      “This is what you did to Mother, isn’t it?”

      Daniel hadn’t figured that out yet, but it fit. His father had attacked his mother in the same way, and she had resisted, the same way Daniel was trying to resist, only he suspected she hadn’t been strong enough.

      Then again, he wasn’t strong enough. Every attempt he made to Slide met with renewed resistance.

      His father watched him. “She wasn’t ready. Eventually, she will come around. You both will.”

      Daniel could only glare at his father. “You’re harming our people.”

      His father raised the wand, pointing it directly at him. Daniel tried to move, to Slide, to go somewhere—anywhere—but whatever his father was doing prevented him.

      Slowly, Daniel was forced to turn. He had no control over it, and it was strange the way that he was spun in place, forced completely around. He found himself facing the back wall of the cell, his arms held outward, his entire body rigid, as he felt pressure upon the shadows.

      Daniel tried to push outward, but he could not.

      When the implant struck, he collapsed.
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      Haern’s head throbbed with a pulsating headache. What had happened?

      His father’s sculpture had exploded, throwing him to the floor. He groaned, rolling onto his side.

      It wasn’t like his father to create weapons like that, but there was something about the sculpture that reminded him of the lorcith bombs. Though he thought he understood the creation of them, his father had never fashioned anything like them that Haern had seen.

      Could this have been his first attempt?

      Why would something so exotic be a weapon?

      That didn’t make much sense, and yet he could almost imagine his father had done exactly that.

      Elise crouched next to him, a worried look on her face. “Haern?”

      “I’m… I think I’m okay.”

      Haern shook himself, trying to clear his head.

      “What happened?”

      He took a deep breath. The air smelled strange, and it took him a moment to realize he was tasting his own blood. Getting to his feet, he looked up at the sculpture. It was unchanged, as if it had not really exploded but whatever had happened to him had merely been a warning.

      “I’m not really sure,” he said.

      “You were thrown back. I didn’t even see what happened.”

      “The sculpture threw me back,” he said.

      “How could the sculpture do that?”

      Haern could only shake his head. “I don’t know. When it comes to my father and his particular tricks, I’ve given up trying to understand.”

      “You think your father did this to you?”

      “Perhaps not to me, but it was definitely my father’s sculpture that did this.”

      He stared at the lorcith sculpture, trying to understand what had happened. The longer he looked, the more certain he was the reaction was tied to his attempt to uncover the secrets of the lorcith within it.

      Had his father stored some sort of trap within it? Why, though?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      The door opened behind him, and he turned to see Brusus and Alyse entering. Brusus’s brow furrowed. “What happened here?”

      Haern shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “I can tell from your friend’s face that something happened.”

      Brusus took a step into the room, and his demeanor shifted. He smiled at Elise. “This is Haern’s aunt Alyse.”

      His aunt studied Elise for a moment, seeming to appraise her. His aunt had the ability to Read as well, and between the two of them, Haern doubted anyone would be able to keep much in the way of secrets. It was part of the reason his aunt and uncle were so successful as tavern owners—they were able to ensure everything that happened was as they’d planned.

      After a moment, Alyse’s demeanor changed as well, and she smiled. “You care about him.”

      “I do,” Elise said.

      His aunt nodded. “Good. Maybe you can keep him out of trouble, too.”

      “I don’t know that anything can keep him out of trouble,” she said.

      “Someone needs to. We’ve tried, but unfortunately, our Haern is difficult.”

      “Aunt—”

      Brusus chuckled, cutting Haern off. “As much as I appreciate the visit, I have to ask why you came.”

      Haern glanced between the two of them before taking a deep breath. As much as he might want to spend time with his aunt and uncle, they weren’t the reason he had come to the city. Haern suspected both knew that.

      “We discovered something about the augmentations the Ai’thol have been using.” Haern shook his head. “Not the Ai’thol. The C’than.” He proceeded to tell his aunt and uncle about the augmentations, keeping nothing back. They both needed to know, and they needed to be prepared for what Haern was going to do. Besides, if anyone would know something more about the augmentations, it would be Brusus. He was as connected as anyone in the city and would likely know far more than others would.

      Brusus paced while Haern spoke, and when he was done, he took a seat, looking from Haern to Alyse and finally over to Elise. “I take it you want to try your hand in receiving an augmentation.”

      Elise blushed, but she nodded. “I do.”

      “Even though you know the dangers.”

      “I understand there are dangers, but I also understand that Haern has a connection to the metal that allows him to ensure nothing dangerous happens.”

      Brusus looked over to him, meeting his eyes. “And how is it that you have this control? When I was with you last time, you were still working on it.”

      Haern held his hands up, revealing the scars. “That’s my gift from the Ai’thol.” Except it might not even be the Ai’thol. Haern wasn’t sure whether it was them or the C’than or even some other faction. Regardless, they had given him a gift, however unintentional.

      “I see.”

      “Has my father been here recently?”

      Brusus and his aunt shared a look before both of them shook their heads. “We haven’t seen him in quite some time. Now it’s possible that your mother has, but…”

      Haern closed his eyes. It would have been far too easy if his father had been here. If Rsiran were here, then Haern wouldn’t have to struggle to figure out the connection between the metals and understand what it would take for him to recreate the augmentation. But then, now that he was able to hear the song of the lorcith, he thought he wouldn’t even need his father. Still, his father did have experience Haern lacked, and with that experience, it was possible his father would be able to create something rapidly.

      “What’s that sculpture for?” Haern asked, looking up at the mantel where the lorcith sculpture rested.

      “That?” Brusus asked, getting to his feet and standing in front of it. “Your father made it for us. He’s made several of them, and this one he claimed was for our wedding.”

      “Claimed?”

      “We’re not sure if he actually made it for our wedding or if the timing was coincidental. Either way, it’s beautiful, and we thought we could use it to decorate.”

      Which meant that Brusus didn’t know anything about the other aspect of it. From here, Haern could hear the strange song within the metal, the way it was practically humming, and yet, it sounded as if there was something missing from the sculpture, though he didn’t know what it was.

      Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was his imagination.

      “I should get going and get to Mother before it’s too late,” he said.

      Brusus nodded. “You really should. I would offer to escort you, but…”

      “I know. You need to get back to the tavern.” He smiled and stood. “I’m glad that you were able to meet Elise.”

      “I am too, and I hope that we can have a little more time getting to know her.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Which means you don’t intend to remain in Elaeavn.”

      “I…” Haern glanced over to Elise. “We aren’t quite finished with what we need to do.”

      “And what do you need to do?”

      “We’re working to help others.”

      “I suppose that’s something your father would approve of.”

      That wasn’t the reason Haern did it; it was something he did for himself rather than for his father. And yet, the more he thought about it, the more certain he was it was the kind of thing Rsiran would’ve been proud of.

      They made their way back down to the tavern, and from there out onto the street. When Brusus closed the door behind him, Haern smiled at it. There was something comforting about coming back here. It was a reconnection of sorts, a way of remembering who he was and what he had been before leaving the city, and he thought he needed that. He needed that reminder, that connection to who he had been.

      “Why are you smiling?”

      “I guess I’ve felt off.”

      “You have?”

      Haern took her hands, pulling her close and hugging her. “Not because of you, but because of me. With everything that’s happened, I haven’t taken the opportunity to visit with those who care about me.”

      “I care about you.”

      “I know. It’s just that these are my closest family.”

      “I’m glad I got to meet them.”

      “Me too.”

      He looked up the slope leading higher into the city. From here, he could make out the palace as lantern light flickered in the windows. He could walk through the city, lead Elise past some of the sights he’d promised her, but he didn’t know if now was the time. Rather, he thought he needed to make better time, so he dropped one of his lorcith coins and pushed.

      He carried them high into the air as he pushed and pulled on coins, soaring toward the palace, where he dropped down in the courtyard outside the main entrance.

      “I don’t know if they’re going to let us in.” When he’d come before, Galen had always been expecting him. Now things were different. Everything was different for him, and he wasn’t sure whether Galen would even be here. Then again, where else would he be? He would be working with Cael to try to ensure the safety of the city, and though there was no direct attack, he suspected she would need him.

      Knocking at the door, he waited, but no one opened it.

      Haern frowned, focusing on it, and tried again.

      Once again, there was no answer.

      He took a step back, studying the door. It was lorcith, but around here, there was quite a bit of lorcith. And he had a sense of other metals, even though he didn’t have a connection to them. Many of them were alloys, mixtures of lorcith and other things. He wondered if he might be able to push and pull on those metals but didn’t want to influence things in a way that would cause damage.

      If there was no answer, he’d have to leave without doing what he’d come to do and return another time.

      It wasn’t as if he dreaded the idea of visiting his mother. He cared deeply for her, and yet, if his father had not returned, he suspected she’d be agitated. He’d been around her often enough over the years to know she often grew anxious when his father was missing for extended periods of time.

      Dropping another lorcith coin, Haern pushed, and it carried them high into the air. From here, they soared over the treetops, and he continued pushing and pulling, navigating through the forest, going more slowly than he had when he was making his way toward Elaeavn. The distant mountain drew upon him. As he hovered, he could feel other sources of lorcith. They were distant, but the sense of them pulled upon him, an awareness that he hadn’t paid much attention to before.

      He pushed higher, letting them soar even further above the tops of the trees. The cold wind whipped at them, and he hovered there.

      “What is it?” Elise asked.

      “It’s the sense of lorcith,” he said.

      “I thought you always sensed it.”

      “I usually do, but this is the first time I’ve been aware of the other cities that contain it.”

      “How many other cities?”

      Haern closed his eyes, hovering in the air. He had to push away the sense of lorcith he carried, that which Elise had on her—most of which he’d made for her—and everything he could detect from down in the city itself. When he did, then he was able to come up with another sense, that of the power of lorcith spreading all over. There was considerable lorcith all around them.

      It wasn’t just in Ilphaesn.

      He could use that collection of lorcith to guide him, and there was a temptation to do so. Seeing how quickly he was able to travel to Elaeavn led him to believe he could use this lorcith to guide him just as quickly. He would have to follow that lorcith another time.

      Hadn’t he promised Lucy that he would continue to look for Olandar Fahr? The Blacksmith was out there, and though Haern had listened to the song of the metal implanted in him and thought he could find him, it was easy enough to distract him from it using the other metal. It was possible that Olandar Fahr was hiding, surrounded by other lorcith.

      Eventually, Haern would have to begin his search, see if there was any way for him to uncover what Olandar Fahr and the others were up to. He would have to be prepared for anything.

      Closing his eyes, he began to descend. It was time to return home. He shifted where he was going to drop, lowering them into the center of the clearing and coming to rest in the heart of the Elder Trees.

      The trees pulled upon him, the sense of lorcith wrapped around them having been shifted by him, and there was a power to them. But it was a different sort of sense, not one that had been here before.

      Had the trees changed in any way?

      He didn’t think so, but not having been here very often, he wasn’t able to determine whether or not the trees themselves had shifted.

      “This is it?” Elise whispered.

      “This is it.” His gaze drifted around the treetops. He could see light in his mother’s home and was drawn toward it. There were other homes within the trees, all of them with lights glowing much in the same way, but there was only one that called to him.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, he pushed off on lorcith, using that which surrounded the Elder Trees to guide himself, carrying Elise with him. When he landed on the platform for his mother’s home, he took her hand, squeezing it.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Are you?”

      Haern pushed open the door.

      The home was warmly lit. She had several lanterns glowing, and there was an artificial light that made it seem as if there was a hearth. Most people within the forest avoided using real flames, at least those who lived in the trees. Those who built on the ground, like Darren, were able to have a real fire.

      The air smelled of fresh bread and spiced tea, aromas he had been familiar with as a child. Even now, those smells brought him back, reminding him of some of his happiest and earliest days. Those were times when his father had left for shorter stretches, always returning. His father had smiled more in those days, but then, so had his mother.

      She came from one of the back rooms and wiped her hands on her apron. When she saw him at the door, her deep green eyes turned, frowning slightly before she smiled.

      “I hadn’t expected you back so soon.”

      “I hadn’t either.”

      “You’re not alone.”

      Haern shook his head. “I’m not.” He stepped forward, pulling Elise with him. “This is Elise.”

      His mother wiped her hands on her apron again, and she hugged Haern briefly before turning to Elise. Much like Brusus and Alyse had done, she regarded her as if appraising her. His mother wasn’t a Reader, but that didn’t mean she had no talent. She’d been around people for long enough—and had been once a thief—that she had plenty of ability to assess people.

      “I wish I could say I’ve heard much about you, but my son has been absent for the last few months.”

      “Mother.”

      She glanced over at him. “You have.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Lareth.”

      “Jessa. You may call me Jessa.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Jessa.”

      “Come in, come in. Close the door. We can talk, and then we can talk about why you’re really here.”

      “You don’t think I’m here because of you?”

      “I know you better than that, Haern. And you’re much like your father in your practicality. Whatever reason brought you here is more than just introducing your friend to me. As much as I might want to believe that’s all there is to it, I know better.”

      His mother turned away and began to bring a kettle to a boil, waiting for Haern and Elise to take a seat.

      He did so, holding on to Elise’s hand, feeling far more nervous than he had in quite some time. Why was it that returning with someone he cared about would make him feel like this?

      But then, Haern thought he knew. It was because he wanted his mother to accept Elise. Considering how important she was to him, he didn’t want his mother to reject her and didn’t want Elise to feel she didn’t belong.

      If his father were here, Haern wondered if he would feel the same thing.

      With his father, Haern took a very different approach. Haern wanted his father’s approval, but it was more than just that. He’d always wanted to be like his father. It wasn’t until recently that he had come to terms with the fact he would never be like his father, and that was acceptable. Haern was who he was, and he was enough.

      When his mother finished with her preparations, she turned and took a seat, watching them. Slowly, she began to smile. “Now. Why don’t you tell me about yourself, Elise?”
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      Smoke billowed around the smithy, and Haern breathed it in, welcoming the aromas. He wasn’t surprised that his grandfather was working at this time of night, though he was surprised his grandfather was even here. Sometimes he would go back to the city itself, to the Lareth family forge, rather than working within the forest.

      Pushing open the door, he found his grandfather hammering at a hunk of metal that glowed with a soft orange light. He stepped inside, closing the door behind him, and grabbed a hammer. It felt good in his hands, and he squeezed the handle, walking over to his grandfather and silently joining in. The other man glanced up, locking eyes with Haern for a moment before they started to fall into old patterns.

      His grandfather had been the one to work with him the most, teaching him what he needed to know about being a blacksmith. More than that, his grandfather was the one who’d taught him what he needed to know about being a Lareth blacksmith.

      Every so often, Haern would pause, carrying the hunk of metal over to the coals. This was a steel forging, and he brought the metal to the right temperature, carrying it back and setting it down so his grandfather could continue. He hammered, and Haern would alternate with him, though he spent most of his time serving as the firing person. It took away the need for his grandfather to spend as much time doing it, and he knew his grandfather appreciated that.

      “Are we going to talk about what brought you here?”

      “I didn’t want to interrupt,” he said.

      “Interrupt? I’m working in steel. And you knew that.”

      “I did.”

      “Then you would know I can reheat steel.” His grandfather set down his hammer and leaned on it. The lines on his face seemed even deeper in the shadowy light. Other than the glowing coals of the forge and a single lantern, there wasn’t much light in here. His grandfather was Sighted, so he didn’t need much in the way of light, the same way Haern didn’t.

      “I came for your help.”

      “My help?”

      Haern nodded to the metal. “I need your help understanding something.”

      “Why do I take it that this is not something I’m going to be thrilled to help you with?”

      “I don’t know if it is or not.”

      He reached into his pocket, pulling out the various metals he’d acquired at the blacksmith in Dreshen. Though he had some experience in mixing them together and seeing the way they worked, he wanted to know if there was anything his grandfather might be able to uncover about them.

      “Do you recognize any of these?”

      His grandfather cocked his head. “Where did you get them?”

      “A place far to the south of us.”

      “What place?”

      “It’s called Dreshen.”

      His grandfather shook his head. “I’m not familiar with Dreshen, though that’s not terribly surprising. How is it that you traveled there?”

      “I have a different control with lorcith than I did before.”

      “Different how?”

      Haern only smiled. “Different.”

      “I see.”

      “I was hurt, Grandfather.”

      “What happened?”

      “When I was trying to find Father, I was captured.”

      “And you escaped?”

      “I did, but not without having something happen.”

      He explained the augmentation he had received, and his grandfather just nodded. Haern hadn’t expected anything else. Neran was very practical.

      “Is that why you came?”

      “I need to understand what metals were used.”

      “Why?”

      “There was a man there who knew how to mix the metals for the augmentation. Different than what the Forgers did.”

      “This is dangerous, Haern.”

      “I know it’s dangerous, but until we understand what they have been doing, we won’t be able to stop them.”

      “I’m not sure we can stop them.”

      “We have to find some way,” he said.

      His grandfather leaned on the hammer and held up one of the darker pieces of metal. “I recognize this one,” he said. “It’s nothing impressive. We used to call it ashal, though I’m sure it has another name. It’s used in quite a few different alloys, and it helps to soften things. As you probably noticed, the metal itself is quite workable.”

      Haern had noticed that. It was far softer than any of the other metals he’d worked with, and he could see how it would change the dynamics of another alloy.

      “What about these others?”

      “Well, the others are similar. None of them are all that valuable, though I suspect you noticed that.”

      “I haven’t really.”

      “I’ve worked with them, but I’ll be honest, Haern, you’ll find that lorcith is your best bet.”

      “These have been mixed with lorcith. They created an alloy and used it…”

      His grandfather clenched his jaw. “This is what they used to change Lucy?”

      “Something like that,” he said.

      “And now you want to do something similar.”

      “Not exactly,” Haern said.

      “No? Then why come here trying to understand the alloy if not to reproduce it?”

      “Grandfather—”

      “I’m sorry, Haern. I don’t agree with what you’re doing.”

      Haern should have expected that. His grandfather had a practicality to him that came from the older generation. It was different than even his father, and it was probably part of the reason his father and grandfather had not gotten along when his father was a younger man.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “Thank me? I didn’t do anything.”

      “No, but you gave me some insight.”

      “I gave you nothing.”

      “More than you know.”

      His grandfather studied him. “How long will you be here?”

      “Probably not long. I visited with Mother and Brusus and Alyse, but there are others who depend on me now, and I have to get back to them.”

      “Your people need you here,” his grandfather said.

      “I don’t know that they do. There hasn’t been an attack in a while.” Even if there had been an attack, this wasn’t necessarily where Haern thought he needed to be to deal with it. He wasn’t the one who needed to protect the city. That had been his father’s task, the assignment he’d taken upon himself, and Haern wasn’t sure he wanted to take that on. He was content working with the others, ensuring their safety.

      He didn’t want anything more than that.

      “Then you will leave us again. Just like your father.”

      “Not like my father.”

      “If you weren’t like your father, then you would’ve stayed.”

      “No. I’m not like my father in that I’m staying with the people I vowed to protect.”

      For some reason, it troubled Haern more than anything that his grandfather would be disappointed in him. He had spent so much of his time disappointing the man with his lack of desire to be a blacksmith, the fact that he preferred to do anything other than work at the forge.

      He wanted to do better, and yet he wasn’t sure how.

      Surprisingly, being compared to his father left him more irritated than he would’ve expected. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be like his father. Rather, it was that he had never thought he was much like him. Haern had always believed he was different, that he wouldn’t do the same things. Could he have fallen into the same trap as his father?

      “If you’re looking for my permission, you won’t get it,” his grandfather said. “If you’re looking for my affection, that will never change.”

      Haern blinked. “Grandfather?”

      Neran took a step toward him, and he hugged him briefly. “I made the mistake of driving your father away, and I don’t want to do the same with you, Haern. That doesn’t mean I have to agree with the choices you make. All it means is that I will care for you regardless of those choices.”

      “I’m just trying to do what I can to help those I’ve promised to help.”

      “Then do it. And make sure that you don’t harm others in the process.”

      “I don’t think I am.”

      “Don’t think that you aren’t. Know that you aren’t.”

      His grandfather lifted the hammer and slung it over his shoulder before using the tongs to carry the hunk of steel back over to the forge. He laid it on the glowing coals, letting the metal continue to heat, keeping his back to Haern. Haern kept waiting for his grandfather to turn back to him, but he never did.

      Eventually, Haern turned away, unsure what else he could say.

      There wasn’t anything for him to say.

      And strangely, though he wanted answers, and he had wanted his grandfather’s approval, he accepted that perhaps that was not to be.

      “Thank you,” he whispered.

      He turned and headed out of the smithy.

      Once back in the clearing, Haern looked up at the building his mother occupied and debated returning. But she had wanted a chance to visit with Elise, and Haern knew he needed to give her that time. He pushed, taking to the air, using his connection to lorcith to soar high above the ground, and floated, remaining up there as he looked all around him. The sense of the metal filled him as it had before, and the longer he was up here, the more certain he was that he could feel the effect of lorcith everywhere.

      He pushed higher and higher. Not having Elise with him granted him the ability to get even higher into the sky than he would with another person. He used his connection to the lorcith surrounding the Elder Trees and pushed.

      Ilphaesn called to him, and it would take little effort for him to pull himself toward the mountain. And yet there was a sense to the south of him as well. Could that be Dreshen? There were other places that had lorcith deposits, but he knew Dreshen had them.

      As he closed his eyes, focusing on what he could determine from the sense of lorcith, he detected it all around him. There were pockets of it, some of them larger than others, and many of them quite powerful.

      He wondered what that might mean. Possibly nothing, but at the same time, the people of Elaeavn had once considered lorcith sacred and rare, so for there to be this much of the metal out there still surprised him. Even more surprising was how connected he felt to it, the ease with which he was able to detect it. He turned slowly in place, letting that connection to the metal flow into him, filling him with that sense of it. The longer he was there, the more certain he was he could find out more about the metal.

      He pushed higher and felt the sense of lorcith even more distantly. To his surprise, Haern thought he might be able to use those distant senses of lorcith to draw himself to them. If he were to do so, he might be able to reach strange and foreign lands, though it would be all too easy for him to find his way beyond where he could return from. Without the ability to Slide, he might end up trapped somewhere.

      He pushed again, a little higher, and remained up in the air, twisting in place, focusing on the way the metal felt to him. It was a powerful connection, and the longer he experienced it, the more certain he was that he could push even higher. It became a challenge to him, trying to go higher and higher, thinking about the nature of the metal as he did, how he might be able to reach a place he never had before.

      Another push, and he went higher into the air.

      Haern floated, holding himself in place, the sense of the metal overwhelming.

      As he focused on lorcith, he strained, letting his awareness of it drift beyond him, further than it ever had before. He felt something distant, a strange and faint awareness, a connection to lorcith Haern had never known before.

      It came from so far away that he wasn’t even sure he was detecting what he thought he was.

      Perhaps it was nothing more than the distance that made it feel unusual, but perhaps there was something real about it. The longer he focused on that sense of lorcith, the more he began to think he was right and something was off.

      The lorcith itself seemed unusual to him.

      Haern tried to push higher, to get a better sense of it, but he had reached his limit and wasn’t able to gain any more height.

      Perhaps it was his imagination. Perhaps it was nothing more than distance that made him feel this way, but a part of him worried it was more than that.

      It was the part of him that knew lorcith, that could hear the song, that could feel the song. In this case, what he heard and felt was not what he expected.

      Somehow, he would have to find out what it was, and whether or not he was even detecting what he thought he was. Somehow, he would have to find out whether this was anything to be worried about.

      Haern continued to hover, and eventually, he started to lose track of time. If there was something, there was only one way for him to know, and that meant he would have to travel greater distances. But doing so would be breaking a promise he had made to Elise, and he didn’t want to do that.

      More than that, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all within his head, that none of this was real, and that if anything, he needed to focus more on what he could detect around him, rather than on the possibility of something dangerous so far away as to be undetectable anywhere else.

      As he descended once more to the ground, Haern tried to put those thoughts out of his mind, but he struggled. They stayed with him, difficult thoughts filled with the feeling of missing something, thoughts that left him concerned he needed to uncover a truth he still didn’t see.

      Haern tried again to ignore them as he lowered himself to the ground, having no choice as his strength faded more rapidly with each passing moment. It would require rest for him to recuperate, and then he could try again. But even if he did, what would he say to Elise?

      There was nothing he could say, and nothing he could do other than what he was already doing.

      Prepare.

      Still, he wondered if perhaps his need to prepare was tied to something Olandar Fahr was up to. If it was, then Haern would have to work with a different intensity, prepare for the possibility he’d uncovered some way of turning lorcith so that he couldn’t use it.

      Haern had to climb the ladder up to his mother’s home, and Elise greeted him at the door, watching him. She seemed to know that something was amiss, and he forced a smile, not wanting to reveal he was bothered by anything. From the way she held on to him, she already knew.
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      Darkness spread around her, and Ryn tried to look through the darkness, to see if she could uncover anything about it, but the longer she stared, the less she was able to discern. She blinked, trying to clear her eyes.

      She remembered the vision. That had to be what it was, nothing more than just a vision, and yet, as she had that memory, she couldn’t help but think that some aspect of it was real.

      Ryn took another step, and the darkness didn’t change.

      Perhaps it couldn’t change.

      What if this was the vision?

      No. She had escaped from the vision. She was certain of that. And she was equally certain that it had been a vision, nothing more, and that she needed to ignore what she was seeing. All of it was meant to trap her in this place, whatever it was.

      It had come when she had stepped through the archway.

      Ryn blinked again and knew that no shadow could prevent her from seeing what she wanted to see. That was the blessing the Great One had given her, and if she focused hard enough, she could—and should—be able to see beyond what was there. But how?

      She stared through the darkness. There was an answer there, but she had to find it.

      Ryn gritted her teeth, blinking again.

      Nothing changed.

      It was darkness.

      This was a different sort of trap than the vision that held her. How was she supposed to move past it? When it had been her trapped within her mind, it had been a matter of trying to walk beyond it, but how could she walk beyond the darkness?

      Observe.

      The Great One’s voice drifted into her mind, almost an admonishment, telling her what she needed to do. He had warned her she needed to be able to see, and he had wanted her to know she could observe. It was his lessons that had made her powerful, and she was not helpless now, even though none of this made any sort of sense to her.

      What she needed was to focus on those lessons, to focus on what he had taught her, and to see if there was anything she could gain by staring through the darkness. But how could she do that? There was no way of staring through any darkness.

      It was different than when she had been trapped within her mind. At least then, she’d thought she could walk beyond it and had solved that riddle. This was nothing more than shadows, darkness that consumed her, and she had no idea whether there was any way to peer beyond it.

      Perhaps there was not.

      No. This was more of the same, but she had to find some way beyond it.

      That was the key. That was the lesson she needed to focus on, but the key for her was not just in finding some way past it, but in the fact that she recognized this was not real.

      It came with belief.

      It seemed strange that observing required an element of belief, but that was what she thought was necessary. Not only did she have to trust she was accurate with what she observed, but she had to believe she had the correct answer. And if it was not, then she would fail, and she would remain trapped.

      Ryn blinked her eyes again, and as she did, nothing changed.

      She rubbed her eyes, but that didn’t change anything, either.

      Last time, she had walked out. But without being able to see in any different direction, she doubted walking was going to take her anyplace safe. That meant that whatever else happened, she would have to find a different way to safety.

      It was all in her mind.

      More than anything, that thought filled her mind, reminding her of the fact that she was trapped. But she wasn’t really trapped. This was a test.

      Hadn’t she been through enough tests with the Great One? Hadn’t she experienced those tests, and passed them?

      She could do so again, but it involved recognizing that it was a test and taking the next step. Yet the next step involved something much more difficult. The next step involved a leap of faith she wasn’t sure she could make.

      She thought about the truth she knew.

      She served the Great One.

      That was the truth she knew most of all.

      Was it, though?

      Ever since the attack on Lexa, her faith had been shaken a little bit. Part of that came from the fact there were others like Thornton and the people he served, people who had access to blessings they should not have had, power that should not have existed anywhere else, and now she didn’t know if the power of the Great One was what she had always believed it to be.

      Why was she thinking that way now?

      Ryn tried to push those thoughts out of her head, but they continued to creep in, threatening her. And yet she realized why she had them. Where was the Great One? He’d been missing for the better part of several months, and ever since the attack on Lexa, it had been up to Ryn to lead the Ai’thol in her particular region. And it was because of Ryn that the Ai’thol had grown increasingly powerful. They had expanded their influence, stretching not only to the villages around Lexa but beyond, to the point where now she was branching out to this city. And in the city, there were others of power, and she didn’t know whether they would be able to overpower what she and the Ai’thol were doing.

      She tried to tamp down those thoughts, knowing they were a betrayal of the Great One and everything he’d taught her, but she couldn’t shake that sense.

      Could she be losing faith in the Great One?

      Perhaps this test was his.

      The idea that the Great One had come across her, had realized she had lost faith and had come to her, left her trembling in the darkness.

      And yet she didn’t believe the Great One would do that to her. More than that, she didn’t believe the Great One would even know.

      The Great One had not been around, and in his absence, there was no way for him to even care whether she had abandoned his training.

      And if it wasn’t the Great One she believed in, what did she believe?

      For so long, she would have said she believed in searching for justice for what Lareth had done to her and her family, but the longer she’d been searching for that justice, searching for Lareth, the harder it was for her to find him and any way of removing the threat he posed. The Great One had offered her many things and given her many abilities, but one thing he’d been unable to do was to provide her with any means of reaching Lareth and removing him as a threat.

      Perhaps that was the lesson. She had wanted vengeance, but there was none. She was never going to find him, and although she believed she had seen him in this city, it was possible—and likely, especially given what had happened to her with this strange mental trap—that he was not even real. It was possible—and likely—that he was nothing more than a figment of her imagination. Which meant that her fear of Lareth and the danger he posed was in her imagination as well.

      A test. She couldn’t shake the sense that all of this was a test, and somehow, she had to figure out its purpose.

      It was possible all of this was meant to prove to her she no longer believed in the Great One the way she once had. Maybe this was a lesson, trying to teach her she would never be able to reach Lareth the way she wanted. And it was possible this was some way of attempting to prevent her and the Ai’thol from reaching the temple.

      Any of those were possibilities.

      And yet, all she saw was the darkness.

      Within the darkness, she couldn’t help but think about herself and what she had experienced. She had been through so much in the time since she had come to the Great One, and yet, most of it was as a passive observer. It wasn’t until recently—until Lexa—that she had decided to take a more active role. Even when she had, there had been hesitation on her part. She had not known whether doing so would anger the Great One, and she had feared she was doing something for herself and not for him. Yet she couldn’t shake the sense that what she had done was the right thing.

      She had saved the Ai’thol.

      The Great One had not done that.

      The Great One had not come when the Disciple was removed in Lexa.

      Could the Great One not even care about what happened to them?

      More than that, could the Great One not have known?

      Ryn tried to push those thoughts away, but they continued to intrude. They assaulted her, a steady onslaught that came through the darkness, almost as if…

      This was another part of the trap.

      Maybe none of these thoughts were her own, and all of them were part of some test that someone was giving to her.

      Still, even if it was a test, she couldn’t shake the sense that these were her thoughts. As much as she wanted to deny that she was having these suspicions, they came to her, filling her mind, and she knew that despite everything else, she still questioned the Great One.

      It was the first time she had acknowledged that. It was a strange thing coming to that realization, but there was no denying it, not anymore.

      It left her questioning again what she believed in.

      If it wasn’t the Great One and it wasn’t Lareth, then what?

      She believed in the people she cared for, didn’t she?

      At one time, she would’ve said it was her parents. When her father had died and she had been taken by her mother to Vuahlu, it had been a way for them to be safe, to escape the dangers Lareth posed. Even though she hadn’t known it at the time, they had been running.

      What had they been running from?

      That was a question she had never asked before, but now she couldn’t shake it. She was certain there was something her mother had run from, but not certain at all what that might have been.

      Why would her mother have left? Why wouldn’t her mother have gone after answers—or revenge for what had happened with Lareth?

      She might have felt incapable of doing so. Given everything she had gone through, it was possible she didn’t have the necessary strength—or believed she didn’t. Her mother claimed her own abilities extended to enhanced eyesight, but even that she believed was weak.

      Now that Ryn had her blessing, she understood that enhanced eyesight could only do so much. Unfortunately, it had not allowed her to see within herself.

      That was something she needed to rectify. The longer she spent with that ability, the more certain she was that she needed to gain an understanding of what she could do. The longer she was stranded in this darkness, the more certain she felt that she was meant to try to grasp why.

      The only problem was that Ryn had no idea why. There was no answer to that question, only more questions.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, opening them again, and once again, the darkness greeted her, no different than it had been before. There was nothing here but the darkness. The longer she looked, the more Ryn strained against the darkness, the more certain she was this was to be her new reality.

      No. This is a test.

      She forced that thought to the forefront of her mind. If it was a test, then she had to be careful that she didn’t get lost in her own thoughts.

      And yet, she had no idea how to avoid getting caught up in those thoughts, to avoid the trappings of this test, the torment that ripped at her mind, threatening to convince her everything she observed was real. And while the thoughts might be hers, the rest of it was not real.

      She had been trying to work through what she believed, and had moved beyond the obvious things, but what about the people she had taken to protecting recently? What about the Ai’thol—people like Matthew and Tessa and others she had grown close to?

      That desire was real. That desire was part of her. She had acted on behalf of the Great One in order to offer her protection, but it had evolved from there, becoming something more. Now that she had an understanding of what she had gone through, she couldn’t shake the idea that there was more for her. She couldn’t shake the fact that she wanted—and needed—to continue to protect those people. It was Tessa, it was Matthew, it was Ibran, it was Pryal. Names began to work through her head, all of them the Ai’thol that she’d had a hand in saving. Not just saving, but offering the blessing to.

      That felt strange to her, and yet at the same time, it was completely natural. They were her people now, almost as much as they were the Great One’s.

      Would they see it the same way?

      They had come with her willingly, following her even though she was no Disciple. They had followed her, but would they continue to follow her?

      That was where doubt began to creep in. That was the part of all of this that Ryn didn’t know whether she could move past.

      And if they couldn’t follow her, if they were only with her on behalf of the Great One, then they weren’t following her at all.

      She pushed those thoughts out of her head and moved past them, thinking of what else she might be able to do.

      It was for them.

      None of this was about her. None of this was about gaining additional power or strength or blessings. Those had been helpful. And yet, none of those were things she had ever sought on her own, never anything she had wanted for herself. All of this was because she wanted to serve.

      That was why she needed to escape from this trap.

      She looked around, and yet, the darkness still filled her.

      She had to escape, she had to find a way of protecting the people she cared about, and yet, as she thought about it, she knew she wasn’t trapped.

      This wasn’t a trap at all. This was some sort of mental imagery forcing her to believe she was confined when she was not. None of this was real. She was free, but she had to believe that she was free. She had to know the darkness was nothing more than an image; only then would she be able to escape it.

      Ryn stared through the darkness, focusing on it, knowing it wasn’t real.

      There was no way for it to be real.

      Whoever did this to her was powerful. That much she knew.

      And yet… whoever was doing this was not harming her.

      That was a strange realization.

      Surprisingly, this dilemma had given her an opportunity to work through her own priorities, something that, now she had become aware of it, she realized needed to have been processed long ago.

      She thought about the Ai’thol. All of this was for them. Everything she did was for the people she cared about.

      It couldn’t be about vengeance. It couldn’t be about the Great One, regardless of everything he had offered her. He had disappointed her. He had abandoned her no differently than she had abandoned the village when it was destroyed by Lareth.

      And she would not abandon the Ai’thol. She was their Emissary. She was their leader.

      Ryn took a deep breath, focusing on the darkness. If this was not real, then the darkness was not real. If this was not real, then she could see.

      It took faith, and yet she had questioned whether she had the necessary faith. Even while serving the Great One, she had never been sure of what role she was to have. It was easy enough to pay lip service to servitude, but the longer she had served him, the more uncertain she was that she believed. She had wanted to believe. That much was true. And she had wanted to serve, but there was always a part of her that held back, concerned she was never going to be good enough. That she was never going to be strong enough.

      And now… now she no longer had to fear that. She was strong enough. She was good enough.

      Ryn closed her eyes, thinking through everything she’d experienced, thinking through all of those images, and focused on the belief that she was able to see.

      When she opened her eyes, she would see.

      Ryn took a deep breath, prepared for the possibility that she was wrong, but she didn’t think she was.

      And then she finally opened her eyes.
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      Another vision greeted her when she opened her eyes. Everything was bathed in a white light, and it surrounded her, an almost warm sort of glowing light, and Ryn looked for signs of movement, signs of something, but she came across nothing.

      Gradually, shapes became visible within the light. She realized she was seated on a chair. She could feel it beneath her, hard and yet not unpleasant. It was shaped to her body, her back and thighs pressed into it, and she shifted, looking all around her.

      Could she see the chair? Knowing it was there made it easier, and yet, after what she had been through, she wondered how much of what she experienced was knowing and how much of it was believing.

      It was entirely possible that the chair was part of a vision as well, and yet, it didn’t feel like a vision.

      Then again, what she had experienced in the temple had not felt like a vision either. She had believed the barrier was real, and when she had felt along it, it had felt real. In hindsight, she no longer knew what to believe.

      When was the last time anything real had taken place?

      Ryn shook that thought away. As she did, she slipped on the chair, feeling the pressure. It was almost as if the chair itself was designed to remind her of her reality.

      Getting to her feet, she looked around the room.

      It was not just bright light all around her. There was something real, and she looked, turning slowly, and focused on the chair. She used that to orient herself in the reality of where she was now, lifting it briefly, testing the firmness of the chair, trying to confirm that it was what she believed. She set it back down and breathed out.

      This was real, which meant that everything else around her was real.

      Was it her beliefs, or was it actually real?

      She tried not to think like that, but how could she not? With everything she had gone through, it was difficult for her to know what to put her faith in.

      And perhaps she had to put her faith in herself.

      Which meant she had to believe that what she observed was accurate.

      Wasn’t that what the Great One had wanted for her?

      She could push that thought away as well. She had to think for herself. She had to come up with what was important for her. Ryn wasn’t certain that what she had believed was important still was.

      She turned slowly, and a shadowed figure resolved in front of her.

      She cocked her head to the side, tensing. It reminded her of what she had seen on the street. Was that Lareth with whoever had shrouded him in the shadows?

      If it was, what would she do?

      She had wanted revenge, and perhaps she still did, but was that really what she needed?

      She had abandoned her people to chase after Lareth, and in doing so, she might’ve placed them into greater danger. They would have done anything to protect her, which meant she had to be more cognizant of that, prepared for the possibility that anything she did had consequences.

      “Who are you?”

      The figure paused, and the shadows pressed together, almost as if they were hands coming together in front of them.

      “I see you,” Ryn said.

      “Do you?”

      The voice coming out of the light, from the shrouded figure, was soft, almost ethereal.

      Ryn took a step toward them. As she did, the shape began to appear. What she had thought was a figure shrouded was something else. The person was cloaked in a white robe that hung down along their shoulders, draping to the ground. Symbols were embroidered along the cloak in a pale white thread that matched the symbols she had seen on the archway leading toward the temple.

      A priest.

      That had to be what this was, and she wasn’t sure that it mattered anymore whether this was real or in her mind. This was the first time she had encountered someone—anyone—who could help her know what to do.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “The better question is, who are you?”

      Ryn paused and looked around the room again, half expecting it would shift as she did, the same way that everything had seemed to shift around her before. But it did not. It stayed stable, solid, which gave her the confidence to believe that if nothing else, everything she observed now was actually in front of her.

      “This is a test?”

      “You came to the Temple of the Mind. What did you expect?”

      “Is that where I came?”

      The man watched her. She realized his fingers were moving, writhing in some sort of rhythmic fashion. Did that matter? There was power to the movement, but she doubted he was using them in a way that would draw any additional power.

      Then again, she could be wrong.

      Rather than risking it, she just continued to watch him. It was better to know, to observe, and to find out if he was doing anything at all that might pose a challenge to her.

      “None of this was real.”

      “Wasn’t it?”

      “It was all in my mind.”

      “What is reality but what you observe?”

      Ryn tensed. The choice of words couldn’t be coincidence, could it? Did he know that Ryn had been thinking of the Great One? There were plenty of people who were able to dip into someone’s mind and steal their thoughts, and Ryn had even come to believe that the Great One was one of them—that he had some ability to peer into people’s thoughts and be prepared for what they might be planning. If this man was able to do the same thing, then she needed to be prepared for the possibility that he knew everything she had gone through, including everything that she had been thinking about the Great One.

      “Reality is reality,” she said.

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “Why did you test me like that?”

      “I did not test you. You tested yourself.”

      “I didn’t. I came here to—”

      “You came here to overthrow the Temple of the Mind.”

      Ryn blinked, but she could offer no argument against that. That had been the reason she’d come here. Perhaps not to overthrow it, but certainly to extend the influence of the Ai’thol, which often involved overpowering the people who had already been there. “We came to offer the blessing of the Ai’thol.”

      “And why would we need your blessing?”

      “Because we offer protection.”

      “Protection from what?”

      Ryn opened her mouth to answer but realized she wasn’t even sure what they offered protection from. Everything she had done had been on behalf of the Great One. After that series of visions, she was no longer certain that what she had been doing, and what she had done on behalf of the Great One, was what she should be doing.

      What, really, did they offer protection from?

      At one time, she would’ve said it was from people like Lareth, but was that true or was it only what the Great One had wanted her to believe? What had she observed?

      That was the thing she needed to come to terms with.

      She’d observed only what the Great One had wanted her to see. In all the time she’d been working with him, he’d been the one choosing what she observed. Wasn’t that part of his lesson?

      She needed to frame what she witnessed in such a way that she had more information than just what the Great One wanted to show her.

      “Are you putting those thoughts in my head?”

      The priest chuckled. “Do you believe such a thing is possible?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      He turned and drifted into the bright light. For a moment, Ryn watched, waiting to see if he would disappear or return, but when he didn’t come back, she hurried after him. It was still possible all of this was within her mind. Given everything else she had now experienced, she no longer trusted her reality, and perhaps that was the point of this priest coming to her. What was reality other than what she believed it to be?

      When she caught up to him, he stood near a massive chalice. He looked down, his neck bent and his hands cupped on either side of it. He stared down into it as if searching for answers in whatever he was seeing.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “Did I bring you here or did you come of your own volition?”

      “We came ourselves,” she said.

      He said nothing more, continuing to stare down into the chalice.

      Ryn joined him and looked down. It contained a strange silvery liquid, and it seemed to glow with a bluish-green light, but only in the depths of it.

      “What is this?”

      “What do you think it is?”

      Ryn stared, but she came up with nothing. “I don’t know.”

      “It is possibilities.”

      “Possibilities?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I thought you had already decided.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      The priest turned and smiled at her. He had a wrinkled face, with deep shadows in the corners of his eyes. A gray beard adorned his chin, neatly trimmed.

      “Because you have said so.”

      “I’ve said nothing… you are reading my thoughts.”

      He chuckled again and turned his attention back to the chalice. “I don’t need to read your thoughts to know the direction of them.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you come with suspicion, Ryn Valeron.”

      Ryn tensed again and stared at him. She hadn’t said her name, had she?

      No. She was quite certain that she hadn’t. There would’ve been no reason for her to do so, not wanting to reveal too much about herself, and yet, with him, it seemed as if there was no need to reveal anything about herself. He had known without her saying anything.

      What else would he have known? How much more could he grasp by drawing upon her mind?

      She tried to push those thoughts away, but they continued to creep in, drifting to the forefront of her mind.

      “How do you know me?”

      “I can only know you because you know yourself.”

      “Of course I know myself.”

      “It hasn’t always been that way.”

      She opened her mouth to argue before hesitating.

      “What makes you think you are as powerless as you believe?”

      “Don’t.” She backed away, releasing her grip on the strange chalice, watching the priest. “Stay out of my head.”

      “Unfortunately, when you come to the Temple of the Mind, all is known.”

      “I didn’t come to the temple.”

      “Did you not? You passed beneath the gateway.”

      “What about my friends?”

      “Do you think they are harmed?”

      “If you subjected them to the same thing, it’s possible…”

      The silvery liquid began to shift and resolved into a street scene. Within it, she saw the buildings rising on either side, the cobbled road leading toward the massive tower in the distance, and the arch she had passed through. Beneath the arch, a figure lay on the ground, unmoving. Surrounding the figure were the Ai’thol, with Matthew and Tessa on either side.

      “That’s me,” she whispered.

      “Is it, or is this you?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Even more reason for you to be at the Temple of the Mind.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you needed to come here.”

      “I was coming here anyway.”

      “You only thought you were coming here.” He swirled his finger, and the image disappeared. Ryn looked up, locking eyes with him, waiting for him to explain, but he turned away and headed back into the soft white light that swirled around everything. Ryn chased after him and caught up to him. He stood before a raised wooden platform, and resting on it was an enormous book, the pages spread open.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “I’m doing this because the Ai’thol…” She shook her head. Was that right? She had come because of the Ai’thol, and because she had wanted to offer protection, but what protection was needed?

      In a place like this, it was difficult for her to know. What she had seen outside the city suggested there was no need for any protection. Everyone she had observed was safe.

      Which meant her coming here had been unnecessary.

      Why had she expanded the reach of the Ai’thol in general? She had done so on behalf of the Great One, but was it necessary?

      Ryn no longer knew.

      What was the purpose of the Ai’thol?

      The images the Great One had shown her, the truths she had observed, suggested there was danger throughout the world. She had come to believe that, and so she had come to believe that the Ai’thol served as a stabilizing force, an influence that would offer safety for those who couldn’t have it otherwise. They offered an opportunity to reach for power that others possessed, a way of normalizing that power.

      And yet, was that even real?

      All of that had been things the Great One had wanted to show her, which meant all of that had been his perspective.

      “How much of it was accurate?”

      “How much do you believe?”

      “Does it matter what I believe? All that matters is what is.”

      “Belief and experience are intertwined, Ryn Valeron. In order to act, you must have belief in your actions.”

      “I always did before.”

      “And what changed?”

      “You did. You forced me to have these visions.”

      The priest chuckled. There was a warmth to his voice, and something about him that was soothing, but at the same time, she felt fear at the overwhelming power he obviously possessed. She had never been around someone who was so competent, and so capable of making her feel as if she were completely out of control. Even the Great One didn’t have that ability, and he had so many abilities.

      “We forced nothing. You came here to the Temple of the Mind, and we offered you the opportunity to grow.”

      “I didn’t come here looking to grow.”

      “Then you came for what?”

      “I…”

      The priest studied her, a hint of a smile pulling at the corners of his lips. He reached for the book, turning one of the pages, and Ryn looked over his shoulder to see if she might be able to uncover anything about what was in the book, but there was nothing.

      “You believed there were dangers, and so you thought you would protect those who needed it.”

      “I did,” Ryn said.

      “And you have acted in the way that you believe is necessary to offer that protection.”

      Ryn nodded. “I did.”

      “Do you still think there are dangers?”

      “I think your temple is dangerous.”

      “It’s always dangerous when you look inside yourself, especially when you’re not prepared for what you might find.”

      “There are other dangers as well,” she said. She thought of Thornton and the way he’d acted within Lexa, and yet, had Thornton attacked the city, or had he been reacting to the Ai’thol?

      She no longer knew. She wasn’t sure that anything she had done was really on behalf of the city the way she had believed.

      Could she have been adding to the conflict?

      She didn’t think so, but the more she thought about it, the more she began to wonder.

      “There are many dangers. Some are easier for us to observe than others.”

      “Such as?”

      “I’m afraid I’m not able to show you. They are ones that you must find for yourself.”

      “Why?”

      “What have you seen since coming to the Temple of the Mind?”

      “I suspect you already know what visions you gave me.”

      “Did we give them to you or did you have them yourself?”

      “I think you gave them to me.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “I saw my people trapped.”

      “And how did that make you feel?”

      “Afraid.” She wasn’t sure why she was admitting this to the priest, but at the same time, she thought she needed to. She wanted to understand the purpose of this, and surprisingly, the longer she’d been here, the more certain she was that there had to be some purpose behind it.

      She had gained something from this.

      She had gained insight, but the insight hadn’t been about anything external. The insight had been within herself, an understanding of what she believed.

      “Fear can be a great motivator.”

      “Is that why you showed it to me?”

      He looked up from the book, smiling at her. “Again, Ryn Valeron, did I show it to you or did you show it to yourself?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That is the best answer.”

      “What about when you put me in darkness?”

      “Was there darkness?”

      “I believed there was.”

      “You did. Why do you think that was the case?”

      Ryn thought about what she’d experienced, wondering if there was some connection to it. She had no idea whether there was a tie to what she had seen and what they had wanted her to know, only that within the darkness she had begun to work through what she believed was important. Surprisingly, that seemed to be the most important thing.

      The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that darkness had given her the opportunity to try to work through aspects of her beliefs, to structure her thoughts in such a way that she could find truths. And what were those truths but things she had never given thought to before, although she should have?

      “You wanted me to find my own path out of the darkness.”

      “Is that what we wanted?”

      “What is it, then?”

      “What do you think the key to coming out of the darkness is?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you? Did you not emerge from the darkness?”

      “I did, but I did so by…”

      By what? She had come out of the darkness by coming to terms with what she believed. She had come out of the darkness by understanding who she was—and by understanding what she wanted. Was that what he wanted her to know?

      It seemed a strange lesson, but so much of this was strange, and if what he had shown her in the chalice was real, then she wasn’t even here at all. None of this was real, and yet… it all felt so real.

      Then again, what had the priest said? Reality was only what she came up with. Reality was only what she believed. And the longer she was here, the more she questioned what she believed.

      “You begin to see.”

      “I guess I do. What does all of this have to do with the dangers?”

      “Unless you know yourself, and what’s important to you, you won’t know how to react to those dangers.”

      “Were the dangers the Great One showed me real?”

      “Very real.”

      “Then am I wrong in the way I found to escape the darkness?” She didn’t think she was, but what if in coming out of the darkness, in having those visions that allowed her that freedom, she was abandoning the Great One? She didn’t like the idea, and she had to wonder if perhaps she was making a mistake.

      “If it led you out of the darkness, there is nothing wrong in it.”

      “But if he showed me truths—”

      “What truths?”

      “The truths he saw.” That was what the priest wanted her to know.

      “And now you need to find the truth you know. The dangers are real, but perhaps they are different than what you have observed.”

      “How do I know what I need to find?”

      “You must follow the darkness.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “How do you not? You have already done it once.”

      “You mean I need to find my way out of the darkness.”

      “Do you?”

      She stared at the priest, wishing he would be clearer with her, but at the same time, she wasn’t sure it would make a difference. “You want me to find my way out of the darkness, but I’ve already found my way out.”

      “There are many forms of the darkness, Ryn Valeron. You have come out of one.”

      “You mean the people who control the darkness?”

      “Do you fear the shadows?”

      “No.”

      “Then you should not fear those who control them. Shadows are not the dark. What you must find is the difference between them. What you must discover is a way to find your own truth, and find your way out of the dark.”

      “How will I know?”

      “There is only one way.”

      “What is that?”

      “When you truly see.”
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      The priest continued to meander through the room. Ryn found it difficult to see anything very clearly. Everything was shrouded in the same bright light, making it difficult for her to make anything out other than what he wanted her to observe. In that way, she wondered if it was a lesson to her, a reminder that the Great One had done something similar.

      He had shown her only what he had wanted her to see, and in the time she’d been working with him, she had trusted that he knew what needed to happen, and that the images and visions he showed her were the only ones she needed. She was no longer certain that was correct.

      And now she still wondered.

      Perhaps that was the point of what the priest was doing, the reason he was wandering through this place, surrounded by this constant white light covering everything else. Perhaps she was meant to see only what the priest wanted her to see, as if he would counter the images the Great One had shown her.

      “How long are you going to keep me here?”

      “How long do you think you need to be here?”

      “My people are outside.”

      “They are.”

      “They will be worried about me.”

      The priest turned to her, cocking his head, and a hint of a smile quirked his mouth. “Will they?”

      “They will.” She was certain of that, wasn’t she? She had to believe that they would be concerned about her, and if she was truly lying on the ground the way that it appeared, they would react, trying to find some way of reaching her. She needed to find some way to be there for them.

      She told herself what she was experiencing here was real, and the longer she spent here, the more certain she was at least some of this was not imagined. But it was possible this was all within her mind, the same sort of trap the priest had placed before.

      Only, if this was all in her mind, why give her an awareness of that?

      He paused again, this time in front of a table. It was a massive table and heavily lacquered. It appeared to be made of some species of wood she’d never encountered before. Surrounding the table were five stools. Something about the table struck a familiar chord for her, as if she had seen something like it before, though where would that have been? It was likely she’d come across something like this with the Great One, but she didn’t recall where or when that might’ve been.

      “What is this?”

      “This is what all seek.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “What do you long for, Ryn Valeron?”

      “Hasn’t that been the point of everything you’ve shown me?”

      “Has it?”

      “You wanted me to try to understand what I want for myself.”

      “I haven’t wanted anything for you.”

      “The images you’ve shown me. All of those were designed to try to convince me of what I needed.”

      “What makes you think any of those images were ones I placed?”

      Perhaps they weren’t. For the most part, the images had been limited to things she had experienced. The inside of the temple. Her feeling of being trapped. The helplessness she had felt when trying to help her people. The image of herself lying on the street.

      Other than that, everything else had been within her head. There had been a nothingness, and within it, she could find the answers she sought. She was given an opportunity to think to find her way. She was finally finding some way out of the darkness. Though Ryn didn’t know if that was true or not, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was an element of it that was.

      “I want to know what the Great One seeks.”

      “Do you?”

      “I think I need to know.”

      The priest nodded. He motioned to the table, and the stools began to spin. Ryn realized everything she was seeing had to be part of her imagination, much like she had believed before. And yet, this felt so different than what she had experienced in the other visions, regardless of how real this might be. The fact that the stools were spinning like that suggested not all of this was quite what she believed, though there was nothing to be done about it.

      “People call this by many names. Perhaps most important is that it was once referred to as the Council of Elders.”

      “Was?”

      “The Council has not met in many years, Ryn Valeron. There was a time when power convened, and everyone who was a part of this did so on behalf of those they served.” He turned to her, watching her. “Do you understand service?”

      “I understand what it means to serve others.”

      “I’m not sure you do. Not yet. I suspect in time you will. You will have to. Otherwise, much will suffer.” The stools continued to spin, and when they finally stopped, the priest smiled. “There are many places like this, but only a few that matter.”

      “Why?”

      “There are the ones that remain within our control.”

      “Who do you mean?”

      “Do you believe that your Great One is the only one who seeks knowledge and power?”

      “There are others,” Ryn said.

      The priest watched her, a strange blank look on his face. “You fear someone else.”

      “I recognize there’s another one out there who poses a danger to my people.”

      “You speak of the one known as Rsiran Lareth.”

      Ryn couldn’t help but stare at him. It was almost as if he knew every thought in her head, but then, if all of this was in her head, that would be unsurprising. It seemed as if he would be able to dig into her mind, to find the answers there, and know what she was thinking—and what she feared. She needed to try to hide some of her thoughts, if she could.

      Then again, it was possible there was no way for her to hide her thoughts. It was possible that regardless of what she did, this priest knew everything in her mind; if so, would she be able to conceal anything from him?

      Did she want to?

      That thought intruded, and it left her wondering whether it was hers or something he had planted.

      She didn’t doubt some of this concern came from thoughts he’d placed. The longer she spent with him, the more certain she was not all of this was of her own volition. It was entirely possible he intended for her to think in specific ways.

      Was that so different than the Great One?

      She pushed the thought away. It was difficult for her, and yet, she’d already had those thoughts and moved beyond them. It wasn’t any different than what the Great One wanted for her. He had wanted her to think what he was asking of her was right and good. He had shown her dangers, and because of that, she had followed him, knowing the Great One would be responsible for helping to establish safety and safekeeping for their people. She had followed, almost blindly, trusting what he had showed her.

      Could she not trust the priest in the same way?

      Perhaps that was the lesson the priest wanted her to learn. He didn’t want her to trust blindly. More than that, it was dangerous for her to do so. She needed to find her own way, and to be able to see through the darkness, to know whether there was something else out there.

      “He’s powerful,” she said. It made the most sense for her to admit that to the priest. At this point, she was no longer certain how much she needed to keep from him and how much to admit, but it seemed to her that she needed to be honest with him—and with herself.

      “He is powerful, and yet, he isn’t the one you need to fear.”

      “He destroyed my family.”

      “Did he?”

      “I saw it.”

      “Again, did you?”

      Ryn held the other man’s gaze. It was difficult for her to tell if she was standing in front of someone real or if this was nothing more than her imagination. It was possible this was only a dream. Everything that had happened to her since reaching the temple seemed so impossible, and she couldn’t help but feel as if he was somehow toying with her.

      “I know what I saw. When he came to Vuahlu, I was there. I witnessed what he was willing to do, the destruction he wrought, the way he tore down buildings, destroying the people, and…” She had no idea if Lareth was responsible for causing the volcano to erupt, and even thinking like that seemed impossible, but considering everything else she’d experienced over the last few years, the impossible was sometimes far more possible than she had ever believed.

      “What you saw was a man. Do you know what this man looks like?”

      “I know what my mother said.”

      “Again, you know what somebody else told you. Have you seen it for yourself?”

      Anger bubbled up within her, and she clenched her jaw. “I saw it. I know what happened.”

      The priest stared at her before turning his gaze back to the table. “Perhaps. Regardless, I can assure you that Lareth does not seek power. He is not equipped for it.”

      “He doesn’t need to be equipped for it. He already is powerful.”

      “His is a different sort of power,” the priest said.

      “Then what should I fear?”

      “What do you fear now?”

      “Why are you asking that?”

      “Should I not?”

      “I don’t know how that matters.”

      “It matters quite a bit. What do you fear, Ryn Valeron?”

      She hadn’t given much thought to it, and over the last few years, what she feared had changed. There was a time when she had feared falling from the trees as she was collecting the conash. Then she had feared not finding the temple. But lately, what she feared was something else. She feared disappointing the Great One. More than all of that, she feared being alone.

      She had no one. She’d lost her parents, she’d lost her connection to the village. The Great One had given her a sense of identity. The longer she went, the more uncertain she was of being able to find that identity without his help.

      What would happen if she abandoned the Great One’s teachings? Ryn wasn’t even sure she wanted to abandon his teachings, but she also recognized that perhaps there was more.

      “I suspect you already know what I fear.”

      “And how would I know what you fear?”

      “Because you’re in my head.”

      The priest smiled at her. “Perhaps.”

      At least there was no denial. Maybe he had planted these seeds of doubt, but it was equally plausible he had not, and that all of this came from her, though she wasn’t sure why or how this would be the case.

      “Why show me this table?”

      “Because you wondered what you needed to find.”

      “I needed to find this table?”

      “Does it not appear real to you?”

      “Is it real?”

      The priest stared at it, smiling. “Once it was. Now it’s a memory.”

      “Why is it just a memory?”

      “Because another has chosen to destroy.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Think about what you know, Ryn Valeron. What has your Great One taught you?”

      Ryn thought about all of the things the Great One had taught her, all of the ways he had instructed her since she had joined him. There had been nothing like this in it, and yet she couldn’t shake the sense of a certain familiarity about the table itself. It was almost as if she had seen something like it, though Ryn didn’t know what it was or why she should know it.

      “He hasn’t hidden from me the fact that he was searching for power.”

      “Power. Again with that.”

      “And I told you he hasn’t hidden that from me.”

      “Because he has no need.”

      “Then why do you fear it?”

      “Who said that I feared it?”

      “You warned me about it. That suggests you fear it.”

      “I don’t fear the power itself. Power by itself is not necessarily good or bad. And in this case, the power by itself serves many purposes. Think about how many this power can help.”

      “How can it help?”

      “That is something you’ll have to find on your own, Ryn Valeron.”

      She looked around, but everything drew her attention back here. “If you don’t fear it, then what do you fear?”

      “I fear someone who would misuse it. I fear one who would pervert it, destroying that power. I fear—”

      “The darkness.”

      The priest looked up, and he locked eyes with her, his gaze lingering for a long moment. “I fear the darkness.”

      “That’s why you brought me here?”

      “I believe you came here.”

      “I came here because of the Ai’thol.”

      “Did you, or was it because you wanted answers?”

      Ryn looked over at him before averting her eyes. She had come because she had served the Ai’thol, but had there been a part of her, however distant, that had wanted answers?

      Perhaps there had. She no longer knew how much of what was happening to her was of her own volition, and how much of it was because of what the priest was placing within her mind. It was possible all of this was something the priest was manipulating, and if so, it made sense she was having this ongoing doubt. It wasn’t like her to question like this, and the longer she was here, the more she felt herself changing, though why should that be?

      “What is it that you want me to find?” To Ryn, that seemed to be the key. Whatever else, the priest wanted her to uncover something. Ryn had to figure out what it was. Once she did, she could determine what she needed to do. Whatever else she could learn by being here, that was the purpose of the priest.

      “I already told you that you need to find your way through the darkness.”

      “And what happens if I do?”

      “Then you can be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “Ready for this,” he said, nodding to the table.

      He turned away, and Ryn stared, watching the table for a few moments. But as the priest disappeared, so did the table, fading and vanishing once more into a bright white light. Ryn started forward, but there was no evidence that the table had ever been there.

      Turning away, she made her way back to the priest and found him standing once more over the chalice, looking down into the silvery liquid. Ryn wondered if there was anything there she might be able to determine. She stared over his shoulder, and he swirled his finger in the silvery liquid, tracing a pattern. The pattern seemed to matter, though Ryn wasn’t sure why and what it meant.

      “Did you draw me here?”

      The priest continued to stare into the bowl. “Perhaps.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you have been called.”

      “Called by what? By you?”

      He glanced over to her. “Would that be so surprising?”

      “Why me?”

      “You have potential, Ryn Valeron. I have seen it, as have the others.”

      “What others?”

      “Do you think your Great One is the only one watching?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Perhaps you should ask him.”

      “Ask him what?”

      “Ask him what he has found and why he takes the action he has.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Exactly.” The priest continued to swirl his finger in the silvery liquid, and a form began to appear. It seemed to be made of shadows, but then it resolved into something else, not just shadows but darkness itself. “The endgame is afoot, Ryn Valeron. And moves must be made. Which side will you play?”

      “Which side of what?”

      “The board.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Find your way through the darkness. Only then can you understand.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “By doing what you have already begun to do. Questioning. Determining your own answers. What you find may be different than what you expected.”

      “You want me to challenge the Great One?”

      “I said nothing about challenging him. I’ve only said that you need to find your own answers.” He swirled his finger, and again the table formed, though this time it was smaller. “The Council of Elders is forming.”

      Ryn had heard that term before and knew it was something the Great One was interested in, though she didn’t fully understand what it was. Whatever else it was, it involved power. She wasn’t entirely sure what sort of power, only that the Great One wanted to acquire all aspects of it so that he could control the Council of Elders.

      “That is his mistake,” the priest said.

      “Controlling it?”

      He nodded. “There is no control over the Council. There is only the Council.”

      “What is it?”

      “It is potential.” He swirled his finger, and the table disappeared. “And you must find your potential.”

      “You want me to be a part of this Council.”

      The priest didn’t look up. “Do I?”

      “That’s why you brought me here, isn’t it?”

      “You came to find your way through the darkness. Now you must lead others.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you can.”

      “I don’t know that I can. I don’t know that it suits me. I don’t have the necessary strength or experience or—”

      The priest touched her on the arm, and a strange sense fluttered through her, one that was almost familiar, but when it passed, the urgency she’d been feeling began to fade. Replacing it was a different sense, a memory of what she had seen during her time in the temple. She recalled the people that she’d seen, the Ai’thol trapped, and the way they’d stood over her, watching her.

      “You have enough. You have always had enough, Ryn Valeron. And now, it’s time for you to be enough.”

      “What happens if I can’t?”

      “Darkness.”

      “For me?”

      “For all.”

      With that, he raised a finger and slowly tapped it on her forehead.
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      Everything hurt.

      Daniel lay on his side and tried to open his eyes, but there was only darkness. It seemed to be everywhere, almost oppressive, and the longer he looked through it, the more he began to wonder whether he’d been blinded by his father’s attack. He had no idea what the attack would do to him, whether it would change him in ways that left him broken.

      He rolled, trying to get onto his back, but doing so only left his head throbbing.

      There were voices all around him, a steady murmuring sound he forced himself to clamp off. As he did, he was aware he was Reading. It had to be what was happening, though he had never been that strong of a Reader. Now he couldn’t help but feel as if all he heard was the sound of voices all around him.

      When he tried to move, having let himself adjust, pain rolled through him once more, the kind of pain that left everything throbbing. He waited for the pain to clear, nausea rolling throughout him, and reached up tentatively, touching the back of his head.

      He could feel the metal. It was there, piercing the bone in the back of his head, and was strangely warm.

      Why had his father done this to him?

      More than that, was there anything that could be done to heal him? He had limited time, and if he could somehow make it to Darren, the Healer might be able to remove the metal from the back of his head.

      But he would have to Slide.

      He got slowly to his feet. He couldn’t see anything but darkness, and when he focused on trying to Slide, every attempt left him with more nausea.

      “How does it feel?”

      He turned in the direction of the voice, recognizing it as his father’s, though why would he be here?

      “Why did you do this?”

      “A trial, nothing more. You will begin to understand that it’s necessary.”

      “It’s not necessary.”

      “In order to keep our people safe, it is.”

      Daniel tried to shake his head, but even that movement hurt. “If it augments me, I’ll be able to Slide out of here.”

      “We thought the same thing, and it’s for that reason that we’ve tested it. We found these cells manage to hold even those with augmentations. The old artisans were incredibly skilled. Much more so than we are today. I suppose that someone with enough control over the metal, like Lareth, might be able to create such prisons, but then, the cells are designed to hold someone like Lareth.”

      “I doubt Lareth would be trapped.” It hurt even to talk.

      “You’d be wrong. We know Lareth can be held. There’s been proof of it.”

      His father knew. Then again, as he’d begun working with the C’than, his father would have learned there were those among them responsible for capturing Lareth in the first place. And yet, he would need to know there was some poison involved to maintain that hold over him.

      “I’m going to get out of here. I’m going to find Cael Elvraeth. And I’m going to make you pay for this.” Daniel tried lifting his head as he spoke, but the effort was more painful than he could bear.

      “No. You are not. There’s nothing you can do to escape from here. We know exactly how our abilities work with these augmentations, and we know how to ensure they are used only the way we want them to be used.”

      “Why?” He tried to move forward, but he was still held in place, as if whatever his father intended to do wasn’t over. Was he still using his augmentation against him, trying to trap him, or was it merely a matter of the strange implant in the back of his head that made it so he was now able to be controlled by his father—and whoever else had a way of using that metal?

      Daniel didn’t expect his father to answer and wasn’t disappointed when he merely watched him. Daniel tensed, everything within him on edge, waiting for his father to release him. Eventually, his father had to let him go. What else could he do?

      “You will see the benefit of what we’ve offered you.”

      Did his father really believe that?

      “Don’t do the same thing to Talia.”

      His father paused from turning away from him. “What makes you think we haven’t already?”

      He glared at him, but there was nothing he could do, not from here, not confined as he was. As much as he might want to react, might want to do something to help Talia escape, to prevent his father and others from harming her, he couldn’t.

      Worse, he suspected what his father told him was true. He was trapped, and connecting to his ability to Slide wouldn’t allow him to escape. The more he tried, the more he failed. Working with the shadows likely wouldn’t be effective, as so far, it had not been.

      The only thing he could hope for was that the augmentation would somehow allow him to connect to the shadows more effectively.

      “I will give you more time to contemplate the decision you will make.”

      “And what decision do I have to make?”

      “How you want to serve your people.”

      “I’ve already decided I want to serve my people. I’ve already been trying, and you only weaken my ability to do so.”

      “We both know that’s not correct.”

      “What I know is that you’re forcing others to take on these augmentations no differently than what the Forgers, the Ai’thol, have done. You have weakened us.”

      “That, my son, is where you’re wrong. I have strengthened our people by what I have done, and we will be able to withstand anything that’s coming.”

      Daniel didn’t know what to say. At this point, all he wanted was to be left alone.

      He turned away, and though he wanted to sit, he wasn’t able to with the way his father held him, preventing him from moving. Whatever his father’s augmentation, Daniel could do nothing against him.

      It took a moment before that hold over him began to fade and he was finally released. He sank back down to the ground, looking all around him. A sense of nothingness filled him. He’d been beaten by his father, and worse, outmaneuvered. With everything he’d learned from Carth, everything he thought he should know about the game of Tsatsun, he still had failed. For some reason, that troubled him more than anything else. He thought he’d been gaining skill and that that skill would allow him to withstand the things his father would do to him, but for whatever reason, his increased talents had not helped him at all.

      Then again, his father had been gifted by the Great Watcher with the ability to See things Daniel couldn’t See. It likely gave him an understanding of the various possibilities that existed.

      What he needed was to find the same understanding.

      Maybe the augmentation would help him. He hated thinking like that, but until he managed to escape from here, he was stuck.

      He lay down, careful not to rest his head, and focused on the shadows. The sense of it didn’t feel to him as he had hoped it would. He was left with a hollowness and wanted nothing more than to escape from all of it.

      Getting to his feet, he shuffled over to the bars of the cell, leaning on them. Each movement sent waves of nausea rolling through him, which he struggled to ignore.

      “Talia?”

      His voice was weak, soft, and he called out again, trying to be more forceful. There was no answer from the other cell. Daniel cleared his throat.

      “I know you’re down there,” he said. “Did he do the same thing to you?”

      He resisted touching the metal in the back of his head again, not caring for the way it felt. He’d already seen the effect of an implant like this and knew what would happen to him. Ignoring it wouldn’t change what occurred, but the more he touched it, the more real it seemed.

      “Is that why you have the ability to Read so well?”

      “They forced me,” she whispered.

      Her voice carried despite the whisper, and he pushed his head up against the bars, trying to peer along the length of the hallway. But she didn’t come to the front of the cell the way he did.

      “How long ago?”

      “After they captured me,” she said.

      They had waited with him. As he tried to work through the various possibilities of what would happen to him, he couldn’t help but wonder if the augmentation might actually help, though there was another possibility that left him more troubled. It was possible it would diminish his ability to Slide with the shadows. If it did, he’d be weakened in the attack on Olandar Fahr.

      “Can you Slide?”

      “A little.”

      “And you can’t Slide past the bars of the cell?”

      “I don’t know how to use it.”

      “You weren’t able to Slide before the augmentation?”

      He caught a glimmer of her at the end of the hallway, her face nearing the bars of the cell, and she looked through them, staring at him. “I didn’t have that ability. I’m not full Elvraeth, so I don’t have all of the abilities you do.”

      Daniel forced a smile, though he wondered whether she could even see it. “Just because someone is full Elvraeth doesn’t mean they were given the same level of abilities. I don’t think Sliding is necessarily tied to the talents the Great Watcher granted the Elvraeth anyway.”

      “What is it tied to?”

      He took a deep breath. Everything smelled musty, though there was a coppery scent that suggested he was bleeding somewhere. Or perhaps it was dried blood. “I don’t really know. Perhaps the guilds and the Elder Trees.”

      “What are the Elder Trees?”

      “I don’t really know. That’s what I came here to try to understand.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there’s someone else out there who is searching for the kind of power he shouldn’t be allowed to reach.”

      “What power is that?”

      “I thought it was the power of the sacred crystals, but I’m no longer sure.”

      They fell into an uneasy silence, and Daniel knew there was nothing he could say to alleviate the vague sense he had of Talia’s discomfort.

      It gave him pause. Why would he be able to determine that?

      Because of the implant.

      He had always had the ability to Read, but since he was young, he hadn’t focused much on it. When he’d been working with Lucy, he’d not been nearly as powerful as she was with Reading, and he had gotten to the point where he’d stopped trying to use it. Outside of Elaeavn, the ability to Read should be more useful. There weren’t nearly as many people who knew how to guard their minds, but Daniel had been around people like the Binders and Rayen, who could. He had stopped trying. There was no benefit in continuing to try to reach into someone else’s mind when was nothing there for him.

      More than that, he had also abandoned the mental barricade he’d grown so accustomed to having in place in Elaeavn. Around the Binders, there was no need, and around Lucy, it was ineffective.

      Would it matter now?

      He wondered whether Lucy would be able to Read him with his implant now in place. Perhaps it protected him.

      “Can you still Read me?”

      “It’s there, but… faint.”

      “Faint?”

      Talia pressed forward, and he could almost see her, though the darkness swirled around her. He pulled on the shadows without thinking about what he was doing, and the darkness retreated. She was young, much like he had expected, though perhaps a little older than what he had initially believed. She had olive skin and deep green eyes, and her dark hair reminded him of Cael. She would be a lovely woman when she was older.

      And she looked scared. He could see it in her eyes, and he could feel it radiating from her. He didn’t have the same ability to delve into someone’s thoughts as Lucy or even Talia did, but if the augmentation gave him a sense of their emotions, maybe that would be useful.

      “It used to be loud. Loud like the others on the other side of this door.”

      If his thoughts had changed, grown quieter because of the augmentation, then that would be valuable too. Except that he suspected Lucy had been using his thoughts to help her find him and Slide to him. Without hearing his thoughts and latching on to them, she’d have no way to track them.

      Which meant that if Rayen somehow had gone to her, there would be no help.

      Not that he expected any help to come.

      “It hurts,” he admitted.

      “It will go away in time,” Talia said.

      He tried to smile but realized she probably couldn’t see it from where she stood. “I don’t want the pain to go away. I want it out of my head.”

      “Even though it makes your abilities stronger?”

      Daniel took a deep breath and grabbed the bars, twisting them. He tried to push on them, but the augmentation didn’t add to his natural strength. He hadn’t expected it would, and given the nature of it, he wondered if the metal was enhanced in such a way that it would refuse to allow him to move it anyway.

      “My abilities were strong enough as they were. I’ve seen far too many people who added to their natural abilities using a similar method.”

      “The Forgers.”

      Daniel nodded. “The Forgers. Ai’thol. C’than. There are too many in the world who think to use this knowledge to make themselves into something they’re not supposed to be.”

      “What if it is what they’re supposed to be?”

      “The Great Watcher made us as we are.”

      Even as he said it, he wasn’t sure he believed that the way he once had. There had been a time when his devotion to the Great Watcher had come easily, but in the time he’d been away from Elaeavn, that devotion had shifted. Now, though he believed there was a being called the Great Watcher, he no longer knew if this being was someone he should follow. There was power, and yet, the Great Watcher wasn’t the only one with power. There were the Elder Stones, and the gods who had placed them throughout the world must also have been beings of power.

      “We need to get out of here,” Daniel said. “We have to find some way on our own.”

      She watched him, saying nothing, but he could feel her thoughts.

      “Can you Slide?”

      Even the thought left his head aching. As much as he wanted to get beyond the boundaries, he wasn’t sure if he would be able to do so. He didn’t want to even consider trying to Slide, using the shadows like that.

      “I could before, but since my father placed the implant, I can’t focus long enough to do what I would need in order to Slide safely.”

      And he wondered if that was part of his father’s plan. If his father had knowledge of the metals, then it was equally possible he understood how they could be used to prevent him from Sliding.

      It might be a way of holding him.

      But then, why place an augmentation?

      Unless he thought doing so allowed control over him.

      He had to be careful. It was possible his father had begun to work on him.

      What about the shadows?

      Before the attack, he had begun to feel the movement of the shadows, but he’d not been able to control them well enough to escape. Perhaps he still couldn’t, but… he had drawn them away from Talia.

      He hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but he now realized exactly what he’d done.

      Could he use them?

      He wasn’t sure he had the strength to use the shadows in such a way, but he had to try.

      It was the one thing he thought his father wouldn’t have accounted for. If he could use the shadows to break the lock, or even just twist the lock, he might be able to get them out.

      And then he would finish this.

      Ending this might involve him doing something he hadn’t considered before. The idea of harming his father left him unsettled, but what choice might he have? His father was responsible for what had happened to Daniel and to Cael Elvraeth—and Talia. Daniel was determined to ensure the man was punished for that.

      He took a seat, focusing on the darkness around him. The blackness that had greeted him when he had first opened his eyes took on a different meaning. As he stared at the bars, focusing on the shadows he could feel pressing upon him, he reached for them, trying to control them.

      Every time he did, his head throbbed.

      Somehow, he wasn’t doing this right. There had to be a way he could control the shadows that wouldn’t leave him aching like this.

      He’d been trying to control them the same way he attempted to Slide. There might be a connection between Sliding and controlling the shadows, but it wasn’t a direct connection. When the shadows had swirled around Talia, he’d simply reached for them, pulling them away.

      He focused on the back of the cell, where the shadows were the darkest, trying to peel them away. He didn’t do anything more than that, just sweeping at them, trying to drag them free… and it worked.

      The darkness retreated.

      Daniel smiled to himself.

      He wasn’t sure whether that was the augmentation or whether he would have been able to do that before. He’d had a growing ability with the shadows even prior to what his father had done to him, and yet, with it, he felt now that he could do even more.

      He leaned back, continuing to focus on the shadows. He would master it, and once he did, then he would escape.
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      Shadows swirled around him. Daniel had been practicing for the last week, possibly more. It was difficult to keep track of time. Each time one of the guards came, he was tempted to lash out at them, to use what he could of the shadows to overpower them, but it had not worked well enough that he thought it would be effective. The moment he revealed his control of the shadows would be the moment they would change how they held him. He didn’t want to give that up too soon.

      Instead, he trained, working with them. He found his connection to the shadows was easy enough when he focused on trying to remove them, but when he tried to stretch them away from him the same way Carth and Rayen were able to, he struggled. He didn’t know if he would be able to have the same level of control as the other two women did.

      To escape, he would need that kind of control. He would need to be able to send them away from him. He just didn’t know whether he could.

      Every so often, he and Talia would talk, but she had been mostly silent, as if afraid to say much. He didn’t blame her for that. He didn’t really want to talk much, anyway.

      He was focusing on the shadows and moving them around the cell. It wasn’t that he controlled all of the shadows, but he was able to draw upon those he was able to detect, and he could Slide them around the inside of the cell, shifting them around.

      What he needed was to find some way to take all the shadows he could sense and slam them into the bars of the cell.

      He stared at the tray of food resting next to him. He had picked at it, not wanting to lose his strength, and so far, he hadn’t abandoned the hope he might be able to escape. At least the recent delivery of the tray told him it would be a while before another of the guards came.

      He drew upon the shadows, taking them from the corners of the cells, and he thrust them forward around him.

      There came a strange sense of movement. It reminded him of Sliding.

      In the days since his injury—he wasn’t sure what else to call it—the pain in his head had begun to retreat much as Talia had claimed it would. He wasn’t surprised by that. He remembered Lucy saying something similar. As the pain retreated, he felt he would eventually begin to fully recover.

      He pushed on the shadows again. The movement was more forceful this time.

      The shadows struck the bars of the cell.

      He could feel it when they did. As they collided with the bars, Daniel felt the reverberation, the energy of the shadows, but then he lost control over them and they drifted behind him.

      It took considerable force on his part, and it left him tired every time he tried to do the same thing; this time was no different.

      Taking another deep breath, Daniel focused on the shadows again and pulled them forward, sending them streaking from the corners of the cell and striking the bars once again.

      Again there was nothing but the strange reverberation.

      That wasn’t going to get him free. He needed greater control. He would have to find some way of solidifying the shadows.

      Rayen and Carth both used the shadows so easily, barely thinking about it when they did, and he felt there was some secret to it that he needed to grasp, though it remained elusive.

      Much like the shadows, he realized with a hint of amusement.

      What if it wasn’t so much solidifying the shadows as it was directing them in a tighter band?

      He had found the key to moving the shadows involved sweeping them from one edge of the cell to another. Again, he tried to focus, to squeeze them. As he forced them forward, the shadows struck one of the bars.

      Daniel got to his feet. There was a reverberation, as there had been before, but there was also a distinct sense of energy where the shadows had struck. If he could continue to use them like that, he might actually succeed in directing the shadows in such a way that he could break free.

      Another trial, and this time he focused the shadows directly at the lock.

      He sent them streaking forward, but his aim was a little off, and the shadows bounced off where he was targeting, leaving him trembling with the strange energy from it.

      He had missed. His control over the shadows was improving, but he still didn’t have nearly as much as he needed.

      For the first time since his captivity, he began to feel as if he could gain that control.

      What he needed was to tighten that focus even more. He needed to turn the shadows into a weapon, use them like a spear and stab through the lock.

      Daniel closed his eyes, feeling the shadows all around him. He drew them from the corners of the cell, from the spaces outside of his cell, and even from the cells away from him. As he brought them toward him, he flowed them forward again, streaking them toward the lock, keeping that focus within his mind. He brought it to a needle, little more than a pinpoint, and slammed the shadows into the lock.

      As before, there came the same reverberation, but then… nothing.

      That should’ve worked. That it didn’t was not only surprising, but disappointing. He had hoped to use the shadows to shatter the lock, and for the first time, he had managed to hit with enough force. Even as he did, it had failed.

      Here he’d believed using the shadows would allow him to escape, but perhaps that wasn’t going to be the case.

      Daniel sat back down, staring at the lock.

      He could feel the shadows and was aware of that sense all around him, but nothing more than that.

      Did that mean he’d be trapped here until his father decided to release him?

      In the time since the augmentation, his father hadn’t returned. Daniel wasn’t even sure he wanted him to. What was he going to say to him? Would he shout and scream, or would he ignore him, turning away? It was possible he would hold him in place, forcing him to pay attention to him, making it so that Daniel could do nothing other than give him the satisfaction his father wanted.

      He focused on the shadows again, drawing them around, and continued to squeeze them into sharp spikes. Each time, he tried to stab them into the lock, his aim improving, but he continued to fail. It was as if the metal and the lock were impervious to the shadow attack.

      But then, that had been his fear.

      There had to be something else he could try, though he wasn’t sure what. Could he target the hinges of the door? Find a weakness, exploit it. It was no different than Tsatsun.

      Changing his focus from the lock to the hinges, he jabbed outward with the shadows. As he had when he’d struck the cell bars, he felt a reverberation, a bouncing of the energy, but nothing else.

      He tried the other hinge, the lower one, and much like with the upper hinge, he found no response.

      Daniel leaned back on his arms, swirling the shadows around him, focusing on that. There was the control over them, the connection to the shadows, and he tried to wrap them around the bars of the cell, but he lacked the ability to constrict them in any meaningful way.

      Targeting the back of the cell, he turned the shadows into a lance, slamming them into the wall. Stone shattered and a trail of debris drifted from where he’d struck.

      At least he knew the shadows worked as he believed.

      It wasn’t a failure of his control over the shadows so much as of his ability to destroy the metal.
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      The sound of the door opening caught his attention, and Daniel looked up. He had been working with the shadows for the better part of the day and had even taken to trying to attack the wall again. Each time he did, there was another explosion from the rock, to the point where he felt as if his control over the shadows, using them as a weapon, was effective.

      He felt as if he were gaining skill, but it wasn’t enough yet. What he needed was more control than what he already had. The longer he worked, the more certain he was he would have to tighten his control over the shadows even more than what he’d already done. It was possible he would have to somehow thread the shadows through the lock. If he could do that, he wondered if he could expand them and explode outward to help him escape.

      He glanced along the length of the hallway to see who was coming.

      Unsurprisingly, it was not his father. Now that the augmentation had been placed, he doubted his father would come. Likely he thought leaving him here would somehow force him into a greater compliance, or perhaps he believed he could control him better by holding him here.

      Instead it was one of the same guards who had come many times throughout the last few days. The man set a tray down in front of him. He lingered for a moment, watching Daniel.

      An idea came to him—one that he had resisted to this point, though he was gaining enough control over the shadows that he wondered if it might be effective now.

      Focusing on the shadows, he swept them from the cell across from him and pulled them toward the man. He held them in a bar-like fashion, and when they crashed into the man’s back, he staggered forward.

      Daniel leapt to his feet, reaching for him, slamming him against the bars over and over until the man collapsed.

      Only then did Daniel release his hold over the shadows.

      Everything within him trembled. His heart raced. Sweat streamed down his back from the sudden exertion.

      If this didn’t work, he would have revealed his new ability. He might not get another chance to use the shadows like this, so he had to hope that he would succeed.

      Flipping his hand through the bars of the cell, he searched through the man’s pockets. There had to be a key.

      Then again, it was possible that this man wouldn’t have a key to the cell.

      It was the kind of thing he could imagine his father doing. Why give a key to the cell to someone who might be compromised by Daniel or the other captives? Why give them any way of finding escape?

      There was a key.

      Not just one key, but several, all of them on a key ring.

      Several of them were made of steel, a solid metal, but not likely to be used on a cell like this. Daniel ignored them and moved on to one of the more exotic keys. It was made of a smooth metal, slightly warm, with a silvery, almost black appearance.

      He tried it in the lock. It didn’t open.

      Another key was of a bluish metal that reminded him of heartstone, though most of the time he saw heartstone in alloys, and it didn’t have the same bluish quality. Heartstone was a softer metal, from what he had heard over the years, and as he tried it, once again, nothing changed.

      He tried the rest of the keys in the lock, and none of them worked.

      Daniel staggered back, staring out at the bars of the cell. Could he have done all of this only to fail?

      The moment this man came around, he would realize what had happened, and there would be no further opportunities to escape.

      “You need to put three of them together.”

      Daniel blinked, looking down the length of the hallway. “What?”

      Talia appeared, and he swept the shadows away from her so that he could see her more clearly. “You need to put three of the keys together. They create a pattern. That’s the secret.”

      “How do you know—you Read it.”

      “They tried to keep it from me, but when I found that they were hiding it, I kept digging.”

      “Have you been able to Read anything from me in the last week?”

      “I already told you it was faint.”

      He hadn’t been trying to conceal his thoughts, which suggested that the augmentation alone was enough to protect his mind—and also that the others who had received augmentations likely believed they were safe from anyone reaching into their mind.

      Which keys?

      That was the challenge now. He had to figure out which of the keys had to be combined in order for him to escape. There were seven keys here, so it would take too long to try all the combinations. The longer he took, the more likely it was someone else would realize the guard was missing.

      It seemed to him that the three keys would have to be ones with something special about them, but which keys would that be?

      The man started to moan, and Daniel reached down, grabbing him and slamming him once more against the bars of the cell.

      Daniel glanced up, looking along the length of the hallway, staring at the door.

      “Can you still hear them?” he called to Talia, who was pushing up against the bars of the cell.

      “Sometimes.”

      “I need you to let me know if they’re trying to come in.”

      She nodded, an expression on her face that he hadn’t seen there before: hope.

      Daniel didn’t want to be the one who caused that hope to disappear.

      With nothing else to do but try, he started shoving the three most unique keys into the lock, but they didn’t fit. He tried to twist them around, looking for a different configuration, but that didn’t work either.

      Swearing under his breath, he grabbed for three different ones when Talia called to him.

      He looked up. The door at the end of the hall was opening. Daniel pushed on the shadows, slamming it closed.

      It took effort he wasn’t sure he had, but he had to buy enough time to figure out a way out of here. He continued flipping through the keys, twisting them as he went.

      He arranged them in a different fashion, bringing them around and trying them in the lock, but this time was no different than the last.

      What was the secret?

      He needed the guard to come around and to find some way to force him to help, but he had bashed his head against the cell enough times that it might not be possible.

      “Did you Read anything else from him?”

      He strained. The door bulged; he didn’t know how much longer he was going be able to hold it closed. It took every bit of energy he had.

      “Just that there were three keys,” she said.

      If only he had the ability to Read.

      “Can you see anything about these keys that tells you which ones I need to use?”

      She looked down toward him, and he stared, though he wasn’t sure how good her eyesight was.

      “Try the dark silver ones.”

      “The dark silver ones are steel. They wouldn’t use anything like that.”

      “I don’t think they are,” she said.

      Daniel grabbed them and tried to push them together in different configurations before simply lining them up side by side and shoving them in the lock.

      The door at the end of the hall bulged even more. With as much force as he pushed on it, he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to hold out. He grunted under the effort, using everything in his power to hold it closed. He needed another moment, maybe more.

      He might not be able to fight, but he could Slide them. If he could get out of the cell, then he could escape.

      Another three keys—he didn’t pay attention to which three—and the lock twisted.

      Daniel shoved the door open, pushing the fallen guard with it, and staggered outside into the hall. He continued to hold on to the shadows, drawing them from along the length of the cell, but his hold over the shadows was beginning to fade.

      Racing along, he glanced into the other cells, but they all were empty other than Talia’s at the end.

      She was shorter than him by nearly a foot, and up close, the resemblance between her and Cael was even clearer. How had anyone not realized they were related?

      Gripping the same combination of keys, he shoved them into the lock, twisting them and pulling the door open. She looked up at him, the same hope burning in her eyes.

      “Can you tell how many are on the other side?”

      “Seven or eight,” she said.

      With his sword and his ability to Slide, he might have been able to handle seven or eight, though not if they all were augmented. In his current state, and without any weapon, he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to do so.

      He would have to Slide. It had been a while since he had attempted to Slide, and he focused, thinking of where he wanted to go.

      He wouldn’t go far, just to the forest, and from there, he could get help, perhaps return and rescue Cael.

      Grabbing on to Talia, he attempted to Slide.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      With that, his control over the shadows failed, and the door crashed open.
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      Waves crashed below, and Haern listened as they slammed into the shoreline, a steady and rhythmic sound he had begun to appreciate in a way he never had when living in Elaeavn. The air carried the salty odor of the sea, and the longer he was here, the more Haern noticed how different it was from what he had known in his homeland.

      Of course it would be different, though. Elaeavn was a seaside city, but it also was a city that depended upon the production of lorcith, which artisans and craftsmen used to create items of incredible power.

      “You’ve been delaying,” Elise said.

      He looked up and smiled. Her hair was pulled back in a braid, colorful silks woven within. Other women in the city had their hair similarly woven, and though he suspected it had some significance, she hadn’t told him what it was. When it mattered, he knew that she would tell him. “What have I been delaying?”

      “Since we returned, you haven’t wanted to use the metal.”

      Haern twisted the hunk of metal in his hands. It was an alloy he had created by forcing the various metals together, mixing them with the lorcith. It was the lorcith that allowed him the most control, and as he used that, he was able to mix the metals together in such a way that he had a certain connection to the alloys. The metal gave him a hint of the song, and the longer Haern listened to that song, the more certain he was that he could place an augmentation, though he continued to wonder whether he should.

      If he made a mistake, if something went wrong, he would be responsible for what happened to Elise. That terrified him in ways he could not even begin to describe.

      And yet, the way she looked at him told him that she knew exactly what he was thinking, and he doubted he would get away with not doing what she wanted. How long would he be able to refuse before she got angry to the point where she thought of another way?

      Having worked with her as much as he had, he doubted she would go off and risk herself with someone else, but he recognized the determination in her, the set to her jaw, the way she looked at him. All of it told him she was prepared to do whatever it took to accomplish what she wanted.

      “I just want to make sure I do this the right way.”

      “You just want to make sure I don’t have an implant.”

      Haern shook his head. “That’s not it at all.”

      “Isn’t it? If it wasn’t, you would have placed it by now.”

      She took a seat next to him, dangling her legs over the ledge as he did. Unlike him, she didn’t have the connection to lorcith, a way of pushing herself back up were she to fall.

      Perhaps that was what he should ask of the metal. Perhaps he should see if there was some way to give her an augmentation that would allow her to maintain a connection, but would something like that even work?

      The longer he listened to the lorcith, the less certain he was that it would. The song was there, and though he might understand the nature of the song and might feel as if there were some way for him to influence it, he wasn’t entirely sure he could.

      “I want to make sure that I know everything about it before I do anything,” he said.

      “When do you think you will?”

      Haern stared at the metal. Strangely, in this form, it seemed almost as if it was a thing alive—as if he could push on it and it would react the way he wanted. In this form, he could almost imagine being able to control the lorcith like his father had, having the necessary skill to make a sculpture like the one he had seen at his aunt and uncle’s home.

      “I don’t know.”

      He looked down at the waves crashing far below.

      “While you are considering it, I have a request.”

      “What request?”

      Elise took his hand, squeezing. “Nothing like I imagine you’re thinking.”

      “I bet you have no idea what I’m thinking.”

      “Probably not. Some of the others want to fly with you.”

      “They want to what?”

      She shrugged. “Like I said, it’s a strange request.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, until you decide to allow us augmentations, it might be the closest some of us get to having one.”

      “Where would they want me to fly them?” Until he had a better understanding of the strange, distant nature of lorcith, he wasn’t sure he wanted to take anyone anywhere that might be dangerous. Then again, he didn’t know what might be dangerous. It was possible that even staying in the village was dangerous.

      “Over the water.”

      “Why over the water?”

      “Because you can. And because I think it would help them feel as if they were really flying.”

      Haern smiled. “That’s something I think I could do.”

      “Good. Once you do that, then you can start planning for placing my augmentation.”

      “Elise—”

      She patted his hand, smiling at him. “Like I said, Haern, this is my choice.”

      It was an argument he didn’t think he would win; then again, perhaps he didn’t even need to try to win. He didn’t need to determine whether or not he could place one of these augmentations. If he could, there would be benefit to the people, and the more success he had with it, the more likely they were to withstand another Ai’thol attack. And the more Haern came to understand the nature of the augmentation, the better prepared he would be if Olandar Fahr returned with another one. As far as Haern could tell, he had surprised Olandar Fahr the first time, but he doubted he would do so again.

      Elise got to her feet. “Now, I need to get back to discussions.”

      “What sort of discussions?”

      “Why, with the Triad, of course.”

      “I didn’t realize you were one of them.”

      “We’re a part of the village, aren’t we?”

      She headed away, and he watched her go. Why was he not surprised that she would sit on the council in the village?

      Then again, he was pleased that she did, and that the others had let someone who didn’t have an augmentation sit among them. He saw, even if she couldn’t, that she already had an impressive level of influence.

      The longer she spent here, the greater the influence she might be able to achieve.

      He got to his feet and walked along the shoreline. As he did, the sense of lorcith out in the water, nails that he had placed, came to him. He would need to use those if he were to carry others out over the sea, and perhaps he needed to set more so that he would be prepared.

      Pushing off, he headed out over the water, dropping nails as he went, creating a pattern he could follow. It was easier doing this knowing he didn’t have to run for his life the way he had when he had first placed nails out in the water. As he went, he turned, looking back at the village. From here, it was hidden, reminding him somewhat of Elaeavn. The shoreline cut in, creating a natural barricade. The rest of the barricade was formed by trees growing up in front of the homes. No one would even know such a village existed if they weren’t looking for it.

      That was partly the point, but it seemed to him fortuitous that it worked. It surprised him that the village would be hidden in this way. Had Lucy known? Perhaps that was why she had chosen this place to establish the village.

      Then again, it might’ve only been the fact that it was an empty village she could use to protect her people.

      Haern pushed higher, letting the connection to lorcith send him streaking into the air. He tested to see how high he could go, and as before, he found that the more he worked with lorcith, the higher he was able to travel. It seemed to increase every time he did it, to the point where he was now able to push off far higher than he ever had managed, and that with only a single nail of lorcith.

      Hovering above the clouds, he focused on the distant senses of lorcith. Nearest to him was that of Ilphaesn Mountain. It was easy for him to focus on, practically calling to him, demanding his attention, and he thought it would take nothing more than a gentle pull to reach it fairly quickly. The higher he went, the easier it would be to pull himself to Ilphaesn.

      The other senses of lorcith were out there as well. As he focused on them, he became aware of Asador, the power of the lorcith there in the north, and there was that which he suspected came from Dreshen in the south. There were other pockets, many of them quite large, others smaller. He focused on those smaller pockets of lorcith before ignoring them.

      What he wanted to do was test some of those more distant locations, but he wouldn’t be able to do so from here. He was still not high enough, and his reach, his connection to lorcith was not enough.

      There was one way he thought he might be able to push even higher.

      Haern pulled himself to Ilphaesn.

      From as high as he was, it took very little effort, and he landed on the peak of the mountain. Standing there, he wished he were better dressed for the weather. The cold wind blowing out of the north was biting, and snow swirled around him. He ignored all that, focusing on the lorcith below him, and as he did, he pushed.

      Once again, the lorcith carried him high into the air. He held on to that connection, but with Ilphaesn filled as it was with power, he allowed it to send him even higher. It was easier for him to soar this way, taking strength, but not so much that he couldn’t manage.

      Haern continued to push, and he pierced the uppermost clouds. The air was thinner here, making it difficult to catch his breath. He wouldn’t be able to stay here very long, but he wouldn’t need to. He focused on lorcith and felt it everywhere all around him. Some of it was distant—incredibly distant.

      It was that distant sense of lorcith he needed to understand.

      Holding on to it, he focused, straining to see what it was that had caught his attention when he had done so before. There had been a sense of strangeness about the lorcith, a feeling that something that wasn’t quite right.

      Now that he was here, he was even more certain that something was off.

      He tried to focus on it, to get a sense for what it was that he detected. The longer he was here, the more certain he grew there was something unusual, though he wasn’t sure what it was. As he focused on it, he tried to think about what he might uncover, but there was nothing within that sense that he could discern.

      Haern took a deep breath, but up here where the air was thin, it was difficult for him to breathe. He would have to drop back down.

      As he started to descend, he focused once again on that lorcith.

      On a whim, he tried to pull on it.

      He knew it was lorcith. That sense was clear to him, but there seemed to be something else about it he couldn’t detect.

      When he tried pulling on it, nothing happened.

      That wasn’t quite true.

      Haern started to plummet.

      Panic set in.

      Wind whipped around him, and the longer he dropped, the faster his heart went, beginning to match the speed of the wind.

      He cried out, though the wind quickly swallowed it, silencing him.

      He tried pushing on the lorcith below him. With Ilphaesn here, the sense of lorcith was incredible, and he knew that he could reach it.

      Only… he couldn’t.

      Something had happened.

      It wouldn’t be long before he crashed into the mountain.

      Something was whistling near him, and it seemed different than the wind.

      The lorcith within him.

      The song had shifted.

      Haern pushed on it, focusing on it, sending it back into the orientation that it was meant to be.

      As he did, the awareness of lorcith slammed into him, and he pushed.

      He did so barely in time.

      Had he not pushed when he had, he would’ve crashed into the mountaintop. Instead, he slowed, but still connected, starting to roll.

      Haern pushed again and took to the sky, focusing on his tie to lorcith.

      He hovered there, his heart palpitating, fear coursing through him.

      What had happened here?

      Somehow, the distant sense of lorcith had affected him.

      It had done more than just affect him. It had changed the augmentation within him.

      How, though?

      He didn’t know.

      Dropping back down to the ground, he focused on the lorcith within Ilphaesn, feeling the power of the mountain below him, and allowed his pounding heart to gradually slow. He lowered himself to the ground, focusing on the lorcith, and looked around, trying to get a sense for the metal. Though it was there, he wondered why some aspect of it was off.

      There was no reason he should have needed to restore himself, no reason the control over the metal should have changed, and yet it had.

      Haern had no idea what was taking place, or what had caused him to lose his connection over lorcith, but if it happened again, he would need to be prepared for it.

      It had happened the moment he’d reached out to that distant sense of lorcith.

      Perhaps it was the fact that he was so high, and straining so hard to breathe. It was possible he’d overextended himself, though he’d used his ability often enough he didn’t think that was the case. He’d never experienced anything quite like that before, and it was troubling.

      Haern needed to know whether it would happen again.

      As much as he didn’t want to risk himself, he also didn’t want to get so high and lose control over his ability again. If it happened when he was carrying someone, a person he cared about could be injured.

      His mind immediately went to Elise, and how he would react if something were to happen to her because his control over lorcith failed. Haern wasn’t sure he would be able to forgive himself. Which was even more reason for him to figure this out.

      He decided to test. First, he would try to push off, using only enough force so he could see if there was a connection still there. As he did, he could find out if anything about it had changed.

      Hovering in the air, he held on to the connection. He was tired, but that could be only because of what had happened to him and the fact he had been using his connection to lorcith so much. It might not have anything to do with the sudden loss of his connection.

      Then again, what if it was all tied together?

      Haern stayed in the air, looking down at the mountain. There was a sense of power coming from Ilphaesn, and he had been around that sense of lorcith often enough now he thought he understood it. Now that he was here, he focused, feeling for that power, searching for anything that might give him a better understanding of the connection here. The longer he hovered, the more he felt reconnected to lorcith.

      How had he gotten disconnected in the first place?

      All he could think of was that reaching for that distant sense had changed something for him.

      Haern pushed higher. A part of him hesitated, nervous, but he thought he needed to do it. It was better to do it here, when he thought he had a chance of reconnecting to lorcith if it came down to it, regardless of whether it made any sense for him to have lost his connection.

      His heart hammered wildly. He was more nervous than he had been in quite some time, far more nervous about using his connection to lorcith than he had been since first connecting to it, since Galen had been working with him.

      Haern took a deep breath, focusing on what he detected, thinking about the nature of the lorcith, telling himself he had that connection and didn’t need to fear losing it. There was nothing to worry about. The connection was there, solid. The more attention he paid to it, the more certain he was that it remained within him. All he had to do was hold on to that connection, to focus on it, and he would not lose it again.

      He penetrated the upper portion of the clouds and stared all around him, searching for any sign of strangeness within the lorcith, but none came to him.

      Whatever had happened had not recurred.

      That should reassure him, yet it didn’t.

      He needed to go higher, to see if whatever had happened would take place again.

      At least now he knew what it had taken. He had been forced to look inside himself, to recognize that the connection to the lorcith had shifted within him, and reconnect.

      Haern took a deep breath, determined to ignore the fear rolling through him. He pushed even higher.

      He soared into the sky.

      As before, there came the emptiness, that breathless sensation of this altitude. He needed to act quickly. He needed to know if something about him had caused him to lose his connection, or something about how tired he was, or whether it had something to do with that strange, distant sense of lorcith.

      Haern let himself be filled by that strange sense.

      He hesitated. If something were to happen, it would be now. Which meant that he had to act.

      He pushed even higher and focused on that sense of metal. Awareness of lorcith continued to fill him, coming from what he could detect of the lorcith within the mountain, and he pushed higher and higher, the air swirling around him, thinner than it had been before. And as he did, he reached out.

      This time, he focused on the strange sensation. It was distant, much as it had been the last time, yet he recognized it more quickly.

      Could he have somehow influenced it?

      As he held on to it, he did the same thing as he had before and pulled.

      The sense of the metal came to him, and then he plummeted.

      Haern was ready for it.

      He reached within himself, drawing on that sense, and shifted the metal back into place.

      There had to be a way to prevent himself from being influenced in such a way, but he wasn’t sure how. As he shifted the metal back, he reconnected to the lorcith below him and pushed off, staying up in the air.

      At least he had the answer. It was a combination of him and the metal he had used. He needed to understand what had happened and why it would occur.

      More than that, he needed to find some way of preventing the augmentation he now possessed from shifting again. But how? He barely understood what had happened, and until he did, he wasn’t sure he would be able to prevent it from recurring.
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      Haern hovered high in the air, looking all around. After the strange experience he’d had while traveling with Lucy, he wanted to know once again whether what he had detected was still there. As he hovered, he used the connection to Ilphaesn to guide him, to keep him up in the air, to allow him to detect whether there was anything up there that would offer some insight. The longer he stayed here, the more he felt lorcith in the distance.

      He focused on it and drew on that power.

      As before, it shifted something, but Haern pushed back almost immediately. He held on to his connection within himself, maintaining his control over it, and in doing so, he prevented whatever was occurring from changing him.

      For a moment, he wasn’t sure if it was even going to work, but holding on to his own connection, he prevented the change.

      It was difficult to keep his focus split this way, not only trying to push off on the mountain to stay elevated but also to keep himself shifted, to prevent whatever distant sense of lorcith was out there from changing him.

      He lowered himself.

      It was time to return to the village, and after what he had experienced, and what he had seen with Lucy, he thought it was time to agree to offer a certain level of protection to Elise, though he was still hesitant to do so. He worried about what would happen, but the more strangeness he experienced, the more he wanted to ensure that Elise was safe. The only way was to allow her an augmentation like the others had. He would just have to trust that the metal would change her in a way that would be beneficial. He didn’t know what it would do to her or how it would transform her, but it was time for him to move past that.

      He pushed off on Ilphaesn, angling toward the village. It didn’t take long for him to reach it, and he came to land on the outskirts, looking at the houses that were being built. They had gone up quickly, and he was not surprised to see the women working rapidly at them, their skill impressive as they did, but he worried what it might mean for them to be so permanently settled here now.

      Haern reached Elise near the wagons. She was talking with one of the women from Lucy’s camp, and he paused, waiting for her to finish. She turned back to him.

      “There you are,” she said, smiling.

      “I think it’s time.”

      “What?”

      Haern nodded. “I think it’s time.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He hesitated, fingering the hunk of metal in his pocket. It had been with him ever since Elise had asked him to place an augmentation. If it came down to placing an augmentation, he thought that he had to do so on someone he knew. It would be better that way than to do it on somebody who would remain something of a mystery to him.

      Haern nodded. “It’s time.”

      “Where should we do this?”

      “I think…” He had given it some thought and decided that it had to be here, around others in case the procedure went awry. “In the wagon.”

      “You don’t need more space than that?”

      “This is nothing more than me pushing on metal.”

      “If it’s nothing more than that, then why have you waited so long?”

      He cocked his head, studying her. “We both know the reason.”

      She nodded, raising her hand. “Wait here.”

      She hurried off and whispered something to Jayna and one of the other women before returning. “Let’s go.”

      “Now?”

      “If we are going to do this, then let’s go.”

      He followed her to the wagon, and she climbed up inside. He trailed behind her, more slowly. He closed the door behind him, feeling that he was sealing her fate.

      And after what he had observed with Lucy, he couldn’t help but think that everybody needed to have some help. There was danger to her, and others like her. Those without abilities were in far more danger than he had ever known.

      He pulled the piece of metal out, staring at it. “I hope this works.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I’ve tried to use my understanding of the metal with the women throughout the village, and though I’ve shifted their metal so that it no longer cries out, I still don’t know if I can be the one to place an augmentation.”

      “I’m sure you can,” she said.

      “If I can’t, I’m going to have to be prepared to remove it.”

      Elise nodded. “I trust you, Haern.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “Is it going to hurt?”

      “I don’t know. It hurt when it went into me.”

      And yet, that had been done with an intention to torment. What would happen now would be done with a different perspective—love.

      Haern took a deep breath, looking at Elise. He pulled her toward him, kissing her deeply. “What do you want from it?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I don’t know. Probably.”

      “I want to be able to help our people.”

      “From your homeland?”

      “No,” she said, swatting at him. “These people. The people you have helped us rescue. I want to continue to offer help to them.”

      Haern held the hunk of metal out. “Did you hear that? She wants to help our people.”

      Strangely, the metal seemed to vibrate with a different intensity, as if the song shifted, almost as if the metal itself understood him.

      He didn’t think that was possible, though maybe it was.

      He twisted her, turning her around. The most effective augmentations always seem to go into the back of someone’s head. He listened to the metal, focusing on it, and the song became apparent.

      It built slowly, steadily. The longer it did, the more certain he was of what he needed to do. As he focused on the song, the nature of it building, rising louder and louder, he listened.

      Not all of the metal was needed.

      Pinching off a piece of lorcith, he stuffed the remainder into his pocket, saving it in case it would be useful if someone else wanted an augmentation.

      Closing his eyes, Haern focused on the metal and what he wanted of it. He was trusting the song to guide him. Something his father had said to him once came back to him now. The metal knew.

      It was a strange thing to think, but lorcith often felt as if it were something alive. With the song, the way that it built, he couldn’t help but feel as if it were alive now. He focused on it, listening to it, and thought about what Elise had asked for. She wanted to help their people. If he were to do something to augment her abilities, then the metal had to help.

      He pushed.

      When it reached her, the song within the metal continued to build, and he could feel it humming, the vibration growing louder and louder until it was almost angry, a buzzing that filled him.

      Elise gasped, and Haern almost withdrew, but he could practically feel the metal telling him not to. It was the nature of the song, warning him that it needed to complete this.

      He continued to push.

      As he did, the song shifted, rising in intensity.

      It was an amazing change, both different from and the same as what he had experienced with the women of the village. When he’d shifted the nature of their augmentations, he had focused on the song, on the way the lorcith called to him, knowing it would guide him. It was guiding him now as well, calling to him, preparing him for what he might need to do.

      He let the lorcith guide him. The sound of Elise crying out nearly made him stop again.

      “Elise?”

      “I’m… I’m fine. You need to finish.”

      “I don’t know that I can.”

      “Haern. Please…”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. He tried not to think of the way he was tormenting the woman he loved and instead focused on how he was helping her. He wasn’t doing this to harm her. He was doing this because she had asked it of him, and because he cared about her.

      Pushing even more, he focused on the nature of the song, letting it fill him, the metal vibrating with an intensity he rarely experienced.

      The sense of it continued, and he allowed the song to guide him.

      As it did, the metal shifted.

      The song began to change, and he was aware of how the song shifted with him and of everything within this song flowing. Now the song joined with Elise, some part of her altering with it.

      It was a part of her now—deep within her head, the same way the metal had been with others. But he knew he wasn’t finished. He had work to do. The song guided him, drawing the metal out into an elongated shape, and power poured from him until he felt the song turn to what it needed to be.

      The metal rang with him.

      Something within him rang out.

      It was an echo, a reverberation, and it felt right.

      “I can hear it,” Elise said, gasping.

      “What can you hear?”

      “I don’t know. Music? It’s amazing.”

      Haern was fully aware of the sound but wasn’t sure why that should be. It was different than what he experienced when the lorcith called out to him. The metal continued to hum, the song at its peak. And yet this song seemed to sing to Elise and her metal, and hers seemed to reverberate with him, answering.

      They were connected, as if the lorcith itself had found them.

      He stopped pushing and took her hands, turning her around.

      She looked up at him, her deep blue eyes swallowing him. She kissed him, and as she did, the metal within her reverberated within him, the echo amazing, the power of it filling him.

      Emotions washed over him. Relief that he hadn’t harmed her, and desire, the same way he felt desire around her all of the time. There was something else, though. There was a sense of longing.

      He didn’t ignore it, and he kissed her.

      Elise kissed him back, and they fell down to the wagon, wrapped in each other’s arms. The song from the lorcith continued to build. Haern let it fill him.
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      “Have you discovered anything?”

      Lucy found Tara sitting at a table in the library, dozens of books scattered all around her, a lantern resting on the tabletop. She had her head lowered and was studying the page, keeping her gaze locked down.

      When Lucy appeared, Tara looked up, a wide smile crossing her lips that faded just as quickly. “What happened?”

      “What do you…” She looked down, realizing she was still dressed in the same clothing as before.

      It was tattered, the thorns having ripped through it. She should have taken a moment to find an alternative, but she’d wanted to reach someplace safe, and this was the first place she could think of. Then again, Tara wouldn’t do anything to her.

      “You look like you’ve been attacked by a cat.”

      Lucy smiled. “I’m not sure if that’s good. Cats are either unlucky or lucky in Elaeavn.”

      Tara hadn’t grown up in Elaeavn, though she did share a similar heritage. She was from a city called Cort, a place that Lucy had visited once or twice, but not often enough to know much about. “If that’s the case, then I would say you were unlucky.”

      “I don’t know, I found something.”

      “What did you find?”

      “I’ll tell you later. For now, I want to know if you discovered anything.”

      She took a seat at the table, resting her elbows on it. She was surprised by how tired she was. Sliding didn’t usually wear her out like this, but then she often didn’t hesitate in the space between Slides, as she had been while trying to uncover more about this strange place.

      She didn’t have any answers about it either. As far as she was able to determine, there was nothing she could uncover.

      “If you want to know if there’s anything missing from here, then no.”

      “No?”

      “No, I haven’t been able to uncover anything,” Tara said. She leaned back, pushing the book away from her. “I’ve been working through this, but even though it’s well organized, there is simply so much here. It’s incredibly difficult for me to try to uncover anything.”

      “I know. That’s why I asked you.”

      “Because you wanted to torture me?”

      Tara grinned, and a smile spread to her eyes, making her much cuter than she was otherwise. It wasn’t as if Tara was an unattractive woman, but she had a large nose, and her eyes were set slightly wide, making her more comely than attractive.

      “If I wanted to torture you, I would’ve done it a different way.”

      “Great.”

      Lucy grinned. “We’re looking for more than just whether there’s anything missing. I’m trying to find out if there’s anything we can determine about what the Architect might’ve been after.” That was the reason she had asked Tara. The other woman would be skilled enough to figure it out. Lucy had to believe they could then understand what the Architect was after.

      So far, no answers had been found.

      “I know what you want,” she said. “And I’m doing everything I can. Hopefully you understand that this will take time.”

      Lucy nodded. “I know. I wish it wouldn’t, and that we had some way of figuring out what they were after.”

      “I should be able to learn something, but it’s going to take time.”

      Time was something they didn’t have the luxury of, yet Lucy also knew she couldn’t force this. She had to give Tara the opportunity to research as she saw fit, knowing whatever she might uncover would be valuable.

      “Would it help if I had anyone else come in and work with you?”

      Tara shrugged. “Extra people might help, though they may get in the way, too.”

      Lucy chuckled. “I just thought maybe having others who could work with you would benefit you.”

      “Like I said, it might.”

      “Let me know if there’s anyone you think you might work particularly well with.”

      Tara nodded, pulling the book back to her and looking down. “I can’t believe how many books are here. I’ve been to some massive libraries before, but this is something else.”

      As far as Lucy knew, the library here rivaled that in Asador. With knowledge like this, it initially surprised her that it would be kept hidden from others, but then the library in Asador was run by the C’than as well.

      Lucy got up, looking around.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      “Something you said.”

      “What did I say?”

      Lucy waved her hand. “Nothing bad, it’s just… why are all these books here?”

      “Because the C’than needed them?”

      Lucy nodded. “The C’than did need them, but there’s something more, too. I don’t know quite what it is, but I can’t help but feel as if there is something I almost overlooked. These books are here for a reason. This place is inaccessible to anyone not of the C’than.”

      Tara leaned back again, holding on to the book this time. “You suggest the C’than wanted to keep this place isolated because these books are dangerous?” Tara looked up at the shelves. “I’ve gone through here, Lucy. As far as I can tell, there’s nothing here that’s necessarily dangerous. There are quite a few books I’ve seen in other places.”

      “I’m not surprised by that, but are there works that wouldn’t be found somewhere else?”

      Lucy needed to process that, needed some way of figuring out if there was some collection of works found only here. Knowing the C’than, there would have to be some way of determining that. Ras would keep that knowledge.

      “Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way?” she said.

      “How would you have me go about it?” Tara asked, the exasperation evident in her voice. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Lucy, frowning. “I’ve been doing everything you asked, and if I’m not doing it the way that you want, then I’m sorry, but it’s the only way I know.”

      Lucy reached across the table, taking Tara’s hands. “I know. And you’re doing a wonderful job. I don’t want you to think you aren’t. What I’m getting at is that I wonder if perhaps the library has a different type of record we need—something that will help us understand whether there are hidden works here.” And she had to believe there were. The way they meticulously maintained records suggested there would be those works. If they could find them, then she might learn what the Architect was after.

      “That’s an interesting idea,” she said.

      “See what you can uncover—I’ll be back soon.”

      Tara nodded. “See if Regina and Sarah would want to work with me.”

      Lucy hesitated. “Why those two?”

      “I’ve worked with them before, and I know they’re smart. I don’t necessarily need somebody familiar with the library. I can teach them what they need to know.”

      “I’ll check with them, then.”

      “Good.”

      She Slid, emerging back in the village. When she did, she heard activity all around her, a clatter of swords and shouts.

      Sliding again, she reached the source of the fighting and hesitated as she looked around. There was a battle taking place, but it wasn’t at all what she had expected. The fighting came from her people, and they were battling each other, using swords and staffs and metal that swirled around them.

      Lucy marveled at the movements.

      The skill on display was more than what she had expected. When she had asked Haern to work with her people, she’d known he would be able to offer much more than she could, but she hadn’t thought he would be able to develop their skills this quickly.

      “Did you come back to check on my progress?”

      Lucy turned, and Haern lowered himself to the ground near her. He was wearing a black jacket and pants, the embroidery on the left side of his chest signifying something, though she wasn’t sure what. “This is impressive.”

      “They’re motivated, and almost all of them have wanted to work constantly. I ask to take breaks, but they don’t let me.”

      “They don’t let you?”

      “I try, but they’re persistent.”

      She wasn’t surprised how the women were working and how quickly they were able to pick up skills. There was Eve, metal swirling around her, the control over it more than she had seen from Haern when he had first developed his skill with metals. There was Marcy, Sliding and emerging, swinging her sword as she did. Jamie fought, moving here and there, her sword a blur.

      A dozen women, all of them skilled in different ways, all of them using weapons.

      They would be valuable to her. They would help stop another attack.

      She hated thinking like that, but what choice did she have? She was going to have to use these women, and even though they’d been working with her, she was going to need to borrow their skill, their strength. She doubted they would mind. They had all come here wanting this.

      “I might need you to work with me,” she said.

      Haern studied her. “Are you sure? You never were much of a fighter.”

      “I can’t ask them to do something that I’m not willing to do.” And she had another reason for it. She didn’t like the idea of depending upon someone else to save her. That didn’t fit with the person she was, not anymore. Lucy had gained ability and skill, but she also had gained stubbornness, not that she hadn’t been plenty stubborn before. “I never was much of a fighter, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to be one so I can work with them.”

      Haern nodded. “I understand. I’ve been working with the women we rescued as well. Most of them are a little too excited about the idea of fighting, but they also understand what’s been done to them and want to ensure that it doesn’t happen again.”

      It would be the same thing for Lucy and the women with her. No one wanted to fight, but they also didn’t want to be placed in danger because they couldn’t. She was determined to protect herself, but more than that, she was determined to protect her people.

      “When will we start?” she asked.

      Haern held his hand out, and something whistled through the air toward him. He caught a sword and held it out for her. “How about now?”

      “I…”

      She had come to do something else, but perhaps she needed to do this first. She could find the other women Tara wanted to work with later; for now, it would make sense for her to understand the sword.

      She took the sword and squeezed the handle. “How do I use it?”

      “There are plenty of ways, but seeing as how you have the ability to Slide, you’re going to want to use that to your advantage.”

      “Even with the sword?”

      “Especially with the sword. The whole point of a sword fight is preventing someone from stabbing you. If you’re the one doing the stabbing, then you don’t have to worry about getting hurt.”

      “I’d rather not get into a fight,” she said.

      “I think all of us would rather not, but we don’t always have that luxury. When we get into one, we want to make sure we’re the one to end it.”

      “That’s your advice?”

      “It’s good advice,” Haern said. He held his hand out again, and another sword came streaking toward him. Where was he getting them from? Was there some sort of collection of swords nearby that he was able to pull on?

      She still marveled at his control over the metal. He caught the weapon by the handle the same as he had the first one.

      “When I was learning how to fight from Galen, he told me the same thing. When you’re dealing with a fight for your life, there is no honor. Survival is all that matters.”

      “So you want me to Slide and appear behind somebody and stab them.”

      “That’s one way to end the fight.”

      Lucy twisted the sword, holding the blade in her hand. She didn’t like the idea of fighting, but she also didn’t want to die. Haern was right: in a fight, it was either her or her opponent. The person she was fighting wouldn’t behave honorably.

      “Is there any technique I need to be aware of?”

      “There are many different techniques, but the question is whether you need to use them.”

      “I thought you were going to teach me how to fight.”

      “I will, but I’m also telling you that with your ability to Slide, you might not need the same type of technique I do. If you can block a stray blade, that might be all you need to do.”

      What would Haern consider a stray blade? The idea that someone would be swinging a weapon at her was terrifying, but even more terrifying was the idea that she would try to stop it. The thought of battling someone with a sword left her trembling.

      But she needed to do this. If she could gain confidence with a sword, she might be able to prevent someone from surprising her, and if she gained any semblance of skill, she wouldn’t have to run at the first sign of a fight.

      “How do I block?”

      “You want to brace yourself. Hold your body so that you can catch the blade, supporting yourself so when your opponent pushes down on you, you don’t find yourself crumpling under the force of it.”

      Lucy tried to turn the blade, searching for some way of holding it that would help her brace herself. Though the blade wasn’t all that heavy, it felt awkward in her hands, not nearly as comfortable as Haern made it look.

      More than ever, she was aware of just how much the two of them had changed. She never would’ve expected Haern to be comfortable carrying a sword—or fighting.

      “Good. Hold it like that, and be ready for my attack.”

      “Do I need to move it?”

      Haern grinned at her and shook his head. “I’m not going to actually attack. I just want you to know what it feels like when the swords connect.”

      He swung his blade around, and when it struck hers, her arms shook, trembling under the effort of trying to resist. She collapsed, nearly dropping the sword. Heat worked up her neck as a flush rose within her.

      “I’m sorry.” She reached down, grabbing for the sword, and Haern darted forward, kicking it away.

      Lucy crouched, one knee on the ground, looking up at him. “What was that about?”

      “It’s a lesson that Galen taught me. You have to be ready at all times. If you’re not, you run the risk of your opponent doing something you didn’t account for. In this case, I just kicked the sword away, but what if your opponent had kicked you?”

      “But you were just teaching me.”

      “Teaching you, but I also want you to be ready for any attack.”

      Lucy Slid, grabbing the sword and getting to her feet. She brought it back around, holding it in both hands before realizing that Haern held his with only one. “What’s the secret?”

      “No real secret. It’s just a matter of readiness. Knowing you, I’m quite certain you can be ready for anything.”

      She held on to the sword, and this time when he spun, she braced herself differently; she also brought the sword down so she wasn’t forced to drop the blade.

      Haern smiled, sweeping his sword around in a shallow arc.

      She managed to flow with it, drawing back, stepping away from him. She wasn’t nearly as fluid as he was, but then, did she have to be?

      He was right about the usefulness of her ability to Slide, which meant she had been given a very different skill set than his. His control over lorcith carried him into the air, giving him a different advantage, but she could disappear and reappear in many places before he ever had a chance to try to attack her.

      She had to learn to use that to her advantage, though it was going to take practice, and she worried she wouldn’t have enough time.

      “Better,” Haern said. “You knew your biggest danger would be staying too close to your opponent. If there’s ever a question, back up and give yourself some space. With your ability to Slide, that will give you an opportunity to reappear somewhere that a person won’t expect you.”

      “Unless they’re a Seer.”

      Haern grinned. “Thankfully, I haven’t faced too many of them.”

      “I wonder how we would overpower them.”

      “I don’t know. I’m not a Seer, but I would imagine it’s a matter of overwhelming the various possibilities so they can’t account for all of them.”

      That might work. When she had visions, there were possibilities, and oftentimes they came together in such a way that she thought she knew how to use them. But other times, it was difficult because they came at her so fast and with uncertain meanings. If she was facing a Seer, then she would have to find a way of using that uncertainty to surprise her opponent.

      Hopefully it wouldn’t come down to that, but with some of the augmentations the Ai’thol were able to place, she couldn’t be certain she wouldn’t face a Seer.

      “You aren’t going to show me any technique?”

      “I think it’s better for you to understand the basics and be prepared for the possibility that someone might use the sword on you in an unexpected way. I don’t know that you should ever expect to become a master swordsman.”

      She would never be able to use the sword the way she had seen Carth or Rayen do, or even Daniel. And perhaps that wasn’t necessary. She could still practice and improve, and at least carrying a sword would make her less vulnerable.

      And the fighting style Haern suggested was effective. She could get behind someone, poking them with the blade. If nothing else, she could deter them from continuing to attack her. She needed to feign competence, whether or not she actually had it.

      “I would like to continue working with you and learn some technique,” she said.

      “I’m happy to do that, Lucy. Some of the others here will work with you, too, but what happens when we need to go after Olandar Fahr?”

      She shook her head. “Haern…”

      “I’m not going to let this go. I intend to go after him, and I think I can find him if I focus on the metal.”

      “He could be anywhere. If he has the ability to Slide, he could have transported himself anywhere throughout the known lands.” After having been to the strange forest and experienced the weird trees there, she thought it was possible Olandar Fahr knew about places like that, and if he did, he could use them to hide. She had little doubt that he would be difficult for her to find if he did. And if they did find him, how would they use that knowledge?

      “We have to press this advantage now. If he places another augmentation, we’ll lose this opportunity.”

      “I think we’re already too late,” she said.

      “I don’t. We just need to get to him. If we find him—”

      Someone shouted, and Haern disappeared, pushing off on one of his strange coins, flying through the air and landing on the far side of the clearing. Lucy Slid, following him.

      When she did, she found two of her women—Gertrude and Lorraine—lying with blood running down their sides.

      Haern paused, checking for wounds, before pulling the swords away and pushing them off to the far side of the clearing. “That’s enough practice for today, I think.”

      Lucy started toward them but realized she didn’t need to worry. Neither woman was seriously hurt. The wounds appeared to be nothing more than a scratch, and Haern had known that immediately.

      Lucy frowned as she went over to the swords, checking them. They were blunted and unlikely to have done much harm.

      She left them off to the side and joined Haern near the center of the clearing. “You knew they couldn’t have gotten hurt?”

      “These are training blades. I wanted them sharp enough to hurt, but I didn’t want anyone dead. It won’t take long for them to heal, and I think if Gertrude hadn’t gotten through Lorraine’s defenses, Lorraine wouldn’t have reacted the way she did. But I can’t really blame her. She was doing what I taught them to do.”

      “Wait—Gertrude overwhelmed Lorraine?”

      “She did. She’s actually quite skilled with the sword.”

      Lucy looked over to the other woman. She was short, whip-thin, and she appeared ten years younger than she actually was. It occurred to Lucy that she didn’t know what Gertrude’s ability was now that she had been augmented. Something must have allowed her to overpower Lorraine—a woman Lucy knew was skilled.

      She would have to pull them aside later.

      Everything was well controlled. Though these women were battling with each other, fighting in a way that they took seriously, the injuries would be minimal. Haern had it all controlled.

      Which meant she wasn’t really needed here.

      She stepped back and Haern frowned at her. “Where are you going now?”

      “Not far. I won’t be long.”

      And then she Slid.
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      Holding on to the sword helped Lucy determine whether she would be able to resist if there was an attack. She swept the blade through a series of motions, feeling like a fraud when she did, knowing this wasn’t any sort of style she would ever be able to replicate. At the same time, she needed to try. She wanted to be useful if there was a fight. Lucy didn’t know if she could ever gain enough skill to be useful, but she was determined to keep practicing, to use the lessons Haern had taught her in order to improve.

      Using the sword also gave her the opportunity to work out her frustration. It had been a week, and there was still no answer from Tara about whether or not they would be able to determine anything from the library. Lucy remained convinced the Architect had taken something from it and needed to figure out what it was. The longer she dealt with the Architect, the less certain she was that she’d be able to figure it out. It frustrated her, and the sword gave her a way she had never had before of working out the frustration.

      She swept through the motions, swinging the blade rapidly, and found herself tiring. She ignored the fatigue, disregarding everything other than the sounds of the sword as it swung through the various movements. What choice did she have but to continue to work, to continue to try to improve?

      Waves crashed near her. She balanced on the rocky shore, using that to try to get her bearing. Frustrated, she slammed the blade down into the rocks.

      “That’s not good for the metal.”

      Lucy looked up to see Marcy approach. The dark-haired woman smiled at her, flashing her teeth, and Lucy sighed, glancing down at the blade. “I’m sorry. I’m just—”

      “Frustrated. I know. I think we all are. We’ve been working with your friend and appreciate that he’s teaching us everything he can, but we wish it weren’t necessary.”

      “I wish it weren’t necessary either. I think that’s what frustrates me the most.”

      Marcy approached slowly and took a seat next to Lucy, settling down on the rock next to her. She looked out over the water and fell silent.

      Lucy gazed out over the glistening waves. In the early morning, the water took on a shadowed appearance, and though she couldn’t see the shadows as well as Carth or Rayen, the darkness gave her the opportunity to see them in a way she wouldn’t otherwise.

      “I worry about what’s happening to us,” Lucy admitted.

      “You don’t need to worry about us,” Marcy said.

      “I feel as if it’s my responsibility to ensure that everybody is safe. Now that you’re all learning to fight, what happens when you’re placed in danger? What happens if I’m not able to protect you?”

      Marcy looked to Lucy, smiling sadly. “Unfortunately, you aren’t going to be able to save all of us. We chose this, Lucy. Some of us need to fight back after what happened to us. We understand what it means. We want this.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. She wasn’t going to be able to choose for the rest of them. They had to make their own choice, as she did. She was disappointed that it had come down to this.

      “Tell me about what it was like before you came here.”

      “You mean my life in Jarnil?”

      Lucy nodded.

      Marcy shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. It’s not much of a city, and I would never have had much opportunity there. I was different, and though my parents never told me why, I always knew there was something more.”

      Lucy glanced over. Marcy had pale green eyes, not nearly as bright as some of the women’s. That was partly because she had been raised outside of Elaeavn. In the time since her augmentation, they had deepened a little, but they still didn’t have the same depth of green as Lucy’s or some of the others from Elaeavn.

      “What did your parents tell you about where you came from?”

      “My parents weren’t the ones exiled from Elaeavn. They didn’t know the place. It was their parents. And…” Marcy turned away, looking out over the water. “I think they had a sense that they’d missed out on something, but they never really talked about it. I think it was hard for them to do so.”

      “Forgotten.” Marcy glanced over to her, and Lucy nodded. “The exiles were called Forgotten. It was a strange punishment.”

      “I can’t imagine my grandparents ever doing anything that would require punishment. And to be exiled?”

      Lucy didn’t know much about the practice. It wasn’t spoken of very often within Elaeavn. Though there were records of the people who had been exiled, she hadn’t had access to them, and those who did didn’t share them. The practice had now been forbidden, and no one wanted to acknowledge they had once used it.

      Not that Lucy could blame them; the punishment was so archaic that it seemed impossible to believe her people had once done something like that. How could they have exiled people from the city, forcing those they had left behind to pretend they were dead?

      And yet, she knew people who had been tormented like that. Rsiran had been exiled, hadn’t he?

      “I don’t understand why our people lose our abilities when we’re away from the city.”

      “It’s tied to the sacred crystals, but no one has ever given me a good explanation as to why or how.”

      “The crystals,” Marcy grunted, shaking her head. “I remember when I was first captured, the C’than wanted to replicate the power of the crystals. They used it as a sort of taunt.”

      Lucy frowned. This was the first time she’d heard about that. She’d had conversations with almost all the women she’d rescued, and while many of them had stories about the torture, she didn’t remember any of them talking about the C’than wanting the power of the crystals. Then again, it made sense. There was no reason to place augmentations other than to try to replicate the power of the crystals. It was the whole purpose of what the C’than had done.

      “I didn’t know the C’than had spoken to you about the crystals.”

      “Not to me, but they did talk about it while they were working on me.”

      Marcy fell silent and reached back, rubbing the space behind her ear. Her eyes closed, and Lucy kept silent, not wanting to say anything that would interfere with the time Marcy needed.

      “I’m sorry this happened to you.”

      Marcy looked up and shrugged. “I don’t know that I am. The augmentation has given me an opportunity to be closer to people I never knew. I never understood the nature of these powers. I always had something my parents called Sight, but though it felt as if there were something more for me, I was never able to determine what it was.”

      Lucy smiled, saying nothing about the fact that Sight was common. She didn’t think Marcy needed to know. Besides, Marcy deserved to know that she was unique in her abilities. Now that she had an augmentation, she was unique, even though it was for a different reason.

      “I feel sort of the same way,” Lucy said. “When I first had the augmentation placed, I wanted nothing more than to get rid of it. It was the reason we left Elaeavn. We thought we could find a way to have it removed, but the longer I had it, the more useful it seemed to be.”

      “Haern thinks he can replicate it.”

      Lucy nodded. She’d heard, and while the idea that Haern would reproduce the augmentation left her unsettled, when it came to Haern and the people he would offer the augmentation to, she didn’t think he’d treat the process the same way as it had been with her.

      What would happen if he offered it to women like Elise or Jayla, women who had traveled with him but were not from Elaeavn? Would they gain the same sort of abilities? The C’than seemed to believe that others would be able to acquire abilities, but there was a reason they’d tested their augmentations on people from Elaeavn. It was tied to their natural abilities, to the power that lived within them, a remnant of the sacred crystals, although she didn’t fully understand it.

      “He’s an interesting man,” Marcy said.

      “He really is,” Lucy answered.

      “You were close growing up?”

      “We were. He understood I wasn’t satisfied with what I was.”

      “What were you?”

      Lucy grinned. “A caretaker. Basically a librarian.”

      Marcy shot her a look. “You? A librarian?”

      “In Elaeavn—I didn’t have very many options. I had to take whatever I could get.”

      “I’m sorry, it’s not that I’m trying to belittle your chosen occupation.”

      “I’m not so sure that it was my chosen occupation, but it was one I was given an opportunity to fulfill. It was a good job, and had I not taken it, I don’t know what I would have done. Probably gotten married and been forced to have babies that would go on to be members of the Council.”

      She shuddered at the idea.

      “They would force you to get married?”

      “They being my parents. There was a young man they wanted me to marry, and while he’s a nice enough man, that wasn’t what I wanted.”

      “What happened with him?”

      “He found someone else.”

      “I’m sorry,” Marcy said.

      Lucy shook her head. “Don’t be. I’m happy for him. She’s a better fit for him anyway. She challenges him in a way that I would not be able to.”

      “I find that hard to believe. I imagine you could challenge anyone.”

      They fell into a silence, staring out over the water. After a while, Lucy got to her feet, pulling the blade free from the rocks, and sighed. “I need to check on something. Thanks for the conversation.”

      Marcy nodded. “Anytime.”

      “Why did you come down here?”

      “I just thought you needed someone to talk with.”

      “Why?”

      “We all need someone to talk with from time to time.”

      Lucy smiled, glancing up at the wall rocks. There was something she needed to remember. Despite everything they’d gone through, they still had to focus on the aspect of their experiences that bound them together. There was a reason she did what she did, and she couldn’t lose sight of that. She needed to continue to fight on behalf of people like Marcy, people like Eve, like the others who came with Haern, even if they weren’t her people.

      And it would involve fighting, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It was fighting on behalf of people she cared about, and it might mean that others wouldn’t suffer as her people had throughout their entire lives. The longer they fought, the more likely it was that the C’than wouldn’t harm them.

      Still, she needed to better understand the C’than who had splintered off and see if there was something she could learn. She wasn’t going to do that by staring at these rocks.

      She thought about Sliding back to the tower to see if Tara had discovered anything, but she wouldn’t have found anything overnight, and Lucy had been checking with her on a nightly basis.

      There was another place Lucy could go, but she was hesitant to do so. She had never been to the university in Asador before, at least not that she remembered. She didn’t like going back to Asador as it was, the memories of it forcing her to recall the torment she’d experienced when she’d been captured and made to serve the Architect. She tried not to think about it, but at times it was difficult.

      Now seemed as good a time as any. It was early morning, a good time for her to reach out and see if there was anything she might be able to uncover.

      Focusing on Asador, she Slid.

      Lucy emerged outside of the university. She hadn’t Slid inside, knowing there was resistance. It would be similar to the tower. The university was another stronghold of the C’than, and as far as she knew, it still held the wisdom stone.

      The sun was beginning to rise in the distance, the sky streaked with orange and red, and the air carrying a hint of humidity. A thick blanket of clouds stretched across the sky, a promise of coming rain. She looked out over the ocean, surprised to see such a different sky than what she had seen before Sliding. Asador was near enough to the village that the weather should be the same.

      Thunder rumbled distantly, almost ominous. She should hurry. It would be better if she came with Carth, but she didn’t want to call Carth here for something like this. It seemed like a waste of Carth’s time.

      Cold washed over her as she neared the university. She passed through it, letting the sense of the power that would hold her back flow over her.

      When she approached the door, she hesitated. Would she be able to Slide out of here? Then again, if it came down to it, she thought she could just step into the space between Slides and make her way to somewhere she could more easily escape.

      She checked the door and, finding it locked, pounded on it.

      She didn’t have to wait long before an older man with gray hair, bushy brows, and a lean nose greeted her. He wore a gray robe that flowed down around him, far too baggy for him. “May I help you?”

      “I should hope so. I came to examine the library.”

      “I’m sorry, but it is early morning, and visitors aren’t allowed at the university until—”

      Lucy pushed past him, and when she stepped inside, she smiled. There was a wash of cold again. The man turned toward her, studying her for a moment, and then he tipped his head in a slight nod.

      He closed the door behind her, and it sealed shut, almost a sense of pressure building. “You are C’than.”

      Lucy nodded. “I am.”

      “Usually Ras sends his acolytes to us sooner than this.”

      “Ras is dead.”

      The man considered her, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes deepening, as if he struggled with how to respond. “I’m not sure I can believe that.”

      “I saw him.”

      “And I saw Carthenne die, but we know how that ended up.”

      “Do we?”

      “You are her student, are you not?”

      Lucy frowned. She wasn’t dressed in any particular way, and other than her green eyes and the height that named her from Elaeavn, it seemed unlikely that someone she had never met would have identified her.

      She stiffened, prepared for the possibility that he was one of the C’than who had been compromised, although everything she had uncovered while searching for the C’than who had betrayed them had indicated that Asador was intact, and that the only one who had really been at fault here was Alera. Carth would have searched for others, and as far as Lucy knew, she had found nothing.

      “I was her student,” she said.

      “Was? You are no longer?”

      “I’m not sure if she intends for me to remain her student.”

      The old man made his way past her and glanced over his shoulder. “Eventually, the student must become the teacher.”

      He reached the staircase at the back and started up it, and Lucy hesitated before following. Was that what she had become? She knew there had been a transition for her, moving on from studying with Ras, but she had floundered, trying to figure out what she was going to do. Working with the women had given her a sense of purpose, but she didn’t feel as if she were anyone’s teacher. Instead she felt like an imposter, and at times she didn’t know whether she was doing the right thing for those women. That was part of the reason she had wanted Haern to work with them, so that they were receiving the necessary training with the sword and whatever other ways he might be able to work with them.

      At the top of the stair, the man veered off, and Lucy followed. She’d never been here before, but she instinctively knew where to find the library. It was similar to other C’than strongholds, a place that held knowledge stored over centuries.

      He reached a pair of double doors, and a strange pressure built from him as he pressed on them, sending them swinging open. Lantern light filled the room, where three others sat at tables stacked with books.

      “You can find whatever you might be searching for here.” He turned, and she grabbed his arm before he could leave. “Is there something more?”

      “I’m looking for something in particular.”

      “Most people come to the university looking for something in particular.”

      “No. I’m looking for something that might not be here.”

      The man frowned, cocking his head to the side. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “You do. I can See that you do.” It was in the way he looked at her, the tension at the corners of his eyes, and the way his lips pressed together more tightly when she made the comment. It was in the way he set his hips, the posture he carried himself with. It was in the fact that he was trying to disappear so quickly. “I’m looking for some way of determining what is somewhere else and what is nowhere else.”

      “The library in Asador is one of the greatest in the world.”

      Lucy glanced back, noticing the shelves rising several stories overhead. They lined all the walls, and there were walkways in between each story. She could imagine the caretakers here spent considerable time working their way along the shelves, ensuring they were catalogued well. It would take an enormous amount of time and an incredible level of coordination, but that wasn’t what she was after.

      “There’s no questioning that, but this library wouldn’t store everything, would it?”

      “A single library could not store everything.”

      “What I’m after is what might not be here.”

      “Why?”

      Lucy glanced back at the library. She took a deep breath, breathing in the musty aroma of the aged pages, the air filled with it. It was a familiar odor, one she knew quite well from her time in the library in Elaeavn. It was almost comforting to her, a surprising reminder of home.

      “I need to understand what the man who killed Ras was after.”

      “Ras would have you find your own path.”

      “Ras wanted me to ensure the integrity of the C’than.”

      “Did he?”

      Lucy rounded on the man and stared at him. “If you know who I am and you know my relationship to Carthenne, then you know what I’ve been doing. You know the task she assigned to me.” She studied him, waiting for him to respond. He merely bowed his head slightly. “Good. And if you know the things I’ve been asked to do, then you understand that the integrity of the C’than has not been nearly what it should be. Carthenne was concerned about this, as was Ras, and the two of them wanted to ensure that nothing more would take place. We have suffered enough.”

      “As far as I understand, you and Carthenne have removed the threat.”

      “As much as we could, but that doesn’t mean the threat has been fully eradicated.”

      That was their fear. They worried that they had missed something, and the more they continued to search for the C’than who betrayed them, the more uncertain they were that they had found everyone. There seemed to be more and more people who were responsible for what happened, and yet, it seemed impossible to believe the C’than would have been so deeply infiltrated.

      Strangely, the fact that Olandar Fahr had made his move, that he had forced the C’than to act, had helped them uncover this infiltration. It was fortuitous, but she had to wonder whether it was part of some plan of his.

      Lucy frowned, a troubling idea coming to her. She pushed the thought away, promising herself she would deal with it later. For now, she needed to focus on what was in front of her—this man and what she could uncover from him. He knew something—she could see it in the way he looked at her—but he seemed determined to keep anything he might know from her.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know that there is anything more I can offer you.”

      “No?” Lucy grabbed him and, focusing on the distant power, she Slid. When she emerged, she released him.

      “What did you do?” he demanded.

      “I thought you might want to see where Ras has been.”

      The man continued to stare at her, the irritation in his eyes changing to something else. Anger.

      “I am well aware of the stronghold Ras has been using.”

      “Then you should also be well aware of the things he has been trying to do to ensure the safety and integrity of the C’than. Yet you seem as if you fight it.”

      He looked around. “You shouldn’t have been able to do that.”

      “What? Slide you here? Unfortunately, the others who infiltrated the C’than ensured I acquired that ability.”

      “Am I really here?”

      Lucy cocked her head, frowning at him. “Where else would you be?”

      “I have never been permitted to reach this place before.”

      “Why not?”

      Had she made a mistake? Was this someone who should not have come? Perhaps there was a reason he had been at the university and not elsewhere.

      Maybe she should have asked Carth before she’d made this decision, but she couldn’t shake the sense this was something she needed to do. She needed a better understanding of what the Architect was after; then they could move on and figure out what his next move was, and whether there was a connection to Olandar Fahr.

      “Ras was particular about who he allowed access to this place.”

      “That I can believe.”

      She grabbed his arm and dragged him down the hall toward the library. She pushed open the doors with less of a flourish than he had done in Asador, and once inside, she was unsurprised to see Tara sitting at one of the tables, lanterns lit in front of her, her attention on the book before her.

      His breath caught. “It’s enormous.”

      “It’s impressive, all right,” Lucy said.

      The other man shook his head. “It’s not just that. I knew there was a collection here, but…” He pulled his arm free and headed toward the shelves, his gaze drifting along the rows of books. He made his way slowly, and Lucy allowed him to scan them, hopeful he might be able to uncover something about what was here—or what was no longer here.

      Rather than interrupting him, she went over to Tara and took a seat across from her. “How are you?”

      “No different. Did you come to bring me more interruptions?”

      “I might’ve brought you help.”

      Tara blinked, looking up for the first time. “What sort of help?”

      Lucy nodded to the librarian. “Him.”

      Tara frowned. “Who is he?”

      “He’s from the university in Asador.”

      “Are you sure he’s safe?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You intend to leave him here with us?”

      “I think we need to.”

      “So you can’t trust him, yet you intend to leave him with us.”

      “That’s about it,” Lucy said.

      “I don’t know whether to thank you or to curse you.”

      “I don’t need either.”

      “You bring a strange man here, someone who might be dangerous to us.”

      The man gasped.

      “He knows the nature of the library in Asador, and what’s there. He might be able to help you figure out what’s here—and what’s not.”

      Tara sighed loudly and shook her head. “You are frustrating.”

      Lucy got to her feet and rejoined the man as he stared at the shelves. “These are the lost works of Tyrel.”

      “I will permit you to stay here, but only if you work with Tara over there and find what I’m looking for.”

      “What exactly are you looking for?”

      “Something that was here but is no longer.”

      The man scanned the shelves, his gaze lingering on the desk where Tara sat. “How am I supposed to find that?”

      “You are the C’than. Figure it out.”
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      The shadows gave Daniel enough of an idea of the attackers that he thought he should be able to tell how many were there. If he couldn’t Slide, maybe there was some other way he could escape.

      Talia looked at him, hope now replaced with a different expression—fear.

      He didn’t blame her. She’d been through enough and didn’t deserve to be tormented like this again. If he couldn’t Slide, he would have to fight.

      He positioned himself in front of her and stared at the door, trying to gather the shadows to him again.

      The door opened.

      Three men darted forward. Though he couldn’t Slide, he knew how to fight, and while his time within the cell might have deconditioned him, he wasn’t about to remain here and let them harm him. Or Talia.

      Daniel drew on the shadows, flowing them into a point, and sent them forward, slamming into the nearest man’s chest. The man collapsed.

      Spinning, Daniel directed the shadows toward the next one. This man tried to turn, but the shadows pierced him the same way.

      For a moment, he thought he might be able to escape, but he had exerted himself considerably trying to hold the door. At this point, he lacked the strength to withstand anything more.

      Pushing Talia back, he crept along the hallway. He refused to go back into the cell, afraid they might lock them in once again. It had taken enough effort to get free, and he had no idea what it would take to escape a second time.

      As he backed away, there remained the sense of others. He could feel them, the agitation they approached with, almost an excitement. There was a desire within them to fight.

      He’d never been able to Read that well before, and he could detect several different people. If he had more time, he might be able to figure out how many there were, but all he could focus on now was staying alive and keeping the soldiers in front of him.

      Three more approached. How many had Talia thought there were?

      Daniel sent another lance of shadows at the next attacker. This one missed, though it did strike someone behind him. Daniel couldn’t see who it hit.

      He pushed again, and again he struck, though he didn’t know where.

      He was running out of strength. If he had a sword…

      These soldiers all carried weapons.

      Using the shadows, he latched on to the nearest soldier, circling around the man, and he pulled. Dragging the soldier toward him, he rolled to the ground, grabbing the sword from him.

      He brought it up just in time, sweeping it up to deflect the next attack. He found himself in the middle of four different soldiers.

      Talia crept along the hallway. If he didn’t escape, she was going to end up back in the cell. That realization triggered something within him.

      Anger and rage filled him. He darted forward, sweeping his sword in a rapid arc, using every ounce of ability he’d learned from Rayen and the other Binders.

      He pushed the shadows out as he fought, employing them in a way he never had before. As his sword swept through, he found he was able to fight with far more energy than before. He cut down one of the men and rolled, ducking beneath another attacker. Bringing his sword up, he split the man in half.

      Turning, he was distantly aware of a sword coming toward his head, and he pushed off, the shadows keeping him safe.

      He jabbed the man in the belly with his sword and then brought it back around, catching the next of the attackers—not tchalit, Daniel was determined not to give them that credit—on the shoulder, and dropping him.

      He turned toward the door. More were coming, but he could only hurry forward. How many were down? There had to be at least seven men who’d already fallen, enough to think they might escape from this.

      “Come on,” he urged Talia.

      She cowered in the cell he had occupied.

      “I need you to come,” he said.

      “So much pain…”

      Daniel hurried toward her, slipping his arm around her waist and guiding her forward. “I know there’s so much pain, but there’s going to be more if we don’t keep moving. Unfortunately, this is what we’re going to have to do in order to escape.”

      She looked up at him. “How are you able to do this?”

      “I’ve fought and killed before.”

      He thought about telling her that her father had done the same thing, but he didn’t think she needed to know what kind of man her father was—though as skilled a Reader as she was, maybe she already knew. Then again, maybe her mother had protected her, the same way she’d protected her daughter all these years. She didn’t deserve to know that Galen had been an assassin, and it would do no good for her to find out.

      Daniel took a deep breath. “Stay close to me, and as soon as we’re free from here, I’m going to try to Slide us. If I can do that, you won’t have to experience this anymore. I want to protect you as much as I can from the pain.”

      As he said it, he realized he meant it. He wanted to protect her almost as much as he wanted to escape.

      She stayed close to him, and they reached the door. On the other side of it was the next step toward freedom.

      As he stepped through the threshold, the sense of others nearby came to him from up the stairs. They wouldn’t be able to easily escape in that direction.

      There was another possibility—they could go down, toward the chamber holding the sacred crystals.

      Would he be able to Slide from there?

      The crystal chamber was designed to prevent anyone else from Sliding within it, though he suspected that Lareth was able to do so.

      “Can you tell how many there are?”

      “Too many,” Talia whispered.

      That was what he had feared, so he grabbed her hand, dragging her with him down the stairs. He tried not to think about what it meant that they were heading away, toward the sacred crystal chamber, or about whether he would see one of the crystals glowing. He’d been there often enough in his childhood that he’d given up on ever being able to hold one of the sacred crystals. Perhaps that wasn’t what the Great Watcher had planned for him.

      At the bottom of the stairs was a massive door, and he pressed on it, thankful his father had not thought to lock it. He staggered inside, closing the door behind him and slipping the sword into it as a barricade. He doubted it would hold for long, but hopefully long enough to keep them safe.

      “You brought us here?”

      Daniel turned toward the sacred crystals. They all glowed with a steady blue light. None of them pulsed, though he hadn’t expected them to. “They won’t be able to break in here very easily. There’s only one door in.”

      “But that means only one way out.”

      Daniel nodded. “Unless I can Slide.”

      There might be another way; Daniel wouldn’t be surprised if the people of the forest had created some way to reach this chamber that didn’t require coming through the palace. And if anyone could have done it, it was Lareth, though Daniel didn’t see any other doors.

      A pounding on the door drew his attention, and he reached for Talia, holding on to her and trying to Slide.

      He couldn’t.

      The implant had changed things for him, preventing him from being able to do so. Here he thought the bars had stopped him.

      There had to be some way. If not Sliding, could he use the shadows?

      He was able to draw them to him. In a place like this, with darkness all around, Daniel thought he could bring even more shadows to him. As he did, he focused on swirling them around, trying to pull them closer. There had to be some flow to them. If he could use that, perhaps he could Slide along it.

      Daniel looked outward, feeling the sense of the shadows as they crept all around him. There seemed to be a place they drifted toward. The top of the chamber had an opening, though it seemed solid.

      Daniel dragged Talia toward the center of the crystals, ignoring the way they were glowing, wishing he could take one, could hold one—but now wasn’t the time. All he could think about was escape, though with the pounding on the door growing louder, he wasn’t sure that was going to be possible.

      “Do you see that?”

      Talia glanced up at the ceiling, and Daniel waited, hoping she might be able to See something he couldn’t. If he could Slide, he might be able to reach it, but since he couldn’t, he wasn’t sure it even mattered if he was able to find a place like that.

      “There’s an opening, but I… I can’t See anything about it.”

      “I can See shadows there, but nothing else.” It seemed to him that he should be able to see more, and that he wasn’t troubled him.

      He turned, looking all around him, and felt the pressure of the crystals pushing in on him, almost a physical presence.

      There was power within the sacred crystals, though he had no way of reaching it or drawing upon it. As he looked around the room, he realized something else.

      When he had been here before, he hadn’t paid much attention to the pedestals beneath the crystals. Now he studied them, realizing the pedestals seemed similar to the stools within Ceyaniah and the Council of Elders.

      That couldn’t be coincidence, could it?

      All this time, he had believed the pedestals had been made by the people of Elaeavn—and perhaps they had been, but then why did they look so much like what he had found in Ceyaniah?

      “Daniel?” Talia asked.

      “I’m sorry.” He tore his gaze away, looking back up to the ceiling. He needed to focus on getting out of here, not on some similarity between this room and the Council of Elders.

      Then again, the entire reason he’d come back to Elaeavn was to try to learn about the Elder Trees and the sacred crystals. Now that he was here, wasn’t that what he needed to do?

      He was able to sit at the Council of Elders, and no one else was.

      It was similar to how only some could reach the sacred crystals.

      That couldn’t be coincidental.

      He started toward one of the crystals, ignoring the steady pounding from the other side of the door, focusing on the crystal in front of him. It glowed the same as it always had, a steady light, no pulsating to it.

      “You won’t reach it,” Talia said.

      “Probably not,” he said.

      He held on to her hand, and as he did, it felt as if she were torn free of him.

      He glanced back, and she shook her head. “I can’t go any further.”

      Daniel turned his attention back to the crystal. He was standing right in front of it, close enough that he could reach for it…

      Grabbing for the crystal, he found he could touch it. He held it, but the crystal didn’t transport him off to some vision the way it did for others who were able to claim one of them. There was nothing… other than his being able to hold one.

      “Well, that’s new.”

      He set the crystal down and made his way over to the next one. Much like the last, he was able to reach it, and then he set it back down. None of them gave him any sort of vision. As he made his way around the circle, he was able to reach each of the crystals.

      Why should that be?

      The crystals had always determined who was able to hold them before.

      Had Olandar Fahr done something—or was it something that had been done to Daniel?

      It was possible his ability to reach the table of the Council of Elders was tied to his ability to reach one of the crystals. He hesitated a moment and returned to the center of the circle.

      “How are you able to do that?” Talia asked finally.

      “I don’t really know.”

      “I’ve never seen anybody hold one of the crystals like that, let alone all of the crystals.”

      “Have you held one?”

      “Only when I came for my testing.”

      “And what happened then?”

      “It was pulsing. It called to me.”

      Daniel nodded. “Everybody says the same thing.” A part of him was tempted to gather the crystals together and take them with him, but it would risk exposing the crystals to greater danger. They were protected here, where no one could reach them.

      Looking back up toward the ceiling, he focused on the ability to Slide. It seemed as if he should be able to Slide, though his ability still failed him. Staring ahead, he tried to use the shadows, thinking about how he could Slide along them, to bring himself up toward them. As he concentrated, there was a sense of movement.

      It was the first time he’d felt anything like that since the implant had been placed. For the first time, he began to think maybe he still could Slide.

      Daniel stared at the shadows. They were the key. He tried to ignore the steady banging at the door, but it distracted him. The longer he stood there, searching for a connection to the shadows, the more that distraction unsettled him. There had to be some way he could follow these shadows.

      “There’s more of them,” Talia whispered.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force out the conflicting thoughts in his mind. She was scared, and he could feel that emotion radiating from her, no differently than he could feel the urgency and excitement coming from the men on the other side of the door.

      There was one emotion that he noted most of all. Anger.

      That came from his father. Even though he knew his father was out there, ready to attack, to use whatever newfound ability he might have to prevent Daniel from Sliding, he worried about why his father would have come himself.

      Forcing those thoughts out of his mind, Daniel focused instead on the shadows. That was the key—the only way he would be able to save both himself and Talia.

      Her fear continued to build. He wished there was something he could do or say to reassure her.

      He continued focusing on the shadows.

      There was something about them he thought he could trail along. As he stared up at them, he noticed a thickness to them, different from what he had noticed before. Rather than trying to Slide along them, could he draw himself along them?

      Holding on to Talia, he pulled.

      It reminded him of how he pulled on the shadows when he was trying to thicken them, but in this case, he was drawing himself rather than the shadows.

      Surprisingly, it worked.

      He found himself lifted, carried up into the air, Talia hovering with him.

      This wasn’t a Slide, but it was effective nonetheless.

      They reached the opening in the shadows, and the darkness swallowed him.

      Daniel took a deep breath, letting the sense of darkness fill him, and focused on the shadows all around him. Somewhere below, the sword he’d jammed into the door shattered.

      It was a wonder that it had held as long as it had; Daniel was thankful for the safety it had offered. But now the sense of the others flooded into him, filling the chamber.

      His only hope was that they wouldn’t be able to follow, that they would be confined by the power of the crystals. But his father had been augmented, and it was all too likely that augmentation would grant them the ability to reach the crystals as Daniel had just done.

      Letting go of the sense of the shadows, Daniel flowed forward.

      It was a very different sensation for him than Sliding. It was strange… and yet entirely natural.

      And then they emerged within the shadows of the forest. The smells struck him first, a vibrant sense of earth and pine and floral fragrances from the dozen different flowers that grew within the forest. Daniel breathed it all in, staying near the shadows. Not far from them was the opening that marked the heart of the forest. The Elder Trees were there, and he could feel their power pressing upon him, as if they were pushing on his connection to the shadows.

      “Where is this?” Talia whispered.

      “This is the forest. Those are the—”

      Talia’s breath caught. “The Elder Trees.”

      “They are.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure,” Daniel said. “I didn’t Slide, but it felt somewhat as if I did.”

      That was the part that troubled him the most. He wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened. Worse, he didn’t know if he’d be able to replicate it. What if he couldn’t when he needed to?

      “Why here?”

      “We need help. When we have the help we need, we can go after your mother.”

      “What if no one will help us?”

      Daniel turned his attention to the forest. There had been a divide between the people of the forest and those of Elaeavn for long enough. It was time for that divide to end. He would need their help to save Cael Elvraeth, along with whoever else might be held captive in the palace.

      Would the people of the forest be willing to help?

      The longer all of this took, the more certain Daniel was that it was all part of Olandar Fahr’s plan. If that were the case, then everything they did, every delay would give him the opportunity to advance his plans. Daniel couldn’t help but feel as if there was some other aspect of the game he had yet to understand.
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      Daniel had been inside this home before but didn’t remember the chill to the air. A hearth crackled with a warm flame, though he no longer felt it the way he wished he could. Everything within him felt cold, distant. Could the implant have changed him far more than he’d realized?

      Darren, the Healer, held his hands on Daniel’s shoulders, the effect of the healing washing over him. It was the third time he’d tried it since Daniel and Talia had come to the forest. Each time, his head seemed to explode when the Healer attempted to Heal him, trying to remove the implant and failing.

      “I’m sorry, Daniel Elvraeth, but there doesn’t appear to be anything I can do.”

      “Just like with Lucy.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, tearing his gaze away from the hearth, sweeping it along the inside of the home. It was cozy. Chairs were covered with well-cared-for blankets, and a shelf carrying all the herbs and medicinals the Healer used ran along one wall, the air filled with their odors. All of them had meaning, and from what he’d learned when talking with Haern Lareth, many of them could have more than just healing properties.

      It was just the two of them. Talia remained outside, looking around the clearing, wanting to experience the Elder Trees. Why hadn’t Cael and Galen allowed her to come to the forest before now?

      “You had it nearly as long as she did when she came to me.”

      Daniel shook his head, turning back to the fire. The chill still worked through him, though it was less than it had been. He was familiar with that chill now, understanding it came from the Healing. Though he’d not undergone that many Healings before, he recognized the way that sense worked through him, the way it left him feeling afterward. A weakness washed through him.

      A Healing took from his own energy stores, not borrowing only from the Healer. Even though there was nothing Darren had been able to do, the man still had tapped into Daniel’s energy. Strangely, he found his strength returning more rapidly than he would’ve expected. He was tired, but not as tired as he thought he should be. Perhaps that came from the shadows or other aspects of the augmentation.

      “I brought Lucy to you immediately.” He had panicked, and even though he had hated the idea of bringing her here, he had known more could be done for her within the forest than in the city proper. There were healers in the city, but they weren’t Healers as there were within the forest.

      “Fine, but the implant is much the same. In both of you, there’s nothing I can do. I can try—”

      “Or I can try,” a voice said from the door.

      Daniel turned, and the old woman standing there was familiar to him. Her silver hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and her eyes were a deeper green than almost anyone else he’d ever met, with heavy wrinkles in the corners of her eyes and along her forehead. She wore a striped shawl, several different colors mixed together, that contrasted with her pale yellow gown.

      “Della,” Daniel said. “I wasn’t expecting to find you here.”

      “And I wasn’t expecting to find you to have taken an augmentation.”

      Daniel grunted. “I think taken might be a bit of an overstatement. Forced?”

      “One of the C’than?”

      He shook his head. “You can’t Read me?”

      “No.”

      He breathed out heavily. There were some advantages to being able to be Read, not the least of which was not having to explain everything that happened. He didn’t necessarily want somebody digging around in his mind, but he also didn’t mind the ease of communicating with Lucy.

      “I was captured. We went looking for Cael Elvraeth at the palace and found that my father had staged a coup. Unfortunately, we were caught.”

      “We?” Her gaze darted around the room before settling back on him. “Where is this other?”

      “I don’t know what happened to Rayen.”

      “The one with the shadows. She would’ve been effective, I imagine.”

      “Like I said, I don’t know what happened to her.” It angered him that his father would have harmed Rayen, and gave him even more reason to want revenge. First, he needed to ensure he had the necessary help.

      Breaking back into the palace would be challenging. Right now, he didn’t have enough control over his ability to Slide. Now that he had the shadows, he might be able to use them, but he wasn’t as familiar with the ways they could be employed and feared he might overestimate his ability.

      “What about Cael Elvraeth?”

      “I found her daughter.”

      Della stiffened. “She has a daughter?”

      Daniel nodded. “Her name is Talia.”

      A hint of a smile curled Della’s lips.

      “What is it?”

      Della shook her head. “It’s nothing. Where is she?”

      “Out by the trees.”

      “You rescued her.”

      “I wasn’t about to leave her there.”

      He sensed a bit of confusion from Della, though he wasn’t sure why that would be. He was still working on trying to figure out what it meant for him to have the connection to Reading he did, and what it meant for him to be able to detect these emotions, especially from people he’d never been able to detect them from before. With each person he encountered, there was a variety of emotions. Some people he was able to Read more formally, such as with Darren, and yet, even when he could Read them, there was little more than a sense of emotion from them, with occasional hints of motivation behind those feelings. He suspected that in time, he would be able to Read more effectively, but that was time he didn’t necessarily have.

      “I need to go back,” Daniel said.

      “Even though you barely survived?”

      “I need to find out if anything happened to Rayen, and I need to rescue Cael Elvraeth.”

      “If it deals with the Council, we need to leave it.”

      “The Council did this to me,” he said, touching the back of his head. Anger filled him when he did. The metal seemed to be disappearing within his skull, fading away. How much longer did he have before it completely disappeared within him?

      “Was it the entire Council or only your father?”

      “I imagine my father has the support of whatever Council structure they have organized now.”

      Della pressed her lips together in a tight frown before nodding. “I suppose that’s right.”

      “I don’t intend to let him get away with this,” he said.

      “Why would you care? Haven’t you decided you were done with Elaeavn?”

      Della crossed the room and now stood across from him. She was tall, though her back was stooped, making him think that in her youth she would have been even taller, possibly all the way up to the bottom of his chin. She pressed her hands together, watching him with those deep green eyes, a burning intensity behind them. He could feel the curiosity radiating from her, though there was something else within it that he struggled to identify.

      “I haven’t abandoned Elaeavn. I have been working with Carth to try to stop Fahr.”

      “You’ve done well so far, which makes me wonder why you returned to Elaeavn.”

      Daniel glanced around. He didn’t want to reveal his motivation to her in front of Darren, but the other man busied himself on the far side of the room.

      “I found something not far from here.”

      “What did you find?”

      “I found the Council of Elders. Perhaps one of many.”

      Her eyes widened. “The Council?” She closed her eyes a moment before snapping them open. “Can you show me?”

      Daniel breathed out. “Before I might have been able to. Since this,” he said, touching the back of his head again, “my ability to Slide changed. I think that was my father’s intent.”

      “He would try to steal your ability to Slide?”

      “I’m not sure if that was it, or if he thought that by placing the augmentation, he would change me in such a way that I wouldn’t be able to focus on it. He was right about that.”

      “Then how did you escape?”

      “I barely did,” he said.

      “Let me see it,” Della said.

      She turned to him. As he stared at her, the flames danced in front of him, putting out warmth. Della rested her hands on the back of his head, pulling him down to her. Cold washed through him once again. This time, it was a biting and painful sort of cold. Pain burst within his mind.

      He cried out, barely able to suppress it, and forced it back down.

      If this was going to work, he was going to be a part of it. He was determined to have this implant removed. Once removed, he would be able to Slide again, and though he might not have the same connection to the shadows, he thought he could learn it again.

      The cold continued to build, the pain in the back of his head splitting his mind in two. He clenched his jaw, everything within him tensing, trying to ignore the overwhelming sense of pain. It rolled through him. It felt as if she were trying to steal some part of him.

      “Stop,” he whispered.

      She removed her hand, and the cold remained for a moment before fading altogether.

      He breathed out heavily, trying to gather himself, and then glanced over at her. “It’s too much.”

      She shook her head. “The nature of this implant is such that it is incredibly difficult to remove. Perhaps Haern or Rsiran might be able to, but…”

      “Haern?”

      “Haern has gained an incredible skill with the metal. It’s possible he might be able to remove this.”

      Interesting. And here he thought only he and Lucy had been the ones to experience much after leaving Elaeavn. But then, he shouldn’t be terribly surprised. Haern had remained within the city, but when he’d last seen him, he’d been training, working with Galen, wanting to become every bit the assassin the other man had been.

      He touched the back of his head, and it seemed to him that the exposed area was less than what it had been before. Had they forced it deeper into his skull?

      “You’re going to have to come to terms with what it means for you to have this augmentation,” Della said.

      “Just like Lucy did,” Daniel whispered.

      He remembered all too well how difficult it had been for her to manage the augmentation, and how much she had suffered over the first few weeks, but he had the advantage that he wasn’t captured as she was.

      If Rayen had been captured, what would have happened to her? If she were somehow separated from the shadows, she might have been trapped… which would explain why she hadn’t come for him.

      For Rayen, the shadows were everything. He couldn’t imagine what she would feel separated like that. The idea that something had happened to her, that she would have somehow been separated from them, left Daniel angrier than before.

      He pushed that emotion away.

      The anger wasn’t his. The more he was aware of it, the more he realized the anger he felt was coming from outside of him. That surprised him.

      “What is it?” Della asked.

      “It’s nothing,” he whispered.

      “I can see from your face it’s more than just nothing. If you don’t care to share, that’s your prerogative, but there are certain things I’m able to help with.”

      Daniel laughed bitterly. “I have a hard time thinking you’ll be able to help with this. You weren’t able to remove the augmentation.”

      “Unfortunately, my ability to Heal only extends so far. I can’t Heal death, either.”

      He glanced back at her, frowning. “What sort of comment is that?”

      “It just means there are some things that can’t be fixed. Embrace these new abilities—whatever they might be. Figure out what it means for you. And move forward. There are other things that need to be done. Until you master what happened to you, you won’t be able to participate.”

      Daniel breathed out and left the Healer’s home. Back out in the clearing, the Elder Trees drew his attention. As he looked up at them, he couldn’t help but think there was something about them he was missing. It was the reason he’d come here initially, and the longer he stared at the trees, the more certain he was there was something about them that he didn’t fully understand.

      Why here?

      And why would the sacred crystals be so close?

      It seemed almost as if they were meant to be separate, and yet they were connected.

      He found Talia standing in the middle of the clearing, on the other side of the smithy. “Are you still doing okay?”

      “I’ve heard about them, but I never saw the trees before,” she said.

      “Why didn’t your parents ever bring you out here?”

      “My mother feared that others would learn of me.”

      “Your mother or your father?” It seemed to Daniel that was the kind of thing Galen would be concerned about. He could understand Galen’s fear that if someone were to discover Talia, they might use her against him.

      “My father wanted others to know about me. He wanted us to be free to live our lives.”

      “And your mother didn’t want to?”

      “My mother felt she had an obligation to her people,” she said.

      “Unfortunately, I thought your mother would be the only one who would be able to protect our people.”

      Talia pulled her gaze off the trees and turned toward him. “Why unfortunately?”

      “Only because she was the one I thought would ensure that the rest of the Council stayed in line. My father has been scheming for my entire life. It was what he was training me to do. I knew he was trying to usurp her power, and when he brought in an outside influence, I used that as an opportunity to remove him from power.”

      It wasn’t just him, though. Cael had been involved in that, and had he not told Cael about what his father had done, she might’ve left him alone. Perhaps she would have been unharmed. That he had said something might have placed her into more danger.

      “I don’t remember being told about metal on the trees before,” Talia said.

      “That was part of the attack that precipitated everything,” Daniel said. “Your father left afterward. He was helping another save Rsiran Lareth.”

      Her breath caught at that. “Rsiran?”

      “You know his name?”

      “I think everybody in the city knows his name. He saved us.”

      “Perhaps for a little while,” Daniel said.

      “You don’t like him?”

      “That’s a difficult question.”

      “It’s not difficult. You like him, or you don’t. Which is it?”

      Daniel smiled. For someone her age, it probably wasn’t a difficult question. But he had been raised to despise Rsiran Lareth, and those feelings were hard to get past, even after he’d learned that Rsiran wasn’t the person his father had wanted him to believe.

      “How much of that could you Read?”

      “I told you, you’re quiet to me now.”

      “My feelings about Rsiran are complicated because they come from what I was taught. Even though I know that what I was told isn’t right, it doesn’t change that I was taught those things.”

      “What about now?”

      “I’ve fought alongside Rsiran. I fought alongside his son. I understand he might have been responsible for helping to ensure the safety of Elaeavn at first, but now I think that falls upon all of us.”

      “Mother never believed the city should be as closed off as it is.”

      Daniel took a look all around the forest. “Your mother is probably not the only one. I have a friend who wanted to leave the city and explore. She always thought it was a shame we were closed off from the rest of the world, wishing she could know more about the outside.”

      “You had a friend?”

      “She’s not gone, if that’s what you’re asking, but she has managed to leave the city. She has seen things I don’t think she ever anticipated seeing.”

      “You care about her.”

      “it’s complicated.”

      “She’s not the one who came with you?”

      Daniel smiled to himself. “That would be Rayen. Rayen is something else entirely. She is powerful, graceful, and incredibly strong.”

      “This other woman that you cared about is not?”

      “She is, but it’s different. As I said, it’s complicated.”

      “It seems to me that it doesn’t need to be complicated.” Talia looked up at the trees before pointing at the Healer’s home. “Did you get the help you came for?”

      Daniel sighed. “As much as I’d like to do everything we can to rescue Cael, it might involve me going beyond.”

      “How?”

      It was a good question, and one Daniel had no good answer for. Somehow, he would have to find a way to reach out to Carth. He suspected that if she knew something had happened to Rayen, she would offer her assistance. Lucy would be able to Slide her here.

      “There are friends of mine who might be able to help, but I have to reach them.”

      “If you could Slide…”

      Daniel nodded, looking around the clearing. He didn’t know how long they had before his father would take the attack from the palace and bring it to the forest, though with as many people as were already augmented in the palace, he didn’t think it would be long.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t Slide the way I should be able to do.”

      “How did you get us out of there? That wasn’t Sliding, but it was something.”

      “I think it was the shadows.”

      “Can you use the shadows to find your friends?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “How did you reach them before?”

      “I think one of my friends found me.”

      “How?”

      Daniel turned to Talia. With her dark hair, the shadows seemed to swirl around her, almost as if embracing her. He imagined she would be someone who would be susceptible to them, the same way as he had been when he had encountered the Elder Stone. “She was like you. She was incredibly gifted at Reading and was able to use that to find me.”

      “From a long way away?”

      “From a long way away,” Daniel agreed.

      He still wasn’t sure how she had managed it, but with Lucy, he had learned that it didn’t benefit him to question those things. She used her skill and was able to do things he couldn’t fathom. It was more than just her ability to Read; her ability to Slide was far more exquisite than what he had once had. She had to have other abilities, such as an augmentation of her ability to See and perhaps even others, though she had never really spoken of them.

      Now that he had an augmentation, he thought he understood. It had changed him, of that he was certain, but he wasn’t sure exactly what it had done to him.

      The longer he had the augmentation, the more certain he was that whatever it was doing changed mostly his connection to the shadows, though he had to hope that in time it would begin to change other aspects of his abilities as well.

      “Can’t you do the same now?” Talia asked.

      “I think this prevents them from reaching me,” he said, reaching once more to the back of his head. The pain was gone; Della’s healing had accomplished at least that much. He was thankful for that.

      “It’s too bad you can’t use the shadows.”

      Daniel frowned. Was there some way for him to use the shadows? What he needed was to push out his thoughts, to stretch outward, to try to find some way to reach Lucy. If he could do that, perhaps she would come to him.

      He needed the kind of help Lucy would bring. Not only Lucy, but Carth as well. The two of them would be formidable foes for his father. Given the tchalit within the palace willing to attack, Daniel had to think that between him, Lucy, and Carth, they would have enough strength to be able to search for Cael Elvraeth—and Rayen.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “I wonder if I can send my thoughts along the shadows.”

      “Will it work?”

      Daniel looked all around him. There was power here, much like there was near the sacred crystals. In places of power like this, he couldn’t help but think there had to be something he could do.

      “We have one way of finding out.”
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      Lucy approached Tara, tired. She’d been within the tower for the last few days, not wanting to leave Tara and the others alone with Park, the librarian from Asador. He seemed harmless, but the longer he was here, the more uncertain Lucy was whether he could be trusted.

      “What did you find?”

      “Just a passage here.” She pointed to the page again, and Lucy hovered over her shoulder. The writing was little more than a scribble, in a language difficult to decipher, yet Tara had found a way of following the patterns, as if she were able to interpret as she went. The other woman had a bright mind, and Lucy wasn’t surprised she would be the one to find something. She had proven herself adept at working through the various volumes in the library, using the references Ras and the others had kept, and had uncovered things that probably hadn’t been unearthed in decades—or even longer.

      Lucy stared at the passage but was unable to interpret it.

      “You don’t have to stay,” Tara said.

      “I’m not leaving you with Park.”

      “I’m not worried about him anymore.” She looked over to the corner of the library where Park sat, his face buried in a book. Park rarely looked up, but every so often, he would get to his feet, find something in the library, and hurry back to his table, almost as if he had forgotten where he was.

      It was strange watching him work, and yet, in all the time they’d been here, there was nothing frightening about him whatsoever. He was dedicated to searching through these books, and as far as Lucy could tell, he was doing exactly what she’d asked of him, looking for evidence that the Architect might’ve taken something.

      Lucy couldn’t shake the idea that there was something here. The longer they were here, the more she spent time in the tower, the more certain she was that the Architect had been after something, and that his entire imprisonment had been planned, despite the fact that it had seemed a stroke of good fortune on their part.

      “This passage speaks about the works of the Shadow Realm.”

      Lucy nodded numbly, continuing to stare at Park. “That’s interesting,” she said.

      “Have you ever heard of it before?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I don’t really know what… what was that?” She tore her attention away from Park, looking back over to Tara. Something the other woman had said had struck a chord with her. What had she missed?

      “That’s what I’m saying. The book has a reference to the works of the Shadow Realm.”

      “Works? As in more than one?”

      “Apparently. As far as I can tell, there are many, yet I can’t find any other references to them. When I found this passage, I went looking in all of these others,” she said, sweeping her hand across the table of books scattered in front of her, “but I’ve found nothing about these works of the Shadow Realm.”

      “Keep looking,” she said.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m—”

      “Frustrating. That’s what you are. You need to trust we can do this, Lucy.”

      “I do trust you.”

      “And yet you hover behind me, watching what we’re doing.”

      “I don’t know that I have any choice but to watch what you’re doing.”

      “You could leave me to my work you asked me to do. Now that you’ve given me help, I have a better opportunity to finish it, but with you here, I keep getting interrupted.”

      Lucy deserved that. She had been interfering with Tara’s work, and the longer she was here, the harder it would be for Tara to complete her task. What she needed to do was to return to the village and give Tara the opportunity to continue her work uninterrupted. She had to trust that the women would be fine, that there would be no harm to them from Park, and given what she had seen from him, she didn’t believe he would do anything that would harm these women.

      “See if you can’t find anything,” she said.

      “Like I said—”

      Lucy patted her on the back, and Tara only shook her head.

      Making her way over to Park, she cleared her throat. The other man looked up. “What is it?”

      “I would leave you here.”

      “That is fine. I will continue to research.”

      “Have you uncovered anything?”

      “Nothing to suggest we’re missing anything from the library.”

      “Tara thought she might have found something. Have you ever heard of the works of the Shadow Realm?”

      Park cocked his head to the side, pressing his lips together and pinching his nose. “I have not.”

      “See if you can’t find anything in some of these other volumes.”

      “Even if there was something, what makes you think this Architect would have found it?”

      “He was second-in-command to Olandar Fahr. He would be privy to knowledge no one else would know. And with what we’re dealing with, I think we need to be prepared for the possibility that they know far more than we do.”

      Park nodded absently, returning to his work.

      The key to what the Architect had been after was here, she was sure of it, and yet, it was a matter of figuring it out. There was one place in the tower that she hadn’t looked, and she decided it was time for her to do so.

      Focusing on the upper levels of the tower, she Slid, emerging in a room she’d never visited while Ras was alive. It was Ras’s quarters, and he’d kept them neatly organized. Even now, in his death, the room was incredibly tidy, with a table along one wall, stacks of paper on it. A bed was shoved against another wall, neatly made and stacked with pillows that appeared far more luxurious than what she would’ve expected from the man. Silk sheets covered the bed. A wardrobe filled the space at the end of the wall, and Lucy pulled it open, noting the clothes hanging neatly inside. She’d never seen Ras wear anything other than the same robes that Park wore, a marker of the C’than, and yet he had other clothing, as if he’d been waiting for an opportunity to wear it.

      There was a door leading off the main quarters, and she checked it, finding it locked. That was unusual. Lucy focused on the other side of the door, Sliding. For a moment, she worried there would be some restriction that would prevent her from Sliding, knowing Ras had the ability to do so, but she emerged and took a moment for her eyesight to adjust.

      The room was dark, the ceiling lower than in the other room, and there was only a single item inside the room. A Tsatsun board.

      It was an exotic board, made of various stones and metals, the figurines exquisitely designed. It took up far more space than most Tsatsun boards she’d seen, including Carth’s. The pieces were set up as if ready for play, but never again would the board be used.

      Two chairs sat on either side of the table, facing each other.

      Lucy took a seat, staring at the board. She’d never been much of a player, and although, in the time she had known Carth, she had at least gained an understanding of how to play the game, she had no idea about the various strategies the way Carth and even Daniel did. He had the right mind for it, having learned strategy from a young age, not like Lucy. Hers was more of a research mind, which was part of the reason she was so frustrated they hadn’t been able to uncover the answers she wanted. It seemed to her that they should be able to find something, and yet, the longer she was here, the harder it was for her to uncover the key to what the Architect had been after, and that angered her.

      She didn’t want to be beaten by the Architect, and she certainly didn’t want Olandar Fahr to succeed with his plan; and yet, the more she searched, the harder it was for her to find anything that would be useful.

      She stared at the board. “What secret did you keep here?” she whispered.

      The game board was hidden in this room for a reason, though why?

      Then again, when it came to Ras, he had his own sort of secrets. He was a unique man, powerful, and secretive. Of all the people she’d met since coming into Carth’s orbit, he was the one who intrigued her the most. There was something about him that was different than so many others, and yet, he clearly shared the goals of the C’than. Stability. He wanted to ensure that power was used only by those who should have it. It seemed as if, regardless of what he had done and everything he had experienced, he had failed in that.

      Lucy got to her feet, studying the board for a moment. She tapped one of the pieces, thinking it was a shame that Ras would never play again.

      Sliding back into his room, she looked at the desk, scanning the pages. There was nothing she could understand. Ras used code in order to leave his messages, and she didn’t know the code. Even if she had, there probably wasn’t anything significant. It was probably nothing more than his comments on the interrogation of the Architect, and while that would be useful, Lucy had had an opportunity to question the Architect as well, and she hadn’t been able to uncover anything from him.

      Turning, she Slid, emerging back at the base of the tower, looking up at it. Waves crashed behind her, and mist drifted up, splashing her face. Lucy tried to ignore it and pulled her cloak tight around her. There were answers here, but she had to know the right questions. For some reason, she felt as if she weren’t able to ask those questions the way she needed to.

      Ras would be disappointed in her. He had tried to help her figure out the way to ask the questions that would give her the answers she needed, and yet, the longer she was here, the more she felt as if she were disappointing him. Perhaps that was why she was getting increasingly frustrated, and why Tara was getting so frustrated with her. It was because Lucy felt as if she were failing the man who’d worked with her, mentoring her, and yet, there was nothing she could uncover that would give her those answers.

      “What am I missing?” She asked the question aloud, knowing there would be no response, and stared up at the sky. Works of the Shadow Realm. For some reason, that was important, and yet, what was the Shadow Realm? What was this book or books that Tara had uncovered? Would there be anything in it that would be helpful?

      The only person who would be able to provide the answers she needed was the Architect—or Olandar Fahr.

      Maybe that was what she needed to focus on. She had to find some way of reaching him, and if she could, then she could figure out what they were after. And though she doubted Olandar Fahr would willingly share with her, he had supposedly been stripped of his power. She might be able to use that to try to force him to help.

      That meant going back to Haern.

      Closing her eyes, she focused on the village and Slid.

      She looked around, and there was a distinct lack of movement here. It was midday. The sun shone down overhead, with storm clouds off in the distance. Thunder rumbled, the way it had the last time she’d been near this coast. The air was humid, warm and comfortable, and the sound of the sea crashing nearby drew her. Lucy made her way through the village, looking for signs of movement, but there was nothing.

      Where was everybody?

      She’d been gone for only a few days. Had something happened here?

      If so, she would’ve expected one of the women who had the ability to Slide to have come for her. They knew how to find the tower. But where were they?

      As she reached the ledge overlooking the water, she paused, looking down, and listened. There was no sound that would give her any clue as to what had happened here. Perhaps nothing had happened, and it was all her imagination.

      The sound of voices caught her attention, and she looked down.

      Sliding to the rocky shore, she found everybody near the water.

      “Lucy,” Marcy said, smiling and greeting her.

      “What is this?”

      “Haern wanted us to take a break.”

      “Haern wanted this?”

      “He said that we’d been training hard, and we should enjoy the water.”

      “Where is he?”

      Marcy pointed out over the water, and Lucy turned her attention to it. She noticed a figure moving out in the distance. Not just moving, but flying.

      It was difficult to see him. From this vantage, she wasn’t able to make him out very well, but the more she stared, the clearer he became. And it became clear that Haern wasn’t alone. He was carrying someone with him.

      “What is he doing?”

      “Someone asked what it was like to fly. Haern offered to take them with him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s flying,” Eve said, striding toward her.

      She flicked a knife between her fingers, rolling it with a dangerous sort of grace, and Lucy glanced over at the slender woman. “With your control over lorcith, I would imagine you can fly, too.”

      “You would think so, but I’m still working on doing the same as him. It’s amazing the kind of things he’s able to do.”

      Lucy stared as Haern pushed off, streaking high into the air, then dropping precipitously before catching himself again. Sliding was a wonderful way of traveling, allowing her to traverse distances in no more than a blink of an eye, but what Haern was doing looked like…

      Fun.

      What must that be like?

      It was something that Lucy realized she had lost in the last year or so. In the time she’d been working with these women, she’d been so focused on her task, on what she needed to do, and on teaching them and ensuring their safety, that she had lost track of what it had been like to have fun.

      It seemed as if Haern had realized that, and in bringing them with him out over the water, he’d given them an opportunity to do something she could not even imagine.

      “How many has he taken out there?”

      “Anyone who wants to go,” Marcy said.

      “Have you gone?”

      Marcy nodded, grinning. “You couldn’t imagine what it’s like, Lucy. Or maybe you could. He’s your friend, after all.”

      “I’ve never flown with him before.”

      “It’s amazing. The wind whips at you and it feels so free. It’s almost as if you’re a bird soaring in the sky. I can understand why the Ai’thol want that ability over the metal.”

      “The Ai’thol don’t have that kind of ability over the metal,” Eve said. “I don’t know if anybody other than Haern does.”

      “His father does,” Lucy said.

      And yet, even Rsiran didn’t use the metal the way Haern did. Rsiran was able to Slide, so he didn’t need to fly as Haern did. With Haern’s method of flying, there was a certain strange freedom to the movements, a grace she needed to embrace.

      Perhaps that was her lesson for the day. She needed to discover the same sense of fun Haern had found.

      The question was how. They were dealing with life-and-death situations, dealing with someone who wanted to cause great harm to them, and the more they struggled, the harder it was for her to believe they’d come out of this unscathed. She had already lost someone close to her.

      It didn’t make sense for her to push the others around her so hard. They needed her support, not her anger and agitation.

      Slowly, Haern began to work his way back toward the shore. She realized he was carrying Elise with him. As they neared, he leaned over, kissing her briefly on the cheek. The other woman beamed and wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on to him tightly.

      It was hard for Lucy to ignore the surge of jealousy that came up within her. She had never thought she and Haern would be a match, but she envied the happiness the two of them shared. They looked like a good match, and she couldn’t help but think she would never have the same sort of union. How could she when she was so focused? With Carth, Lucy had spent her days searching for the C’than, trying to find some way to ensure the safety of the people. She’d done quite a bit of good and uncovered many of the C’than who had been infiltrated, and she had rescued all these women, yet still she felt as if her task was incomplete. Despite all that, she felt drawn to figure out what the Architect was doing and to offer whatever help she could to stop Olandar Fahr.

      All of it conspired to make her feel as if she weren’t able to do anything. She was battling herself as much as anything else, and it left her feeling empty.

      Haern landed, and he squeezed Elise again, releasing her.

      He looked around. “Who wants to go next?”

      Lucy stepped forward. “I would.”

      Haern smiled. Warmth reached his eyes, and he nodded. “I would love to take you.”

      With that, he pushed off, scooping her up with one strong arm and carrying her into the air. Wind whistled around her as Marcy had promised, and though she knew better, fear fluttered through her for a moment. She didn’t worry that Haern would drop her. He was strong enough to hold on to her, and anyway she could Slide her way to safety. It was an irrational sort of fear that welled up within her regardless of whatever she knew.

      “What have you been doing?” Haern asked as they soared over the water.

      Lucy looked down, watching the waves rolling beneath them. They undulated, Haern pushing off before dropping, her stomach rising up as they did, and she let out a stifled scream before she knew what she was doing.

      Haern chuckled. “I’m not going to drop you, Lucy.”

      “I know you won’t.” She tore her attention off the water, looking up at him. “I’ve been looking for information as to what the Architect might’ve been after. I haven’t been able to figure anything out, but I think we’re getting close.”

      “Good. You’ve been pushing yourself hard, and I know your friends want you to have an opportunity to relax.”

      “I’m not sure I can.”

      “We all have to relax. If we don’t, we will find ourselves no different than Olandar Fahr pushing us.”

      “I’m not sure that’s quite true,” she said.

      “Maybe not quite the same as Olandar Fahr, but if we don’t enjoy ourselves, then we might.”

      “Who is this person?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I just mean I’m surprised by how free you seem.”

      “It’s not necessarily freedom. It’s just a matter of knowing there’s nothing I can do other than what I’m already doing. And these abilities we have are pretty fantastic. I thought it would be helpful for your people to remember that.”

      “Thank you for that,” she said.

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      Lucy stared out over the water. In the distance, there was land, but it was no land she’d ever visited before. When she’d sailed with Carth, they had visited Nyaesh and some of the outer islands, but she didn’t recognize that landmass. She thought about Sliding there before deciding otherwise. It was better to stay in the moment, to stay with Haern, to keep her arms wrapped around him, feeling the strength beneath him.

      She pushed those thoughts away. “I do have to thank you. You’ve been working with them, and I know that you want to chase after Olandar Fahr—”

      “Just because I’ve been working with them doesn’t mean I haven’t been trying to find him.”

      “You have?”

      Haern nodded and pushed off, soaring higher and higher into the air. They rose above the wispy clouds, and then they seemed to float.

      They spun in place, and Lucy could see nothing other than the clouds below her.

      “If I get high enough, I think I can feel the metal all around me. It’s the gift they gave me. I don’t know that they intended for me to be able to track them with it, but the more I focus on it, the easier it becomes for me to discern where it’s moving. When I think about it, I think I can detect the nature of the metal as it moves through people beneath us.”

      “What can you tell?”

      “I can tell where people are, but not much more than that. I think in time, I should be able to figure out who is who.”

      “Just by the metal?”

      “Metal has a certain signature. A song. I can listen to it, even though I’m far away from it, and having heard the song before can tell me who it belongs to.” He smiled at her. “In the case of the women working with you, I’ve helped them with the song, shifting the metal in a way that allowed them to have the augmentation restored. In doing so, the song guided me. If I can focus on that, I should be able to use the song to know whether there’s any threat.”

      “I think I underestimated you.”

      “How so?”

      “I never realized how powerful your ability with the metal was.”

      “My ability with the metal was never this powerful before. It wasn’t until I adjusted my augmentation that it became this powerful.”

      “Still.”

      “You knew what my father was able to do with it.”

      “Even he, with all his connection to lorcith, didn’t necessarily have this type of control.”

      “Only because he had other aspects of his abilities that he could rely upon,” Haern said. “In my case, I’ve had to focus on my control over lorcith, only because I need it so much.”

      “If you encounter the Ai’thol, would you be able to control the lorcith within them?”

      Haern glanced over to her. “I’m not sure. I suspect I could. When I was dealing with Olandar Fahr, the lorcith within him called me, and I was able to use the strangeness within it to change it so that he was neutralized. I could probably do the same thing with other Ai’thol, or perhaps I could simply push off on them, though that’s a little less predictable.”

      “Can they overpower your control over lorcith?”

      “I don’t know. The longer I work with lorcith, the more I wonder. It would be difficult for them to overpower me now.”

      He didn’t say it as a boast, and the confidence with which he spoke gave her confidence as well, and yet, she wasn’t sure it was going to be enough.

      “We have to find Olandar Fahr,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “And we have to find the Architect.”

      “I know.”

      “And we have to—”

      Haern squeezed her, giving her a brief hug. “I know.”

      Lucy breathed out. “I’m having a hard time with letting go.”

      “Letting go of what?”

      “Of these women.”

      “You can’t hold them so close that you crush them. You have to let them flourish. If there’s one thing I know from my experience with my father, it’s that if you aren’t given an opportunity to reach your full potential, you never will.”

      “You learned that from your father?”

      “I learned that because my father tried to keep me from reaching my potential.”

      “I don’t think he was intending that.”

      “Perhaps not, but the fact was he didn’t want me to follow him, and because of that, I very nearly didn’t gain a full understanding of what I could be.” He breathed out. “It’s strange to think I had to leave Elaeavn to understand Elaeavn, and now that I’ve been gone, I only wish others could know these abilities. I understand what Olandar Fahr is trying to do, but it seems to me there are better ways to go about it.”

      Lucy laughed. “Thank you for this,” she said.

      “For taking you out here?”

      “I needed this.”

      She wasn’t sure whether it would change anything for her, but if nothing else, it did give her a feeling of relief, an opportunity to relax, and because of that, she thought she might be able to unwind, if only a little bit.

      “I can take you back.”

      “There’s no need.”

      “What?”

      She grinned, focused on the distant land, and Slid.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucy

          

        

      

    

    
      When she appeared on the island, she looked around. A sandy beach greeted her, and grasses led away from the beach. Wind whistled through the grasses, bending them over. Somewhere there were flowers, their fragrance filling the air, though she didn’t see any sign of them. A small hill rose in front, and Lucy Slid to it, standing atop it. This was a tiny island, not large enough to have caught her attention otherwise, and there was no C’than stronghold on it, so she wouldn’t have visited it before. Still, there was something peaceful about it.

      Off the coast of Asador, there were hundreds of islands like this. Most of them were unpopulated, and yet, Carth had told her that some of these islands had been used by smugglers over the years, a way to leave behind various items. Lucy looked around and could imagine smugglers using this place, a place that suggested power, and yet there was no one here now. No ships moved in the sea, something that surprised her. In all the time she had been soaring with Haern, there had been no evidence of any ships out there.

      What was she doing here?

      Getting away, that was what she was doing.

      Lucy peeled off her boots and Slid back to the sandy beach. Walking barefoot in the sand, she squished her toes, squeezing the sand between them, and made her way out into the water. It was cool, and as it lapped at her ankles, she closed her eyes, letting the sense of the water flow around her, thinking about the power that existed here. It was a natural sort of power, one that came from the waves as they washed onto shore. She breathed out, feeling connected.

      Perhaps this was what she’d needed—to get away, to reconnect with the world, to realize that not all was as horrible as the things she had experienced so far.

      But then, she knew it wasn’t. She had seen so much good in the world, and she knew there were others who were fighting on her behalf, working with her, wanting to ensure that people like Olandar Fahr didn’t succeed in their goals. Those were people she needed to keep working with, and those were the kind of people she needed to find. When she did, then she might be able to uncover what they would need to do to stop him.

      The problem was that it wasn’t going to be people they already knew. It was going to be new people. Perhaps people like those in the city of Ceyaniah. Or perhaps people like the residents of the strange desert city she had uncovered.

      She needed to go back there but had been resisting up until now, though why?

      She couldn’t deny she was hesitating because she didn’t know what she would encounter. The people there seemed to have power, and with their ability to Slide, the way they had found her so quickly, she worried they might capture her. But there would be one way to ensure that nothing happened to her.

      She could bring help.

      Lucy Slid back to the hilltop, looking out over the ocean. Everything here was peaceful. It was the way the world was supposed to be.

      She stood there for a moment, letting the sense of the water and the landscape fill her. She enjoyed it, and then she focused on the shore near the village and Slid.

      When she emerged, many of the women had already departed, but she found Elise and Haern.

      Haern glanced at her. “Where did you go?” He grinned as he looked at the boots in her arms, and Lucy realized she hadn’t put her shoes back on.

      She shrugged. “I always enjoyed walking along the beach.”

      “Always?”

      “Ever since I worked with Carth. She was the first person to show me a beach like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “I could show you.”

      Haern shared a look with Elise, and she grabbed both of them and Slid them back to the island.

      Elise’s breath caught. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

      “I like to take my shoes off and walk through the sand, feel it beneath my feet. I walk out in the water and let it swirl around my ankles. There’s something comforting about it.”

      “I think it would probably be too cold in Elaeavn,” Haern said.

      “I never did this in Elaeavn,” Lucy said. “And even since leaving, I haven’t taken the time I needed to do so. It’s relaxing.”

      “We all need to relax from time to time,” Elise said.

      “I see that now.”

      “Even Haern needs to relax,” Elise said.

      “I relax,” he said.

      “Only when I make you.”

      “She does make me,” Haern said, glancing over at Elise. They stared at each other, the affection in their eyes apparent. There was something beautiful about the way they looked at each other, a warmth that filled their gaze, and Lucy couldn’t help but wonder if she would ever find the same.

      Maybe that was what was missing for her. She no longer knew what she was going to be able to do or who she was meant to be, only that things had changed for her. Maybe it was nothing more than the fact she had grown up thinking she was going to be paired off with Daniel Elvraeth, believing it for so long that she had never looked for what she wanted. Would she ever find it?

      Haern had found someone he cared about. Daniel had even found someone he cared about. What about her?

      She’d been so focused on trying to accept her augmentation and understand what it meant for her, and then on trying to understand the C’than and the people she had saved, that she had not paid any attention to herself.

      It was almost as if in doing so she had lost a part of herself. She hadn’t, not really, but she also didn’t know who she was supposed to be now.

      “I caught a glimpse of that when flying with you.”

      “It’s not flying,” Haern said.

      “It feels like flying,” Lucy said.

      Elise nodded. “He gets defensive about it. He doesn’t feel as if he flies. He describes it as pushing off on the metal, which is so much coarser than what it really is. There’s something quite beautiful about flying with Haern.”

      Lucy smiled. Pushing off on the metal did sound coarse, and yet, she understood that Haern was thinking in practical terms, the same way she had been focusing on practicality.

      “I’m going to need your help,” she said, turning to Haern.

      “With what?”

      “There’s a place I need to visit, and it might be dangerous, but I don’t know if I can do it myself.”

      “Of course.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Lucy, I’m willing to help in anything you need.”

      Lucy turned to Elise. “I’m sorry I will take him from you.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. You just have to make sure you return him to me.”

      What would happen if she didn’t bring Haern back to Elise? It was the same fear she had about taking her women into danger. So many of them were training to fight, and though they were getting skilled at it, she couldn’t help but fear what might happen to them if they were forced into a fight they weren’t ready for. How could they be prepared for any real fight? The dangers they might encounter while fighting on Lucy’s behalf were significant.

      So many of them had suffered already; she didn’t want them to lose more because of Olandar Fahr. But then, it was Olandar Fahr who had caused them to lose themselves. It was the C’than, and though many of them understood that not all of the C’than were responsible for what happened, enough still blamed them. She recognized that what they had gone through made it difficult for them to let it go. It was difficult for her to let it go, and though she had forced herself to adjust, to move on, there were times when even she wasn’t sure she could do so.

      “I will bring him back to you.”

      “Where do you want us to go?”

      “It’s a little hard to explain.”

      “When would you like us to go?”

      Lucy glanced up to the sky. “How about now?” She grabbed Haern and Elise, Sliding them back to the village, and released Elise. “I’ll return him to you.”

      With that, they Slid again.

      When they emerged at the edge of the forest, the thorns immediately pulled at her clothing. She held on to Haern, preventing him from moving, not wanting him to jerk free and get caught by the thorns.

      His eyes narrowed, and he looked all around before turning his gaze to her. “Where is this?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. When we had the Architect captive and he allowed me to Read things from him, he showed me this place in his thoughts.”

      Haern shook his head. “I don’t know that I’ll ever understand how you’re able to Slide someplace you’ve never been before just by Reading someone.”

      “It’s easier than you think.”

      “Tell my father that. He was always hesitant to travel someplace he’d never been. Then again, with lorcith, he wasn’t limited by where he could go either.”

      “I’m not limited.”

      “That’s right.” Haern crouched down and peered out from the tree. Small pieces of lorcith started to swirl in the air in front of him, making a strange pattern. She wondered why Haern was using the metal in such a way, but she couldn’t help but marvel at the control he had over it.

      “What do you see?”

      “They Slide,” he whispered.

      “That was my thought, too.”

      “Everybody here Slides,” he said.

      “Everybody?”

      Haern nodded. “The air shimmers when someone Slides. As I look out there, I see everybody in the city moving in that fashion. They don’t move very far, and when they walk, they shimmer just a little bit.” Turning to her, he frowned. “That’s unusual. Even in Elaeavn, Sliding is rare.”

      “But it’s not one of the Great Watcher abilities.”

      “Not one that we traditionally associate with the Great Watcher, but I’m not so sure we even know all of them.”

      While Lucy didn’t see anything that suggested to her the people of the city were Sliding, she did notice the strange shimmering that Haern commented on. She’d observed the same thing when she had first come here—the stuttering way the people walked.

      “When I came here before, I was discovered pretty quickly.”

      “Where are we?” Haern asked, looking around. He grabbed his cheek when one of the barbs on the tree scratched it.

      “As far as I can tell, we’re in the middle of the forest.”

      “How did you find it? Are you able to Slide here?”

      “I Slid part of the way, and then I started to crawl, and then when the branches started to pull on me with more force, I did something I’ve never done before.”

      “What was that?”

      “I used a technique your father mentioned one time and stepped into the space between Slides.”

      Haern’s eyes widened. “My father has told me about that, and yet he’s never allowed me to go to the place in between Slides.”

      “I imagine he worries you might get trapped there.”

      As he crouched there, Lucy began to feel something near her.

      She frowned, cocking her head to the side, and looked through the branches of the trees, but she wasn’t able to see anything.

      Haern opened his mouth, and she raised her hand, silencing him.

      What was it that she had detected? There was something here. Did that mean someone from the city had discovered them? She didn’t want to get caught before she had a chance to better understand what exactly was happening here, who these people were, and why the Architect would have come for this place.

      The last time she’d come here, she’d been unprepared for what she might find. Even now, she still wasn’t ready. Having Haern here, with his connection to lorcith, at least gave them the opportunity to evaluate this place.

      Movement. That was what she had detected, but where was it?

      Haern jerked his head to the side, and metal went streaking away from him. He pulled back, and then he grabbed for Lucy, lunging from the tree, dropping a coin, and pushing off. They went soaring into the sky, and she was too startled to think of anything to say.

      “We were caught,” Haern said.

      “I saw them.”

      “It makes you wonder how they were aware of us so quickly.”

      “It happened the last time I was here, too. It seems as if they have some way of detecting when people come to their forest.”

      It was strange to think that would be the case, but what other explanation was there? The last time she’d come here, they had appeared at the same time, and…

      Lucy lost track of that thought as she looked down. From this vantage, the city spread out far more expansively than she would have imagined before. The forest surrounded it, ringing the entirety of the city, a vast stretch of the trees that jerked at her clothing.

      “How did you find it there?” Haern whispered.

      “I don’t even know.”

      The forest had to stretch for leagues, far larger than she had ever imagined, and she couldn’t help but be amazed that she had somehow found her way into the heart of the forest, that there was even something there. Had she flown like Haern, it would’ve made sense, but without his connection to metal, she had been lucky to find anything.

      “It’s enormous.”

      “And all of this is surrounded by desert,” she said.

      “All of it?”

      Lucy tried to look beyond the border of the trees, but she was unable to make out anything. “As far as I know. There might be something else on the other side, but most of the southern edge was desert.” And it was unpleasant, almost unbearably so, and yet the city seemed to thrive, growing within the midst of this forest.

      Where were they?

      She couldn’t help but feel as if this were something similar to what they had uncovered along the coast, the other city they had encountered there, but she needed some way of penetrating deeply enough into the city to discover whether they had the same sort of tree as Ceyaniah. From here, she wasn’t able to see anything that suggested that, but they were high enough now that she might not be able to make it out.

      When she mentioned this to Haern, they descended slowly. She marveled at how much control he had over his connection to lorcith.

      “I worry what we might find here,” she said.

      “What do you think there might be?”

      “There’s a place like this to the east of Elaeavn, surrounded by a forest similar to this, and it was difficult to reach. Carth wasn’t even able to reach it, and neither was Olandar Fahr. It wasn’t until Daniel and his connection to the shadows that we found out there were people in the heart of that forest. There’s an entire city, and an enormous tree, and inside the tree is a series of stools they call the Council of Elders.”

      “I don’t see a tree down there.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “But I do see something else.”

      “What?”

      He pointed, and Lucy followed where he indicated. There was a series of rocks near the center of the city. They were tall, like fingers, and in the center of them was a flat circular rock.

      It was too similar to what she had experienced in Ceyaniah to be coincidence. They needed to know what it was.

      “I can bring us down there, but if they’re aware of us, they will reach us pretty quickly.”

      “That’s all right, I should be able to Slide us to freedom.”

      Wind whistled around them as Haern dropped them to the ground, and they landed just outside of the stone fingers.

      There was a clearing all around, no buildings nearby, and she focused on these stone fingers, trying to study them quickly. No one appeared. It was as if they avoided this place.

      Why?

      “This is a strange rock,” she whispered.

      “It looks like a tree,” Haern said.

      “No. It’s stone.”

      Haern approached the nearest one and touched it, knocking on the surface.

      “It feels like rock, but look at it. It’s got the same appearance as the bark of the Elder Trees.”

      Lucy frowned. Turning her attention to the nearest of them, she realized that Haern was right. It did have some of that appearance, and yet, she couldn’t shake the sense that it seemed like stone. As she tried to reach for it, she was pushed back.

      “Haern?”

      “What is it?” he asked, stepping into the center of the circle of rocks and looking all around. “This is incredibly strange.”

      “I’m not able to follow you.”

      “You’re not able to what?” He was distracted, wandering as he studied the rock.

      “It’s like this in Ceyaniah. The only person who is able to reach the stumps is Daniel.”

      He looked up then and frowned. “Why is that?”

      “I don’t know. We haven’t been able to figure it out.”

      “What about Carth?”

      “Carth can’t even reach it. She tries, but she gets pushed back the same way as I do.”

      Haern stepped back outside of the circle of rocks. “It’s strange. There’s something familiar about it.”

      “More than just the fact that you think this is wood?”

      “It doesn’t feel like wood, but it looks like it. And the rock at the center is almost perfectly circular, with a pattern that reminds me of the rings in a tree stump.”

      “That’s a lot like what we found in Ceyaniah, too.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      She wanted to say something to agree with him, but as she started to answer, there was another sense of movement.

      Lucy grabbed for Haern but couldn’t reach him. He was still within the border of the rocks, so she was unable to Slide to him.

      She called out, but something struck her, and she fell.
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      Ryn came around slowly, and as she did, she looked up. Bright light surrounded her, and for a moment, she thought she was still within the Temple of the Mind, and that the priest was near her. But that cleared when she saw two faces looming over her.

      “Emissary?”

      Ryn took a deep breath, breathing out slowly. She was back, and strangely, she wasn’t sure how she felt about having returned. There was something almost pleasant about the experience she’d had, and now that she was back, she would have to figure out what she needed to do.

      The priest had tried to help her understand, but he had done so in a roundabout fashion. Somehow, she had to learn how to find her way out of the darkness on her own.

      “I’m fine,” she said, sitting up. Her back ached, and she wondered how long she’d been down. It seemed as if it had been hours since she’d entered the Temple of the Mind. In that time, so much had happened—so much had changed for her. The vision seemed to have made her more aware of what she needed to do and what she needed to be questioning.

      “Are you okay?” Tessa asked, leaning close enough so that her voice didn’t carry.

      Ryn rubbed the back of her head, getting to her feet. “I am.”

      “You dropped. We were getting ready to move you, and then you came around,” Matthew said.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Only a few moments,” he said.

      Moments? She looked around. The Ai’thol were positioned along the street, prepared to react if there was any danger, obviously ready to protect her.

      And yet, she wanted nothing more than to protect them.

      “I’m fine,” she said, looking up at the archway. Had it changed? She wasn’t sure, but the symbols seemed different.

      Could it be that none of this was real?

      She thought that it was. Coming around like this left her believing what she had experienced before wasn’t real and that this was the reality, but she couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she had missed something.

      If that was the case, then what was it?

      She turned her attention to the courtyard outside of the temple. As she stared at it, she swore she saw movement but wasn’t sure if that was real or not.

      As she studied it, she wondered if the shadows that were there were even real.

      But then, as she had been looking at the temple, she had seen Lareth, hadn’t she?

      Unless… unless none of that was real.

      It made her head swim trying to piece it all together.

      She still wasn’t sure how much of what she saw was real and how much was part of her imagination, and although she tried to do as the priest had suggested, to see through the darkness, there was nothing there for her. More than that, she wasn’t even sure if it made sense for her to try to go out into the courtyard, to see whether there was anything real or not. It was possible that what she was observing was not real, and if it wasn’t, then would she run the risk of going through the whole process again?

      It was possible that it wouldn’t even matter. Having gone through it once before, she would no longer be confused by the visions. Now that she had found her way out of the darkness, maybe there would be no more darkness for her.

      “What happened?” Tessa asked.

      “There is a protection around here.” It was better that the others know what she had experienced. Keeping that from them would only diminish them, and since they were here on her behalf, she had no interest in doing that.

      “What sort of protection?” Tessa asked, frowning as she tipped her head from side to side, trying to see through the archway. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Trust me, when I walked through, I experienced it.”

      “What was it?”

      “This is called the Temple of the Mind.”

      “Is that what the sign says?” Tessa asked, looking up at the archway. “I can’t read anything there, but perhaps the language is one you’re familiar with?”

      Ryn wasn’t sure how much to reveal of what she had experienced. In some ways, the vision had been personal for her, a way for her to better understand what she needed to do, but at the same time, it seemed as if she shouldn’t be keeping this from the people who were here to work with her. They were her allies, and she needed to ensure they understood what they were doing. They needed to have the darkness lifted the same way she did.

      Only, if she did that, she would be removing them from their service to the Great One.

      Perhaps it was time to stop calling him that. Even if only in her mind, she had to use his name. If she wasn’t going to serve him, at least not blindly, then she would have to use his real name.

      Olandar Fahr.

      She had known him by that name from the beginning, and it had taken a while before he had convinced her to start calling him the Great One. Before that, she had never hesitated to refer to him by his full name. Then again, she hadn’t been the Emissary then.

      It would take time for her to adjust. Much like it would take time for the others to adjust.

      “The archway here leads to a sort of mind trap,” she said.

      “How did you…? Because you are the Emissary,” Tessa said.

      “I don’t think we can all go through here. It’s not safe.”

      “If you lead us, we will be safe, Emissary.” Matthew stared through the archway, and Ryn was tempted to lead them through there. But finding her way out had been difficult, and though she hoped the others would be able to escape, she wasn’t entirely sure.

      Part of her wondered what sort of visions they would have. Perhaps they would question their service the same way she questioned hers. She wanted to protect them, but what did these others want?

      Her experience with Tessa had shown her that the woman desired safety and had been thankful for the safety the Great One offered. Her own home had not been safe prior to his arrival, and it was only because of him coming to her village that she had found a way free.

      What about Matthew? What service did he have? She should have spent more time trying to understand the people with her. There was still time for her to do so, and the more she came to understand them, the better able she would be to help them find their own way through the darkness. That seemed important.

      “This is a danger I don’t know I can protect you from,” she said.

      She looked at the line of Ai’thol. There were so many.

      All of them served, but for various reasons, and not all were the same reasons that she had served.

      When she looked at Tessa, she saw a woman who served for her own particular reason, but it was different than the reason that Ryn had come to serve. She’d been groomed.

      How many of these others had been groomed in a similar fashion?

      It was possible they all had been influenced in their own way. She wasn’t going to be able to help them all see what they needed to do.

      Perhaps the answer was for them all to head through the Temple of the Mind and experience something similar. Those who were ready when they did so would find the safety that she could offer.

      Ryn smiled. “Perhaps… perhaps you are right, Matthew. I can offer you protection.”

      She stepped forward, half expecting that something would change—that there would be some shimmering, or perhaps that the vision would return. Then again, when she’d had the first vision, nothing had signified that was what it was.

      Would Ryn even know if the others were experiencing a vision?

      Would they know?

      When she had gone through the archway, it had all seemed so real to her, and she had not known what she was experiencing or even that anything was off.

      Even now, she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “It will be dangerous,” she said.

      “We will be ready.”

      “I will offer you whatever protection I can, but I don’t know what you might experience.”

      Tessa frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “This is the Temple of the Mind. The priests will force visions upon us. I survived, and I suspect you will too, but you need to be ready for those visions.”

      She looked along the line of Ai’thol. This seemed to be the only way she could do it. Stepping forward, she waited, but there was no change. She continued forward, following the steps leading to the temple, and still nothing changed.

      When she glanced back, she half expected to see the others having collapsed much like she had, except… none of them did.

      “What are we supposed to have experienced?” Tessa asked. She had one hand on the sword at her side, and the other Ai’thol all had their swords unsheathed, as if they would somehow be able to fight off the images that came to them.

      “Perhaps they only wanted to test me.”

      She didn’t think that was the case.

      More likely was that not all were exposed to the same visions, or that this was nothing more than another vision. If so, she had to find some way of moving past it and finding her own reality. If she couldn’t, she ran the risk of getting trapped once again.

      The difference was that this didn’t feel like a vision, and certainly not like what she had experienced before.

      She headed toward the temple, making her way carefully, watching to see whether anything might happen. As in the vision, she noticed nothing that indicated there were others here, no signs of movement or of any danger.

      As she reached the main part of the temple, she paused. There had been a door here in the vision, but now there was no door.

      “Is this it?” Tessa asked.

      Ryn frowned and began to make a circle around the outside of the temple, with the Ai’thol following her. She scanned the temple’s exterior, looking for anything that would suggest an entrance, but she found nothing.

      Perhaps this was nothing more than another vision.

      If so, then why?

      She had found what she needed the last time, hadn’t she?

      Unless they wanted her to find something more. The priest might have other goals for her, more than just finding her way through the darkness, and perhaps more than being able to lead her people.

      They made an entire circle of the temple, and there was nothing.

      Ryn ignored the murmuring of the Ai’thol and made a second circuit. This time, she paused, looking along some of the intersecting streets. There were other arches much like the one they had passed, and she noted five intersecting streets. The arch on each one appeared slightly different, though she wasn’t able to determine why or what that might mean.

      When she finished her circuit, she paused. She was confused about where they had come in but doubted that mattered.

      “What’s wrong?” Tessa asked, leaning toward her.

      “Nothing,” Ryn said.

      Here she had thought she would guide the Ai’thol through here, and that the priests would give the Ai’thol an opportunity to find their way through the darkness, but perhaps that wasn’t the case at all. Perhaps Ryn needed to be the one to help them through the darkness.

      Then again, that meant she would lead.

      Was she ready for that?

      She had been leading already, her service as Emissary far different than what Olandar Fahr had asked of her, but what she imagined necessary was different than even that. She imagined she would need to find some way of removing the shroud of darkness others might be experiencing and helping them find their own truth.

      And while she did that, she would have to find her own truth, regardless of what that meant. It might be that meant facing whatever danger the priest suggested existed. He had told her that Olandar Fahr had shown her some truth. It was time for her to find her own truths.

      “It looks as if we are to find another way through,” Ryn said.

      “What other way would there be?” Tessa asked.

      Ryn looked around the clearing and pointed down the street. “I think it’s time for us to depart.”

      “Where would you have us go?” Tessa asked.

      “We need to ensure we’re prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “The next attack.”

      “What attack are you anticipating?”

      “We’ve prepared for whatever Thornton might pull, and when he makes his next move, I want us to be ready.”

      Ryn wasn’t entirely sure what it would take for them to be ready for Thornton, but she believed he was involved in something more. What that might be remained a mystery.

      Looking around, Ryn could swear she saw movement every so often.

      She stared at it, thinking if that movement were real, perhaps it came from one of the priests from the Temple of the Mind. If the priests were watching her, she wanted to acknowledge them, though she had a sense they didn’t want her to acknowledge them. They were here, and more likely than not, they were watching, the same way the priest had been watching her before.

      Heading back into the city, Ryn guided the Ai’thol along the streets. They marched with a determined pace as they wound their way through the city, making their way back toward the edge. Ryn couldn’t shake the fear she was abandoning her task, but at the same time, she felt as if this were necessary.

      No one spoke as they marched. The longer they went, the more certain Ryn was that she was being watched.

      She noticed Tessa observing her, an expression in her eyes that Ryn didn’t recognize. Was it discomfort?

      She was behaving strangely, and the longer she went, the stranger this was for them. Ryn decided Tessa would have to be the first one she went to discuss what she had seen and what she had heard from the priest.

      What would the other woman say? She had been through so much and had been tormented in her own way, so Ryn wasn’t certain how Tessa would react. She might not fully understand what Ryn had gone through, or even believe her, in which case Ryn would need to work extra hard to find some way to bring her back around. She needed Tessa with her.

      At the edge of the city, she paused, looking around. There was nothing there except the city spreading out in front of them. From here, Ryn had to find her own way. She had to determine what that was going to be, and yet, she thought she knew where she needed to start—only it would be difficult for her to do so.

      It would be a task she couldn’t do on her own, and she wondered whether the others with her would offer the assistance she would require. And if they didn’t, would she be able to find her way out of the dark as the priest had suggested?

      Perhaps it did not matter. Ryn wasn’t sure that anything really mattered other than trying to find the answers to these questions.

      Strangely, it was the first time she felt as if she understood what she needed to be doing, but at the same time, she had no idea what would be required.

      “What now, Emissary?” Matthew asked.

      Ryn swept her gaze along the line of the Ai’thol.

      “Now we will return to Lexa.”

      She couldn’t help but feel as if Tessa watched her with disappointment.
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      An enormous staircase led down to the temple, and Ryn took the stairs quickly, gliding along them the way she had the first time she’d come here. At least now she was familiar with what was here, though not the purpose behind it.

      “Where are you guiding me?”

      Ryn glanced over her shoulder at Tessa. “Don’t worry.”

      “It’s just—”

      Ryn paused and waited for Tessa to join her on the stair. When she did, she laid her hand on the other woman’s arm and smiled, though she wondered how reassuring she actually was. Since they had returned from the Temple of the Mind, Ryn had been even more resolved to ensure the safety of not only the people of the temple who had been serving her, but also her friends.

      Many of the Ai’thol were her responsibility. Regardless of what she might’ve thought otherwise, they had taken on the blessing, and because of her they were something different than what they had been before. She owed them her protection, whatever that might be. Ryn still wasn’t sure what form that would take.

      More than anything, she felt she needed to better understand what the priest had been trying to show her. There was something about this darkness, something more than just the shadows she’d seen others of the Ai’thol control. Ryn didn’t doubt that those who had the ability to control the shadows were powerful, but there was nothing evil about them, not the way the figures she’d seen in the bowl at the Temple of the Mind had seemed.

      Ryn couldn’t shake the idea that the opponent Olandar Fahr had been searching for was this person. If so, what did that mean?

      She didn’t know.

      “I understand your concern,” she said.

      “Do you?”

      “You want us to continue to press our influence.”

      Tessa watched her, and the corners of her eyes twitched when Ryn said it.

      “You wonder why we returned so soon from Ylinar.”

      “I wouldn’t question you, Emissary.”

      “Everyone questions. Whether they say it out loud is a different matter.”

      “Do you question?”

      Ryn smiled. “I never did before.”

      “Now you do?”

      Rather than answering, Ryn turned and continued on downstairs. She didn’t have to look to know that Tessa followed. She could hear the woman making her way along the stairs, the steady sound of her breathing, and the steady beating of her heart, and she smelled the hint of floral perfume she wore. All of that was evident in the quiet of the stairs.

      For her part, Ryn tried to make her way slowly, carefully, but as she went, she felt drawn.

      “I found it shortly after we were attacked,” she said.

      “You found what?”

      “You will see.”

      “Should I be concerned about what I will see?”

      “I don’t intend to show you anything dangerous to you.”

      At least, Ryn didn’t think it would be, though she began to believe that whatever was down here was the source of what the Great One—Olandar Fahr, she had to correct herself—had been after in Lexa.

      The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that all the cities he had focused on over the years had been tied to places like this. It wasn’t as if he put significant attention into every city, but the ones he did pay attention to all had some purpose.

      Was it only because she had visited the Temple of the Mind that she questioned, or was this her own desire for understanding?

      Ryn no longer knew. She also no longer knew whether it was even important to find the answer to that. All that mattered was that she uncover the key, and that she find Olandar Fahr so she could ask him.

      The stairs descended deeper and deeper into the depths of the palace. Her legs burned, and it was tempting to ask Tessa to Travel her where they needed to go, but if they did that, something would be missing. There was an aspect of taking the stairs like this, heading down them, deeper into the earth itself, that felt as if she earned the right to visit.

      Besides, it was part of the journey. Heading this far into the ground was surprising, but even more surprising was what they would find. When they went, she thought Tessa needed to know, and that she needed to experience it herself, if only because Ryn had no idea what to make of this.

      She couldn’t shake the images she’d seen at the Temple of the Mind, and she had no idea whether that was because the priest had placed them there, forcing them upon her, or whether something more had happened to her during that time. And if something more had happened to her, then Ryn needed to get a better understanding of it. It remained entirely possible that everything she’d observed was tied to something the priest had wanted her to see, but at the same time, she couldn’t shake the sense that everything she’d observed throughout her time serving Olandar Fahr had been because he had wanted her to see it.

      Eventually, she noticed light growing in the distance.

      Tessa gasped. “What is that?”

      “You will see.”

      “Emissary?”

      “Trust me.”

      There was a pause, but then Tessa said, “I do.”

      Ryn smiled to herself and descended with a quickened step. The farther they went, the more Ryn felt that this was the right thing to do. She needed to show Tessa this so that she could understand what was at stake. For her part, Ryn wasn’t even sure she understood what was at stake, only that what she was experiencing was something more than what she had ever known.

      She could feel the power of this place. She tried to steady her feet, to keep from going too quickly, but there was an urgency that drew her. Yet Ryn wasn’t sure what it was that she might find.

      She’d been down here a few times after discovering this place, but she still didn’t know what it was. It was heat and warmth, but it was something more than that. It was a place of power, and it was something the Great One had wanted, but he had done nothing with it.

      That surprised her more than anything else. The Great One—Olandar Fahr, she had to correct herself again—had found this place, and he had accumulated the power, but despite that, he had done nothing with it. That didn’t fit with what she knew of him.

      Unless he hadn’t known.

      Then again, that didn’t fit with him, either.

      More likely he had known about it, but he hadn’t known what to do with it.

      The stairs ended at a level pathway, and she started forward.

      The glowing light intensified, and Ryn made her way toward it, pausing in front of it. There was a crater in the ground that held a strangely glowing rock, one she had stared at for hours, trying to uncover the key to this place. But there had been no answer, nothing she had been able to uncover. The longer she had stared, the more certain she had been that whatever mystery was held here was beyond her understanding.

      “Emissary?”

      Ryn crouched down in front of the glowing rock. “I found this after the attack. I think this is why the Great One has selected Lexa as a place to leave a Disciple.”

      “But he hasn’t sent another Disciple.”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t.” Ryn couldn’t shake the sense that something was wrong with the Great One. It was unlike him to be absent for so long, so she couldn’t help but think that something had happened to him. “I suspect all the places the Great One has occupied over the years have had items like this.”

      “My home didn’t.”

      Ryn glanced back. Tessa stood near the bottom of the stairs, hesitant to come closer, and Ryn waved her forward. But she remained where she stood, twisting the fabric of her jacket and staring at the glowing rock.

      Ryn had done something similar the first time she had descended here. There had been the same fear that she suspected Tessa had, the same concern over what she was experiencing, and the same worry over whether or not there was any reason for her to stay.

      “Are you sure there wasn’t anything that would have compelled him to come there?”

      The more she thought about what she had seen over the time she’d traveled with the Great One, the more certain Ryn was that there had to be something like this, places of power that compelled him to search them out. She thought of all the places they had visited, and in all of them, he’d been after something. Though Ryn wasn’t entirely sure what that was, she felt increasingly certain there were places like this, and that had been what had drawn Olandar Fahr to these lands.

      “He was after the metal.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “He had people mining it shortly after his arrival. He made it clear that was what he wanted.”

      That didn’t necessarily fit with what she had seen. While it was possible that Olandar Fahr had only wanted the metal—especially considering how valuable it was for placing the blessing—she suspected it had to be something more. As far as she could tell, the metal could be found in many different places, and he hadn’t gone to nearly the same effort in all places that possessed it.

      “I can’t help but wonder if perhaps there’s another reason,” Ryn said.

      “You understand what you’re saying,” Tessa said.

      “What am I saying?”

      “You are questioning the Great One!”

      Ryn cocked her head, studying the glowing rock. “I don’t think I’m questioning him at all. I’m trying to understand him. As he’s been gone for a long time, I feel that trying to understand him is the only thing we can do. We might not have him here for guidance, but that doesn’t mean he still can’t lead us. The more we understand, the easier it will be for us to know we are doing what he wants, that we are acting on his behalf.”

      She felt somewhat guilty in saying that, knowing she was no longer sure she wanted to act on Olandar Fahr’s behalf. What if she decided otherwise?

      Then again, she had the sense from him that he would understand. It was the kind of thing he would almost appreciate.

      “I suppose it’s possible…”

      Ryn flashed a smile. “Possible. That’s what I suspected.”

      “We won’t even be able to know.”

      “Not without going and seeing.”

      “No,” Tessa said.

      “No?”

      “I don’t want to return.”

      “What is it that you fear finding there?”

      “I doubt you’ll find anything, it’s just…”

      Ryn turned to the other woman. “I understand what it’s like to leave a place that was once home. I understand what it’s like to feel as if there’s no reason for you to return. I also understand that sometimes we can find answers we didn’t know we were looking for.”

      “Is that something the Great One showed you?”

      “Indirectly,” Ryn said.

      Tessa looked past her, her gaze lingering on the strange rock. “I… I don’t really want to go, but if you ask it of me, Emissary, I will do so.”

      “I won’t force you to take me.” Ryn wasn’t even sure if she would be able to force her, but she did think it would be beneficial for the two of them to go. And perhaps they would need more than the two of them. She didn’t know how dangerous Tessa’s homeland was. Perhaps she would require additional protection; they could ask Matthew or one of the other Ai’thol soldiers to accompany them.

      “I haven’t been there in a while,” Tessa said. “Years.”

      “Then perhaps it is time for you to return.”

      “When?”

      “The sooner we go, the better,” Ryn said. She had a feeling that she needed to confirm her suspicions, and then she could begin to better understand what Olandar Fahr had been after.

      “We could go now,” Tessa said.

      “So soon?”

      Tessa shrugged. “I’d rather go soon, get it over with, and come back.”

      “I don’t know how long it will take to find something like this.”

      Tessa shook her head. “I’m not convinced we will find anything like this, but I will go with you.”

      “Do you think we need others with us?”

      “I won’t be able to transport that many others. I’m getting stronger, but there’s a limit. Without having anyone else know where we’re going, it might have to be just the two of us.”

      It was risky, especially as Ryn didn’t have any natural abilities, other than enhanced senses. If it came down to a dangerous situation, her enhanced senses wouldn’t serve her well enough to get her to safety.

      If they went someplace that was controlled by the Ai’thol, then there shouldn’t be any reason for her to be in danger. They should be safe, protected by their people, and yet, if she had learned anything in the time she had been in Luxor, it was that places were not always as safe as they were supposed to be.

      Tessa grabbed her arm, and she Traveled.

      It happened with the shimmering of color, a shifting, and a jerking sense of movement.

      Ryn was no more accustomed to it now than she had been the first time it had happened. She’d thought that the more she did it, the more she would come to terms with how it felt, but she had not. It was strange regardless of what happened.

      When they finished Traveling, they stood on a rocky hillside, looking down at what appeared to be little more than a small town set into a valley surrounded by small mountains. The sky overhead was gray, though Ryn didn’t know whether that was because of smoke or a thunderstorm heading in their direction.

      “Is this Olian?” Ryn asked. Tessa had told her little about her home, other than its name and that they mined lorcith here.

      “It is. It looks no different than when I was last here.”

      “This was always a mining town?”

      “As long as I’ve been alive.”

      “Do they mine anything other than the metal?”

      “Nothing of value. We’ve tried, but the mountains are so thick with the metal that it makes it difficult for us to find anything else.”

      Ryn should have questioned whether Lexa had a similar metal deposit, though she had not.

      “Back in Lexa, do you detect the metal anywhere else?”

      “It’s all over,” she said.

      Ryn nodded absently. That was what she’d thought, and it gave her more reason to believe this place might have something similar.

      The real question was where to begin looking. Would it be underground, as it was near the temple? The temple housed the strange glowing stone, so she had to think that perhaps it was tied to it, but what if it wasn’t? What if there was some other way to find that?

      And if it wasn’t underground, then where would it be?

      Ryn wasn’t sure and didn’t know if it even mattered. She had to search, and yet, it was possible that such a search would take a long time.

      But then, she was the Emissary to the Great One. If this place was still held by the Ai’thol, then it would grant her a certain level of autonomy and authority here. It was that which Ryn would need to use to try to get some answers.

      “Where was the Disciple housed?”

      Tessa glanced at her. “What makes you think there was a Disciple here?”

      “A hunch.”

      Tessa stared at the town. “There was. We thought it a great honor that we would be granted a Disciple to remain here.”

      “It was a great honor.”

      “If what you’re saying is true, then is it?”

      Ryn smiled. “Just because I’m suggesting that the Great One might have chosen this place for another reason doesn’t make your people any less.”

      It would make more sense to Ryn for him to have a reason to choose places like this. If he were after something, a place of power, then Ryn thought she would understand why he had come here.

      And if she could understand it, then she could understand him—and once she did, then even in his absence, she thought she might gain a sense of what he had been trying to accomplish.

      She wasn’t sure that was what she was supposed to do, and whether that was her way out of the darkness, but the longer she thought of it, the more certain she was there had to be some answer other than what she already had.

      “Can you take me to where the Disciple was?”

      Tessa hesitated before finally nodding.

      She grabbed Ryn, and they Traveled.

      As before, it happened rapidly, in a blur of movement, and this time, Ryn tried to pay attention to what she was experiencing, focusing on the nature of the movement, searching for anything she might uncover from how the other woman transported her. It happened so quickly that, while she strained for any sort of understanding, none came to her.

      There was always a sense of movement when she encountered places like this, but it was more than a sense that she needed. She needed to see in between the movement. With her enhanced eyesight, she thought she might uncover something there.

      They stepped forward and emerged in a small stone room, the walls close together and the ceiling low overhead. Ryn had a sense of disconnect between this place and others that housed Disciples.

      “Are you sure this is it?”

      Tessa nodded. “I was here often enough.”

      Ryn looked around. There were no markings here, nothing on the walls, no statues or anything that would tell her where they were. She had simply Traveled into the heart of the city with Tessa, not knowing whether this was where she needed to go or not.

      It didn’t feel like the places where there were Disciples. When traveling with Olandar Fahr, she’d visited other places where there had been Disciples. They were nothing like this.

      “Where are the Ai’thol?” Ryn asked.

      “I don’t know. When I was here before, they had people stationed throughout the stronghold.”

      It was unusual for there to be no one else here. Could something have happened here, as it had in other places?

      Ryn ducked beneath the doorway and stepped out into a narrow hall.

      She looked in either direction but saw no one. There was no evidence of any Ai’thol here, or anyone at all for that matter.

      “Emissary?” Tessa asked.

      Troubled, Ryn raised a finger to her lips, silencing the other woman. She focused, staring along the hall, searching for anything that might be there. For a fleeting moment, she couldn’t help but think that perhaps everything around her was nothing more than her imagination, much like what she had experienced in the Temple of the Mind, but then that moment passed, and she was back, looking around, and there was nothing.

      She listened. There was the sound of her own heartbeat, the shallow breathing she and Tessa shared, and the soft shuffling of Tessa’s feet. It was something she did when she was nervous, and Ryn didn’t blame her for that nervousness now.

      She heard nothing else along the hallway.

      She thought there might be footsteps or voices or even the sound of rats scurrying behind walls, but she noticed nothing at all. There was nothing to the smell of this place that alarmed her. She noticed a hint of a musty odor, but nothing more than that. Certainly no scents that indicated activity, no rising dough or flowers or perfumes or anything else that would suggest someone occupied this place.

      Ryn took a left down the hallway. It was the longer segment of the hall, and she was rewarded by stairs at the end, leading down. She descended, pausing every so often to listen.

      Strangely, it felt as if this place had been abandoned, yet if it was a place of the Ai’thol, and if it was occupied by one of the Disciples, there should have been no reason to have abandoned it.

      Unless something had happened.

      She couldn’t shake what she had experienced in the other cities, and she worried that perhaps something similar had taken place here. If so, what could it have been?

      Tessa pressed up against her, and Ryn could feel her breath on Ryn’s neck, rapid like Tessa’s heartbeat.

      There had to be something Ryn could uncover, but so far, they had come across nothing. All of this felt off, and the longer she was here, the more certain she was that something had occurred, but what?

      Where there had been attacks, there had been an occupation. In Lexa, the attackers had occupied the temple. Here, it seemed that the entire stronghold had been abandoned.

      She reached the bottom of the stairs and paused, looking in either direction. The space opened up into another narrow hallway, and she focused first on what she might be able to hear. Nothing. Was there anything she could smell? Other than the musty walls and a hint of decay, there was nothing here for her.

      It was empty.

      Ryn couldn’t shake that sense, and couldn’t shake the feeling it was wrong.

      And yet, what if this place had been abandoned long ago?

      Ryn moved with a quickened step. When she reached the door leading outside, she paused and listened. She felt nothing moving here.

      The entire city couldn’t be dead, could it?

      Ryn pushed open the door a crack and poked her head out, looking in either direction. When she did, she encountered nothing.

      That wasn’t quite right. A black bird crouched on a nearby rooftop, beady eyes bearing down on her. Ryn had an unsettled feeling that the crow knew something. Tessa pressed her hand against Ryn’s back, and she stood there, unnerved, not certain what to make of any of this.

      “Emissary?”

      “I think we can—”

      Ryn cut off when she heard a noise.

      It was the first thing she had heard since traveling to the heart of this town, and that included the crow that sat watching them silently. It came from within the building they’d just left, from someplace deep beneath it.

      That was where they needed to go.

      Turning her attention back to the building, Ryn let the door fall closed, sensing that the crow watched her. It was an unsettling feeling, as she had never seen an animal simply observing her like that, as if it realized why she was here and what she was after.

      She shivered as the door fell closed.

      “I feel the same way,” Tessa whispered.

      “We need to figure out what happened here.”

      “We can return to the main part of the city.”

      Ryn shook her head. “Not yet.”

      It would likely come down to that, but until she knew more about what was taking place, Ryn wasn’t sure she wanted to risk herself by going to the rest of the city. For now, it made more sense to continue what they were doing, exploring this building, seeing if there was anything they might be able to uncover about what had happened here.

      At the far end of the hall, she found another doorway and hurried toward it. She didn’t want to be here any longer than necessary, and when she reached the doorway, she once again ducked beneath it, surprised by how low it was. On the other side, darkness greeted her. When her eyes had adjusted, she found another staircase.

      This time, the stairs went up and down. If this was anything like the temple in Lexa, there was no reason for her to go up. Anything important here would be deep beneath the ground. And yet, it was possible there was nothing here. She had to admit that, and if there wasn’t anything here, then it would be better for them to leave before anything happened to them.

      Ryn let her eyes adjust, and then she started down the stairs. Tessa followed, keeping her hand on Ryn, who appreciated the other woman’s willingness to follow her despite the utter darkness all around them.

      It would be easy for Tessa to have chosen not to follow, just as it would’ve been easy for Ryn to have simply returned to Lexa, to ignore this plan, and yet she thought she needed to figure this out, even more than she had before.

      Every dozen or so steps, the steps changed directions, switchbacking deeper into the earth. The air began to change, the hint of mustiness replaced with a dry air, almost a strange heat that reminded her of what she’d encountered when descending deep beneath the earth in Lexa.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      Ryn was reassured by the fact that if anything happened, Tessa would be able to Travel them out of here—though there was the possibility that something would contain them, as they had been contained while trying to Travel within the city when Thornton and his people had attacked.

      She tried not to think about that. As she descended, she focused only on what was ahead of her. The darkness seemed to deepen, and a growing dread filled her.

      She couldn’t shake the feeling there was something more to the darkness, something that the priest at the Temple of the Mind had warned her about, and without knowing what that was, she wondered whether she should head deeper into the earth.

      And yet, there seemed to be something here that she needed to find. The farther she went, the more certain she was that what she was looking for would be found here. There had to be something for her.

      Tessa continued to push up against her back, staying close.

      The darkness seemed to grow even deeper the farther they went down.

      In her mind, she heard the voice of the priest, but rather than warning her about the darkness, he warned that she needed to find her way through the darkness. There was something beyond that, even, and it was a plea to her, a suggestion that she search for something else, that she understand the difference between shadows and the dark.

      Ryn knew that there was a difference, and in the time she descended, she understood that distinction mattered. The farther she went, the more certain she was that she was going toward the shadows rather than toward the darkness. The shadows were nothing for her to fear. The shadows were another source of power. The shadows were…

      She paused.

      The stairs ended, and now nothing more than darkness stretched in front of her.

      Tessa pushed her forward, and Ryn tried to hesitate, but the power of the shadows sent her into a room that reminded her all too much of what she had encountered at the palace in Lexa.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence. All of this was likely tied together, but how?

      She grew increasingly certain that the Great One had known about this place, as he must have known about the place in Lexa. If so, what was he trying to accomplish?

      It was more than just the fact that he had known about it. It was something else.

      She couldn’t shake the sense that there was power in front of her. She hesitated, keeping her hands in front of her, worried about what she might encounter in the darkness. There had to be some way for her to see beyond the darkness.

      That was what the priest had suggested, wasn’t it?

      If she could find that way, then she might be able to uncover what she needed to do to ensure a certain sense of safety.

      Tessa reached her again, holding on to her shirt, and Ryn started forward, unmindful of the darkness around her. As she did, she kept her hands out, waiting to see if anything might indicate that there was more here for her to be afraid of.

      She couldn’t find anything.

      Perhaps it was for the best. Perhaps the fact that she didn’t uncover anything was only reassuring, and yet, Ryn couldn’t shake the feeling that she was missing something.

      She breathed in deeply, practically breathing in the shadows. That felt dangerous to her, but what else was there for her to do? Everything about this place felt strangely dangerous.

      Slowly, her vision shifted.

      It came gradually, the shadows swirling in a way that allowed her to peer beyond them, and as she looked, she could see the movement within the shadows.

      It wasn’t that there was anyone else in the room with her. At first, that was what she had feared. If so, with the darkness swirling around her, they would’ve been in danger. But that wasn’t what she saw.

      Instead, it seemed almost as if the shadows emerged from the ground, pulling free, and she crouched in front of the floor, as she had once crouched in front of the glowing rock at the heart of Lexa.

      A crack in the floor greeted her.

      It was a strange opening, jagged and irregular, and the darkness poured from it.

      Not darkness. This was shadows.

      This wasn’t the type of darkness she was to fear. This was shadows, nothing more.

      Ryn took another deep breath, and the shadows seemed to swirl around her, drawing into her. Something was happening to her, but the longer she was here, the more certain she was that it was where she was meant to be.

      She got to her feet, looking to Tessa.

      “Emissary?”

      “I’m here,” she whispered.

      “What is this?”

      “I think this is the same sort of place as there is in Lexa.”

      “How? All I see is darkness.”

      “I think this is a place of power.”

      Ryn closed her eyes and felt the power swirling around her, as if that was the entire reason for her coming here. What more would there be here? What else would she be able to uncover?

      She needed to visit other places and find out if there were similar locations that she might be able to locate.

      She had traveled enough with the Great One that she thought she might know how to find some of those places, and yet there was one place she had visited where she thought she needed to return.

      Dreshen.

      The secret was there, and yet she had avoided it—partly because of her experience there, but partly because she hadn’t known there was anything she needed to be concerned about. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that she needed to go back there.

      She headed back toward Tessa, taking her hand, and they reached the stairs.

      “Can you Travel us to the top of the stairs?”

      “All of that for this?”

      “I think this was all I needed.”

      “Why would this be here?”

      “It’s a place of power,” Ryn said. And the Great One had to have known about it, which meant it was the reason the Great One had sent a Disciple here. But it was more than that.

      Could there have been a temple here before?

      “Was this always a stronghold?”

      “The stronghold was built on ruins,” Tessa said. “I don’t know much about it, but the people who founded my homeland could tell you more.”

      Ruins. That fit, which suggested that perhaps there had been a temple or a church or something along those lines here before. And if so, the people who had built this had known exactly what they had, much like the palace in Lexa, and perhaps even the temple in Dreshen.

      She took Tessa’s hand, and the other woman Traveled.

      It was strange, different than the last time. It seemed as if there were swirls of color all around, and the sense of movement was slower, so that Ryn could almost determine what Tessa was doing and how she was Traveling.

      They stepped free at the top of the stairs, and Ryn strode forward, ducking below the doorway, and froze.

      She had thought the hallway empty before, but it wasn’t empty at all. People moved along it, hidden from view.

      “Tessa?” she whispered.

      Was she seeing specters? She had never been a spiritual person, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that these were ghosts. If they were, why was she suddenly seeing them?

      “I see them,” the other woman whispered.

      “What is it?”

      A person at the end of the hall turned and darted toward them, carrying a sword.

      Ryn gasped.

      There was power in that movement, and they streaked toward Tessa and Ryn far more quickly than Ryn would have thought possible. Tessa grabbed Ryn, and they Traveled.

      They stepped free outside the town, once again on the rocky edge overlooking it. Ryn tried to slow her heart, hammering wildly in her chest, as she stared at the town, looking for some answer—but she saw nothing.

      “What was that?” Tessa asked.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      They didn’t appear to be Ai’thol, which meant that something else had happened here.

      What, though?

      It was not the kind of thing that Olandar Fahr would have tolerated. She needed to better understand it, and yet, if she were to return, she would need to do so with people who could help her ensure safety. At the same time, she wondered if keeping her safe was even possible. They hadn’t been able to see anything when they had first arrived. Only after they had gone down to that darkness, letting the shadows swirl around them, had they made out the people within the stronghold.

      That was the key. Exposure to that darkness had changed something, but what? Had it changed her?

      The idea left Ryn nervous. There had to be some way for her to get help here, but that would involve bringing people here and exposing them to that darkness.

      As she looked over the city, now with smoke rising above it, she realized that whatever had happened here, it was no longer under the control of the Ai’thol.

      The Disciple must be gone.

      Was this what would’ve happened had Thornton succeeded?

      He had a strange power, and it seemed to her that if she hadn’t stopped him, something would have occurred. But would it have been this? The idea that he might have been able to shield people from view left her trembling.

      “We need to gather Ai’thol,” she said.

      “Emissary?”

      Ryn turned to Tessa. “I don’t know what happened here, but I do know that we have to secure this place.”

      “How do you know it’s not secured?”

      She glanced back to the city. Somewhere in there was the stronghold, the building she had seen, and within, there was something unusual, and yet… Ryn didn’t know whether she was right in what she thought. But, after being exposed to the shadows, both she and Tessa had been able to see the figures.

      “We will return to Lexa and gather Ai’thol.”

      “How many do you want?”

      “Fifty to start with.”

      “I don’t know that I can Travel fifty here.”

      “How many can you take?”

      “I…” Tessa turned her attention to the town, and her jaw clenched for a moment. “I can take five, and hopefully all of them can Travel and bring others back.”

      Ryn nodded. It was a start.
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      The darkness swirled around Ryn as she stood in place, shadows moving. She felt a sense of energy building each time another of the Ai’thol appeared. It concerned her that she was leading her people into danger. They were her people now, especially as everyone brought here was someone Ryn had granted the blessing to.

      She wanted them to see through the darkness, but this was a little too literal for her.

      Tessa stayed near her, watching as others flickered into the chamber. She was too tired to Travel others here, so Ryn had asked her to remain here to help organize the others instead.

      The chamber began to fill as more and more Ai’thol joined them.

      “I’m not sure if this is the right thing to do,” Tessa said.

      “I’m not either,” Ryn said.

      “But you’re the Emissary!”

      “That doesn’t mean I am confident in all things,” Ryn said. “But I worry that if we don’t do this, something worse will take place.”

      Tessa turned toward the stairs. “What worse do you think there could be?”

      “Someone had to have overthrown the Ai’thol,” Ryn said.

      She couldn’t shake that feeling.

      More than that, Ryn couldn’t shake the feeling that she had to somehow find her way out of the darkness. It was what the priest at the Temple of the Mind had said, and the longer she was here, the more certain Ryn was that this was the first step. It might be far too literal, and it might not be the darkness the priest had wanted her to find her way through, yet this was the only way she could conceive of taking that next step.

      She needed to know why the Ai’thol had been overthrown. It was possible that someone like Thornton was here—perhaps even Thornton himself.

      “That is all of us,” Matthew said, striding through the darkness.

      The longer Ryn was here, the easier it was for her to see through the shadows. And these were shadows, regardless of what else she felt about them. They drifted up from some space in the ground and filled the chamber like a cloud. The key seemed to be breathing it in, though she wasn’t sure how she had discovered that, only that when she had breathed in, something had changed.

      The real test would come when they headed up the stairs.

      Not all of them could Travel, but enough of them could that it wouldn’t be impossible to reach the top of the stairs and then…then Ryn would spread them out into the stronghold, and then they would be prepared for whatever they might face on the other side. Hopefully she could reclaim this stronghold for the Ai’thol and figure out what had happened here.

      Ryn took another deep breath, and this time, the shadows seemed to swirl as they worked their way into her, drifting down her throat. She breathed them back out. It was difficult to avoid breathing them in even if she had wanted to. It was almost as if the shadows called to her, demanding her attention, and she could do nothing more than what she was already doing.

      “It’s time for us to go,” Ryn said.

      Tessa looked over. “You should stay here, Emissary.”

      “I think that would be a mistake.”

      “If something happens—”

      Ryn smiled. “If something happens, then I need to be there to see it.”

      “You can’t fight.”

      Ryn shook her head. That wasn’t her gift, and she didn’t even want to fight. If it came down to it, she knew she could bring even more Ai’thol to bear upon this place, filling them with these strange shadows, giving them the ability to see these others.

      Tessa brought her to the top of the stairs.

      She disappeared, and others began to fill the space behind her. This time, there was not the darkness as there had been before. The longer she was here, the easier it was for her to see everything around her, as if the time within the shadows and the darkness had helped her eyes adjust better than before.

      When everyone had joined her, Ryn stepped forward into the hallway. Tessa and Matthew jumped forward and walked alongside her, not allowing her to head out on her own.

      She was thankful that they were there.

      A soldier—someone dressed in strange leathers, with darkness swirling around him—swung a curved blade at her. Matthew brought his sword around, blocking the attack; otherwise, Ryn might’ve been cut in half. The soldier’s blade bounced harmlessly off Matthew’s sword, and she backed off to the side, letting the other Ai’thol emerge from the stairs. They streamed out, hurrying along the hallway. It took barely a moment before the hallway was secured.

      Tessa’s face had gone pale, and she stared along the hallway, uncertainty written on her face.

      “What is it?” Ryn asked.

      “I don’t understand what’s taking place here.”

      “They’ve been exposed to that darkness.”

      “This is more than just that,” Tessa said. “We weren’t able to see them before.”

      “We weren’t.”

      “Do you think they could see us?”

      It had to be possible, didn’t it? And yet, if they had, why had they left them alone? Ryn and Tessa had made their way through the stronghold unencumbered, but now Ryn had to wonder if they had been monitored.

      But they had taken a different path before, and… there was the crow.

      Ryn walked along the hallway until she reached the door leading to the outside. She pushed it open and stared across the street; once again, the strange crow sat there, watching.

      “The same crow,” Ryn whispered.

      “What would you like me to do, Emissary?” Matthew said.

      “Kill it.”

      He pulled a knife from his pocket and flung it.

      The movement was swift, and the effect brutal. The knife turned end over end and slammed into the crow, dropping the bird to the ground.

      Ryn hurried outside, unmindful of any possible dangers, and raced toward where the crow had dropped.

      There was no evidence of it.

      There was a knife, but there was nothing more.

      “I could’ve sworn…,” Matthew said.

      “It was there. And you hit it,” Ryn said.

      “Then what happened to it?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      All of this was far too strange for her. She had come thinking she was trying to serve Olandar Fahr, and trying to get a better understanding of what he was doing in this village, but the longer she was here, the more certain Ryn was that she didn’t understand anything anymore. None of this made any sense.

      What kind of place had crows that sat on buildings across the street and watched people?

      All of this had to be part of her imagination, didn’t it?

      A troubling thought came to her: What if she had never left the Temple of the Mind?

      If so, she might never even know. If all of this was a vision, she could still be trapped within the temple, and yet… Ryn didn’t think that was the case. She could remember what the priest had said, and she remembered the priest freeing her, returning her to her body.

      The challenge would be to find some way of determining whether or not all this was real. What had the priest said about reality? It was nothing more than what she observed, wasn’t it?

      And that was Ryn’s experience with it as well. She observed what was out there, and if she believed it was real, then it had to be.

      Ryn looked around, but there was nothing else out here. The city couldn’t be dead. There was smoke from chimneys, and though they hadn’t seen anyone when they had come here before, they hadn’t ventured out of the stronghold, not knowing whether there was any danger to them. Now that she had the Ai’thol with her, she thought she could use them, that together they could begin to reevaluate the city itself.

      “Emissary?”

      Ryn turned to the Ai’thol who had called to her.

      “There’s something you need to see.”

      She nodded and headed back into the stronghold, following the Ai’thol up several flights, returning to the room where she and Tessa had first emerged.

      Ryn froze.

      Everything about the room had changed.

      When she’d been here before, it had been empty. Now, banners hung on each wall, statues stood in the corners, symbols were marked on the ceiling above each of the walls.

      “Emissary?”

      She shook her head, clearing it, but couldn’t change the fact that she was overwhelmed by what she experienced here.

      Tessa gasped as she followed Ryn, looking all around her.

      “None of this was here,” she whispered.

      “I know,” Ryn said.

      “What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Emissary—”

      Ryn turned to her and patted her on the shoulder. “I understand how difficult all of this is for you, and we will get to the bottom of it, but right now, I don’t have the answers for you.”

      Tessa nodded.

      “What did you find?”

      “This,” the Ai’thol said.

      He pulled open the trunk—another thing that hadn’t been here before—and inside Ryn found a necklace similar to the one she wore. While hers was a marker of the Great One, this one signified the Disciple.

      “There’s no sign of the Disciple,” the Ai’thol said.

      “We should keep looking,” she said softly.

      The man held her gaze for a moment and nodded.

      Ryn didn’t expect to see anything, and it was a wonder they had managed to find anything here at all. She began to suspect that anything they discovered here would be nothing more than her imagination. She wondered if they would find any evidence of the Ai’thol who had once been stationed here.

      The real question was how long any of this had existed.

      “We need to find someone to question,” Ryn said.

      “We did,” Matthew said, thrusting a dark-haired woman forward.

      Ryn stared at her, noticing how the shadows swirled around her. Something about those shadows struck her as familiar.

      “Who are you?” she asked the woman.

      “You come to our home and you demand answers?”

      “I didn’t realize this was your homeland.” Ryn glanced over to Tessa. “Do you recognize her?”

      Tessa shook her head. “No.”

      Ryn turned back to the dark-haired woman. She had pale lips, and there was an energy to her that seemed to come from more than just the darkness swirling around her.

      The woman was dressed in a black cloak, and the embroidery on it reminded her strangely of what she had seen on the priest’s jacket at the Temple of the Mind. The only difference was the color.

      “Now that we’ve established this is not your homeland, why don’t you tell me who you are?”

      The woman stood with her hands clasped behind her, looking around the room, almost comfortable. It unsettled Ryn how at ease she appeared, yet there was nothing Ryn could do or say to change that, so she simply allowed the woman to stand there, thinking she might reveal something to them.

      “This is a place of the Ai’thol.”

      “It was.”

      “Was?”

      The woman looked around. “Do you see any of your Ai’thol here?”

      Ryn arched a brow at the tone of her voice. “Are you challenging me to return this place to the control of the Ai’thol? It took us very little time to reestablish control.”

      “Control is merely an illusion.”

      “Control is control. I understand you are housing something of power deep beneath here.”

      “The fact that you don’t know what it is tells me you understand very little.”

      “Perhaps. Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      “An interesting choice of words from you.”

      “Why is that?”

      “As you have chosen to steal from us.”

      “Steal?”

      “You. The Ai’thol. Your Great One. He has been stealing from us.”

      Ryn glanced to Tessa and then to Matthew before turning her attention back to the woman. She needed to be careful here. She might have her doubts about Olandar Fahr, but the others might not—at least, not yet. She didn’t want to lose them until she had a better sense of what was taking place here, and it was possible she might not even be able to understand what was occurring.

      “What has he been stealing from you?”

      “Places like this.”

      “This is my home—not yours.”

      Tessa took a step forward, and Ryn could practically feel the anger boiling up within her. She wanted to restrain the other woman, but at the same time, it seemed almost better to allow her to do this.

      “Your home was stolen.”

      “No,” Tessa said.

      The other woman continued to glare. “You don’t understand. You cannot understand.”

      “Why don’t you enlighten us?”

      “There you go again.”

      “And there you go continuing to believe you can win. We have stopped you, and though you tried to mask yourselves with whatever invisibility you were using, we found the secret.”

      The other woman stared at her. “You can’t begin to understand.”

      “I can begin to understand many things.”

      Ryn looked around and thought about what the priest had said to her. This was all about finding her way through the darkness, and the longer she was here with someone like this, the more certain Ryn was that this was a part of finding her own way through the darkness. What would be involved?

      “Who do you serve?”

      The woman smiled. “What makes you think I serve anyone?”

      “Because you haven’t proven that you lead.”

      “Why would you believe that?”

      “Because you don’t appear to care for the people under your charge.”

      She had voiced no questions about what had happened to them, and without her asking about them, she would not have known whether or not Ryn and the others had caused any harm to them, or even left them alive.

      That by itself was troubling to Ryn, but it was more than that.

      It was the fact that this woman was here, that she seemed to be here on behalf of someone else, and that the stronghold itself had been under the control of someone else, though who and for what reason?

      “What did you do to the people of the city?”

      The woman watched Ryn. “You really shouldn’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to.”

      “Tell me.”

      “They have been given over to my mistress.”

      “Your mistress?”

      “Yes.”

      Ryn stared at her, wishing the woman would offer something more.

      None of this made any sort of sense, but the longer she was here, the more certain she was that she could find the answers she needed. Somehow, they would have to uncover what had taken place here, and it seemed that this woman was the key to it. She might not want to answer now, but Ryn had little doubt that someone like Matthew—or even Tessa, given her ties to the city—would be able to coax the answers out of her.

      “You will stay here until we uncover what we need.” She glanced at Matthew. “Question her. Do what you need.”

      She stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind her. Tessa followed.

      “Emissary?”

      “You can be a part of this if you want.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Ryn nodded. “I won’t keep you from this if you feel you need to take part in it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m going to need something from you, though.”

      “What?”

      “I need you to take me to Dreshen.”

      “Why Dreshen?”

      “Because we’ve already found two places that have power. I suspect Dreshen is a third.”

      Tessa glanced over her shoulder, her gaze lingering on the door, an almost longing expression in her eyes. Ryn could see the challenge working through the other woman as she stared, as if she was trying to decide what she would do. Ryn wouldn’t be able to force her to do anything, and she didn’t think she wanted to. Whatever Tessa decided would have to be her choice.

      And yet, if it were up to Ryn, she would ask the other woman to stay with her.

      She thought she needed her assistance, considering everything they had gone through together, and the fact that she trusted Tessa more than so many others, but she wasn’t going to force Tessa to come along with her.

      Tessa breathed out a heavy sigh and turned back to Ryn.

      “I can always come back here.”

      “You can,” she said.

      “For now, I will stay with you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Why?”

      Ryn smiled. “Because you don’t have to stay with me. I know there are reasons for you to stay behind, but I would appreciate you remaining with me.”

      Tessa looked at the door, her gaze lingering for a few long moments, and when she looked back at Ryn once again, she nodded. “I will stay with you.”

      She held her arm, and Tessa took it.

      With a swirl of movement, a shimmer of colors, they Traveled.
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      Lucy came awake slowly, rubbing her eyes. She felt groggy, and her head pounded as if she’d been drinking too much ale. She’d never had a taste for ale, so when she did drink it, it quickly overwhelmed her. She remembered standing near the circle of rocks, and little else after that. She’d been struck by something, and then this.

      As she sat up, her head spun, and she grabbed at it. What had happened?

      “Don’t move.”

      The voice was low, gruff, and it wasn’t Haern’s.

      “Who are you?”

      “I question. Not you.”

      Lucy blinked, trying to clear the darkness from her eyesight, and she struggled. It seemed as if she were prevented from Seeing anything, though there shouldn’t be any way for someone to prevent her from Seeing… unless they had control over the shadows.

      The only person she’d ever encountered who had the ability to block her from Seeing was Carth. She had wrapped shadows around her, and when they were thick enough, she wasn’t able to penetrate them with her enhanced eyesight. Someone who was naturally gifted like Haern might be able to do so, but Lucy had had her eyesight enhanced with her augmentation; otherwise, her own ability was fairly rudimentary.

      “Where am I?”

      “You come here and ask?”

      Lucy forced herself to sit up. She wasn’t about to be questioned by someone without having a chance to look in their direction. She ignored the way her head swam, trying to force back the discomfort and waves of nausea crashing through her. She steadied herself, taking a deep breath, swallowing to prevent herself from throwing up.

      Then again, if she had been poisoned, throwing up might be okay.

      “I don’t even know where here is. I was looking for something.”

      “You were looking for the sacred circle.”

      “Sacred circle?” It took her a moment to realize he must have meant the circle of rocks. “What is that?”

      “Sacred circle. Why were you there?”

      Lucy took a deep breath. As she focused, trying to penetrate the darkness, she thought she caught a flicker of something, but it was hidden from her.

      She looked around, ignoring the way her head swam, and realized there was a strange grayness all around her. This was familiar to her.

      Taking a deep breath, she breathed in the odors of it, and her breath caught.

      She was in the place in between Slides.

      And they held her here, interrogating her.

      Not only could they Slide, but they had incredible control over their ability, to the point where they were able to trap her in the place between.

      She wondered if she would be able to escape, but even if she could, did she want to? She’d come here looking for answers, and now she might be able to get them.

      “My name is Lucy Elvraeth. I am from a place far from here.”

      “We know.”

      “You know?”

      “We felt you come.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We felt you. Travel.”

      Lucy nodded. “We call it Sliding.” She watched him. “You speak our language.”

      “Your language?”

      Lucy frowned. When she had been here before, she’d tried to Read these people, but the language barrier had made it difficult. It surprised her that he spoke her language now. Were there others who did?

      There was another possibility. What if this place in between Slides made it so that languages didn’t matter? She could imagine that in this place, the place in between Slides, anything was possible. It was because of this place that she had been able to track the thoughts of the people in the city, but she had never been there with someone else.

      What if it was a place in between that granted her the ability to communicate?

      “How are you holding me here?”

      “You don’t question. We do.”

      “We?”

      She tried to look around, but there was still nothing but gray all around her.

      She wasn’t alone with the deep-voiced man. There would be others, but how many?

      Lucy focused on the sound of his voice, on what she could detect of his mind, and though his thoughts remained foreign to her, she used him to anchor to, and pulled there.

      She didn’t know if it would work or whether they had some way of preventing her from Sliding, but the darkness around her cleared, and she was able to see. Everything remained gray. It was even more clear that this was the place in between Slides, and she found that she was sitting in a chair, chains wrapped around her, four people surrounding her.

      “She’s strong,” one of the others said—a heavyset woman with her hair cut short, wearing a deep blue jacket of a strange material.

      “She is strong. We knew that when we felt her.”

      “We should send her away.”

      “We send her away, she will find us again.”

      “We can stop it.”

      “I don’t intend to harm you,” Lucy said.

      “You could not harm us,” the deep-voiced man said. “We decide whether we harm you.”

      Lucy shivered. There was a cold quality to the way he said it.

      Another concern came to her. What had happened to Haern? He’d been with her, but she hadn’t been able to reach him.

      She would be angry with herself if she had allowed harm to come to Haern, but at the same time, she wouldn’t have been able to get to him to help him. The circle of the strange stone trees had prevented her from reaching him, and maybe they had prevented these people from getting to him, too. More than that, Haern had the ability to fly, so he wouldn’t necessarily be trapped, but he might be stuck here. Without enough lorcith, he wouldn’t be able to Slide back to the village, and then Lucy would fail in her promise to Elise.

      “Where is my friend?”

      “Friend?” the woman asked.

      “The man that was with me. Where is he?”

      “They were together. I told you,” another said. This came from a thin older man. He had a bushy beard and thick eyebrows to match. His hair was completely gray, and it was tied into a topknot. His jacket was unbuttoned, revealing a thick swatch of white chest hair.

      “We were together. Where is he?”

      “He attacked the sacred circle.”

      “We didn’t attack anything. We came to try to understand your people.”

      “No understanding. Only an attack.”

      Lucy shook her head, wanting to glare at them. She had to be careful, especially as they were obviously incredibly skilled with Sliding. That had to be how they had detected her. They said that they had felt her coming, which meant they were aware of her Sliding.

      “Who are you?” she asked again. She tried to soften her tone, hoping she could make it less threatening or angry, but she wasn’t sure that she succeeded.

      “We question.”

      “Fine,” Lucy said. “I didn’t come here to attack. I came to try to understand. My people are under attack by a man who is trying to acquire power that seems to involve a place like your sacred circle.”

      “What was that?” the woman asked, leaning in front of her. Her breath smelled of mint, and another spice, and the mixture was strange, but almost familiar.

      “Your sacred circle. There’s another place we found that is similar.”

      “You found it?”

      “I didn’t, but one of my friends did. We’re trying to understand the purpose of it, and when I found your city, I thought I might find some answers that would help me understand things.”

      The woman backed away and leaned close to one of the men, whispering softly. Lucy tried to listen, but they somehow shielded her. She attempted to Read them, but she wasn’t able to make anything out. So she sat back, letting the sense of the murmuring voices surround her.

      She continued to focus on the other two, wondering if she might be able to determine anything from them. It seemed they knew more than what they were letting on.

      She tried to stand, jerking on the chains, but she couldn’t move anywhere. She focused on the chains on her arms and legs, wondering if she could Slide beyond them, but worried that if she tried, she would lose control. She didn’t have any idea whether she might Slide effectively beyond the chains. Wherever they held her, however they managed to contain her in this place between Slides, she wouldn’t get free of here easily.

      “How long do you intend to hold me here?” she asked, turning her head but unable to see anyone clearly. They had backed away, and perhaps they shrouded themselves in the place between the Slide, the same way they’d tried to shroud her.

      They weren’t paying any attention to her, and she continued to focus on the chains. Closing her eyes, she thought about where she wanted to go.

      With her augmentation, she had a hard time thinking they’d be able to keep her from Sliding, but the longer she held on to this effort to Slide, the harder it was for her to go anywhere. It was as if they had discovered some way of holding her here.

      Next, she focused on the resistance to her Sliding, thinking about what was involved in it. It was tied to the chains they used, but what about them prevented her from Sliding?

      She couldn’t shake the sense that these people desired to harm her, but more than that, there was a desire to try to use her.

      She focused on the minds of the people near her, not so much to Read them as to use them to anchor to. If she could force that, she could free herself. It would be difficult, but she had to believe she could use her ability to Slide, to anchor as she did with someone’s mind, to free herself.

      She pulled, using every ounce of energy she had, holding on to the sense of the minds near her.

      At first, there was no movement, but the more she pulled, the greater the sensation that she was actually starting to do something. She felt herself drawn forward, away from the chains, and gradually—far too gradually—she began to free herself.

      And then she was out.

      Lucy stayed in the place between Slides, focusing on the minds of the people near her, and emerged. They turned toward her, but she Slid, shifting, moving behind them. As soon as she emerged, they turned, and she again Slid, once again holding on to the sense of their minds, yet staying in this place between Slides. Now that she was free, she could return to wherever she wanted to go, but there was something here she needed to learn from these people. If she disappeared, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to find these people again. She couldn’t shake the idea that she needed to know exactly what was taking place and who these people were, and more than that, how they were able to hold her.

      She continued to Slide, moving from place to place, emerging and then disappearing, traveling brief distances, going as quickly as she could, each time ready for the possibility that someone would be there. How long could she keep this up?

      She’d already seen how much energy it took to Slide like this. Eventually, she paused. They had failed to trap her, which meant that whatever else they might try to do to her would be unsuccessful. She had enough control over her ability to Slide that she didn’t have to worry about them holding her. They might be able to wrap chains around her, but now that she knew she could anchor and free herself, she didn’t think they’d be able to trap her as they had before.

      She turned to them, staring.

      As she had suspected, there were four people, all dressed in strange clothing. It was more than just the bright colors that the woman and some of the men wore; it was the style. The woman had large hoops dangling from her ears, and her hair was braided tightly, pulled back from her head, with a scarf wrapped around it. The men had tightly shorn hair, and all of them were heavily tanned, their skin thick and leathery.

      “I didn’t come here to fight you,” she said, holding her hands up to appear as nonthreatening as possible.

      The woman watched her, and it seemed almost as if amusement sparkled in her eyes.

      “But if you intend to hold me again, I will fight back. I need to know what happened to my friend.”

      “There was no other,” the woman said.

      “He was with me. He’d approached one of the stones.”

      “They were not stones,” the man nearest her said. He sneered and wrinkled up his face as he looked at her. His eyes were deep black, or perhaps the shadows of this place made it difficult for her to determine the color of his eyes. “It was the sacred circle, and you violated it.”

      “We came to investigate, nothing more. As I told you, we’ve been facing a man trying to acquire a dangerous kind of power. We came here so that we could figure out whether anything here might help us understand how to stop him.”

      “You aren’t the first to have come here, and the others have failed as well.”

      Lucy frowned, studying each of them. “How many others have come?”

      “Many,” the woman said.

      She watched Lucy with a strange expression, mostly unreadable. Lucy focused on the woman’s thoughts, straining to see if she might be able to Read anything from them, but there was nothing there—no way for her to uncover anything buried in woman’s mind. Still, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something she might be able to determine. If she could only focus on it, she might uncover just what the woman was trying to hide from her.

      Her thoughts were a mystery to her, masked, hidden within the difference between their languages, and yet as Lucy focused, she located something she thought she might be able to reach. But it would take far more effort than what Lucy could put forth at the moment.

      “Did any of them call themselves the Architect?”

      One of the men approached her, and she Slid away. When she emerged, she spun toward them, making sure she kept all of them in view. Now that they knew she couldn’t be held by the chains, they might try a different approach. If they did, she wanted to be ready for whatever they might do.

      “We can have a conversation, or you can continue to try to hold me. Regardless of what you do, I can assure you that it won’t work.” She glared at the man, meeting his gaze, and he looked back at her, refusing to look away.

      “Perhaps it is time for us to visit with her,” the woman said.

      “She’s an outsider,” one of the men said.

      “An outsider who has demonstrated the same skill we possess. We have been unable to hold her.”

      “What would you propose?”

      “We can take her to the circle.”

      “You understand what will happen if you do,” the other man said.

      “I understand what will happen if we do not.”

      The woman turned toward Lucy, locking eyes with her. For a moment, Lucy thought there was a flash of green, but then it faded, replaced by an unnatural silver, and she watched Lucy, an unreadable question on her face. “You will follow.”

      One by one, the others blinked out, disappearing.

      Lucy frowned, wondering how she was expected to follow, and how they knew she might be able to follow. She focused on their minds, thinking about what she had detected from them, and knew she would be able to follow them.

      The woman was easiest, though Lucy had a sense that she intended to be that way. Rather than trying to conceal herself, it seemed as if the woman wanted Lucy to find her.

      Lucy focused on her mind and realized they hadn’t traveled very far.

      They were near, almost as if hidden by a shroud within this place in between Slides. As she focused on them, she thought that all she needed to do was find some way to part that shroud.

      She emerged in a place that reminded her of the sacred circle, with stones rising around, and although, in this place in between Slides, the stones weren’t nearly as tall and impressive, they made a circle just the same. Lucy found each of the others taking a seat at one of the stones, facing inward. A bluish light glowed in the center that hadn’t been present when she had been here before.

      Lucy tried to approach, but a barrier rebuffed her.

      “What is this place?”

      “This is the sacred circle,” the woman said.

      “It looks different than what existed outside of this place.”

      The woman looked over to Lucy for a moment before turning her gaze back to the center of the clearing. “In this place, it’s a reflection of what it had been, and what it could be.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t understand how this place works?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I understand this is someplace in between.”

      “This is a place of everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “How do you think this exists?”

      “I’m not sure. I only just discovered it.”

      “You’re in a place of possibilities,” the woman said. “In this place, all possibilities exist, and therefore, you see what has been and what could be.”

      “And yet this looks different than what exists and is.”

      “Who’s to say what it is?” the woman said.

      She made a pattern around the outside of it, wandering slowly but hesitant to get too close. She didn’t want to upset these people, but at the same time, she wasn’t able to penetrate any further than she’d already gone—the same in this place as on the other side.

      It surprised her she would be prevented from reaching someplace in this space. In the time she’d been accessing it, nothing had been off-limits. She was able to use the power of this space, and to travel more easily.

      “This is the sacred circle as it can be,” the woman said.

      “What has changed?”

      “Time.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Because you can’t.”

      Lucy focused on their minds, wondering whether there was some way for her to Slide to them, to prove to them that she could understand, that she would be able to reach them. But as she tried to anchor and pull herself toward them, she was pulled free from the Slide, drawn away. The more she focused, the more she was separated, and she couldn’t help but feel as if she were making a mistake.

      She needed to be careful. She didn’t want to draw herself too fully away, uncertain if she’d be able to return. The longer she remained here, the more certain she was that she needed to understand what they were getting at. This was important somehow. It was something she needed to understand so that they could defeat Olandar Fahr and the others.

      “Who else tried to reach this place?” she asked. “We’ve been dealing with a man who calls himself the Architect, but there’s another. A man who refers to himself as Olandar Fahr. Do those names sound familiar?”

      She watched the people sitting on the stone seats for any sign of recognition, but none of them gave any sign that they had heard those names before. And if they hadn’t, then what did it mean that others had come for them?

      The Architect had given her this place. It was because of him she’d discovered how to find this, so there had to be something that he—and therefore, Olandar Fahr—knew, but what if that wasn’t who these people knew about?

      It was possible that there were others. If so, she needed to find out who. She didn’t want to have to worry about additional attacks.

      They had believed Olandar Fahr was the only person to worry about, the only one with any sort of power they had to fear, but what if that wasn’t the case?

      “What about the Shadow Queen?” Lucy watched them, but once again, there was no sign of recognition. “She is dangerous. Deadly. She controls the shadows—”

      The woman jerked her head in Lucy’s direction. “Where did you see her?”

      Lucy hesitated. If this was a person they recognized, she needed to be careful. She wasn’t sure how dangerous the Shadow Queen was, only that she was responsible for something they had struggled with, and she worried they wouldn’t be strong enough to withstand her if they had to face her again.

      “In a place called Landon.”

      No hint of recognition flickered across the woman’s eyes, and Lucy wondered if they even knew about Landon. Hidden as they were in this place, perhaps they did not.

      The woman turned back to the center of the circle, and when she said nothing more, Lucy said, “You know her.”

      “We have known her a long time,” the woman answered slowly. “She has tried to regain the circle, but we have prevented it through our effort.”

      “What sort of effort?”

      “The sort you managed to avoid.”

      “The forest?”

      The woman stared at her blankly, and Lucy frowned. What had she thought about the forest? It wasn’t as if it could exist by chance. There had to be some reason for it, and some way it had come to be here. It made sense that they would have grown the forest around the city in order to protect it.

      If so, then could the same thing be said about Ceyaniah?

      She should have considered that possibility before, but they had been so focused on Olandar Fahr and the danger he posed they hadn’t given any consideration to the danger posed by others.

      “I’m not with her. I’m not with anyone who is with her. We came across her and tried to seal off her access to the shadows, but—”

      The woman turned to her. “You did what?”

      “I have friends who tried to seal off her access to the shadows.”

      “Such a thing would not be possible.”

      “I’m not sure what is and isn’t possible, but they have control over the shadows as well, and they recognized that she was misusing them. They tried to place protections around her connection to the shadows.”

      The woman turned away, leaning forward, and the others murmured softly again—a strange sound that Lucy couldn’t understand. She made her way around the sacred circle, looking for a way to get closer to the center. The glowing struck her as familiar, though she couldn’t quite place why.

      There was power here. And yet, in this place in between Slides, separated from the rest of the world, she wasn’t sure what that power was about or what it meant. The longer she was here, the more certain she was that she needed to try to get a better understanding of it. Yet, none of this was necessarily real. It was a place in between Slides. Because of that, there would have to be something about it that was a reflection of what was found on their side of the world.

      Unless it was, as they said, a place of possibilities.

      What sort of possibility did this demonstrate? The longer she was here, the more she felt the possibilities that existed here were uncertain. She couldn’t help but wonder whether there was something she didn’t fully grasp, and yet, there was something here that she needed to realize.

      “How many other places are like this?”

      The woman didn’t answer, and Lucy stepped forward, trying to penetrate the barrier. It was strange to her that Haern had been able to do so here, and Daniel had been able to do so in Ceyaniah. Would there be a place where she would be able to do so?

      Did she even care?

      These places represented power, and it wasn’t as if Lucy really wanted power. She wanted to ensure the safety of the people she protected.

      “How many other places are like this?”

      The woman turned to her slowly and met her gaze. “That is not for you to know.”

      “But you said there are others.”

      “There are.”

      “Can I find them?”

      “Perhaps in time you will be allowed.” With that, the woman flickered away, disappearing.
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      Lucy lingered in the place in between Slides for a while before deciding to depart. There was nothing about this place that should keep her from it were she to return, but would these people be there? When she Slid, she emerged back in the clearing around the stones. A bright sun shone overhead, warmth drifting down from the sky, and the strange odor from the trees gusted through, mingling with the air.

      “There you are,” Haern said.

      He lurched forward, emerging from behind one of the stones, and as soon as she did, she grabbed him, preparing to Slide—but she hesitated. There was no one else around, though she saw movement, which left her wondering whether there was something she was missing.

      “What happened to you?”

      “I was taken.”

      Haern frowned. “Taken?”

      “Someone grabbed me. Didn’t you see?”

      He shook his head, turning his attention back to the stone circle. “I was focused on this. I’m sorry. I should have paid more attention to what was happening to you, and it’s my fault that—”

      Lucy patted him on the arm. “Nothing happened to me. They tried to hold me, but they weren’t able to.”

      “Where did they hold you?”

      “In the place between Slides.”

      Haern looked around, metal suddenly swirling with him. “How many were there?”

      “Four.”

      Haern turned his attention to the stones. “Four? Not five?”

      She nodded, impressed that he had tied the two together as quickly as he had, as it was a connection she hadn’t even made until they had come to the place in between Slides where the stones were found. “They had something similar to this on the other side.”

      “My father mentioned that the place in between Slides is a reflection.”

      “That hasn’t been my understanding.”

      “I don’t know. He explored it extensively, and if anyone would be able to help you understand what it is, it would be him.”

      Lucy needed to find Rsiran. She needed him to help her understand what was taking place, and whether there was anything she might be able to learn about the place in between Slides. More than that, she wanted to know whether he had ever encountered anyone else who had the ability to pause in the place in between Slides.

      “I don’t know that we can stay here much longer,” she said. “I don’t know what these people are going to do to us.”

      “There haven’t been any people,” Haern said.

      “None?”

      “As far as I can tell. They’ve either not noticed we’re here, or they’ve left us alone.”

      Lucy started to pace around the sacred circle, watching the city itself to see if there was anyone there. On a whim, she grabbed Haern and Slid, pausing in the place between Slides.

      This time, she felt the strain. It was far more evident than it had been before, and with as much as she had been Sliding and pausing in the space in between Slides, she was far more aware of how much effort it took.

      Haern blinked, looking around. “This doesn’t look the same as it does on the other side.”

      “It’s not the same, but it’s the same place.”

      The stones were there, but the people who’d captured her were no longer present. The glowing at the center had faded, a remnant of what she’d seen before. The steady bluish color was something she knew she should be able to place.

      “I thought you said there were four people here.”

      “There were,” she said.

      She started forward, but as before, she wasn’t able to reach the circle. Would Haern experience the same thing?

      “Can you go inside the circle?”

      He glanced at her before shrugging and making his way toward it. As he did in the real world, he made his way through, not limited by whatever restriction there was for Lucy.

      “I don’t notice anything different here,” Haern said.

      “There has to be something,” she said.

      “Maybe, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “What does it feel like when you pass through the barrier?”

      “There is no barrier.”

      “You don’t feel anything?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re referring to. There is no barrier for me.”

      Lucy sighed. “I can only go so far. It’s as if some invisible wall prevents me from reaching it. I tried to Slide, but even if I focus on anchoring on you, I’m not able to Slide beyond it.”

      “Have you tried?”

      “I tried when they were here.”

      Haern looked around, and his brow furrowed. What else did he See? He had far better Sight than she did, so it was possible he could make out more than she could. Then again, she’d been here longer, and her understanding of this place was… no different than his, really. She’d only been able to reach this place in between Slides recently, and though it might be her ability that had brought her here, it wasn’t as if she had a great understanding of it and what it meant for her.

      “Where did they go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you find them?”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know, using your connection to Reading. Can you search for them?”

      Lucy looked all around her and closed her eyes. She could focus on the aspect of what she might be able to Read, but the longer she did, the less sure she was that she might be able to uncover anything.

      It wasn’t as if her ability to Read allowed her to search for a particular mind, at least not usually. Daniel was unique, and she realized that she no longer heard him the same way she usually did. Most of the time, she was aware of him, a steady presence she could detect, but lately, there was nothing from him that called out to her.

      Why would that be?

      She tried not to think about that, knowing there could be many different reasons. Daniel could Slide, so he might have gone someplace far enough away that she wouldn’t be able to find him. Then there was the possibility that Rayen had done something, using her connection to the shadows to conceal him from her. Given their relationship, it was the kind of thing that she might do, not only to protect him but to protect herself.

      Now that she had heard the woman’s mind, and had encountered the others, would there be anything she could do to find them? As she tried, thinking about what she’d encountered with them, she sensed nothing that let her know where they’d gone.

      Lucy opened her eyes, shaking her head. “I can’t find them.”

      “Maybe they returned to the city.”

      It was possible. If they had, she had to wonder if she could Slide to the city. Maybe she’d be able to determine what happened to them. If she did that, would it even matter?

      It wasn’t as if she’d come here hoping for any sort of particular insight. She’d come thinking she might be able to uncover more about the city, and being here didn’t necessarily give her that information.

      “There was a glowing here before,” she said. “They said it was a memory of this place.”

      “Why do you think it’s glowing on this side, but not in the real world?” Haern asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What sort of glowing?”

      “Bluish. Faint. There was a sense of power to it.”

      “Like the sacred crystals.”

      That was it. Now that Haern mentioned the sacred crystals, she saw the resemblance. She had been to the crystal chamber enough times that she should have recognized it, and yet, she had not.

      “I hadn’t made the connection. They said this was a place of possibilities.”

      “This is the place in between Slides. What did they mean, a place of possibilities?”

      She shrugged. “If we could find your father…”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know where he’s gone. I thought he was dead for a long time, and when I increased my ability with metals, I went looking for him, but I still haven’t come across him or been able to determine where he is.”

      There was pain in his voice, and she could see it on his face. Haern had lived often enough without his father that not knowing where he was would have to bother him, much as it bothered her. They needed Rsiran to help prevent the Ai’thol from regaining strength.

      Now that Olandar Fahr had been injured, there should be a way to stop him, and it would need to come from more than just them. Carth was going after him, but…

      She frowned. What if Carth and Rsiran were working together?

      She hadn’t heard anything from Carth in quite some time, and usually the woman didn’t disappear like that, wanting to borrow from Lucy’s ability to Slide. But she might have gone off to see if Rsiran could Slide her around, to give her the same advantage Lucy offered. And she already knew that Carth and Rsiran had some kind of friendship.

      “I don’t know where Carth has gone either.”

      “You don’t? I just thought that… I guess it doesn’t matter. Knowing the two of them, they probably went off hunting the Ai’thol.”

      Lucy sighed, turning her attention back to the sacred circle and studying it.

      The glowing that had been here was similar to the crystals, but there was no crystal here, so she had to figure out why that should be, and why, if this was a place of possibility, there would be the possibility of one of the crystals coming here. The crystals were safe in Elaeavn, and as far as she knew, there was no one who would even be able to reach them. Rsiran had held all the crystals at one point, but other than him, no one else had been able to reach them.

      Unless the possibility existed they weren’t safe.

      With everything that had been done to the Elder Trees, maybe the sacred crystals were no longer as secure as she had believed.

      She wasn’t able to go any closer, and though Haern could, she had to wonder how many others would be able to reach this place.

      “We should go,” Lucy said.

      “You don’t want to try to understand more about this city?”

      “They have the ability to Slide. They understand the place in between Slides. And they have something similar to what we’ve uncovered in Ceyaniah. That’s all we need right now.”

      “I thought you came here for something else.”

      She sighed. “I did. I came because the Architect showed me this place, or at least, he showed me near this place, so for some reason it’s important to him.”

      “What if he knew what you were going to find?”

      She shook her head, frowning. “They didn’t seem to have known about the Architect, or even about Olandar Fahr. The only person they knew about was the Shadow Queen.”

      “If they know about her, it’s possible they know about something else.”

      They feared the Shadow Queen. She recognized that but didn’t know why, or what else they might know about her. More than that, they were aware there were other places like this.

      Lucy knew about the one in Ceyaniah, but how many others would there be?

      That was something she thought she needed to uncover.

      The challenge would be in figuring out where she could find that information. Though the Architect had shown her this, she hadn’t been able to determine anything from the images he’d given her.

      Would there be anything she might find in the library? She had Tara researching other things—could she put her to work at this? Knowing what she did about Tara, and how she had reacted, the other woman might be upset with her asking for more, but Lucy thought she needed to so they might find the answers.

      “I think it’s time for us to go.”

      Haern looked around the clearing again before stepping back outside. She grabbed him and Slid, emerging briefly back in the village.

      Taking a deep breath of the salty air, she released him. “Thank you for your help.”

      “I don’t know that I did anything.”

      “You did enough. And now, I need to see if there’s something more I can uncover. If you find your father, would you let me know?”

      “I will, but I’m not spending that much time looking for my father. I’m more concerned about Olandar Fahr. As you should be.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, knowing that was true, and yet, she couldn’t shake the idea that they needed to do something more than just stop Olandar Fahr. They needed to figure out what he was after. Maybe it was the same thing the Shadow Queen wanted, something to do with the Council of Elders and another similar place.

      “Let Elise know I’m thankful she allowed you to come.”

      “I will.”

      With that, she Slid, emerging back in the tower. She hurried to the halls, reaching the library, and found Park sitting alone. There was no one else in the library, and when she paused in the doorway, she frowned as she looked around. Where were the other women?

      “What happened here?”

      Park looked up and shrugged. “Nothing happened. They decided to spend their time elsewhere.”

      She hesitated for a moment, debating what to tell Park. He’d been helpful, especially once he’d realized what she was after.

      “Have you uncovered anything?” she asked, making her way into the room.

      “I’ve been looking through these volumes, trying to find anything I can uncover, but the records, while thorough, are not the easiest for me to navigate. It’s unfortunate Ras is lost to us. I suspect he would know everything that is here.”

      Lucy squeezed her eyes shut, sighing. She knew that Ras would likely know as well, and it was a shame he was gone. Without his knowledge of this place, they were left with more questions than answers. Looking through all these volumes was a slow and painstaking process, and she worried she wouldn’t uncover what she needed before it was too late.

      She wasn’t the only one looking. If she was right, then the Architect was as well, which meant she would need to figure out what he was after, the kind of things he was uncovering, and anticipate where he might go next.

      Where the Architect went, Olandar Fahr would go.

      Taking a seat at the table, she leaned on her elbows. She was tired, and the effort of all the Sliding had made her far more run-down than she was accustomed to. Ever since the augmentation, the effort of Sliding had been minimal, yet pausing in the place in between Slides had taken considerable exertion.

      “If you find something on the Council of Elders, let me know.”

      “What was that?” he asked, flipping pages.

      “Something on the Council of Elders. It’s unlikely to be here, but—”

      Park paused, resting his hand on the page he was flipping. “Why would you be looking for the Council of Elders?”

      “Because I think it’s tied to what we’ve been dealing with.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Lucy shrugged, thinking back to Ceyaniah and what she had just encountered in this new city. “As sure as I can be. The Architect is after something that’s tied to the Council of Elders, and though I don’t know what, I think we need to try to find the same information he’s after.” It was possible that the works missing from here would describe the Council of Elders, and if so, then she had even more reason to pursue it.

      “There is something about the Council of Elders that I’ve uncovered,” he said, getting to his feet. Park made his way around the library and began to climb one of the ladders, pausing about midway up the shelf and pulling books free. He climbed back down the ladder, handing them over to Lucy. “Here.”

      “Are you sure?” She looked all around her, searching the shelves. How would he have known? There were far too many books here for him to keep track of that closely, and yet he had plenty of experience working in libraries, and she suspected if anybody would be able to find something here, it would be Park.

      “Look,” he said, opening one of the books she held and tapping on the page.

      Lucy took it and skimmed the page. It showed a diagram that surprisingly looked something like what she had experienced in the place in between Slides, if not in Ceyaniah.

      “How did you find it?”

      “As I’ve been looking for what might be missing, I’ve come across a few books I’ve never seen before. Considering these were collected by Ras, I thought they might be interesting.” He glanced up, meeting her gaze. “Don’t look at me like that. I have every right to examine these books to see if there’s anything here I might be able to uncover.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not saying you don’t.”

      “I see the way you’re looking at me. You don’t think I should be able to research these things.”

      “I would never have given you access to this place if I didn’t think you should have it.”

      She continued to flip through the book but found nothing of interest other than the diagram that depicted the Council of Elders. It did appear similar to what she had expected, and the longer she looked at it, the more certain she became it was a Council of Elders, which meant this book might help her understand what else she might be able to find.

      Could this be something the Architect was after?

      “Are there others like it?”

      “There might be, but I haven’t been able to research them. You asked me to spend time focusing on other things.”

      She sighed. “See what you can find out about this. Tara will continue to look into the other things.”

      Hopefully, Tara wouldn’t mind what Lucy would ask of her, but given the woman’s reaction the last few times Lucy had interacted with her, she wasn’t sure whether she would be angry.

      “What do you hope to find from this?”

      “Whether or not there’s anything I need to be worried about.”

      “What do you worry about?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I worry that we’re already behind in our knowledge of what Olandar Fahr and the Architect are planning.”

      Park watched her for a moment before taking a seat, and she left him. She debated continuing to look through the library and waiting for Tara, but it was long past time that she return to the village. She needed to spend a few moments with them, even if it meant that she had to relax. It was difficult for her to do so.

      As she headed to the tower, she paused, deciding to return to Ras’s room.

      She Slid to it and then made her way through and Slid to his secret chamber, the one where the Tsatsun board rested. She looked at the board and started to rearrange the pieces, thinking about what Daniel and Carth had said about them. What if there was something to it? What if the game mattered more than what they knew?

      She found herself rearranging the pieces not as if she were playing a game, but rather placing them so they might be situated like the Council of Elders, circling the Stone at the center of the board.

      If this was the key, then what was the purpose of the game? That was the answer she needed, but it was the one that seemed the hardest for her to find.

      Lucy remained sitting there, staring at the board, no answers coming to her. As far as they knew, this was the game Olandar Fahr was playing, but if he was, who was he playing against?

      She thought he was playing against the C’than, but what if there was another opponent—one they’d never known about? What if, rather than Olandar Fahr, they needed to fear the Shadow Queen?
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      The battle stretched out in front of her, back and forth, swords swinging, clanging against the backdrop of noise from the surge of waves crashing far below. Lucy marveled at the level of skill the women possessed. Neither Jenna nor Allie had the upper hand. Both of them were fighting quickly, back and forth, a dance of movement, and she found herself drawn into the fight. Somehow Haern had taught them to fight this well?

      It had only been a few weeks, but in that time, they’d developed their skills to the point where they would be formidable against a real opponent.

      Lucy had spent the last few days working in the library, searching for information, but she’d been unable to uncover anything more about the Council of Elders. Park and Tara and the others continued to look; it was there, she was certain of it, hidden among the books.

      She’d been tempted to return to the strange city in the middle of the bramble forest, but she’d resisted the urge. There wasn’t anything more she thought she could uncover, and though it was similar to what she had found in Ceyaniah, she didn’t know why.

      Haern strode forward, raising his sword, and the women stepped back. “Excellent. You have improved your technique, and—”

      The women turned on him, darting forward, and he smiled, twisting his sword. Suddenly, Haern pulled on the second sword and began to spin them, twisting them from side to side, working the blades faster than she had ever thought him capable of doing. It took her a moment to realize he was controlling them with his connection to lorcith, twisting the metal in a way that allowed him to maneuver it without even having to hold on to it.

      The level of control Haern displayed was impressive. He battled both women, the blades spinning, blocking every attack they thrust toward him, and managed to push them back.

      Suddenly, Eve darted forward.

      As she did, she pushed out with lorcith, blades streaking away from her, and Haern pushed off, taking to the air and using a circle of small coins to block. He hovered there for a moment before dropping back to the ground and beginning his battle anew.

      These were the same women she had brought to the village?

      These weren’t helpless women. These women had skill, and they could fight. She could scarcely believe how talented they were.

      And it wasn’t just these three. Others had developed this level of skill, and many of them had different talents, using the augmentations and their gifts to learn how to fight in ways Lucy would never have considered before. These were her Binders. And yet she had been gone so much lately that they didn’t feel as if they were hers anymore.

      Maybe they never had been. She needed to let go of the idea that they belonged to her. She’d rescued them, but Haern had been the one to save them from the twisted nature of the augmentations, and Haern had been the one who’d trained them.

      If anything, it seemed they were Haern’s fighters, not hers.

      Surprisingly, that didn’t trouble her at all. Haern was a good man, and seeing him with these women over the last few weeks, watching the way he trained them, the dedication he displayed, she couldn’t help but feel they were in better hands working with him than they would have been with her. Sometimes she had wondered whether she should have brought them to the rest of the Binders, but what more would they have learned?

      “What do you think?” Haern asked, dropping down next to her.

      She shook her head. She hadn’t been paying much attention and hadn’t realized the sparring was done.

      “They’re getting incredibly skilled.”

      “It doesn’t take much. I work with them a few times, and then they begin to work with each other. It’s amazing watching them, really.”

      “I think you deserve the credit,” she said.

      “If only I could take it. Some of these women were already skilled. I suspect more of them than you knew had training before they came to you.”

      Lucy scanned the women gathered around the village. The place was more active today than it had been in some time, and with the bright sun, warm weather, and gentle breeze gusting in over the water, it was a beautiful day to be outside.

      “About half of them are from Elaeavn,” she said.

      “I know. I’ve spoken with them. I was surprised when none of them wanted to return.”

      “Were you?”

      Haern met her gaze, and then he shook his head. “I suppose not. I haven’t had much interest.”

      “Some of them can’t return without any help,” Lucy said.

      “I imagine if they wanted you to, you would Slide them back to the city.”

      Lucy nodded. That had been the first thing she’d offered when she’d uncovered the captives. Other than releasing them, there had been only so much she could do for them. She’d wanted to help, and yet they’d preferred to stay with her. Now that Haern had modified the augmentations so that they were no longer suffering, even that was different.

      “Where’s Elise?”

      Haern nodded. Lucy followed the direction of his gaze and found Elise talking quietly with a group of women at one end of the village. The village had grown over the last few weeks, and more and more buildings had been constructed. She suspected that if it continued to expand, it would become more than just a village. If they allowed others to enter, the place might be sustainable.

      Was that what she wanted? Did they want this to become their own place?

      If the women wouldn’t return to their homes, then why couldn’t it be theirs?

      There wasn’t any reason they needed to return, anyway. Many of them had a desire to use those abilities the same way as Lucy now had, wanting to do something positive with them, to turn what had happened to them, the pain they had suffered, into something better. Those from Elaeavn likely had a different motivation for not wanting to return. The augmentations would raise questions, and there was already enough negativity about the Forgers.

      “How is she?”

      “She’s well. She’s a little upset with me these days, but I expect she’ll get over it.”

      “Why’s she upset?”

      “She wants me to place an augmentation on her.”

      “She what?”

      Haern sighed. “When they realized I had control over the metal, some of those without any augmentation asked for one to be placed.”

      “Would you?”

      “Possibly? I don’t know. I don’t have access to enough metal to recreate what was done, and though I can acquire it, I still don’t know whether that’s what I want to do.”

      Lucy wasn’t sure it made sense for others to take on augmentations. It was bad enough they’d been forced, but now they had people who were asking for them?

      How would that change things for them?

      Then again, was it her choice? The others should have the opportunity to take on augmentations if that was what they wanted. Dealing with Olandar Fahr and the Ai’thol, it might be necessary to have others who had abilities.

      It was a strange thing to think of, but perhaps they needed that.

      “Have you found what you have been searching for?” Haern asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Lucy looked around the village again. “You’ve done far more than I ever could have here. I think… I think your talents are best employed here.” Looking up at him, she frowned. “Have you detected Olandar Fahr?”

      Haern clenched his jaw. “I’ve been looking, but I haven’t been able to find him. He’s out there. Every so often, I feel a flutter of metal, the sound of the song I twisted his implant into, but then it’s gone. He disappears, and I can’t help but wonder if I imagined it to begin with. But then I catch another sense of it, and I think that I can find it.”

      “Eventually we’ll find him.”

      “I know, or he’ll find us. That’s the possibility that worries me the most. If he comes after us, and if he’s regained his abilities, or worse, gained new powers, what will happen?”

      Lucy didn’t know. And as Haern watched her, it was clear to her that he knew she didn’t know.

      “We can—” She hesitated. A faint call came to her.

      It was almost as if she were Reading it, but this was different. It was muted, masked in a way that she recognized from trying to Read Carth.

      “Lucy?”

      She raised her hand, focusing on that call again. “There’s something going on,” she said.

      What was it? What was the source of that call?

      It didn’t come again, but she was certain it was there and had intruded, almost as if it were a quest for her to answer. And yet, why would that be?

      Better yet, who would be reaching out to her like that?

      “Maybe it’s nothing,” she said.

      “What do you detect?”

      She shrugged. “I… I don’t know. I thought I heard someone calling to me, but maybe it was my imagination.”

      “What’s it like for you?”

      “What is what like?”

      “Hearing all of that all the time. What’s it like?”

      Lucy shook her head. “There was a time when it was far more overpowering, but these days, and around places like this where most of the women have augmentations, everything is muted. I don’t hear the voices as strongly as I once did.”

      “You seem annoyed by that.”

      “Not annoyed, but it’s easier when I have the ability to listen to the various thoughts.”

      “Easier for you, but for those of us who don’t have the ability to Read, it’s not easier to have someone who can enter our minds and know our thoughts. It’s better to have a separation.”

      “I understand. I’m not—” What was it that she was thinking? It wasn’t that she was trying to invade others’ thoughts, but there was some value in the ability to reach in and know what they were thinking. She understood it had the potential of being invasive to others, but at the same time, she wanted it partly because it made it easier for her to know what others were planning. “What I’m trying to say is that I don’t intend to intrude. It’s just become a part of me.”

      “Sometimes it’s better if you have to wonder. You know, that’s the way most people have to interact. We have to speak to each other.”

      She forced a smile. “I’m sorry. I know it must’ve been hard for you not to have that ability.”

      “Not as hard as you would think. I haven’t known anything other than my lack of abilities,” he said.

      She started to say something, but once again, there seemed to be a faint call in the back of her mind. She paused, straining to see if there was anything she might be able to reach for, to help her understand what she heard, but the more she focused, the fainter it became, as if she were grasping at it, fumbling, and coming across nothing.

      “Lucy?”

      She took a deep breath, forcing a smile. “I keep feeling as if I’m hearing something.”

      “Could Carth be reaching out to you?”

      “Maybe,” she said. Then again, Carth had never reached out to her in that way before. Usually with Carth, it was a matter of trying to figure out what she was thinking, and most of the time, Lucy struggled, not able to reach into Carth’s mind nearly as well as she would like. Carth was quiet to her, concealed, and the more she searched, the less it seemed she was able to come up with.

      “Do you hear it again?”

      “It’s gone. It was there, fleeting, and it was familiar.” She cocked her head to the side, focusing on what she had observed, and breathed out in a frustrated sigh. “It’s as if it was shrouded from me.”

      “Shrouded?”

      “I know how it sounds, and I understand it doesn’t make a lot of sense, but that’s what it seemed like.”

      “I’m not saying anything about how it sounds. The only thing I’m trying to get at is that shrouded seems like it would be wrapped in shadows.”

      “That was my impression,” she said.

      “Then it might be Carth.”

      “I have spent quite a bit of time with Carth, and she’s never reached out to me like that.”

      “What if she’s been captured?”

      “If she had been captured, it seems to me that she would have sent out a different request.”

      “Such as?”

      “She can open her mind to me when she wants to, so it’s not impossible that she could choose to let me in now if she needed to.”

      “Unless she was somehow unable to do so.”

      “There is that,” she said.

      Lucy tensed, waiting to see if anything more would come, but she didn’t detect anything else. The sense was there, as if she should be able to come upon that something, but the longer she listened, the less likely it was that she would find anything more.

      It was gone.

      “I think I need to see if there’s anything I can find.”

      “Where would you go?”

      “There are a few places I could check.”

      Haern watched her for a moment before nodding. At first, she thought he might offer to come with her, and though she might not mind the company, she wasn’t sure she wanted him with her when she investigated the various places where the C’than had strongholds. She needed time on her own, and she wasn’t sure she would feel as comfortable investigating some of those places if he came with her. Not all of them were safe, and since the betrayal of the C’than, there were parts of the C’than she didn’t want to reveal to others. As a member of them, she had an obligation to help ensure their safety.

      “I’ll see if I can’t find anything about Olandar Fahr while you’re gone.”

      “That would be great.”

      “Be safe.”

      “You don’t think that I will be?”

      “I know you’re talented. You are far more talented than I ever would have believed either of us capable of, and yet, you’re still Lucy.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you have a gentle spirit. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      Lucy forced a smile. “I don’t have the same gentle spirit I used to.”

      “You might be surprised. It’s still there. I can see it, and when you interact with the others, I can feel it. You might not believe it, but it’s there.”

      She looked around the village. When had she become more hardened? It hadn’t been when she was captured. When she had escaped from the Architect, she still had been the same person, though changed with the augmentation. It hadn’t even been when she had worked with Carth. With that, she might have continued to grow, learning how to be more independent and gaining an understanding of her abilities, but it hadn’t left her nearly as jaded as she felt she was now. And she wasn’t even helping to rescue these other women. As much as she had done to help save the C’than, she had not been tormented.

      She wasn’t even aware it had happened, but the more she worked with Haern and saw the free-spirited way he interacted with others, the more certain she was that some part of her had changed.

      “You might be the only one who still sees it.”

      “I don’t think so. It’s there. Embrace that part of you.”

      “I don’t know that I can. With everything taking place, I feel as if I need to remain hardened.”

      “I don’t know that you need to be hardened to it, but you need to be able to respond. Trust me, Lucy. Over the years, my father allowed himself to become too hardened, and because of that, he lost something.” He smiled, looking down the main road leading to the village. He locked eyes with Elise, and Lucy watched the other two, noting the affection in Haern’s eyes. It was evident in the way he looked upon the other woman, and a part of him relaxed when he did, as if some burden was lifted off his chest. “My mother tried to help him, but even then, he still tried to do too much. He thought being hard was the only way he would succeed. It’s not. You can care, but you don’t have to be hard to the point where you aren’t the person you once were.”

      She smiled at Haern. “You know, it’s interesting that you’re the one giving me this advice.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It used to be that I was the one giving you advice on how to interact with your father.”

      “I remember.”

      “Do you remember how hard a time you had letting go of your anger at him?”

      He frowned, flushing a bit, and Lucy recognized a hint of a shame coming from him. She knew Haern well enough—or she had, which meant that she supposed she still did—to recognize the emotion he showed. He hadn’t changed so much that she wouldn’t know what he was feeling.

      “I never understood his fascination with the Forgers. I still wonder what would have been different had he involved more people from Elaeavn, but now that it is what it is, we have to move forward.”

      “Which means?”

      Haern turned his attention toward the village, looking at the various buildings and then at the people out in the streets. “Which means we have to come to understand the rest of the world. Think about how long we’ve been isolated. Think about how much we have lost because we don’t know anything about the outside. We should have been part of it, if only so that our influence helps others.”

      “You don’t intend to return?”

      “I don’t know that I want to.”

      “I don’t know that I do, either,” she said.

      “There’s no shame in that.”

      “There is when you think about how much people have fought to defend our people. Think about your father. He fought so hard to ensure that he could be a part of Elaeavn. Think about others, people you have known and worked with, like Galen, who once was exiled from Elaeavn. He worked to return as well.”

      “I think Galen only returned for one reason,” Haern said wryly.

      “It has to be more than that.”

      “I have a sense that he was perfectly content outside the city. Then again, he would never say that.”

      “You got to know him quite well.”

      “Galen was an interesting man.”

      “You don’t think he’s interesting anymore?”

      “He’s still interesting, and he also tries to deny his past. And maybe that’s something those of us from Elaeavn can’t do either. We can’t ignore the fact that we came from Elaeavn, or the fact that we have isolated ourselves. We have to work to move past it—to move past everything we did, the way we separated ourselves from the rest of the world, and try to situate ourselves so we can be a part of everything once more.”

      Lucy thought about what she’d learned during her time working with the C’than. Through all of it, she hadn’t seen anything that suggested a reason for their people to remain isolated. And yet, they had. There was some reason that the first people of Elaeavn, the founders of the city, had chosen to separate themselves, but she didn’t know what that would be.

      Part of it was because the sacred crystals created an artificial separation, and the people of the city had wanted to protect them, thinking they were key to their abilities, and while they were, it was unfortunate. Were it not for that separation, the city itself would have been less divided.

      There was something about that which she thought she needed to know. Something to do the crystals that came to her, and yet, what was it? The more she thought about it, the harder it was for her to understand what it was, almost as if there was no way for her to piece it together.

      The crystals.

      It always came down to the crystals when it had to do with her people, or with trying to understand the Elder Stones. So far, everything she’d done since leaving Elaeavn had seemed tied to it. The fascination that Olandar Fahr had with Elaeavn was tied to the crystals as well.

      It was the key, but how?

      As far as she—and the others—knew, the crystals weren’t an Elder Stone. They helped unlock power, but the power was already there. The people of Elaeavn didn’t need the crystals in order to have abilities. The stones only seemed to open them to different aspects of their abilities.

      Haern wasn’t paying attention to her, instead glancing down the street and sharing a look with Elise.

      Lucy decided to leave him, knowing Haern didn’t need her questioning. He might be willing to fight, to do whatever he could to be a part of what Olandar Fahr was planning, but she had no interest in drawing him into it. Haern didn’t deserve that. He deserved to be separate, to spend time with Elise.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Haern nodded. “We’ll talk again soon.”

      She smiled, and he headed out on the street, pushing off on the coins, floating above the surface of the street as if he were drawn toward his love.

      Lucy turned toward the water, Sliding to the shore and standing at the water’s edge once more. She focused on what she could hear, attempting to Read everything around her, searching for the voice that had called out to her, but it didn’t return.

      She couldn’t shake the sense that something about that was important, though why?

      And where was the person who’d called to her?

      She stood at the water’s edge for a long time and never came any closer to answers.
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      “I don’t know when Rsiran might return,” Jessa Lareth said. She was dressed in all gray, a jacket and pants, though the bright yellow and red flower stuffed in the lapel of her jacket added a hint of color. Her eyes were a medium green, and though he knew she was supposed to be Sighted, he wondered if she had other abilities as well. Supposedly, she’d had held one of the sacred crystals too.

      “You have to have some way of reaching him.”

      Jessa shook her head. “Unfortunately, I don’t.”

      Daniel stood at the edge of the platform, looking down at the forest floor. He had been forced to climb up here, not able to Slide as he once would have done. He’d thought about trying to use the shadows, but each time he considered it, he trembled at the prospect of failure. More than that, he worried about what would happen if he exposed his use of shadows. The others here might question what he was doing, and what he needed was time away, time to practice and see if there was any way he could better use the shadows and get to safety if it came down to it.

      “Lucy hasn’t responded,” he said. There was movement down on the forest floor, though over the last few days, he had come to realize there was often movement within the forest. Every so often, he would pause, use his shadows, and try to send a request to Lucy out on them. He never knew if it worked, but that was the other reason he hadn’t been willing to try to train with the shadows. He wanted to reserve his hold over them so he might be able to stretch them out from him and attempt to call to Lucy. There had to be something, though the longer he worked with them, the more he began to wonder if he was wrong about that.

      “Are you sure she has this ability you think?”

      Daniel turned back to her. “Lucy told me once that she was using my thoughts to help her Slide.”

      “She was Reading as an anchor?” Jessa asked.

      “That’s what she called it.”

      Jessa smiled, and her hand went to her waist, where a silver knife was sheathed. Lorcith made, and probably forged by her husband. “Rsiran uses something similar. He could often find something he had forged before and latch on to it, using that connection to Slide to it. He called it an anchor, and it allowed him to travel places he might not otherwise be able to reach.”

      “Lucy was able to Slide to a moving ship.”

      Jessa nodded. “Rsiran would do the same thing. His hold over lorcith allowed him to do it. I always found it amazing that he could Slide onto a ship like that. He wouldn’t even have to know where it was.”

      “The idea of Sliding onto a moving ship terrifies me.” Daniel had done it before and knew he could again if it came down to it, but it wasn’t something he enjoyed doing. It was far too risky, and he didn’t like the idea that he might make a mistake and end up splashing in the water somewhere.

      At the time he had been forced to do it, he had still believed movement was essential for him to Slide. Even though he no longer thought that necessary—he could use his connection to the shadows to glide along them, or at least, he once could—he still didn’t like the idea of trying to reach a ship out over the ocean, where there might not be shadows for him to trail along.

      “You have to just keep trying.”

      Daniel sighed. “Isn’t there anything your people would be willing to do?”

      “My people?”

      “We know you lead within Treleav… the forest,” Daniel said.

      She frowned at the name those outside of the palace had given to the forest. “I don’t necessarily lead. I offer some guidance, but there are others who are better leaders than I.”

      “It’s okay, Jessa. I’m not accusing you of anything. I just need your help. If there’s anything you can do to influence the guilds…” He thought the guilds would be necessary. If they were to act on the palace, if he were to get anyone to help, he would need the aid of the guilds. In order to motivate them, he thought he needed Jessa to help him. So far, she’d been reluctant, and this was now his second plea to her.

      “What you’re asking is something Rsiran has been trying to avoid all these years,” she said.

      “Because he thinks Elaeavn can be reunited?”

      “I think he believes it was never divided. Ever since the attack, Rsiran has thought there wasn’t anything wrong with the city, though many of us have known that despite all the positive changes, there remains a separation, something we have tried to move past, but failed.”

      “I keep hearing people talk about what it was like before, though I only know what it’s like now. Most within the palace view those of you who live out in the forest as outsiders. You’re not a part of Elaeavn. They even have a name for you—”

      “I know,” Jessa said.

      A flush worked up Daniel’s neck, sending warmth rolling through him. “I’m sorry. It’s just that if my father has aligned himself with the C’than, then we need to take action.”

      “Rsiran always believed the C’than were helpful.”

      “Most of them are,” Daniel agreed.

      “So you’re saying there is a faction of the C’than that can’t be trusted?”

      “Do you think all the people of Elaeavn can be trusted?”

      Jessa turned to him, frowning as she shook her head. “You know I don’t.”

      “We just need to be prepared, and if there’s anything you can do, any way you can influence the guild, I thought…”

      He could tell there was conflict warring behind her eyes, and there was nothing he could say to alleviate that conflict. As much as she wanted to help him, he could see she wasn’t going to. How could she when it meant going against people she had vowed to protect?

      Her fight had been with the Forgers. It had never been with the people of Elaeavn. What he was asking was for her to bring the guild against the rest of the city, which would violate something they had held sacred for so long—the peace of Elaeavn, the unity. And yet Daniel thought it was necessary. If they sat back and did nothing, his father would continue to gather power, continue to augment people, forcibly or not, and the city would change regardless. What did it matter who was the one to change it?

      “Keep trying to call your friend.”

      “You won’t help, but you think I should call to Lucy?” That didn’t make sense to him. If Jessa wasn’t willing to help, then it wouldn’t make any difference whether Lucy came.

      “I might agree with you”—she held her hand up, cutting him off from saying anything more—“I’m not saying that I do, only that I might. But I can’t be the one to cause this type of disruption. I know what you’re asking, and I just can’t do it. The guild won’t follow me if we try that.”

      Daniel nodded. He understood, and as much as he didn’t like it, he recognized she was doing everything she could. He needed to be thankful.

      Taking a deep breath, he studied the movement down on the forest floor again, watching Talia. She had taken to studying the Elder Trees, as if there were something about them she might be able to uncover. Every so often, she would pause in front of one of them, closing her eyes and swaying from side to side. Thankfully, the people of the forest welcomed her, and Jessa had allowed her to stay with her. Daniel found that interesting, as he hadn’t felt that Jessa and Cael had always gotten along. Then again, Cael and Galen had helped Rsiran, so perhaps Jessa felt a certain obligation.

      “How is Talia holding up?” he asked.

      “She’s been well enough,” Jessa said.

      There was a sense of hesitation, almost a hint of worry, and he wasn’t sure if it was for Talia or for him.

      “Well enough?”

      “She hurts, Daniel. She doesn’t know what will happen to her mother, and her father has been gone for months, so she worries.”

      He understood that emotion all too well. “I’m going to rescue her mother.”

      “I know you are,” Jessa said.

      He lingered there, focusing on the shadows again. He pushed them outward with a diffuse sort of pressure, trying to keep it unfocused so he could send the request outward and gain Lucy’s attention, wherever she might be. His experience with Lucy and Carth suggested that they could be anywhere. They traveled extensively, and with Lucy’s ability to Slide, he might miss her if he sent this request while she was Sliding. Otherwise, with the augmentation, his thoughts would be closed to her.

      There was another possibility, one he hadn’t tried before. What if he could send the request through the shadows, going along a pathway he would use when Sliding? Daniel didn’t know if that was possible, but if he could do it, then the request to Lucy might come more loudly.

      “Thank you for your help.”

      Jessa nodded absently, touching the knife at her waist. He noticed it was a nervous habit of hers.

      He climbed slowly down the ladder, heading to the forest floor, watching the shadows swirling around him. He was tempted to draw upon them, to glide downward along the ladder using them, but that would take strength he wanted to preserve.

      Once back on the ground, he headed into the forest, his feet sinking into soft ground, the earthy odor hanging in the air mixing with the other scents of the forest. Overhead, the sound of birds chirping caught his attention, and he glanced up. He hadn’t paid much attention to the forest life before, but there was a vibrancy here, and the longer he was within the forest, the more he was aware of it.

      He paused near a stream, wondering if this was the same stream he had once wandered with Lucy. He trailed along it, focusing on the sense of shadows. He found himself gliding with them, and before he knew it, he realized he had been Sliding without fully intending to do so.

      Daniel paused, looking all around him. Was that what was going to be required for him to Slide now? If it meant that he trailed along the shadows, that he simply glided upon them, then he could still Slide.

      That was what he wanted most of all. He didn’t want to lose that ability, which had kept him alive for so long. When it came to fighting, he needed to be able to Slide.

      He also needed a weapon. There was something he should rectify. There was a smithy here, and they would have skill with lorcith. He didn’t want something comprised of too much lorcith, not wanting something one of the Forgers would be able to control, but they would have to have other weapons he could use.

      Daniel continued to follow the shadows, gliding along them. As he went, it became easier. He glided through the forest, winding between the trees, and navigated far faster than he had been able to do before.

      A smile came to his lips.

      Perhaps he wasn’t quite as helpless as he had feared. If he was able to Slide this way, he would be able to Slide again. Maybe not the same distances as before, and maybe not without the shadows, but at least this was something.

      He paused near a stream again and focused, thinking of the shadows and sending another request out to Lucy. He let his mind follow the shadows, not taking a step, not gliding forward along them, but rather holding on to his connection to the shadows, thinking of Carth and Lucy and trying to draw them to him.

      He needed to somehow alert Lucy. If he could, she might be able to latch on to his mind, and then he could have that help once again. That was all he needed, some way of reaching her so that she could come to Elaeavn and fight on his behalf.

      There was no answer.

      Daniel hadn’t really expected there to be. It was far too much to hope for that Lucy might be able to hear him, though the fact he had been able to send his thoughts differently left him hoping there might be some way to reach her.

      After a while, he turned his attention back to the heart of the forest. From here, he wasn’t fully able to determine where it was, though the shadows seemed to guide him. He glided along them, essentially Sliding, and trailed toward the center of the forest. Once there, the sense of power greeted him.

      He made his way around the outside of the clearing, following the Elder Trees. He paused at each one, scanning the entirety of the tree, searching for anything he might be able to uncover, but unfortunately, there was nothing—only a sense of power. Shadows drifted down along the base of each tree, dappling the trunk, and he watched them, looking up along the surface of the trunk, all the way into the limbs. Once he did, the shadows were more evident, and he smiled to himself. They were everywhere here, a part of everything. Perhaps not so strongly at the center of the clearing, where the sun shone down, piercing the darkness, but the shadows were still strong here.

      This was a good place, a powerful place, and somehow, the trees were important.

      His gaze darted around. Why should they be important?

      He looked toward the center of the clearing, where the smithy was found. It was nothing like the enormous tree found in Ceyaniah, large enough to house the entire chamber with the other small trunks within. This was different, the clearing massive, but in some ways, it reminded him of it.

      He glanced from tree to tree, staring, and for a moment, he had to wonder if perhaps that was the key. Could those stumps be similar to the Elder Trees here?

      If so, then where was the table? It was nowhere. The smithy essentially became the table. Unless there was something below the smithy.

      Why, though?

      Daniel wandered forward, nodding to the people he passed, and reached the smithy. This was a place that Lareth had founded, and he’d have had to know if there was something more here, wouldn’t he?

      But then, why wouldn’t he have revealed it to Carth? Daniel had a sense that Carth didn’t know anything more about the Elder Trees than what they all knew.

      Despite that, there was power here.

      And, as far as he knew, there were no limitations on who could reach the trees, not like there were within Ceyaniah and the Council of Elders.

      “Daniel?”

      He turned around, looking at Talia. “How are you?”

      “What are you doing?”

      He realized he was standing right in front of the smithy, his hand on the door. “I guess I decided it was time for me to get another weapon.”

      “Oh. It’s just that…”

      Daniel sensed confusion rolling through her, and he studied her for a moment. What had she picked up in his thoughts? She claimed he was silent to her, though the more he was around Talia, the more he questioned whether that was really the case. It was possible he wasn’t nearly as shielded as he had thought. What if she was able to Read him? Was he revealing something he shouldn’t? She was Cael Elvraeth’s daughter, and she and Galen were tied to what was happening, though indirectly. Galen might’ve been a part of trying to help prevent Olandar Fahr from gaining power, but Cael hadn’t done anything, and Daniel had a sense that she wanted to stay out of the conflict as much as possible.

      “It’s just that what?”

      Talia smiled slowly. “Like I said, it’s probably nothing.”

      He started to open the door, and when he did, he felt something else—a surge of emotion that came from all around him.

      What was that?

      His breath caught.

      Tchalit.

      He threw the door open to the smithy, raced inside, looked for a sword—any sword—and grabbed one, nodding briefly to the blacksmith working at the forge before racing back outside. Talia watched him, her eyes growing increasingly wide.

      “What is it?”

      “I think… I think the forest is under attack.”

      “By who?”

      That was the hard part. Here he had been trying to convince Jessa to turn the attack on Elaeavn, to make their move on the palace, to remove his father, but could the opposite have happened? Had his father decided it was time to remove the threat of the people within the forest?

      It would be brutal, but it was the exact sort of thing he could imagine his father doing. And if he did, bringing augmented soldiers with him, it would be no different than these people facing the Forgers. Daniel had seen what had happened when they had faced the Forgers before, had seen just how unprepared they were. They had depended upon Lareth to protect them all these years, and without him, there might not be any way of ensuring their safety.

      Daniel sighed. “Unfortunately, I think it’s my father.”
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      “Have you found anything?” Lucy tapped her foot while standing in the middle of the library within the tower. Frustration filled her at the lack of progress. She needed to know more about what Olandar Fahr intended, but she had failed so far.

      “Other than a reference to the Shadow Realm?” Park asked, looking up from his stack of books. His eyes looked tired, with lines around the corners of them. “There is something about a pattern. And games. Always games.”

      Lucy frowned. “What was that?”

      Park turned his attention back to his book. “Nothing, as far as I could tell.”

      “You said games.”

      “I did. There is a reference in everything I’ve been able to find about the Shadow Realm to some sort of game.” He looked up again. “Does that make sense to you?”

      It couldn’t be a coincidence. “Did the game have a name?”

      “Not that I could tell.”

      She rubbed her eyes. She was tired. All this searching hadn’t helped her find anything, but she remained determined to keep looking. Tara wasn’t here, but she had been stymied trying to figure out anything more as well.

      The Architect had taken something, but so far she’d failed in determining what.

      “Let me know if you find anything.”

      Park waved his hand absently.

      She needed to rest. She’d been pushing herself, almost too hard.

      Sliding back to the village, she went straight to her room and lay down for what seemed only a moment when the call at the back of her mind woke her from sleep.

      Lucy set up, looking around, taking a moment to realize where she was. She was still in the village, and it was late—late enough that no one else should still be up. Perhaps it had only been a dream. At times, when she was Reading, she had uncovered dreams, getting caught up in them, but this didn’t seem like that. She wasn’t sure what it was, only that it had been loud.

      Maybe it had been Park, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      She rubbed sleep from her eyes, looking around the inside of the room. She’d taken a small room in one of the homes, not needing a large building offered to her by many of the others. As she wasn’t here often, she didn’t feel she deserved more than a bedroom. Besides, she’d given up the leadership of the village, allowing others to take that mantle, and she didn’t want to interfere.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, resting her elbows on her thighs, she blinked as she stared at the wall. It was a simple room. A thick carpet covered the floor, and she rested her feet on it. There was a wardrobe with a dozen dresses, though most went unworn. For the most part, she preferred to wear the same clothes. It was a matter of comfort for her, and it allowed her a certain freedom of movement.

      She waited, thinking she might hear more of the voice in the back of her head, but it didn’t come. It had to be there—the sound of it had woken her from her sleep, and she was certain she hadn’t imagined it—but where was it from?

      Better yet, who was it from?

      She still didn’t have any clue as to who was calling to her, looking for help, but there was someone out there. She just had to figure out who it was.

      Lucy got up and walked along the main street. It was late, moonlight sending slivers of light along the road, and stars twinkling in the sky. As she often did, she found herself drawn toward the ocean, the sound of the waves crashing far below, a salty mist spraying up around her. It had been nearly a week since she had first started hearing the call for help, and in that time, she hadn’t gotten any closer to understanding what triggered it.

      No longer did she think it was Carth. If it were Carth, she suspected there would have been something more distinct in the call. The sense of shadows around it made it increasingly difficult for her to hear, and if it wasn’t Carth, she couldn’t help but think that maybe it was Rayen.

      The only other person she thought it might be was Daniel Elvraeth, but while he had some connection to the shadows, having been around the Elder Stone, he didn’t have much control over them, and his thoughts had always come to her easily.

      Except for recently.

      The more she thought about him, the less aware of his thoughts she was. That seemed strange, and equally strange was the fact she had yet to uncover where he had been. The last she knew, he and Rayen had been searching for the stones, but there was no sense of either of them.

      She’d been so caught up in everything she was doing, not only training the women of the village but searching for information, that she had forgotten about Daniel.

      That troubled her.

      Sitting on the rocky edge, she dangled her feet down and focused on Daniel.

      She knew him well enough and had connected to his mind, anchoring to him, often enough that there should be a sense of him she could reach. As she focused on him, there was nothing. The longer she tried to reach him, the more she focused, the less she was able to uncover.

      Sunlight began to drift up in the distance.

      As it did, she found herself continuing to focus, searching for either Daniel or Rayen, or even that strange cry for help.

      Nothing changed.

      When the sun was up in the sky, her stomach rumbling, her mouth dry, she got to her feet and walked back toward the village. She could have Slid, but there was something relaxing about walking.

      As she did, the voice came once again.

      This time, she was awake and latched on to it.

      And she nearly staggered.

      It filled her. There was a sense of power, and it was nearly overwhelming.

      Daniel.

      He was the one who had been calling to her all this time?

      That seemed impossible, especially as she knew that, while he had some talent with shadows, what she detected now was not that ability at all. This was not just a talent; this was him using the shadows to try to cross some distance.

      There was a plea for help.

      “Eve,” she said, stopping front of the slender woman.

      “What is it?”

      “I need as many women as you can gather who could fight.”

      “What kind of fight?”

      “A real fight.”

      Eve stared at her for a moment, metal swirling around her, and then she nodded.

      She disappeared, pushing off the ground as she left, modeling her movements after the way Haern would travel. Though she didn’t have the same skill with it, she was still talented, and she floated above the ground.

      Lucy headed to her room, grabbing her sword and buckling it on. She reached for a cloak, throwing it over her shoulders, and once she was back in the street, women began to gather around her. At first there were a few, six or seven, and the number quickly doubled and then tripled.

      “All of you are willing to go?” she asked, looking around. How many of them would actually be skilled at fighting?

      If there was some real danger where Daniel was—and she had held on to the sense of his mind, not able to detect where he was, but prepared to Slide to him—then they might have to fight Ai’thol. Were these women ready for that?

      It was different going from facing each other, sparring and playing at battle, to battling something real. And yet, there was no other choice.

      “Everyone here is willing to go. We understand the risks,” Eve went on, almost as if anticipating Lucy’s objections, “and we want to be a part of this.”

      Lucy nodded. Though she might want to refuse to bring them with her, and though she might wish there was some other way, there wasn’t. She was going to need their help, and if it came down to fighting off the Ai’thol on behalf of Daniel Elvraeth, that was what she would do.

      “I’m going to have to Slide all of you, which means you’re going to need to be close together.” She glanced down the village. Where was Haern? If it came to a fight, it would be beneficial to have him be a part of it. “Does anyone know where Haern is?”

      “He’s off looking for the Blacksmith,” Eve said.

      The timing could have been better. It was too bad that Haern was gone, as she would rather have him and his connection to the metal with her. If it was a fight—and the more she heard from Daniel, the more certain she was that was what they were going to encounter—having someone like Haern would be advantageous. Not only did he have incredible skill, but with his ability to listen to the song of the battle, he could destroy any augmentation the Ai’thol might have taken.

      Without him, they would have manage regardless.

      There was a sense of urgency from Daniel’s call, and Lucy didn’t think waiting any longer would be safe. Lucy focused on Daniel’s mind, using that to anchor her.

      And then she Slid.

      When she emerged, her breath caught.

      This wasn’t where she had expected to be at all.

      “Where are we?” Eve whispered.

      “Elaeavn,” she said. “Or more precisely, the forest outside Elaeavn.”

      “Why did you Slide us here?”

      “This is where Daniel called to me.”

      She didn’t see anything that would explain why he would have sent out a plea for help, but there must be something.

      Now that she was here, she could latch on to his mind more easily. It was faint, shrouded… almost as if augmented.

      No.

      Daniel wouldn’t have taken an augmentation, but could something have happened to him?

      It would explain why she hadn’t heard from him for as long as she had been searching.

      “We need to—”

      Lucy didn’t get the opportunity to finish. There was movement all around her, and she spun, unsheathing the sword and darting forward. She Slid, emerging briefly before returning. Eve darted off, pushing off on the metal and disappearing between the trees, and when she returned, her face had gone pale.

      “There are several dozen soldiers coming through the trees,” she said, leaning close to Lucy. “And from what I can tell, all of them are augmented.”

      Lucy tried to peer through the trees, and when that didn’t work, she focused on what she might be able to Read. There wasn’t anything obvious, and the more she focused, the less she was able to detect. She was tempted to Slide, to pause in a place between Slides, but if she did that, there would be no way of stopping these augmented soldiers.

      “If they’re augmented, then they’re not from Elaeavn.”

      She focused on what she could Read. Unfortunately, because of the augmentations, their minds were muted, though the effect was imperfect, as if something were masked. She had to work more diligently to uncover what was hiding within their minds. There was something there, and she thought she could reach it, but it was difficult.

      She strained, attempting to force her way through the cloud over their minds.

      Then came the onslaught.

      What came with it surprised her. Not only their minds, but that they were from Elaeavn.

      Tchalit.

      Not all of them. There were some strange voices mixed in, a murmuring of them, and with that, she realized she couldn’t uncover anything more there. It was as if they were even more muted than they should be.

      “Some of them are from Elaeavn,” she whispered.

      And then the fight was upon them.

      The fighters flowed toward them, and Lucy did her best to react, but it wasn’t her who had to respond the fastest. It was the others with her.

      At first, she wasn’t sure what to do or say, but she didn’t need to decide. The others were faster. Eve went streaking away, sending hunks of metal flying toward two tchalit. The others streamed away, a dozen, then more, all of them jumping into the fray.

      It was a strange thing for Lucy, partly because she didn’t know how to react, but the others were not so confused. They were confident, swords swinging, this time with something more on the line.

      Someone appeared in front of her, and Lucy Slid. When she emerged, she jabbed the sword forward, doing as Haern had instructed. She caught the man in the back, and he fell.

      She stood over him, the sword bloodied, a man down because of her hand.

      And yet, what was the other option? If she’d done nothing, it would have been her lying on the ground.

      That was what Haern had wanted her to understand. She needed to be able to react, and she had, which was why she was still alive. Could she continue to react?

      Another person appeared, and Lucy Slid, once again emerging behind them and jamming the sword into their back.

      She found herself drawn into the fight, reacting rather than thinking, Sliding and emerging, stabbing and sometimes missing, but for the most part striking home. The other women with her fought with a ferocity. And then others appeared.

      There were dozens upon dozens of them.

      Lucy was pushed back; the others were as well. As she fought, Lucy continued to Slide, emerging, trying to cut them down, but she could no longer Slide.

      Something blocked her.

      It reminded her of the chains around her in that place in between Slides, somehow holding her in place.

      It angered her.

      She focused on the minds in front of her, using them to anchor, and pulled herself forward. She lunged, sliding her blade into one man, and then Slid back and realized she was near the heart of the forest.

      The Elder Trees rose up all around her, powerful and ringed with lorcith. Across the clearing, she caught sight of Daniel and Slid to him.

      “Lucy?”

      “What is this?”

      “it’s my father. He maneuvered to overthrow Cael Elvraeth, and…” Daniel threw his arms around her, hugging her quickly. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      “I don’t know how much help I’m going to be.”

      He looked over her shoulder, and she turned to follow the direction of his gaze. The women she had brought with her, all of them augmented, all of them fighting, were moving with a practiced speed. Some of them fought together, others separately. Eve hovered above the ground. Now that she was out in the open, she was able to use her ability to its fullest, and she fought the way Lucy suspected Haern would’ve fought, sending metal streaking away from her, slamming into her opponents.

      “You’re exactly what we needed. I wasn’t sure you could even hear me.”

      “I didn’t at first.”

      “It’s this,” he said, tapping the back of his head. “My father forced an augmentation upon me, and ever since then, I… well, I can’t Slide.”

      “Not at all?”

      “I can, but it’s different, not the way I am familiar with. I need time to better understand what happened to me.”

      “Then we’ll do everything we can to ensure you have that time.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.”
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      Daniel wiped the blood off his blade, looking down at the fallen man. This was one of the tchalit, and though he wasn’t one Daniel had worked with before, he had to believe this man didn’t want to attack his own people. Regardless of what his father might have convinced them, these were their people.

      Shadows surrounded him, and reluctantly, he began to release his hold on them, not wanting to do so too quickly without knowing whether there might be more tchalit out there. His ability to Read emotion had been more helpful than he had expected, allowing him to identify when certain attackers came and when they were thinking of doing something that might pose a danger to him.

      Gradually, the shadows drifted back into nothingness.

      He was in a part of the forest he didn’t recognize, though he had trailed after these attackers as much as he needed, looking for a way to bring them down. He didn’t want to leave anyone to return to the palace and inform his father that the people of the forest had fought back.

      It might not even matter. It was possible his father already knew. Perhaps he had some scout who had reported back to him.

      If so, then there might not be anything they would be able to do to prevent any worse attack. This wouldn’t be all of them. They had faced only a few dozen tchalit, where there had been well over five hundred soldiers who served the people of Elaeavn and the palace. How many of them had taken an augmentation? How many of them had been willing, and how many had been forced like Daniel had?

      He pushed those thoughts away, looking around him as he headed back toward the heart of the forest. He gripped the sword as he did, not having a sheath for it. He continued to look all around for signs of anyone he might’ve missed, but he didn’t find anyone. He focused on the shadows, drawing them toward him, trying to ensure that no one could conceal themselves from him, and as far as he could tell, there wasn’t anyone there.

      He shifted his focus, now looking to see if there was anything he could detect from Reading, though there was nothing there, either.

      Sliding along the shadows brought him back to the heart of the forest. It was easier the longer he did it, and each time he followed them, he found he moved faster and faster. He wanted to get there as soon as possible, wanting to find Lucy and get a better understanding of how she had heard his cry for help.

      There was no movement at the heart of the forest.

      But that didn’t mean there was no one here. Daniel was aware of others, and he focused on them, listening to the sounds of their thoughts, the emotions that cascaded all around, coming from the trees high overhead. The people here were terrified. Most of them weren’t fighters. They’d come out into the forest for various reasons, though none of them had come because they had wanted to be a part of some fighting. Most of them were here because they wanted to better understand their abilities, and most of those abilities were quite a bit different than those people knew about within the rest of Elaeavn. Daniel understood that. Many of the people here wanted to understand how to Slide, or how to use their sense of metal, or many of the other different abilities that existed. None of them wanted to be a part of some war, having depended upon Rsiran Lareth to protect them, and the fact that war had come to the forest, had come for their people, was nothing they had ever expected to deal with.

      Lucy was here somewhere.

      He imagined she wouldn’t be fighting. Lucy had never been a fighter. Even in the time they’d been with Carth, a skilled fighter herself, she’d avoided learning how to fight. Daniel didn’t think fighting fit Lucy, either. It was better that she remain unchanged in that way, even if it meant she was in danger at times. Lucy could Slide far better than anyone else, and that ability would keep her out of trouble more often than not.

      There came a shimmering, and for the first time in a while, he realized that he could See someone Sliding toward him.

      He’d never been that aware of Sliding before, and as he stared at it, he wondered whether it was his augmentation or something tied to the shadows. If it was tied to the shadows, then perhaps he would always be able to use that.

      “There you are,” Lucy said as she appeared. She was dressed in a black jacket and pants, a short sword strapped at her waist, though there was a strangeness to the way she walked that suggested she didn’t know how to use the sword.

      Daniel looked all around, noticing a dozen women trailing after Lucy. All of them had abilities of some sort, and he was thankful that they had come, though surprised at the same time. He hadn’t realized Lucy had an army, and strangely, it seemed to be an army comprised of women with green eyes, which suggested they came from Elaeavn.

      “You heard me,” he said.

      “It was difficult, and I suspect it’s tied to this,” she said, motioning to the back of her head.

      Daniel nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      “How?”

      Daniel looked around and wondered if this was the right place or time for them to have that conversation—though where else were they going to have it? He wasn’t going to take her to someone’s home, even though he suspected Jessa would allow him to use her place to have a conversation with Lucy.

      What he wanted was to find out whether or not Talia had been harmed; he hadn’t seen any sign of her. If something had happened to her, he would be even angrier with his father, though part of that anger would be with himself. It would be his fault if something happened—he had gone off chasing the tchalit, trying to ensure that the fighting was over.

      “Rayen and I came here looking to see if we can’t find anything about the Council of Elders,” he said.

      “Rayen is here?”

      Daniel squeezed his eyes shut. “Unfortunately, she was lost.”

      Lucy gasped. It was the most emotion he’d seen from her. Ever since she’d arrived, there had been almost a coldness about her, so unusual coming from Lucy. She’d always been the warm one, always caring for others, and her complete lack of emotion had been surprising.

      “What happened?”

      Daniel told her about the attack, and the way the augmented tchalit had managed to hide, concealed even from the shadows. They had done so with him as well, though, with the new augmentation, he had the advantage of being able to Read emotions far more easily, so he had been able to follow them, tracking along the way they might try to hide, and find where they were.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t know that she’s gone gone,” he said.

      “You think she’s still in the palace.”

      “I kept thinking she would come for me, and the fact that she never did left me wondering whether she had been captured. I was trying to find Cael Elvraeth and failed at that.”

      Lucy glanced over her shoulder at the line of women. “Your father is now forcibly augmenting people?”

      Daniel nodded. “He has some way of preventing me from Sliding. I don’t know what he’s able to do, only that it’s something different than anything I’ve ever felt before.”

      “Tied to heartstone?”

      “No. He held me in a cell, where he placed this.” He tapped the back of his head.

      “These women were all forcibly augmented as well.”

      Daniel looked at Lucy again and realized something. There were familiar faces among them. Perhaps they were from Elaeavn, but that wasn’t where he recognized them from.

      “These are the women you rescued in Asador.”

      “You knew?”

      “I knew you were doing something, though I didn’t know what. You turned them into fighters?”

      Lucy glared with a bright intensity. “I didn’t turn them into anything. The C’than did.”

      Daniel raised his hand. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “No. I know you didn’t. It’s just that I am having a little trouble with accepting what happened to them. But then, it seems as if it happened to you, too.”

      “It’s keeping me from Sliding.”

      “Perhaps the metal needs to be adjusted.”

      “It needs to be what?”

      Lucy shrugged. “Haern came to us in the village. He explained there’s something about the augmentation that’s not quite right. He’s able to adjust it.”

      “What happens when he does that?”

      “It seems as if everything settles into place.”

      He couldn’t imagine Haern adjusting his implant, but then, he also couldn’t imagine having an augmentation like this that had changed so much. Maybe there was something that could be done for him.

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said.

      Daniel touched the back of his head, feeling the augmentation. If it was merely a matter of it needing to be rearranged so he could once again Slide, then he would need to find Haern. But first, they had to do something else.

      “I need your help.”

      “I gathered that from the way you called to me.”

      Daniel looked at Lucy, meeting her eyes. He was thankful that she had come. If she hadn’t, he didn’t like to think about what might’ve happened. How many of the people of the forest would have suffered because of the tchalit attack? The tchalit were far too skilled, and with their augmentations, they were all able to do things the people of the forest weren’t capable of.

      “I need to go back to the palace to find Cael Elvraeth. We need to remove my father.”

      “You know what that might mean,” Lucy said.

      Daniel had given some thought to it. “If he’s aligned with the C’than, then we’re facing more than one threat.” He glanced at the trees, feeling the overwhelming sense of emotions there. Far too many of the people up in the trees were suffering and wanted answers, though they were answers that Daniel didn’t know he could provide. How could he when he didn’t know exactly what had taken place?

      “We need to ensure that Olandar Fahr is removed from power, and we can’t do that if we have others we have to deal with.”

      “I’m not so sure your father poses much of a threat,” she said.

      “You might be surprised.”

      “Why?”

      “When my father held one of the Elder Stones, it augmented his abilities in a specific way. I think it allowed him to be a much better Seer than he was. He’s used that to remove anyone who might get in his way. I think that’s how he was able to plan for this.”

      He couldn’t help but be impressed by what his father had done, yet he was afraid his father might take additional action. If he did, Daniel wanted to be ready.

      “When would you have us go?”

      “If there’s still something that can be done for Rayen, I don’t want to be gone any longer than necessary.”

      “You would have us attack now?”

      “I would have us do something,” he urged.

      Lucy sighed. “This would be easier if Carth were here.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Unfortunately, she hasn’t been with me much. She’s been trying to understand the Council of Elders and her role in it.”

      “That’s the same thing we’ve been trying to understand.”

      “Perhaps the two of you need to be working together.”

      Daniel shook his head. “Carth doesn’t need my involvement in what she’s doing.”

      “I think you underestimate your skill.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just that I’ve been trying to see if I can understand what we found in Ceyaniah, and…”

      Lucy turned and looked around, her gaze drifting from one of the Elder Trees to the next before turning and settling on Daniel. “That’s what brought you here?”

      “We came thinking we might find something that would help us understand the nature of the Council of Elders, and why I’m the only one able to take a seat at the table.”

      “Why here?”

      “It’s the trees,” Daniel said. “They remind me of the Council of Elders. I’m not exactly sure why, though if these were cut down”—Lucy’s eyes widened, and she turned and glared at him—“I’m not saying that I would cut them down, I’m just saying imagine if they were, they would be similar to what we found in Ceyaniah. There has to be something to that.”

      “Unless it’s a coincidence.”

      “I don’t think it is. I’ve been struggling with it, and with why we have the five crystals here. As far as we can tell, the crystals aren’t an Elder Stone. I’m not exactly sure what the crystals represent, only that they are a different sort of power. If we can get a better sense of what type of power that is, then we might be able to use it.”

      More than anything, he remained convinced that Olandar Fahr was setting the table in such a way that they weren’t going to be able to resolve what he was doing. Somehow, they had to outmaneuver him, but everything he did played against them in such a way that they failed. Now he was finding others with different abilities; the Queen of Shadows and whatever ability she had fit right in with that.

      “I will help.” Lucy turned and whispered something, and Daniel attempted to use the shadows to sweep the conversation toward him. He wasn’t sure whether he would succeed, but he could feel something from the various women, though it was even more muted than when he’d fought the tchalit. That made sense if what Lucy told him about the nature of the augmentation was accurate. If there was something about it that had needed to be adjusted, that would explain why he couldn’t Read them as well as he thought he should.

      “The rest of us will help too,” she said.

      “Just like that?”

      She nodded. “Just like that.”

      “When?”

      “If you’re worried about Rayen, then we need to go now.”

      Daniel glanced down at the sword. It would be helpful if they had others with him, but perhaps this group was all they really needed. Besides, they were sort of like Lucy’s version of the Binders. Would that be enough?

      “How many of them can fight?”

      “They’ve been training,” she said.

      “That’s not what I’m asking.”

      “All of them have some skill,” Lucy said, “though unfortunately, it’s not going to be what you’re accustomed to with Rayen.”

      Did it matter? Daniel had been successful enough with the tchalit, and he wasn’t convinced they would need to fight their way through the palace. All they needed to do was find a way to get to where they were holding Cael and possibly Rayen. Then they could Slide away and return with the necessary strength.

      That wasn’t really all he wanted to do. He wanted—and needed—to find his father and remove him from power as well.

      Looking at the line of women, knowing they weren’t all fighters, he wasn’t sure even that was going to be enough.

      “What are you afraid of?” Lucy asked.

      “I’ve faced the tchalit, and I know what they’re capable of doing with their new augmentations.”

      “There are other ways of fighting that don’t involve violence,” Lucy said.

      Daniel hoped that was the case. He didn’t want to fail at this. The women’s minds were too closed to him, the emotion that came from them too faint, and the more he tried to Read them, the less he was able to do so.

      “Can you Slide me too?” he asked. “I can use the shadows, but…”

      It was best that she knew he did that, so that if it came down to it, she wouldn’t be surprised by how he was traveling.

      “Have you gained control over them?”

      “Ever since the augmentation. The shadows are how I managed to escape.”

      “You used the shadows to break free?”

      He shrugged. “I used the shadows to attack a soldier and stole his keys.”

      Lucy grinned. In that moment, she reminded him of the girl he’d left Elaeavn with, the one who had not yet been in full control of her abilities. There was something about that smile that was incredibly lovely, and innocent, and yet when it faded, so too did her innocence.

      He worried about what that meant for both of them and imagined he had changed in much the same way. No longer did he hesitate to kill when it came down to it; he had carved through the tchalit without hesitation, without thinking of who they might be or the fact that they were people of Elaeavn.

      There hadn’t been time, and even now, knowing they were going to have to go to the palace and hunt down his father and others, he tried to keep those thoughts in the back of his mind. He didn’t want to get caught up in worrying about what might be required, knowing that if it came down to it, he would do the necessary thing, the practical thing, and ensure they were successful.

      “Let’s go,” she said, grabbing for him.

      Her hands were a little rougher than he remembered, and the calluses upon them suggested she had been working with the sword, the same as her people had been.

      When they Slid, he felt a jerking sensation, a sudden surge of movement, a flutter of darkness that swirled around him. They emerged in the courtyard of the palace.

      Quickly, the other women with Lucy began to emerge as well, and he looked around for signs of the tchalit. He focused on the shadows and sent them pushing outward from him. He found five disruptions he didn’t expect, and he glided upon the shadows, carving through one of the tchalit before gliding on to another, cutting down that person.

      When he turned, prepared to reach the third one, he found he didn’t need to. The women with Lucy had taken care of them.

      “How did they know?”

      Lucy smiled, a hint of mystery in it. “Like I said, they aren’t without ability.”

      “How are they able to See them?”

      “It’s not a matter of Seeing them; it’s a matter of hearing them. There are other ways of detecting people.”

      He looked around at the women. One of them was short, with short brown hair and a round face, and she wore the same black jacket and pants that Lucy wore. “Did they use lorcith?”

      Lucy smiled and nodded. “Some of them.”

      “Can they detect it on me?”

      “I suspect they can. What they used on you is different than what was used on them.”

      “I think my father learned from the C’than.”

      “I’m sure he did, and yet, that has been fine-tuned over time. They continue to improve their ability to augment. In time, I suspect they will be unstoppable if they use it effectively enough.”

      Daniel couldn’t imagine facing more C’than with augmentations. It was bad enough facing the Ai’thol, and their augmentations were coarse, not nearly as skilled as what the C’than had placed. Opposing the Ai’thol, he had been able to identify them by their scars. With the C’than—and now with the tchalit—he couldn’t tell who had an augmentation and who didn’t.

      “Why didn’t you Slide us into the palace?”

      “The heartstone,” Lucy said, nodding to the windows.

      “If you can’t Slide past that—”

      Lucy shot him a look. “Who said I couldn’t Slide past it? I’m not the only one who has to try to Slide here. I thought it would be easiest if we appeared here. At least this way, you know that there is some threat of the tchalit remaining.”

      “And it’s possible we have just alerted them of our presence.”

      “They were always going to know you would come,” she said.

      Daniel pushed the door, hesitating in front of it. It was made of lorcith, though he suspected there were veins of heartstone running throughout it. Heat radiated from the door, and there was a sense of power coming off it as well. He could feel it, though there was no other sense of awareness from it. The longer he stood here, the more certain he was that he wouldn’t be able to Slide past it.

      What he needed to do was force the door open.

      Lucy disappeared with a shimmer of shadows, and then the door opened from the other side.

      Daniel jumped back, bringing his sword up before realizing he didn’t need to. Lucy was the one who’d opened the door, and she looked out at him, grinning.

      “You don’t need to be so jumpy,” she said.

      He started into the room, and the sense of pressure on the shadows built.

      He motioned, and Lucy nodded.

      The attack followed.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

      

    

    







            Daniel

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel swung the sword, prepared for an attack, though not for the ferocity of it. He had known they were going to encounter something, and as soon as they reached the inside of the palace, he had expected other tchalit would come for him. That they had done so with such intensity didn’t surprise him one bit; it was the difficulty he had identifying them that surprised him.

      When he had fought them in the forest, not all of them had been so difficult for him to see. Here, every one of them was invisible, and had he not been aware of them pushing on the shadows, he might not have been ready for what they were going to do.

      Strangely, it was the gift of the shadows that allowed him to fight. Had his father not given him the augmentation, Daniel wasn’t sure he would be able to identify them. He might have used his connection to the shadows, but would he have known as quickly as he needed to? Would he have been prepared to attack? These soldiers might have reached him, cutting him down before he had a chance to get even a few steps within the wall of the palace.

      If he’d thought Lucy would have a hard time with them, he had been mistaken. Not only did she not struggle, but the women with her moved quickly, streaks of metal shooting past him. Little hunks of lorcith shot all around inside the palace, knocking down one after another of the tchalit. It happened so quickly that Daniel had a hard time following it, and he marveled at the skill of these women.

      The attack ended almost as quickly as it had begun.

      “They aren’t any more visible when they’re down, are they?” the short-haired woman said.

      Daniel shook his head. “It’s something about their augmentation. It seems to conceal them, as if wrapping them in some invisible cloak.”

      Lucy held his gaze for a moment. “We haven’t come across an Elder Stone like that.”

      “Keyall,” he whispered.

      Lucy frowned and then nodded. “I wonder if Carth knows.”

      “I don’t know, but Alistan didn’t say anything to us, though when we first encountered these men, Rayen suspected how they were able to do it.”

      “Interesting.”

      “You’re taking it a whole lot easier than I did,” Daniel said.

      Lucy forced a smile. “With everything we’ve gone through, I’ve found we don’t have much choice. It’s better if we deal with what’s in front of us.” She took a step forward and swept her gaze along the length of the hallway. “Now, where do you think we will find your father?”

      “I think we need to find Cael and Rayen first.”

      “And if they’re not here?”

      “We still need to look. There’s another prison, though I don’t know where to look.”

      Lucy cocked her head to the side, frowning. “I might have a way of finding out.”

      She grabbed him and motioned to the other women with her before Sliding. They emerged in the library.

      Daniel had only been here a few times, as there had been no need for him to come here. Lucy had been training as a caretaker, and he was surprised she would choose this place out of all the places they might need to go. She wandered the shelves before grabbing a massive book from one of the lower shelves, throwing it onto a table. She flipped through the pages.

      Daniel leaned over her shoulder. “Is this really the right time?”

      “Some things, we need to learn from books,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder at him before turning her attention back to the book. “These are the plans for the city. It includes the palace. If anything is going to tell us where we might find the prisons, this is it.”

      Lucy settled on a diagram of stairs leading down. “Is this where you were?”

      Daniel looked over her shoulder, noting the drawing and the nature of the rooms. “It is. It wasn’t far from the sacred crystals.”

      “I think that’s interesting,” she said.

      “I did, too. Why would they have kept us so close to the crystals?”

      “Unless they didn’t expect you to escape.”

      “My father was convinced I wouldn’t be able to escape. And I wouldn’t have, except that I managed to overpower the guard.”

      She continued to flip the pages and settled on another page, tapping it. “Here.”

      “Where is it?”

      “I think…” She closed her eyes, grabbing him, and then they Slid, emerging in a long hall that reminded him of where he’d been imprisoned for all those weeks.

      Daniel’s breath caught. “Have you ever been here before?”

      “No, but seeing the plans, I knew where it was.”

      “And what if you were wrong?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I wasn’t.”

      “Right, but what if you were?”

      “Then we would’ve emerged someplace else,” she said.

      Daniel couldn’t help but stare at her. That attitude surprised him from Lucy, as did the confidence she expressed. They were in a long hall, and rows of cells greeted them. He started along it before hesitating. He didn’t know what they might find or whether there would be any tchalit here, so he pushed on the shadows. He felt some resistance at two spots along the hallway, along with somewhere distant.

      He glided along the shadows, reaching the area of resistance he’d found first, and jabbed with his sword, cutting down one of the tchalit. He followed the shadows to the next area and slammed into another soldier, dropping him with a punch to the head.

      Crouching, he searched the soldier for keys, but there were none on him. He glided back to the other, checking him, but he had no keys either.

      How were they supposed to get them out of here?

      Shadows pressed on him. He scrambled to his feet, racing toward the sense of the shadows.

      “Rayen?”

      “Daniel Elvraeth?”

      He found her at the end of the hall, in a cell like the one he’d been trapped in. The bars were a bit different, without the same spiraling pattern to them, but she was confined as he had been. She stood at the center of the cell, shadows streaking off her, spiraling around, watching as he approached.

      “It’s me.”

      “How did you escape?”

      “It’s a long story, but we need to—”

      Daniel cut off as he felt more shadows pressing on him.

      He turned to the end of the hall and realized that Lucy was gone.

      Where had she disappeared?

      “Did they hurt you?” He didn’t look in her direction, focusing on the end of the hallway. He could feel pressure on his shadows, but he wasn’t sure where it was coming from or who was responsible.

      “They didn’t do anything to hurt me. They wouldn’t have been able to.”

      Daniel glanced over. “Are you sure?” He had worried that she’d been augmented, and yet if they hadn’t…

      There was another possibility, one that troubled him even more. What if they were trying to use her against him?

      He didn’t think that was the case, and he focused on her thoughts to see if anything in the way she was thinking would give him any clue, but there wasn’t anything there.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked. “You’re looking at me strangely.”

      Daniel turned, motioning to the back of his head. As he did, he could feel the shadows continue to bulge. It was a strange sensation, pressing on him in an unusual way, and he pushed against it.

      There were others here.

      Daniel raised his hand, motioning to Rayen where he was going, and glided along the shadows. When he emerged, he found something, though he wasn’t sure what. He could feel the presence of another person, and the longer he was there, the more certain he was of what he was detecting. He focused on the sense of them, on what he could find of the way they were hiding within their shadows, and he brought his sword around.

      It connected with something, but what was it?

      It wasn’t a sword, and there was no sound that would tell him he was successful. A reverberation went up his arms, and he glided backward along the shadows, trying to regroup.

      The pressure built, again pushing on his shadows, trying to force him back. Daniel tried to resist but wasn’t sure he could.

      Movement near him caught his attention, and he glided toward it, sweeping his sword in an arc as he emerged. If it was an attacker, he wasn’t about to get caught off guard. He struck something, though he wasn’t sure what. When he brought his sword back around, there was no blood on it, yet he was certain he’d caught something.

      What was here?

      Gliding back, he found himself pushed nearer and nearer to Rayen’s cell.

      He couldn’t See his opponent, and other than the shadows, he wasn’t aware of them in any other way. There was something here, but he could find nothing that revealed what it was or how he was supposed to defeat it.

      Maybe the key wasn’t in defeating it. Maybe the key was in getting Rayen out of here and escaping.

      If he did that, he would be letting Talia down. He still hadn’t found Cael Elvraeth, and that was the other reason he’d come. He needed to find where they were keeping her.

      He reached Rayen’s cell, focusing the shadows into a fine point and slamming them into the lock. It hadn’t worked before, but this was a different metal, and he had to believe he could shatter it.

      The metal bowed, and Daniel sent more power into it and then expanded it.

      It was something he hadn’t been able to do before, not having the control when he had been captured, but in the time since he’d escaped, the augmentation had allowed him to change his approach. Now he could feel the way it worked and let the shadows drift through.

      The lock shattered, and the door opened.

      Rayen staggered toward him, watching him. “How did you do that?”

      He tapped the back of his head again. “They augmented me.”

      “Oh, Daniel…”

      He shook his head. “I can’t Slide away the way I once could, but I can control shadows in a way I couldn’t before.”

      She frowned. “To the point you can break metal with them?”

      “I imagine you would be able to do the same thing.”

      “Not like that,” she said.

      Daniel ignored the comment, looking down the hallway. “There’s something else here, though I don’t know what it is or where it is. Only that I can feel it pushing on the shadows.”

      Rayen focused on the darkness, sending a fog drifting away from her. She nodded. “I can detect it as well.”

      “It’s powerful. I tried to cut it, but I don’t think I was successful. We’re going to fight our way out of here since Lucy disappeared.”

      “Lucy was here?”

      “I called to her, and thankfully she heard me.” Had she been caught by whatever strangeness had attacked him? “Was there anyone else here with you?”

      “There were several, but they came for them.”

      “When?”

      “Recently. They were held here, but then… they came for them.”

      Daniel gritted his teeth. That must’ve been after the attack. His father must have realized what had happened and sent somebody to gather Cael and whoever else might have been here. Could Galen have been captured as well? “Do you know who they were?”

      “No. I had a sense that they weren’t able to talk.”

      Would his father have somehow rendered them unable to talk? Perhaps it had been the result of an augmentation—his father’s way of ensuring he wasn’t challenged. It was exactly the kind of thing he could imagine his father doing.

      Movement against the shadows continued, and Daniel pushed off against them, trying to resist, but the movement built even more strongly than before. As he focused on it, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something coming toward them.

      Could he Slide around it?

      Following the shadows had been successful so far, and now he could glide along them, so perhaps there was something on the other side of the door he could use to glide beyond. It wasn’t the same as Sliding, but it had saved him before, and hopefully it would again.

      Closing his eyes, focusing on the sense of shadows and the pressure upon it, he grabbed for Rayen. Taking her, he glided, following the shadows, moving in between whatever the strange attackers were.

      He emerged near the door. The pressure spun toward him, and it surged, building with increasing intensity. Daniel felt he needed to move—and quickly.

      Following the shadows, he glided and managed to get to the other side of the door.

      When he emerged, he was panting, his heart racing, sweat streaming off him. How had he managed to do that?

      He could think about that later, but for now, they needed to escape.

      Where was Lucy?

      He could only think that she had somehow realized something was off, but where would she have gone? Why wouldn’t she have alerted him of her leaving?

      Unless she’d been unable to do so. What if these strange attackers had somehow prevented her from telling him what she was doing?

      Daniel focused on the shadows and glided along them. It happened quickly, much faster than before, and he reached the main level of the palace, looking around. There was no sign of the women who had come with Lucy, which left him worried.

      “There are others here,” Rayen said.

      “The tchalit. We’ve been fighting them throughout the palace.”

      Focusing on the shadows, Daniel didn’t detect anything that would suggest there were others still here. The longer he focused on them, the more certain he was the tchalit who were here were down for good.

      He had a hard time feeling any sort of remorse for them, but where were the rest of Lucy’s people? Where had they disappeared to?

      He would have thought they’d still be here. That they had disappeared left him concerned that something had happened to them, but they were skilled enough that they shouldn’t have simply vanished.

      But then, Lucy had disappeared.

      That couldn’t be coincidental.

      Where would they have gone?

      There wasn’t much else on this level of the palace, and as he looked around, he focused on the sense of shadows and tried to detect whether anything was moving against them, but he didn’t notice anything.

      Glancing over to Rayen, he found her staring, a distant expression on her face.

      “What is it?”

      “I can feel… something.” She shook her head. “I don’t exactly know what it is, only that there is something here. The sense of it is enough that I feel as if I should be able to detect what it is, but… unfortunately, I cannot.”

      Daniel breathed out. They reached the staircase at the end of the hall; from here, they would be able to go higher into the palace, eventually reaching a part of the palace where he suspected they would come across others who would pose a challenge to them. The longer they went, the more certain he was that he would find something, though what was it?

      Taking Rayen’s hand, he continued to glide, flowing along the shadows, letting them guide him. Reaching the next landing, Daniel hesitated, looking around for any sign of Lucy or the women with her, but he found nothing.

      “Do you detect anything?” he asked.

      “Nothing here,” she said.

      He didn’t know why there should be nothing here, though the longer he was in the palace, the more certain he was that he was missing something. There was a sense of déjà vu coming here again, traveling up the stairs with Rayen, heading into certain danger. Was there anything she would be able to do if it came down to it?

      He didn’t like the idea of putting her into any sort of danger, but he didn’t think she was in any real peril, especially as he could glide along the shadows in a way that he had been unable to before. More than that, he could use the shadows to attack, something he hadn’t been able to do before.

      Daniel hesitated.

      That was what his father would want from him. To feel safe. Content. At ease.

      Shaking his head, he swore under his breath.

      “What is it?”

      He glanced up the stairs, feeling the sense of shadows. There was something pushing upon him, but he couldn’t tell exactly what it was.

      “My father. He’s nearly as skilled at playing games as Carth.”

      “And?”

      “And I can’t help but feel as if he wants us to do this.”

      “Why would he want that?”

      “That’s a good question, but I suspect there’s something he’s Seen.”

      What had he learned from his father so far? He’d brought the strange attackers against him, tchalit who’d been augmented, and he had forcibly changed Daniel, which suggested there was some reason behind it. Could all of this be something his father had wanted? Could he be playing into his father’s hands?

      Were this Olandar Fahr—or even Carth—Daniel would’ve thought so, but he had a hard time thinking his father was that skilled at maneuvering.

      Then again, his father had been augmented, and he already had been given abilities to See in ways that almost no one else within the city could do. That left Daniel believing his father would be able to do something like that.

      Where would his father not want him to go?

      More than that, where would Lucy have gone off to?

      There was only one thing here he could think of.

      The sacred crystals.

      Taking Rayen, Daniel glided, following the shadows. He had been here often enough over the years that he knew the way quite easily. When he emerged in the sacred crystals chamber, there were dozens of people within it.

      Rayen’s breath caught. “Why here?”

      “I think they’re trying to claim the power of the sacred crystals.”

      “But I thought you told me the sacred crystals would only let somebody take them if they granted it.”

      Daniel nodded. “I thought the same thing, but perhaps my father—and whoever he’s working with—figured out another way.”

      It was something Daniel hadn’t managed to determine quite yet. His father had to be working with someone who had given him the ability to place augmentations. Daniel had a hard time believing he had the necessary skill to come up with it on his own. Even working with the metal was beyond what his father would be able to do. He wouldn’t view it as something becoming of one of the Elvraeth, especially given his view of Rsiran Lareth.

      Was there still someone else here?

      It hadn’t been tchalit, which meant that it was something else—maybe something more dangerous, and something impervious to whatever attack he might be able to bring.

      Daniel glanced to the crystals. They were untouched, but people circled around them as if trying to approach them. Lucy was here, somewhere—he could feel the irritation within her—as were the women who had come with her.

      They were fighting, though it was a strange and confined battle, one that didn’t involve much in the way of violence. He continued to watch, looking to see if there was anything he might be able to determine, but he didn’t come up with anything. Whatever was here, whoever was battling, had kept to themselves. The longer he was here, the more he began to question.

      “What should we do?” Rayen asked. “Do you want us to fight?”

      Daniel shook his head. “I think that’s what he wants us to do.”

      There was something he could do, and it was something his father wouldn’t expect. If he did it, it would change things for Elaeavn—probably forever.

      What choice did he have? It seemed his father had forced his hand, yet if he didn’t do it, whoever his father was working with would gain access to the crystals. Daniel was certain that wasn’t what he wanted.

      He Slid, gliding toward the center of the crystals, following the shadows, letting the darkness carry him forward. Blue light glowed everywhere.

      Rayen sent shadows surging away from her, concealing them. He smiled but shook his head. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      “We don’t want them to know we’re here.”

      “That’s just it—I think it’s necessary they know we’re here.”

      “You intend to draw them away.”

      “When I was here before, I discovered something about the crystals.”

      If this was going to work, he’d need somebody to help him. That meant he was going to need Lucy. He might require her people to hold off the attack. When this was all over, would they be able to escape?

      If they couldn’t, then Daniel wasn’t sure it was worthwhile. The crystals were safe, regardless of what else was happening, though it was possible that whoever came here intended to go after them—and perhaps they had some way of reaching them. If so, he was determined to prevent the person from reaching them, whatever it took.

      “Can you use your shadows on Lucy?”

      “How?”

      “Get her attention.”

      Rayen studied him for a moment before shadows stretched away from her toward Lucy. They wrapped around her, pulling her away from the flight she’d engaged in, preventing her from Sliding and dragging her back. Rayen’s control over the shadows left Daniel marveling, making him realize just how little control he actually had. It wasn’t that he was helpless, but he wasn’t nearly as skilled as Rayen, who had not only dragged Lucy but done so while Lucy was trying to Slide.

      Lucy fought against the shadows, then spun toward Rayen, glaring at her. “What’s that about?”

      “That’s about Daniel wanting you here,” Rayen said.

      “I need you to be ready to Slide me,” he said.

      “Daniel, can’t you see that we are—”

      “I can see what you’re doing, and I want you to know that it might not matter. The only reason they’re here is that they must have some way of reaching the crystals. We have to do whatever we can to prevent that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean remove the crystals.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      Daniel looked at the nearest crystal. He had held each of them. If his father had some way of using the crystals, of moving them, then Daniel would fail to gain the understanding of the Council of Elders he desired.

      “Just be ready.”

      Lucy frowned, and he glided forward on the shadows, grabbing the nearest crystal. He continued to glide, making his way around the chamber, taking each of the crystals and stuffing them into his pockets before circling back to the center of the room.

      Lucy watched him, her eyes wide. Rayen had an unreadable expression on her face, shadows swirling around her, creating a barrier that prevented anyone else from getting too close to them.

      “Are you ready?” Daniel asked Lucy.

      “How were you able to do that?”

      “I think it’s tied to the fact that I sat at the Council of Elders.”

      Lucy watched him for another moment, and he wondered what she might say.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Ceyaniah.” It was the only place where he thought the crystals might be safe. At least there, there were defenses in place that would prevent anyone else from being able to reach them, much like they prevented anyone else from reaching the stools in the first place.

      They’d have to Slide quickly; thankfully, Lucy had been there before. Given her power and control over Sliding, he had to believe she was capable. But there was more they would need to do. They would have to return, to end this and push away whoever else his father had called here to work with him.

      Lucy grabbed Daniel and Rayen, and there came a surge of power. When they emerged, Daniel staggered forward, racing toward the center of the Council of Elders, and set the crystals in a circle around the center, sliding them underneath the table to conceal them.

      “Can you approach?” he asked Lucy.

      She frowned. “You already know that I can’t—”

      “Can you try? I need to know if this will work.”

      Lucy glanced at Rayen before shrugging and starting toward the table. When she reached the nearest of the stools, she was pushed back. “It doesn’t look like I can.”

      Daniel breathed out, glancing to Rayen, who continued to watch him. “What were you expecting to find?”

      “Hopefully this. Now we have to go back.”

      “Why go back?”

      “We still need to find Cael, and we still need to stop my father. It’s up to us to rescue Elaeavn.”

      He stepped beyond the border of the table, away from the protections that prevented anyone else from reaching the Council of Elders, and joined Lucy and Rayen.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “I think we’re the only ones who can do this.”

      She grabbed his arm, and then Rayen’s, and with a jerk of movement, they Slid back to Elaeavn.
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      It was strange being inside the crystal chamber, fighting like this. With each passing moment, she continued to battle, watching as more and more people came and knowing there must be something more she could do to remove the threat of the tchalit and whoever else might be trying to misuse the power of this place. She didn’t know whether she would be able to end this.

      Wendy had already fallen, and there were others down, though Lucy didn’t know if they were down for good or if they could be Healed. They needed to resolve this before anyone else suffered, but she wasn’t sure how.

      Strangely, she couldn’t shake the sense that removing the crystals had been the right thing to do. Daniel had managed to reach each of them. Somehow.

      They were questions she didn’t have answers for.

      At least she had a better understanding of what she had seen in the thorny city and the place in between Slides. It was a place of potential; she thought she understood what that potential was, yet she wasn’t sure what she would need to do to ensure that potential was reached. Did it involve her placing one of the sacred crystals there? Now that the crystals have been taken to Ceyaniah, she couldn’t help but think they were somehow related.

      The inside of the crystal chamber darkened, and Lucy frowned.

      Shadows swirled. At first, she thought of Carth and Rayen, but she realized they weren’t here. Rayen was with Daniel, off looking for Cael Elvraeth, leaving Lucy and her people here to fight. And if they weren’t responsible, then who was? The only person that she could think of was… the Shadow Queen.

      Her breath caught.

      She needed help.

      Her women were skilled fighters, but they couldn’t do this on her own. They needed someone else, someone who could truly lead them.

      She needed Haern.

      She focused, thinking of him, looking for his thoughts, but where was he?

      It came to her, but it did so slowly.

      Clutching his mind, she Slid. He was at the edge of the village, three women around him—ones he’d brought with him.

      “I need your help,” she snapped.

      “Why?”

      “No time. Do you have weapons?”

      Haern nodded, patting his pocket.

      Lucy grabbed him and then Slid.

      When they emerged back in the crystal chamber, the darkness was nearly absolute.

      She found others lying on the floor. She glanced over to Haern.

      “What are we fighting?”

      Lucy sighed. It was a measure of how much he’d changed that he didn’t question the need to fight. He simply accepted what she asked of him. “I don’t know. What do you See through the darkness?”

      Haern furrowed his brow and looked all around him. He swirled lorcith around, and then he began to push it.

      There came a grunt, and Lucy stayed behind Haern. “What is it?”

      “Something dangerous.”

      “What sort of dangerous?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve only seen it—”

      Haern didn’t have the chance to finish. Something happened, and he pushed.

      She followed him, holding on to him, and they floated above the crystal chamber.

      From here, Lucy was able to make out a figure in the darkness.

      The Shadow Queen.

      She needed answers, and the Shadow Queen would have them, which meant she had to do whatever she could to get her to disclose those answers.

      Releasing Haern, she dropped to the floor and plunged toward the Shadow Queen.

      She reached for her. Darkness streaked toward her, trying to wrap around her, and Lucy Slid, emerging behind her.

      The Shadow Queen spun, a dark grin crossing her face. “I’ve been following you.”

      Lucy frowned. “Have you?”

      “You haven’t been the easiest to track.” The Shadow Queen swept her gaze around the inside of the crystal chamber. “Where are the crystals?”

      Lucy realized who Daniel’s father had been working with, though how would he ever have gained her as an ally? “Unfortunately, I can’t tell you that.”

      She Slid, emerging before the woman, and stabbed, but her sword drifted into darkness.

      She tried to Slide again, but something was holding on to her.

      She focused on Haern, using his mind, and anchored to him, Sliding away.

      “I’m going to need your help with her,” she said to Haern. “We call her the Shadow Queen, but I’m starting to get the sense that she and Olandar Fahr are on different sides.”

      “Then perhaps she could be our ally.”

      Lucy shook her head. “I get the idea she’s as dangerous as he is, though for different reasons.”

      Haern took a deep breath and focused on the woman, his brow furrowing, and Lucy followed the direction of his gaze. “What would you have me do?”

      “Use your connection over lorcith.”

      “To do what?”

      “Try to hold her.”

      Metal began to swirl, coming from many places, including out of the wall itself.

      Lucy backed away, trying to stay clear, as she watched Haern use his ability in a way she had never seen before.

      Then the metal started coming toward them.

      “Haern?”

      “It’s not me.”

      “If it’s not you, then it’s—”

      That meant there was someone else here who had incredible power and skill with lorcith.

      Ever since his augmentation, Lucy had thought that Haern was the most skilled person with metal, but what she witnessed now was something else entirely. It was a level of control she thought would be rivaled only by Rsiran’s. As metal peeled away from the walls and streaked toward them, she was forced back, step after step, not wanting to get too close to the metal. She wanted to Slide, but something resisted her attempts.

      She focused, thinking about the Shadow Queen.

      Her thoughts were obscured, blackened, making it difficult to find her.

      Lucy had to work through that, somehow.

      What had she done with Daniel?

      He had reached out to her, but it was more than that. She had focused, using the darkness itself to latch on to. Rather than anchoring to the woman’s mind, she focused on anchoring to the darkness swirling around her.

      Lucy let that power fill her and then pulled.

      It was a strange sensation. Instead of using the shadows or Sliding along them the way Daniel had described, she was able to anchor to them.

      She emerged near the Shadow Queen and stabbed.

      The woman twisted, making Lucy miss.

      Lucy Slid away and then emerged once again, jamming her sword forward. As she did, the Shadow Queen turned, and her blade struck something.

      It wasn’t clear what she struck. For a moment, Lucy thought she had cut the woman, but when she pulled the blade back, there was nothing there.

      The Shadow Queen took a step toward her, and the darkness cleared, allowing Lucy to see the woman’s face. There was a strange malevolent grin upon it.

      “You could have been useful,” she said.

      The darkness veered away, streaking toward Lucy with incredible power. Lucy ducked, missing one streamer of shadow, and focused on the darkness overhead, using that to Slide.

      She hung there for a moment before seeing Haern down on the ground, metal swirling around him. He seemed to be pushing it away from him, trying to protect himself from whoever had control over the lorcith.

      “Lucy, we need to get out of here.”

      “I can’t leave the others behind,” she said.

      How many would be hurt if she did?

      “Then you’ll have to hold on,” Haern said.

      He pressed his hands down to the side, and something happened.

      The metal within her body began to quiver, and then it hummed. All of a sudden, the women in the room were swept toward them.

      Lucy grabbed for them and Slid.

      They emerged within the village.

      She got to her feet, looking around, afraid that the Shadow Queen might follow them here, but there was nothing. She let out her breath in a tired sigh.

      “Are they…?”

      “I don’t know,” Haern said.

      “I need to get them help.”

      “How?”

      “Darren.”

      “Do you think he will?”

      She didn’t know Darren as well as Haern did, but he would have to help, wouldn’t he? Some of these women had been injured fighting on behalf of Elaeavn—why wouldn’t he offer his assistance?

      Even with his help, it was possible that some of them wouldn’t survive, and she would be to blame for that.

      “This isn’t over,” Haern said.

      “I know,” Lucy said.

      “We have a different threat.”

      “I know.”

      “How are we going to stop her?”

      Lucy shook her head. She didn’t know the answer to that, and that left her trembling.

      “Do you think you can protect them?”

      “I thought you were going to get Darren.”

      “I am, but after that, I think I need to do something else.”

      “What?”

      “Go back to the strange city.”

      “Lucy—”

      “They knew about her. We need to understand who she is and what she’s after. If this is more than Olandar Fahr, then we have to find out what it is.”

      Haern spread his hands and metal began to flow toward him, coming from all throughout the city. He created a circle with it, a pattern that twisted. “I can protect them for a little while, but I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold on to it.”

      Lucy nodded and Slid.

      When she emerged in the heart of the forest, she hurried to the healer’s home. She didn’t bother knocking, instead Sliding inside. She found Darren working behind the counter, grabbed him, and Slid.

      When she emerged, he staggered away from her. “Lucy?”

      “We need your help.”

      “What happened?”

      “The attack on the forest. We were there. These are—”

      “The lost,” he whispered.

      “The what?”

      “There have been people lost in the city. We’ve been trying to figure out what happened, but…” He looked at Lucy, meeting her eyes. “This was you?”

      “I didn’t take them, if that’s your question.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “It’s a long story, but for now, I need you to see if you can Heal them.”

      Darren hurried off, and Lucy watched as Haern lowered whatever protections he had formed. Darren went from woman to woman, assessing them. She was relieved that he was here, but she was also scared.

      That surprised her. Despite everything they had been through, everything they had encountered, there was fear now, and it came from the fact that she didn’t know what she had to do, and how she could stop the Shadow Queen.

      Focusing on the place between Slides, she disappeared and emerged outside the strange city. She made her way around the stones, looking at them.

      “You’ve returned.”

      Lucy looked up, surprised to see the old woman. “Where are the others?”

      “They are here, if they need to be.”

      “I didn’t come to harm you.”

      “I believe you.”

      “I need to know more about the Shadow Queen.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I just encountered her again.”

      “She is powerful.”

      When Lucy had faced Olandar Fahr before, she had believed he was the one to fear, but what she had experienced with the Shadow Queen was something else entirely, a type of magic she’d barely survived. Had it not been for Haern—and for the fact that she’d managed to latch on to the shadows—she might not have.

      How many had suffered because of the Shadow Queen?

      And if Daniel Elvraeth’s father had begun to work with her, using her knowledge, what else would happen?

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said.

      “She has accumulated power.”

      “What sort of power? Is it more than just the shadows?”

      “She has been gathering power for a long time. Attempts to stop her have failed.”

      “What attempts?”

      The old woman came and joined Lucy, staring toward the center of the circle of stones. “We have tried to remove her ability to use power, but unfortunately, we have failed.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You asked me about these places before.”

      Lucy nodded. “I told you I’ve seen another.”

      “There should be five.”

      “Should?”

      The woman looked up at her. “Should. We have secured all but one.”

      “How?”

      “By removing the possibility of another gaining power over them.”

      “How?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. If she manages to use this power, she—”

      “She wouldn’t be able to.”

      “I’m not so sure. She came to my home, and she came after something that we hold sacred.”

      “And what do you hold sacred?” the woman asked, turning to Lucy.

      “Maybe it doesn’t matter,” Lucy said.

      “What is it?”

      Lucy breathed out in a heavy sigh. “A set of crystals. They were a gift, something we used as the key to our abilities.”

      The woman stared, and then she stepped across the edge of the circle, heading toward the middle. “Join me.”

      Lucy shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Lucy frowned and attempted to take a step, but she still couldn’t.

      The woman stood in the middle of the stones, studying her. Strangely, a glowing returned, though it was different, perhaps fainter than it had been.

      “Why can’t I follow?”

      “Perhaps you can in time. I had thought… I suppose it doesn’t matter.” She turned to Lucy. “Did she succeed in claiming the crystals?”

      Lucy started to shake her head before catching herself. “What does this have to do with the crystals?”

      The woman paused in front of the glowing stone at the center. “Everything, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      Lucy jerked her head around, meeting the woman’s eyes. “How do you know my name?”

      “Because, Lucy Elvraeth, the Watchers know everything.”
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      Their return to the inside of the crystal chamber was abrupt, and Daniel glanced over to Rayen, watching as she wrapped shadows around her, preparing to attack. He held on to the sword, gripping it tightly, but wondered if that was the right approach. What if the sword wasn’t the weapon of choice in this situation?

      He might need to use the shadows like a lance, angling them at his attackers. If he did, how many would he be able to bring down?

      He still didn’t even know who—or what—was here. His father had gathered help, but what kind of help?

      The room no longer glowed with a soft blue light, though he was still able to See quite well. It was as if there was a residual light still in the room, some remnant of a time before he’d stolen the crystals.

      The activity in here was violent, lorcith swirling around. He pushed out on the shadows, creating a barrier as he’d seen Rayen do, though he wasn’t sure if his control over the shadows was strong enough to use that barrier effectively.

      When Lucy Slid them, she had brought them back into the center of the room, but in a place where the fighting had still not come. Lucy disappeared, Sliding to join the other women.

      Daniel glanced over to Rayen. “Are you ready?”

      “Don’t lose me this time.”

      He reached out, taking her hand, and together they strode forward.

      Shadows streamed away from Rayen, and he held on to the shadows as well, not only creating a barrier around him but sending out surges of darkness, slamming into the nearest of his potential attackers. He felt the way the shadows pierced the person, knocking them to the ground. He held on to the sword, prepared for the possibility he might need to fight, but the shadows worked better.

      The more he worked with them, the easier it became. As he went, he continued to push out with the shadows, using them as something akin to knives, the same way he’d seen Rsiran Lareth use his knives when fighting.

      He spun, twisting, pushing out on the shadows. In this place, the shadows were thick, making it easier for him to use them to attack. He launched attack after attack, yet there seemed to be dozens of people still here.

      Still, there was no sign of his father. There was no evidence of where his father had taken Cael Elvraeth.

      Turning, he found two attackers facing Rayen. While she was using the shadows to try to gag them, Daniel sent shards of shadow toward them, striking them in the chest, and they collapsed.

      “He’s not here,” he said.

      “Your father?”

      Daniel nodded. He surveyed the room, sending another few streaks of shadow away. When he did, the people disappeared, Sliding. Others replaced them. That was how the attackers were continually replenished.

      Some of them were tchalit. He hadn’t realized that before, but now that he was here, he was fully aware of tchalit fighting, working against them.

      “He’s not here, but whatever happened seems to be tied to what he’s after.”

      He grabbed Rayen and Slid, gliding along the shadows, and when they emerged outside the room, he looked around. There had to be some way to detect his father and figure out where he might have taken Cael Elvraeth.

      “The fight is back there,” Rayen said.

      “Lucy’s fight is back there. Our fight is not. We need to find my father.”

      “You think just the two of us can do this?”

      “I don’t think he brought more force than what we’ve already seen. I think the two of us can handle this.”

      He hoped so, though knowing his father, it was possible he kept some of the tchalit out of this fight to ensure his safety. And he probably used Cael as a hostage.

      “Where would you have us go?” Rayen asked.

      Daniel wasn’t sure. Going up, higher into the palace, hadn’t yielded any answers. Was there any place lower than this?

      He thought about the book in the library and glided, taking Rayen with him, slipping along the shadows until he reached the library. Finding the book exactly where Lucy had left it, he glanced down, studying the page for anything that might tell him where his father had gone. He was unsurprised that there was a lower level, below even the crystal chamber.

      “I’ve never seen this place,” he said, pointing to the page.

      “Where is it?”

      “Someplace below us.” It was far enough below that he would have a hard time reaching it, if he could do so at all. He wasn’t sure his father would even go there, as it would mean committing himself to danger; he had a hard time thinking his father would risk himself in such a way.

      He continued to flip pages, searching for another place where he might find answers, but he didn’t come across anything.

      This was it. The only place they hadn’t gone.

      Taking Rayen’s hand, he glanced over to her. “Take the sword.”

      “You need the sword.”

      “It seems I have a new way of fighting.”

      Rayen studied him for a moment. Wrinkles formed in the corners of her eyes, and the frown that pulled on the edges of her cheeks was deeper than she usually wore.

      “Carth would be disappointed in that use of the shadows.”

      “Do you think I have much choice?”

      “I’m not saying I’m disappointed, just that Carth would be.”

      Daniel breathed out. “I’ve seen you use the shadows in a different way. You’ve stuffed them down the throat of an attacker.”

      “I have,” she said.

      “How does Carth feel about that?”

      “Carth has a different view of the shadows than I do.”

      “Why?”

      “They mean something different to her than to others who can use them.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true. I’ve seen you with the shadows, and it seems to me they mean the same thing to you as they do to her.”

      “Perhaps,” Rayen said. “Except I had a different upbringing than Carth.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means my perception of the shadows is different. That’s all.”

      Daniel studied her. There was still so much about Rayen he didn’t know. The more he got to know her, the more certain he was he needed to understand her better. Whatever she’d experienced had been traumatic, and he knew those who had suffered trauma couldn’t be forced to share if they didn’t want to. When it came to Rayen, he didn’t want to force her.

      Rayen took the sword, spinning it for a moment in her hand and then nodding to him. “I’m ready.”

      Daniel Slid, gliding on the shadows, slipping from one place to another. He let them pull him along, and he flowed along the hall, descending the stairs, going deeper and deeper into the heart of the palace. When he passed the point of the crystal chamber, he went even deeper and slowed until he reached a place he had never known about before. He wasn’t sure he would have been able to find it without having seen that book, or without the ability to Slide.

      His father didn’t have any such ability, so it surprised Daniel that he would be able to come here—unless there was some other way of reaching it.

      He emerged within an enormous chamber. It was nothing like what Daniel would’ve expected. The air was still, and it had a hint of the strange metallic odor he associated with lorcith, warmth flowing through it, almost hot, and shadows stretching everywhere. The floor was a smooth sheet of stone, though symbols were marked along its surface, and carvings rose along each of the walls. Flames crackled in the heart of it. It wasn’t a hearth, nor any sort of fire he would’ve expected.

      Rayen’s breath caught. “What is this?” she whispered.

      “I don’t know.”

      He didn’t see any sign of his father, or anything to suggest that Cael Elvraeth was here, which meant that—

      “You shouldn’t have come,” a voice said behind him.

      Daniel jumped, spinning, wrapping shadows around him.

      He almost wasn’t fast enough. There was movement, and something seemed as if it wanted to disrupt his ability to Slide. Had he not been holding on to his connection to the shadows, he might have been too slow.

      His father watched him. There was darkness across his face—not the kind of darkness that suggested shadows, but the kind that suggested hatred.

      What had Daniel done to deserve such hatred from his father?

      “You shouldn’t have come,” his father said again.

      Something wrapped around Daniel, and he pushed against it, straining. It seemed as if his father were trying to force him to Slide. Daniel ignored it and focused on the shadows. He glided along them, letting them carry him, and he moved.

      He emerged near the flames flickering nearby. It was hot, though not unpleasantly so. Something about it reminded him of another flame he had been near, an Elder Stone he and Lucy had helped Carth move.

      There couldn’t be an Elder Stone here.

      “It’s unfortunate you have betrayed us. You could have been incredibly powerful, and you could have served the people of Elaeavn far better than you are now.”

      “I can still serve the people of Elaeavn. Which is why I’m removing you from authority.”

      His father shimmered.

      It was almost like a Slide, but not quite. One moment he was there, and the next he disappeared.

      Daniel focused, letting the sense of shadows fill him, and realized his initial impression of this room had been wrong. It wasn’t empty as he had believed. There were others here, only they were concealed.

      Interesting.

      He grabbed on to his connection to the shadows, holding on to them, pulling them to him. He found they were bonding to him in a way that they hadn’t before, and he focused on what he could detect of his father. He was nearby, stalking toward him, a weapon outstretched.

      Daniel followed the shadows, gliding along them, moving away from his father. Now that he was aware of the difference in the room, he thought he could stay ahead of him.

      He found Rayen, Gliding over to her. “There are others here,” he whispered, focusing on the way the shadows swirled around her.

      “How many?”

      It was a testament to the trust they had developed that she didn’t question how he knew.

      “Possibly as many as ten.”

      “I will do what I can to find them.”

      “I’m going to remove my father. I think he’s the one holding on to whatever is hiding them.”

      “Find out how.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It might matter in the fight against Olandar Fahr.”

      His father wasn’t going to be the one to tell him what he was doing, but there might be some way of tricking him. His father was arrogant, and he would have to believe Daniel was responsible for all of this. If Daniel could prey on that, he might be able to use it in his favor.

      He focused on the sense of his father, using the shadows to guide him. That sense was there, near him, hiding within the darkness. He traveled toward him, gliding along the shadows, emerging not far from his father. He wrapped darkness around himself, preparing a buffer, ready to react if needed. Creating a sword out of the shadows, he found he could hold it fairly easily.

      “At least tell me who you’ve been working with,” Daniel said.

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “I think I might,” he said.

      “You’ve never been the kind to believe in such things.”

      “What such things?”

      “The Great Watcher.” He strode forward, reappearing from the shadows, and Daniel held the barrier up in front of him. “You believe I’ve done all this because I don’t understand the consequences? I have done it because I’ve been guided by the Great Watcher. It’s because of the Great Watcher I know this is necessary.”

      “Attacking our people? Augmenting them the way the Forgers augmented themselves? Becoming the very thing that harmed our people?”

      His father tried to move toward him, but Daniel held on to the shadows, preventing him from getting any closer.

      “They ceased being your people when you departed.”

      “And they ceased being yours when you used power against them. How many willingly accepted it?”

      “More than you could imagine. Think about how many wanted to hold one of the sacred crystals. All I did was offer them something guaranteed to provide them the power the crystals may or may not have given them. How is it so different?”

      “It’s different,” Daniel said.

      His father cocked his head to the side. “I fail to see how.”

      He was wasting time, and worse, Daniel sensed that his father wanted him to waste time. He needed to act, but what should he do?

      “Where did you reach the Great Watcher?”

      “Do you think you’re the only one who left the city? Others have done so and returned, and they bring tidings of his power.”

      “Others? You mean the Forgotten?” Daniel asked.

      “They weren’t Forgotten.”

      They probably weren’t. Daniel had a hard time thinking his father would have willingly worked with anyone who had been exiled from the city. He knew his father felt that practice should never have been abandoned, and yet, who else would have returned?

      Whoever it was had access to knowledge and power that should not have been brought to the city. Whoever it was was fighting Lucy.

      Daniel needed to end this so he could get back and help Lucy.

      Taking the shadows, he honed them into daggers and pushed.

      His father had been stalking toward him when Daniel had shifted the nature of his attack, and he sent the daggers streaking toward his father, slamming into him. The other man caught the brunt of the attack, and when it struck, he collapsed.

      There was no blood. He lay there, unmoving, and Daniel looked around, searching for anything else in the room. He pulled the shadows to him, sweeping them away, looking for evidence of the others here, but he didn’t see anything. Whatever had been hiding these others had not been removed.

      “Rayen!”

      She appeared next to him, shadows parting around her, stepping out of the darkness.

      “I don’t know what happened, but either he’s still holding on to whatever he’s using to hide the others, or there’s something else here.”

      “How did you stop him?”

      “The same way as I was stopping the others. I used daggers of shadow.”

      Rayen crouched down, checking his father’s neck. “He’s still—”

      His father opened his eyes, and Rayen reacted, swinging the sword down, jamming it into his chest.

      He grabbed toward the sword, but he did so weakly, flailing at the blade.

      Rayen remained there for a moment, holding the sword in place. When she withdrew the blade, she wiped it on his father’s jacket before standing and turning to Daniel. “I’m sorry I had to do that.”

      He couldn’t take his eyes off his father. Blood poured out of the wound, pooling around him. The air filled with the coppery scent of it, and the glazed expression in his lifeless eyes was almost too much for Daniel to bear.

      “He always wanted me to replace him on the Council one day.”

      “Is that what you want to do now?”

      Daniel shuddered. “I… I didn’t want it to be like this.”

      “I’m sorry I had to do it.”

      “I know. And yet, I was the one to do it. I attacked him first. You only finished it.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      She reached out, wrapping her arms around him, and Daniel let her hug him. He welcomed the connection, feeling the warmth of her embrace, and couldn’t help but stare at the fallen form of his father.

      “Daniel?”

      “What is it?”

      “Look.”

      He turned slowly and realized the others that he hadn’t been able to see were behind him.

      Cael Elvraeth was there, wrapped in chains, and so was Galen, his eyes haunted, scars along his arms, bruising along his face, and his entire body gaunt. Daniel didn’t recognize everybody else that had been captured, though he did notice one of the other councilors.

      Daniel started toward them. How were they supposed to break them free?

      He paused, turning back to his father and searching his pockets. He found keys and dragged them out, heading over toward the chains.

      Stopping in front of Cael, he looked for the lock to the chains. She was gagged, but he peeled the gag back. “I found Talia.”

      “You found her?”

      Daniel nodded. “He imprisoned us in the same row of cells.”

      “How did you get free?”

      Daniel turned, pointing to the back of his head. “He placed an implant. I think he believed it would control me, but instead—”

      “You learned to control the shadows.” Galen coughed as Rayen pulled the gag down from his mouth, and some of the darkness around the corners of his eyes faded.

      “I was exposed to the Elder Stone,” he said. “I was already beginning to get some connection to the shadows, but that accelerated it.”

      He crouched next to Cael, looking for the key that might allow him to free her from the chains, but couldn’t find one. It was a strange-looking lock, different than even what he’d had on his cell, and his father’s keys didn’t appear to be the right style.

      Focusing on the shadows, he slammed them into the lock.

      It shattered.

      He helped Cael peel the chains away, and she got to her feet, stretching. He turned to Galen, doing the same thing, breaking the lock. They went from person to person, using his connection to the shadows to shatter the locks.

      “He made a bargain with one of the Ai’thol,” Galen said.

      Now that he was unbound, Daniel could see him more clearly. His deep gray clothing was faded and tattered, reminding Daniel of what he had seen miners in Ilphaesn Mountain wearing.

      “What sort of bargain?” Daniel asked.

      “A dangerous bargain. He believed he could negotiate for power, but the Ai’thol have played the game before, and there was no way he was ever going to succeed.”

      Daniel glanced over to his fallen father. “We need to get you out of here.”

      “He intended to use the power of the crystals,” Cael said.

      “They won’t,” Daniel said.

      “The Ai’thol—”

      Daniel shook his head. “They won’t. I ensured the crystals were safe.”

      “How?” Galen asked.

      Daniel glanced to Rayen before turning his attention to Cael and Galen. “I removed them.”

      “You did what?” Cael coughed as she spoke.

      “I did what was necessary. The crystals weren’t safe, and I didn’t know who my father had been working with, so I did the only thing I could think of and moved them.”

      “Daniel, I know you have been working with Carth and Rayen, so I know you don’t intend to use the crystals in any way that’s dangerous,” Galen said, resting his hand on Daniel. “But the crystals are safest here. We have protected them for centuries, and—”

      “I know, and I wonder if that’s what needs to continue. Regardless, they were going to use the crystals, and I needed to make sure they didn’t get a hold of them.”

      “Where did you take them?” Cael asked.

      “To a safe place.”

      “How would it be safe?” she asked.

      “Because it was the Council of Elders.”

      Galen’s breath caught. “Are you sure?”

      “Quite.”

      “Can you show us?”

      Daniel glanced to Rayen. “Later. First we have to help Lucy.”
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      The room that had once held the sacred crystals was empty. There was a residual sense of power within it, almost an energy Daniel could feel, though he wondered how much of that was his imagination and how much was from the people who’d been fighting here. Bodies littered the floor, though far fewer than he would have thought. Some of them were tchalit—several of whom were men he’d cut down with the shadows—and he found two of Lucy’s women who had been fighting alongside him, including the short-haired woman. He worried about how Lucy was going to react to losing one of her people, but there was no sign of her.

      Cael made her way around the pedestals, pausing in front of each one before moving on. “When the crystal disappeared with me, I could think of nothing but getting it back here.”

      “It’s how we met,” Galen said.

      “And now, the crystals are gone, taken away from Elaeavn, away from our people. I can’t help but wonder if this is for the best.”

      “If my father was working with the Ai’thol, then it is. They would have uncovered some way of accessing the crystals.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, but I worry there’s something else we might have overlooked,” Galen said.

      “What?”

      “What if it’s exactly what the Ai’thol wanted?”

      “I don’t know that Olandar Fahr wanted the crystals to be where I took them.” Then again, Daniel didn’t know what Olandar Fahr was after. All he knew was that the other man had influenced them far more than they cared to admit. He had managed to force them into acting in ways they had not intended, and now… now Daniel didn’t know if he had done as Galen suggested.

      “Why don’t we get you out of here?” Daniel glanced to the others with them. “Can you find a way out?”

      Elaine, the councilor his father had attacked, nodded. “I will guide the others out.”

      She took the lead, heading out of the crystal chamber and disappearing, leaving Daniel with Rayen, Galen, and Cael.

      “I imagine you want to see your daughter.”

      Cael and Galen shared a look. “We tried to protect her for so long,” she whispered.

      There was a sense of emotions radiating from her, and Daniel wasn’t sure if she was aware of what she revealed. It was affection, pride, and fear all mixed together—a strange combination of emotions, yet he wondered if that was natural for a parent.

      “It is,” Cael whispered.

      He cocked his head, frowning. “You can Read me?”

      “I can, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “I thought that with my implant—”

      She smiled. “It’s not easy, and I’m focusing on you with as much effort as I’ve focused on anyone, but I can detect a trace of thought within your mind.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted to make sure you didn’t move the crystals in order to use them.”

      “And if I had?”

      “Then I was prepared to destroy you,” Galen said.

      Daniel glanced over to him and found that Galen twisted something in his fingers. He had seen the other man use darts as weapons but had a hard time believing Galen had somehow hidden a dart on him all the time he’d been captive. But perhaps he had, and perhaps he had been waiting for the opportunity to use it on his father.

      “She’s a strong girl,” Daniel said.

      Galen grunted. “She takes after her mother in that. I wish she didn’t.”

      “You do not,” Cael said.

      Galen smiled, and some of the darkness on his face faded. There was no sense of the assassin in his eyes when he thought of his daughter, only the joy he had in her. “I do not.”

      Daniel held his arms out, and Rayen took one, Cael the other. Galen grabbed Cael and Slid, gliding along the shadows, following them up and up as he had when he had first escaped from the crystal chamber. They emerged out in the forest. Shafts of light fluttered through the trees, leaving the shadows sweeping along the forest floor. Daniel held on to the connection to the shadows, prepared to Slide, but there was no need.

      “That was… different,” Galen said, looking over at Daniel. In the light, the bruising on his face was more evident. He’d been beaten severely, and yet, Galen moved as if he were barely harmed.

      “I’m still learning to control the shadows in a way that will allow me to Slide the way I’m used to.”

      “That changed?”

      “That changed the most,” Daniel said.

      Galen looked as if he wanted to say something to them, but then he turned away, heading into the forest and making his way into the clearing. The sense of activity all around continued to build, and Daniel noted the people here were active, thankfully unharmed by the attack on the forest.

      “The tchalit attacked out here?” Cael asked.

      Daniel pointed. “In several places. We pushed them back, and thankfully they retreated. I don’t think anybody from the city was harmed, but others might have been had we not acted.”

      She shook her head as her gaze darted around the entirety of the clearing. “We shouldn’t attack our own people. Now he has done this?”

      “He was angry,” Daniel said.

      She shot him a hard look. “Are you making excuses?”

      Daniel shook his head. “No, but I know why he did it. There aren’t any excuses for what he did.”

      He motioned up to Jessa’s home, and Cael followed him. When they were below it, Daniel thought about grabbing the ladder and climbing back up, but instead he focused on the shadows trailing along the tree. He reached for Cael and grabbed Galen once he’d caught up, and then the three of them glided along the shadows to the platform overlooking the forest. Once there, he released them.

      “I can’t get over how strange that feels,” Galen said.

      “What’s it like?” Daniel knew what it was like for him, but what would it be like for someone like Galen, someone who had a different set of abilities?

      “It’s like following the darkness. As much as I’ve understood my enhanced eyesight over the years, when you bring us along like that, it seems almost as if I’m unable to follow it, as if the darkness itself tries to swallow me.”

      “I use the shadows when I Slide like that. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s different than when I Slid before. When I was first learning about my connection to the shadows and I would Slide, I did so in a way that allowed me to follow them. This is more like following the shadows and Sliding as a secondary effect.”

      He could tell they weren’t really paying attention, and he couldn’t blame them. With how long they had been captive, they probably wanted nothing more than to see their daughter. Both of them turned, making their way to the door of Jessa’s home. Galen rested his hand on it before knocking.

      It took a moment, but the door came open.

      Jessa stood there, her eyes darting from Cael to Galen before she stepped off to the side.

      Talia was there, wearing a brightly colored dress and sitting on a chair, working with some sort of metallic game. When she saw her parents, she leapt to her feet and threw her arms around them, and they returned the embrace, hugging her tightly.

      Daniel stood outside, watching. A lump formed in his throat.

      “You aren’t happy that you helped them?”

      He glanced up to see Jessa watching him. Something in her eyes made it seem that she understood him better than he wanted. Shaking his head, he nodded to Galen and Cael. “I’m very happy they’re back together.”

      “Then why this reaction?”

      “I think… because my own homecoming would never have been so sweet.”

      “Your father is a different man.”

      “He was. He’s gone.”

      Jessa studied him. “I’m sorry.”

      Daniel cocked his head to the side. “Are you?”

      She shrugged. “If he’s responsible for what happened, then no.”

      Daniel sighed deeply. “Neither am I. I wonder what that makes me.”

      “It makes you someone who cares about others, unlike your father.”

      “That’s just it. He seemed to think he did care about others. In his mind, everything he did was in the service of Elaeavn.”

      “There have been others who felt the same.”

      Daniel glanced at her. “Like Rsiran?”

      A hint of a tired smile pulled at her lips. “Rsiran thought many of the same things as your father. And unfortunately, Rsiran would be wrong in many ways. In his mind, removing the threat of the Ai’thol was the most important thing for him to do.”

      “I’ve faced the Ai’thol, and I know just how much of a threat they pose, so I can’t deny that removing them would be valuable.”

      “That’s not what I’m getting at,” she said.

      “What, then?”

      “He thought that removing the Ai’thol was necessary, but he did so at the expense of everything else. Unfortunately, Haern had a similar experience with his father as you did yours. Rsiran was so caught up in doing what he thought was necessary that he never spent the time he should have with his son. It wasn’t until much later that they even developed a relationship. It’s something Rsiran regrets, even if he won’t say it.”

      Daniel watched as Galen and Cael spoke softly to Talia. They seemed… happy. There was genuine affection between them, and he couldn’t help but wonder what it would’ve been like to experience the same thing. He had been taught his entire life that he would grow up to serve the Council, and he hadn’t minded that. Serving the Council was a noble thing, and he would have been pleased to do so, until he’d realized that it wasn’t at all what he really wanted.

      Now he was no longer sure whether serving the Council was as noble as he had believed—no longer sure he should do anything other than continue to take the fight outside the city, be prepared for an attack from Olandar Fahr, and try to unravel the secrets of the Elder Stones and the purpose of the Council of Elders.

      “I don’t even know what happened to my mother,” Daniel said.

      “He didn’t say?”

      Daniel pulled his gaze away and turned to stand over the ledge, looking out over the forest. There was a peace up here, and he wondered why he had always believed the people of the forest were somehow less than those within Elaeavn. Now that he was standing here, he recognized the quiet comfort that existed here. It was different than what was within the city proper, and certainly different than what was within the palace. In the palace, there was always a threat of conflict.

      “He didn’t say, but I believe he did something to her, though I’m not sure what.”

      Perhaps she had only been augmented. If so, then at least she was still alive. But he worried that something more had happened to her. After how aggressive his father had been in everything he’d done, Daniel couldn’t help but think his father had done far more than just augment her.

      “Are you going to search for her?”

      “Maybe eventually.”

      “Maybe?”

      “There’s something else I need to do.”

      “What is that?”

      “I removed the crystals from the chamber.”

      He expected a strong reaction from her, but instead, she chuckled. “I imagine you had a good reason.”

      “I had to prevent my father from succeeding in whatever he intended.”

      “And what was that?”

      “If I’m right, he was intending to use the power of the crystals, and he had worked with someone to do so.”

      Daniel still didn’t know who his father had been working with, and until he could find Lucy, he might never know.

      “Then don’t let me be the reason you delay.”

      Daniel motioned to her home. “Cael and Galen are going to come with me.”

      “Ah. I see. Well, then, why don’t you come in and have a cup of tea?”

      “I don’t want to impose.”

      Jessa chuckled. “After everything you’ve done for us, I don’t think you will be imposing.”

      Daniel followed her in, nodding to Cael and Galen.

      Talia hurried over to him, throwing her arms around him. “You saved them. I can’t believe you saved them. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

      “You don’t have to repay me,” Daniel said.

      “But I do. You brought my parents back to me.”

      “I told you I would.”

      She shook her head. “I know, but lots of people have said things to me and never followed through.”

      Daniel wrapped his arms around Talia and hugged her briefly.

      Jessa appeared, handing a steaming mug to him. Daniel took it carefully and brought it to his nose, inhaling deeply. It smelled wonderful. There was a familiar hint of spice to it, and as he took a sip, he breathed in that spice, letting it wash down his throat. Warmth and comfort and everything good flowed with it.

      “Thank you,” he said, nodding to Jessa.

      She squeezed his arm. “You’re one of us now.”

      “Am I?”

      She looked at the others. “You fought on behalf of those who can’t fight for themselves. That’s the same thing Rsiran always wanted, even if he was never good at expressing what he was doing.”

      “What was he like?”

      “A pain in the ass,” Galen mumbled.

      “Father!”

      Galen shrugged. “Well, he was.”

      Jessa chuckled. “He’s not wrong. Rsiran could be a pain in the ass, but he was also caring and stubborn and wanted to do the right thing.”

      “Why are you talking about him as if he’s gone?”

      “Because as far as we know, he is,” Jessa said.

      “I saw him. I fought alongside him. Without him, I don’t know that we would have been able to push back Olandar Fahr and protect the Council of Elders.”

      How long ago had that been? Daniel was losing track of time. It might have been months, though he no longer knew for certain. Maybe it was no more than a matter of weeks.

      “He hasn’t returned,” Jessa said.

      “Is that unusual for him?”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “We’re close to ending this,” Daniel said. “All we need to do is find Olandar Fahr, and then we can prevent any further attacks and ensure the people we care about are protected. Safe.”

      He couldn’t help but feel that time was close, but at the same time, it seemed farther than ever before. Now that he had been augmented, he no longer knew how to use his ability the way he’d thought he did. It felt as if he were starting over, trying to gain an understanding of how to use his powers, and unfortunately it was at a time when they needed him to have full control of them.

      He took another sip of the tea and found it relaxing. Something about it soothed him in a way he hadn’t known he’d needed.

      Talia joined him, standing alongside him, and he could almost Read something from her.

      It was contentment.

      After everything they had been through, feeling contentment from her was a relief. She had suffered far too much, and though he had done what he could to protect her from the anguish of trying to escape, he had failed over and over again.

      At least now, she was safe, and he didn’t have to worry about something happening to her. For this moment, he could have a bit of peace. Sipping his tea, he decided that was enough.
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      Something was off. Haern no longer knew what it was, but it was time for him to understand. When he’d gone with Lucy, working with the other women he’d been training, he’d detected the strangeness within the lorcith from the two tchalit they had faced. He had pushed on it, letting the song guide him, and had shifted it so that it no longer felt quite so off. Still, he couldn’t shake the sense that something wasn’t quite right.

      He hovered above Ilphaesn. Elise was down on the mountaintop, waiting for him. He still wasn’t sure what abilities she would be granted by her augmentation, other than the fact there was a connection between them, almost as if they could know what the other needed. It wasn’t Reading the way he had heard it described by others, but this was definitely a bond. He shared it with her, and there was no one he would rather share it with.

      Pushing higher and higher, he ignored the wind that whistled around him, focusing on that sense of lorcith far below him. The air was thin, and the higher he went, the thinner it would be. He needed to do this, certain there was some connection between what he had detected up above Ilphaesn and what he had detected when helping Lucy.

      Why did it feel so similar?

      Up here, high above the clouds, he was aware of the lorcith not only in Ilphaesn, but throughout Elaeavn. There was a large collection of lorcith, and much of it was scattered throughout the forest, such that he could track it. Strangely enough, he was completely aware of how his father had placed the protections around the forest, and he pushed on them.

      There was something off, and he shifted it. As he did, the song of the lorcith built, reverberating within him.

      He focused then on the Elder Trees. From up above, he couldn’t see them, but he could feel them, the way they pulled on him, the awareness of them. And the longer he was here, the more certain he was that there had to be some way for him to reach those trees. The song had been restored, and now he needed to ensure the safety of that song.

      Still, he listened.

      There was nothing about the song of the lorcith from the Elder Trees that worried him. He had shifted it, and it had remained where he had shifted it, which suggested that whatever else had happened, there was no danger with it.

      What else, then?

      Haern turned his attention to everything within Elaeavn.

      From up high, it was easier to do. He was able to focus on everything, the entirety of the city, the nature of the power throughout it, and he could feel the lorcith below him.

      Scattered throughout the city, most of the lorcith was the way it should be.

      Yet there was one aspect of it that was wrong.

      He pushed on it.

      When he did, he was pushed back.

      Even from this distance, there was resistance, and it reminded him of when he had nearly been blown up in Brusus’s home.

      That was it.

      It was Brusus’s home he detected. Which meant it was the tree.

      Why would his father have given Brusus a sculpture that was made with slightly twisted lorcith?

      Unless he hadn’t known.

      Haern focused on it and pushed.

      He had to push with much more force than he was accustomed to, which required him to hang on to his connection to Ilphaesn, letting the mountain prevent him from flying off, but he was able to change the nature of the metal.

      The song built—loud, reverberating throughout him, calling to him.

      He ignored it.

      He focused on other, smaller pieces of lorcith throughout Elaeavn, which seemed to come from people. They moved down in the city, and when he pushed, anchoring to Ilphaesn in order to do so, he felt the metal shift.

      That was what troubled him the most.

      It wasn’t that people had placed augmentations, although that was bad enough; rather, it was that whoever had placed them had used the metal in a far different—and more twisted—fashion than even Olandar Fahr had done.

      His connection to the metal had been brutal. The Forgers—and the Hjan, as he had heard from his parents—had used metal they had buried underneath their skin, and there was no finesse to them as there was to the newer augmentations. And those augmentations had been placed by the C’than, something that Lucy knew more about than she let on.

      For now, he needed to better understand the strangeness he distantly detected. The more he focused, the more certain he was of what he detected.

      It filled him with an awareness, and Haern made certain to pay attention to that distant sense of lorcith. This time, rather than trying to push on it as before, he simply focused on it.

      He wanted to understand it.

      It was a distant sense, but there was something strange about what he had detected before.

      At first, Haern wasn’t sure. He was focusing on the nature of the lorcith, and what he could tell was that it felt off, wrong, but he didn’t know why that was. The only thing he could determine was that something about the metal didn’t feel the way he thought it should. As he focused, paying attention to the lorcith, he recognized that whatever difference there was with this metal, he had detected it before. It was the same as what he had felt in the tchalit and the others who had been twisted within Elaeavn.

      Were there others who had been twisted in such a way?

      It was different even than what he had perceived with Olandar Fahr.

      Strangely, Olandar Fahr had used the metal the way it was meant to be used. Perhaps the song wasn’t quite right, but it wasn’t twisted, tainted, like what he detected now. This… this was something else. Something worse.

      And there were significant quantities of it.

      It was as if the stockpiles of the lorcith were twisted.

      There was so much that he could feel distantly, but why would there be so much metal that was damaged?

      Better yet, how could there be so much metal that was damaged?

      It was so far away, and in order to reach it, to be able to understand it, he would have to either use his own connection to lorcith—something that troubled him, since it could alter his connection over the metal—or have someone Slide him. That might be the better option; then he wouldn’t have to worry about losing himself.

      And then he could focus only on maintaining his own connection, ensuring that he wasn’t shifted, that something within himself didn’t change in a way that would damage him, leading him to crash.

      As he hovered there, something else came to mind, a different realization.

      His breath caught, and in the thin air, he coughed, trying to wrap his mind around what he detected, but it made little sense.

      Haern strained to understand whether or not he was imagining all this, but he was certain that he was not. This was real. What he detected was real.

      The strange sense of lorcith was growing.
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      The temple in Dreshen was no different than when she’d been here before, though there was a strange energy about it. Ryn wondered if that was real; since visiting the Temple of the Mind, she no longer knew what she truly experienced and what was merely illusion.

      “Where do you think this would be?” Tessa asked.

      The inside of the temple was unique. She had been here when she had still served the Great One, had believed that the temple was under his control, but eventually, the temple had fallen and others had taken over.

      “I don’t know. It’s here, I suspect, but I don’t know how far below ground it would be.”

      And if she was right, then it would be someplace below ground.

      She had been to the temple, had even visited the strange blacksmith that existed within the temple, yet she had uncovered nothing here before.

      If it was here, why would Olandar Fahr have kept it hidden? Why wouldn’t he have made it obvious he was storing something here?

      It was possible he didn’t trust her. Then again, now that she’d begun to doubt, she thought perhaps his lack of trust was well founded. She no longer knew if she should be trusted.

      She started toward the stairs. When she reached them, she paused with her hand on the door. There was something strange about the temple here, the same strangeness there had been in Olian. There was a lack of servants.

      While that could be nothing, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the lack of servants here and what she had seen before were tied together. Then again, she’d been to Dreshen more recently, and she knew it hadn’t fallen, at least not the same way Olian had fallen.

      “Are you sure it would be here?” Tessa asked.

      “Not only is this a place the Great One decided was important, but it’s a place where he had a Disciple.” If there was a Disciple present, that meant the place mattered to him.

      She started down the stairs.

      They reached the level where the Blacksmith had been. Ryn considered heading down there, but she decided against it. There was no evidence there would be anything for her to find, and that wasn’t what she was here for anyway.

      The ground continued to swallow them, the path going deeper and deeper beneath the ground. There had to be something here.

      Ryn breathed out, the darkness around them not nearly as all-encompassing as it had been in other places. While it swallowed her, it didn’t leave her feeling helpless.

      “Why would there be places like this?” she asked softly.

      “What was that?” Tessa asked.

      She paused, turning and looking up at the other woman. “Why such similarities?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “So far in these places, we’ve encountered stairs leading deep underground. Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Ryn pushed the thought away. Perhaps there was nothing here, but she couldn’t shake the feeling there was something about it, whether it was something that Olandar Fahr had placed or something he had found.

      Tessa breathed heavily behind her. With each passing moment, Ryn couldn’t shake the feeling they were getting closer to an answer.

      Another few steps, and the stairs ended.

      Ryn started forward hesitantly, looking around for anything similar to what she had encountered before, but she found nothing reminiscent of the other places. There was no similar power, no similar crack in the ground, and no glowing or darkness or anything that would tell her she was in the right place.

      “What is this?”

      Ryn looked over to Tessa, shaking her head. “Apparently nothing.”

      “Maybe we simply aren’t aware of it?”

      She made a circuit here, looking for what else might be present, but she came up with nothing. Why would there be stairs to nothing?

      When she had descended the stairs in Lexa, she’d believed they had been there when the temple had first been built, but what if that wasn’t the case? What if the stairs had only been there because of Olandar Fahr and not because of the people who had preceded him?

      She continued to trace her way around the room but came away with no more answers than she had had before. Whatever else had caused this place to be important to Olandar Fahr, she wasn’t able to come up with a reason. Perhaps he hadn’t managed to find something for this place.

      Her breath caught.

      What if that was what he was doing?

      The other places could have been powerful, but what if Olandar Fahr had placed that power there? And in doing so, had he put the people in danger?

      She wasn’t sure that was the right answer, either.

      And if he had put power in other places, why this place?

      She turned her gaze, looking up, and had to wonder what about Dreshen would be important to him. It was significant—she was certain of that, and even more certain that he had felt it important to ensure the safety of one of the sources of power.

      “Is there lorcith around us?”

      “What was that, Emissary?”

      She turned back to Tessa. “Is the metal around us?”

      “I…” Tessa closed her eyes and stood in place, rocking for a moment. “I can feel it. It’s everywhere.”

      “The same as in Olian?”

      “The same.”

      “And what about in Lexa.”

      “It was there, too.”

      That had to matter. There was something about the metal itself that mattered to Olandar Fahr; perhaps he used it to shield the power, or to absorb the power.

      Perhaps that was the key.

      He was giving blessings; perhaps they were tied to these places of power.

      She wasn’t going to find the answer here.

      Letting out a deep sigh, she turned back to Tessa and held out her arm.

      “Where to?”

      “Back into the temple.”

      “Which one?”

      “This one,” she said.

      Tessa took her arm, and they Traveled, stepping free in the chamber at the entrance to the temple.

      Looking around, Ryn couldn’t help but feel as if this was a place that was important to Olandar Fahr. He had been betrayed here, or at least, it seemed as if he had been betrayed. He had assigned her to uncover the secrets of this place, and unfortunately, Ryn had come up with nothing. She had failed him for the first time, and yet, she wasn’t sure that she really had failed him. It was almost as if her coming here had set things in motion.

      Ryn paced, looking at the walls. Had she not come here, she never would have had the strength to leave. Without that strength, she never would’ve found her way to Lexa, and without doing so, she never would have found a way of leading.

      Everything seemed to fit into a pattern, suggesting it was important for her to have been here, as if Olandar Fahr had known. Despite his incredible power, even that seemed beyond him.

      Ryn frowned, focusing on the inside of the temple. “I spent a long time here.”

      “I didn’t realize he would have you stationed here.”

      “I wonder if that was his intention,” Ryn said.

      “We can’t know the mind of the Great One,” Tessa said.

      Ryn looked toward the stairs leading up into the main part of the temple. “I don’t think we can. I don’t know that we should.”

      “Emissary?”

      She turned toward Tessa. “I’ve been troubled ever since visiting the Temple of the Mind.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know whether they summoned me there.”

      “Who?”

      “The priests.”

      “Why would they have summoned you there?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know if they even did.” Ryn clasped her hands in front of her, continuing to pace around the inside of the temple. “I felt drawn there, as if all this were part of some grand scheme. I told you about the visions I had there.” Tessa nodded. “There were other things that happened to me. I was filled with doubt.”

      “What sort of doubt?”

      Ryn paused in front of the sculpture. It was of a strangely shaped man, and he held something in his hand that looked like a slender bar of metal, pointing it outward as if aiming it at the heavens.

      “I suppose my doubt was with my own purpose.”

      “You are the Emissary.”

      “Am I? I ended up in Lexa by chance, or at least, I thought I had. The Great One knew I was there, and he was pleased I helped secure it, but now that we’ve uncovered the glowing stone deep beneath the ground, I can’t help but feel as if he had wanted me there since his Disciple had failed.”

      Ryn continued to pace, questions rolling into her mind. How much of this had Olandar Fahr anticipated? She wasn’t sure whether it was possible for him to have foreseen everything, but the longer she spent thinking about it, the more certain she was that some of this, at least, had been anticipated by him.

      To him, everything was some sort of game, and though she didn’t view things in the same way, she still couldn’t help but feel as if he were using her. And if he was, why would that be?

      Observe. That was his lesson.

      “While I was there, I began to have doubts about my assignment.” It felt good admitting that to Tessa, though she ran the risk of the other woman deciding she would no longer help her. It was better that she share with Tessa what she had experienced, and that she be honest about it, so that if Tessa chose to serve another way, she would do so with the information needed to make an informed decision.

      More than anything, Ryn thought that was necessary.

      “I think the priest and the Temple of the Mind wanted me to ask those questions,” she said.

      “Why would they want you to question the Great One?”

      Ryn glanced over to her. “Perhaps because he is not the Great One.”

      Tessa’s breath caught. “Emissary?”

      Ryn held the other woman’s gaze. “I think the priest wanted me to come up with my own answers. I still don’t know that I have the answers, only questions.” And the more she thought of it, the more certain Ryn was that having such questions was natural—and good. Having those questions was a part of deciding for herself, which was something the priest had tried to encourage. “I don’t know that I have those answers, but I’ve been looking.”

      “That’s why you came here. That’s why we went to Olian.”

      “That’s part of it. The other part is that I’ve not seen Olandar Fahr in months.” She said his name aloud for the first time in a long time. As she did, Tessa winced slightly. “You had warned me he would be gone, but this is longer than he’d ever been gone before. In all of my travels with him, I’d become accustomed to having him around, to knowing I was never all that far from his return. What if something has happened to him?”

      “We can’t know the mind of the Great One.”

      “We can’t. But I think we need to know what he’s been planning.”

      “And that is why you came here?”

      Ryn looked around the inside of the temple. “Within the Temple of the Mind, the priest showed me someone dangerous.”

      “Who?”

      “He didn’t give me a name. He only said that they were dangerous, and that I had to find my way out of the darkness.” Saying it aloud felt strange to her, and a bit foolish, but at the same time, she doubted she could do this on her own, and having someone like Tessa would be helpful. “I wonder if Olandar Fahr was aware of this person.”

      “What if he was?”

      “Then all this has been about trying to either help or stop this dangerous person.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Ryn took a deep breath and pointed to the door leading far below ground. “That chamber. I wasn’t sure what we were going to find when we came here, but the fact that it was empty, and that it seemed as if it were designed to store power, suggests to me he anticipated having power here. I believe there is something more he wanted to store here.”

      And though she didn’t know what it was, she wondered if perhaps his reason for bringing her here was tied to it. What if Olandar Fahr had wanted her to be a part of whatever was done here?

      “There was.”

      Ryn spun. Standing on the stairs was a man she had not seen in months. Tessa dropped to her knees, bowing, but Ryn stood, frozen in place, uncertain how she should react.

      Olandar Fahr made his way down, watching her, a hint of an amused smile on his face. His eyes were darkened, almost haunted, and his face was far more wrinkled than before.

      Something had happened to him. Somehow, he had changed.

      “You look different,” she said, watching him as he descended the stairs. He remained silent, moving hesitantly, as if each step were painful.

      “I was about to say the same for you.” He leaned on the wall, watching her. The wrinkles in the corners of his eyes seemed to deepen as he observed.

      Ryn stared at him, feeling a surge of worry.

      Not just worry; there a was mixture of guilt within it. Olandar Fahr had helped her. He had been the reason she had managed to reach safety, and had he not helped her, she had no idea what would have become of her. More than likely, she would have perished on the road, succumbing to fatigue and weakness, and never would had the chance to discover who she was. Ryn still didn’t know who she was, but she did know that she was thankful for the opportunity.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Nothing I did not expect,” he said.

      “You expected to get injured like this?”

      He pushed off the wall, watching her. “What makes you think I’m injured?”

      “Because I can see you.”

      “And I can see you, Ryn Valeron.”

      Something about the way he said her name reminded her of the priest at the Temple of the Mind. The priest had said her name over and over again, to the point where she had wondered if there was some reason behind it, and now she questioned if it was because of Olandar Fahr.

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      He glanced over to Tessa and crouched down in front of her. “You may stand.”

      Tessa got to her feet and looked from Ryn to Olandar Fahr as if unsure what she should do. It told Ryn all she needed to know about how Tessa felt regarding Olandar Fahr. Perhaps she’d made a mistake in revealing her uncertainty, but at the same time, she couldn’t help but feel as if she had done what was needed.

      And it was needed. If she was to lead—and regardless of seeing Olandar Fahr like this, she still felt as if she could, and should, lead—she wanted to do so with honesty, to ensure that the people who might follow her understood what she was doing and why she was doing it. She needed to help others find their way out of the dark.

      “How much of this have you planned?”

      “Planned?”

      Ryn nodded toward the stairs. “This place. Everything that happened to me. How much of this was yours?”

      “I think you overestimate my ability,” he said.

      “I don’t think I do,” Ryn said. “I’ve seen you, and I know everything you’re able to do.”

      Though not why. What did he hope to accomplish by involving her in this?

      She thought about what she had experienced, and the things that Olandar Fahr had asked of her. Observe.

      That thought came to her over and over again, the demand he had made of her; she had been instructed what to do, then given a blessing that increased her ability to observe.

      In a flash of light, it came to her.

      “You needed me to go to the Temple of the Mind.”

      “Are you sure?”

      It made a certain sense. But what was it that made it more effective for her to go to the Temple of the Mind? Why not him?

      Then again, Olandar Fahr had many reasons for what he did, and she wasn’t sure she knew any of them, not anymore. Was it all about control?

      “I am,” she said.

      He smiled at her, watching her for a long moment. “Very good. You have learned. You have improved in your ability to observe, haven’t you?”

      “You taught me well, though I wonder if you might not have done it too well.”

      “I think you’ve done exactly what I needed of you.”

      “You didn’t want me to know this was all your plan.”

      “Didn’t I? It wouldn’t be effective for you to go to the Temple of the Mind unless you were aware of why.”

      “I began to question.”

      “As you should.”

      “I began to question you.”

      He smiled. “As you should.”

      Ryn glanced over to Tessa. “What do you need?”

      “You already determined what I need.”

      “Why? Are you working with the darkness I was told to find my way through?”

      Olandar Fahr watched her, an unreadable expression on his face. Then again, Ryn wondered if she could ever know what he was thinking.

      “You remember me talking about the game I enjoyed playing?”

      “You’ve told me about it often enough.”

      “Good. I discovered who I am playing.”

      “And?”

      “And I need to win.”

      Ryn glanced to Tessa again. “Why?”

      “If I don’t, all of us will suffer. That is why I needed you to go to the Temple of the Mind. That is why I need your help, Ryn Valeron.”
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      The inside of the tree had a strange glow to it that it hadn’t possessed before, and as Daniel made his way forward, following the shadows, he focused on the sense of the sacred crystals. Thankfully no one seemed to have been able to reach them, though he was still concerned someone would learn he had brought them here. The glowing in the room was a certain giveaway, and if someone discovered what he had done, how long would it be before the tree was attacked?

      Someone would have to be able to reach it, and if nothing else, the nature of the forest protected the tree and the city. The only way he had been able to find the city was through his connection to the shadows. Though he knew that Olandar Fahr had plenty of others with connections to the shadows, and that given their augmentations, they could use them to reach places they shouldn’t be able to, so far, Daniel and his friends had managed to ensure that they didn’t find the city.

      It was the one bastion of safety—a place he thought they could continue to protect, and he had to hope they would be successful.

      “Where are we?” Galen whispered, his gaze darting everywhere.

      “As far as I can tell, we’re within the tree.”

      “This is a tree?”

      Daniel nodded. There had been no time for him to delay, so he had Slid them, gliding on the shadows and bringing them directly into the tree rather than stopping out in the city itself. He hadn’t wanted to raise any further questions about why he was returning here, and with others that the people of the city had not yet met. Going this way at least kept things quiet, and when it came to the sacred crystals, he thought that was necessary.

      “All of this is a tree. And these stumps are the Council of Elders. Apparently, almost no one can sit at them.”

      Daniel made his way forward, taking a seat on one of the stumps.

      “No one?” Galen asked, arching a brow at him.

      Daniel nodded. “Apparently, I’m the only one who can.”

      “There might be others.”

      “That’s what we suspect.”

      “Why you?” When he smiled, Galen shook his head. “I mean no disrespect, but why you?”

      “I don’t know. There isn’t any explanation for why I was able to take a seat here when so many others could not.”

      “What about Carth?”

      “Carth would love to take a seat at the table, but unfortunately, she cannot.” The woman appeared out of the darkness, and Daniel lurched to his feet, surprised to see Carth there.

      Rayen grinned. “I knew you were here.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “I didn’t detect anything,” Daniel whispered.

      “No. There’s a way of using the shadows in such a way that they are almost imperceptible.”

      Daniel shared a look with Rayen. “But my augmentation has changed things for me. I’m better connected to the shadows than before.”

      “Even with a better connection, you still wouldn’t be able to detect me if I don’t want you to.”

      She smiled, taking some of the sting off the comment, and it made Daniel realize how much he still had to learn about his abilities. Eventually, he thought he would begin to better understand how to connect to the shadows, but so far, despite everything he continued to learn, everything he did with the shadows, he still struggled with some basic aspects. The shadows had been responsible for saving him, but there was still much more to learn. When he did finally master the shadows, then he had to believe he would become far more formidable.

      “Lucy informed me that you returned the crystals.”

      “Returned?”

      Carth nodded. She made a slow circle around the stools, pausing every so often, before looking over to Daniel. “Have you worked it out yet?”

      “I haven’t worked out anything. I’ve been so focused on trying to stay alive and figuring out what’s going on in the back of my head that I haven’t been able to think about anything else.”

      “A shame, then,” Carth said.

      “That I was attacked?”

      “That you shut off your mind.”

      Galen barked out a laugh.

      Carth smiled at him. It was the most warmth that Daniel had ever seen from her, and he realized she truly did have the affection for Galen that everyone said. What had the two of them been through in a previous life?

      It was interesting to see Carth care about anyone; she didn’t turn the same affection upon Cael, nor on Rayen.

      Did she care about Galen more than the others?

      Perhaps there was a romance that had never come to fruition, though he didn’t see Carth as the kind of person to be interested in any sort of romance. In some ways, Carth was almost asexual, though he would never say that to her.

      “If you’re going to insult me, at least follow up and tell me what you’ve uncovered.”

      “I didn’t uncover anything. This is all your work. You are the one who suggested there were only five main stones.”

      “Five, but we continue to find various abilities that don’t make sense for the stones we have. When I was fighting my father, he was able to turn himself invisible. It might be Keyall, but that’s not something we’ve ever encountered before. Alistan didn’t have any sort of ability to turn himself invisible.”

      “No, but they are able to use it so that we can’t detect them with the shadows.”

      “And?”

      “And I suspect it’s not a big reach for that to turn into something more,” Rayen said.

      Daniel sighed, heading to the center of the Council of Elders, looking at the table. The glowing from the crystals came from beneath it, and he couldn’t take his eyes off it. It was as if the glowing belonged here, though this was the first time the crystals had been here, so that didn’t seem quite right.

      “How is it you aren’t able to sit at the table?” Galen asked.

      Carth grinned. “I’m not worthy.”

      “I’d think if anyone is worthy, it would be you.”

      “You might think so, but the question is whether the Stone does.”

      “I don’t understand,” Galen said.

      Carth shrugged, spreading her hands and sweeping them around the inside of the tree. “Neither do I, but all this has affirmed to me that there is far more than we have ever understood.” She turned to Daniel, her eyes narrowing briefly.

      When she did, he caught a glimpse of emotion from her, but barely more than that. Carth was always difficult for him, and he knew that she was even a challenge for Lucy to Read, so if he caught a glimpse of emotion, either she wanted him to see it, or his new abilities granted it to him. Possibly it was both.

      He turned his attention back to the stools, looking at the table, and he thought he understood. “There is another like this.”

      Carth nodded. “There is.”

      “You saw it?”

      “We saw one, and I suspect there is another.”

      “Where?”

      “As far as I can tell, there would be five all told.”

      “Why would there be five Councils of Elders?”

      “Because there are five crystals,” Carth said. “Because there are five stones.”

      “But the crystals aren’t tied to here.”

      “Aren’t they?”

      Daniel glanced to Cael and then Galen before turning his attention to Carth. She wasn’t from Elaeavn and didn’t share their history, so even though she understood the Elder Stones, he doubted she really understood the sacred crystals and how they were tied to the people of Elaeavn. How could she? The crystals were unique.

      Then again, when they had begun to search for the Elder Stones, Daniel had thought that perhaps the sacred crystals were an Elder Stone. The more he’d learned about them, the more he’d come to believe they were something else. Even though he wasn’t sure what that was, the crystals had represented something other than Elder Stones.

      Yet there was no doubting that the sacred crystals granted abilities much like the Elder Stones did. Everyone who had ever held one of the sacred crystals had been blessed with abilities, forever altered and given something that few others were.

      “Why would they be…?”

      His gaze drifted around the room again, then settled on the table.

      When he had been trying to figure out why Olandar Fahr was so intent on finding places like this, he had thought it was because they were tied to the Elder Stones, but what if it was about something more than just the stones?

      Five stools for the Council. Five similar pieces on the game board. All trying to maneuver, to gain the power of the Stone.

      His breath caught.

      He crouched down, reaching for the sacred crystals, pulling out one of them and turning it in his hands. He looked up at Carth, who nodded.

      “What is it?” Galen asked.

      “We’ve struggled to understand the purpose of the Council of Elders, and why Olandar Fahr believes Tsatsun is crucial. Daniel made the connection, thinking that perhaps they were tied together.”

      “All of this is about a game?”

      “Perhaps not a game we play,” Carth said.

      “If not us, then who?”

      “That is what we need to understand.”

      Daniel ignored them, focusing on the crystal. He brought it forward, trying to set it on the table, but there was resistance, as there had been when he’d tried to reach for the crystals in the first place. He reached for another but hesitated.

      One of the crystals was glowing, pulsating. Daniel had never seen that before. He wondered if he would have a vision when he touched it, as those who had held the crystals in Elaeavn had always claimed to experience, but nothing happened. It simply pulsated in his hand.

      Daniel pulled the crystal out and brought it forward, setting it on top of the table.

      At first, nothing changed.

      Then the crystal’s glow grew brighter, the pulsating increasing in intensity. He took a step back, the entirety of the room changing. They were within the tree, so it seemed impossible, but he had no other explanation for was happening. Still pulsating, the crystal hovered above the table.

      And then light diffused throughout the room. It dispersed the shadows, pushing them back. Daniel staggered, reaching the edge of the Council of Elders, and though he tried to step beyond the stools, he could not.

      He was frozen, held in place as he had been when his father had prevented him from Sliding. Fear coursed through him as it had then, but this was a different fear. He didn’t know what was taking place, and he feared that whatever was happening here would be far more than what he could manage.

      “Take a seat,” Carth said from a distance.

      Daniel tried to turn, but he was unable to do so. His body was frozen in place as he stared at the crystal, feeling the power radiating from it.

      Take a seat.

      Could that be it? Was this all about him claiming his seat at the Council of Elders?

      If he did, what would it mean?

      If this was tied to the game of Tsatsun, would it mean he was suddenly going to be a piece on the game board? That wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t want to be used by some game maker, forced to play some game of power. But wasn’t he already a part of it?

      The pressure holding him eased.

      Daniel glanced at the stools and debated.

      All of them appeared the same, so it didn’t seem as if any of them would give him an advantage over the others. He continued to circle the stools, keeping his eye on the glowing, pulsating crystal.

      He paused in front of each of the stools, hesitating, but there came no change in the sense of the crystal.

      Perhaps it didn’t matter.

      Reaching one of the stools, he took a seat.

      The crystal stopped pulsating.

      Power exploded, washing over him.

      Daniel raised his hand, trying to block out the power, but there was nothing he could do to stop it. It overwhelmed him, an unrelenting torrent of power, filling him, mixing with knowledge.

      Was this what it had been like for those who had held one of the crystals?

      If so, Daniel wasn’t sure he wanted to hold one of the crystals. This was painful, a torment, and though he might rather avoid it, he hadn’t been given a choice.

      He lost track of how long that torrent of power flowed over him. When it retreated, he half expected the room to have changed, to be nothing more than just the inside of the tree again, dark and with shadows drifting around it, but light glowed from everywhere. It was a bluish light, matching that of the crystal, and the ceiling seemed to glitter with power. The light ran along the underside of the ceiling, tracking down toward the floor and leading toward the stumps. Each of the veins of power headed directly toward the stumps, as if this place had been designed for that.

      Then again, it probably had been.

      He gathered himself, taking a breath, thinking he must have been changed, but he felt no different.

      He turned, worried that the others would be gone, but they all stood at the edge of the room, watching him.

      No one said anything, though what was there to say?

      The nature of this power was strange, unique, and it had overwhelmed him.

      “What was that?” he whispered.

      Carth was the one to step forward, which didn’t surprise him in the slightest. “That was the Council of Elders making a choice.”

      “What sort of choice?”

      She shook her head. “Unfortunately, I don’t know.”

      “Who would?” In Daniel’s mind, that was the key. They needed to understand what had just happened to him, what they had now gotten themselves involved in, but where would they find that information? If Carth didn’t know, who would? There didn’t seem to be anyone who studied these sorts of things, knowledge that would’ve been lost for ages. The people of Ceyaniah didn’t even really understand it, and they were the keepers of this tree.

      Carth let out a frustrated sigh. “Unfortunately, the only person who might know is Olandar Fahr. It’s long past time that we find him.”
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        * * *

      

      Pick up the next book in The Elder Stones Saga: A Threat Revealed.
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      A dark energy descends, and Haern searches for understanding. The metal he’s known his entire life, metal he’s come to know better than almost anyone alive, has changed. Now he must find out why. The key to this dark power is something unexpected, and requires him to seek a dangerous alliance.

      While exploring the space between Sliding, Lucy finds a danger she had never expected. Now she must find her way past before it’s too late. She searches for help from an expected source, but the key to survival must come from her.

      Understanding the Shadow Queen brings Daniel, Rayen, and Carth back where they first encountered her. What they discover changes everything Daniel knows of the stones.

      For Ryn to know her purpose, she must return to where she began to question. As she enters the Temple of the Mind, she uncovers a danger greater than anything she has ever imagined. For her to survive it, she must accept her past.

      The real game begins. All are nothing more than pieces on a game board, but who will lead the attack?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Forging of Power. 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.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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