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      Haern hovered, holding on to the distant sense of lorcith and focusing on it, once again uncertain whether he was detecting what he thought. The air swirled around him, cold and biting, and he had come to know he needed to wear warmer clothing than he was accustomed to. Not only had he brought a cloak, but he’d pulled a heavy jacket over his shoulders. Now that he had taken to spending so much time pressing off on the lorcith from within the Ilphaesn, he had begun to recognize the need for warmer gear.

      Haern came here often, partly because of a desire to better understand that distant sense of lorcith, and partly because he didn’t know if he was detecting what he thought. For the most part, he was certain of what was out there, but the longer he studied it, the more uncertain he was that he was accurately detecting this.

      “Haern?”

      He glanced over to Elise, who was clinging to him. She had a strong grip, and with the lorcith she had looped around her waist, it was easy enough for him to maintain that connection to her and keep her elevated without any danger of falling.

      “You’ve been quiet for the last half hour or so.”

      Had it really been that long? He lost track of time when he was up here like this, the steady sense of the wind, of the pressure all around him making it difficult for him to be certain whether there was the growing lorcith as he suspected. He’d taken to spending considerable time here, hovering, searching, looking out into the distance, but so far he’d not been able to find anything.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “I just wanted to make sure you were still there.”

      “If something happened, you’d have plummeted.”

      “You don’t have to be so matter-of-fact about it.”

      Haern cursed to himself. Ever since discovering this strange and distant sense of lorcith, he’d been drawn to understand it. He thought the key to what they were facing was out there, but there was something about the metal he couldn’t fully grasp. The longer he focused on it, the more certain he was that whatever was out there was dangerous to them, yet he wasn’t sure what he needed to be doing or to find, only that it troubled him in ways he couldn’t fully explain.

      “I’m sorry. I could’ve come alone,” he said.

      “You’ve been coming alone far too often. I think you need the company.”

      He let out a heavy sigh and turned his attention to Elise. In the fading sunlight, she was lovely. The wind left her cheeks rosy, and having her with him was reassuring, but at the same time, he felt a certain sense of danger at having her along with him. The first few times he’d come searching for that strange sense of lorcith, he’d almost lost his connection to the metal himself and had plummeted, nearly dying. If the same thing were to happen now, he didn’t want to think about what would happen to Elise if he wasn’t strong enough to save her.

      Now that he understood the effects of the lorcith, he knew what it would take to save himself. It was a matter of shifting the metal back within himself, the augmentation he’d taken on, and ensuring it was oriented so the lorcith song was as it should be. The longer he spent with it, the more uncertain he was that he could do so effectively.

      “I thought about having Eve come with you, but—”

      Haern shook his head. “It wouldn’t be safe for Eve to come.”

      “You don’t know that. She’s gotten stronger.”

      “She has, but I still worry she isn’t strong enough to reorient the lorcith if it distorts.” He wasn’t sure how else to say it, but though he might argue, eventually he was going to need to ask Eve for help. Even if it was something as simple as trying to understand what was taking place, he couldn’t do this entirely on his own. He was going to need to get some help, though he didn’t want to include anyone who might be harmed by doing so.

      Maybe it would be best if he asked someone without a lorcith connection.

      Elise would come with him, there was no doubt about that, but Haern wasn’t sure he wanted her to. He worried about her risking herself, regardless of whether she cared. It was his responsibility to fear for her, wasn’t it?

      “I still don’t know what this is,” he whispered.

      “I’ve seen that face from you before.”

      “What face?”

      “The face that tells me you intend to go and look.”

      Was that what it was? He thought he was going to have to. Eventually, he would need to chase information to find out whether they needed to worry about this distant sense of lorcith, but if he did, there was a very distinct possibility he might not return.

      That was something he didn’t want to share with Elise, not wanting to scare her, but he had the sense she knew without him saying anything.

      “There it is again,” she said.

      Haern turned his attention to her and kissed her briefly. Hovering above the ground as they were, there was a certain peace and solitude. It was the kind of thing he enjoyed sharing with Elise, and he wished there were a way for the two of them to have more time together and not have to worry about what might come next. But the more they experienced, the more it seemed as if events were conspiring to try to pull them apart. It wasn’t as if people didn’t want them together; it was almost as if the Great Watcher knew Haern had another task and was sending signs to Haern that he needed to follow.

      How had his father and mother ever managed to stay together for so long?

      “Maybe we should return,” he said.

      “Have you discovered what you need?”

      Haern squeezed his eyes shut, focusing on that distant sense of lorcith. He could tell it was closer than the last time he had been up here sensing for it, and yet it seemed only incrementally nearer. There was a strangeness to it, and he no longer pushed on the lorcith, no longer trying to determine whether he could do anything with it, fearing the effect of the metal and what it might do to him if he were to do so. Most of the time Haern came up here and simply focused on the metal, thinking about the way it would draw him, about what it might be doing. As he was up here, he continued to struggle to find any answers.

      Perhaps that was because there were no answers.

      If there was anything he could uncover, he would need to go closer to it.

      If he was honest with himself, he feared getting too close to that strange lorcith. It was far enough away that it would take him some time to track down, yet pushing off on the overwhelming power of lorcith he detected in Ilphaesn, and even more distantly in places like Dreshen, Haern had a sneaking suspicion he would be able to find that power far more easily than he preferred.

      Pushing off on lorcith, he sent himself and Elise back toward the village. From this high in the air, it didn’t take long for them to reach it, and he came streaking to the ground, releasing Elise. She didn’t wander off as she once would have done. Haern suspected she worried about him, afraid he might go off on his own.

      He recognized the need to have more than just himself involved in whatever this was going to be. If it was reconnaissance, they would need not only those who had the ability to use lorcith, but those who could fight if it came down to it. That might mean others of these women who he’d trained. Eve was strong, skilled, but that didn’t mean he wanted to take her with him, worrying about what would happen if he did.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?” Elise asked.

      “What is there for me to say?”

      “I thought you might want to comment on what your intention is.”

      “Elise—”

      She took his hand, squeezing it. “I know you intend to go after this eventually. I don’t know if it’s going to be today or tomorrow or weeks from now, but at some point, I can sense you have that need to.”

      Haern cocked his head to the side. “You can sense it?”

      “Don’t you start that type of questioning with me, Haern Lareth.”

      He smiled. Hearing her chide him like that always amused him. “I was just commenting on the fact that your abilities seem to be improving.”

      “Well…” She turned away and her eyes drifted, her gaze sweeping along the village. He could tell she was looking everywhere around her, and yet, with her strange ability to detect the others around them, she no longer had to see them to know where the people were. Anyone she claimed as her own was connected to her in a strange and fantastic manner.

      It was an ability he marveled at, and one he couldn’t help but feel responsible for. He had been the one who’d helped her gain that power, placing the augmentation, and because of him, she was now far more connected to her people—their people—than she ever had been before.

      “I can feel them,” she said quietly. “There is that sense everywhere around me, and the more I focus, the more clear it is that I can find them, but…”

      “But what?”

      She glanced over at him. “But I don’t know how to control it. I think that’s part of it, isn’t it?”

      “Control will come. For now, I think it’s impressive you have this ability at all.”

      “It’s strange, isn’t it?”

      “That you can sense the others?”

      “I was thinking I might be able to Read them, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

      “You aren’t from Elaeavn.”

      “You think that’s only an ability from Elaeavn?”

      “I think it’s more likely to come from someone from Elaeavn. And the fact that you aren’t from Elaeavn means that whatever abilities you obtain will be different, however subtly.”

      And the more they occurred in the other women he’d augmented, the more clear it was to Haern that the connection to Elaeavn was key to predictable abilities. Was that why the Ai’thol had started with those who had some connection to Elaeavn?

      Then again, the Ai’thol also had used people who weren’t connected to Elaeavn, and they seemed to have some way of making sure their abilities were predictable. It was one thing Haern didn’t have. The more he used this power, placing these augmentations, the more uncertain he was whether there was anything he could do. He struggled to know whether there was any way for him to place augmentations that would have predictable outcomes, but so far, he hadn’t managed to do so.

      That wasn’t to say the women he’d placed the augmentations upon hadn’t ended up with something. Most were like Elise, acquiring abilities different than what Haern had expected, but no less useful.

      “Even when we were flying, I was able to feel them,” she said.

      “Does your ability to detect them change with your distance from them?”

      She closed her eyes, thinking. “I don’t think so. It’s there, regardless of how far away I am. And more than that, I can track it, almost as if it’s a part of me, a way for me to know just what’s out there.”

      “I find it amazing,” Haern said. And he did. Her ability was far different from anything he had ever experienced. It was similar to Reading, yet was different enough that he couldn’t help but marvel at how useful it would be.

      “I find it a little bit frightening,” she said. “And yet I love it. I can’t deny that I do. I’m so thankful for this ability and what it means for us.”

      Haern wasn’t sure what it meant for them. The only thing he understood was that her ability allowed her to connect to others, but what would happen if she chose someone randomly? He wasn’t even sure what it took for her to connect to someone at all. It was possible she would have some way of determining that herself, but at this point, at least, he didn’t know what it took.

      “Go and do what you need to,” he said.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m going to explore a little bit more.”

      Elise watched him with a hard edge to her stare. “If you disappear on me…”

      Haern shook his head. “I promise I won’t go anywhere without telling you first.”

      She cocked her head to the side, and he wondered what she was able to sense from him. She couldn’t Read him, so he didn’t worry about her trying to get into his thoughts, though even if she could Read, Haern wasn’t sure he would be concerned about it. He didn’t mind Elise digging into his mind. There was nothing there he would keep hidden from her, anyway. He wanted Elise to know that he was open to her, that he would not hide anything from her, and the longer he was around her, the more certain he was that they were meant to be together.

      “Good.” She flashed a smile, stood on her toes, and kissed him briefly before spinning and making her way back toward the newer construction.

      Haern dropped the coin and pushed. Doing so allowed him to hover in the air, and he paused, focusing on the sense of lorcith throughout the village. There was more now than when they had first established this place, and though part of that was because of him, another part of it was because of the growth within the village.

      There were others coming, and he didn’t know what that meant. Who was responsible for them now that they were here? Elise had taken it upon herself to provide her protections, but not all of these people could be protected by Elise. Some of them needed more than what she could offer, more even than what Lucy could offer.

      That didn’t change the fact the community had continued to try to grow, using whatever influence they could to ensure the safety of everyone here, but it did make them a little more cautious.

      The village had continued to expand. Homes were continually added, built by the women using techniques Haern wasn’t even sure some of the architects of Elaeavn would have known. The construction was beautiful, and not only that, it was functional. Most of the homes were cozy, comfortable rather than large, and they suited the village. The engineers had found a way of helping the buildings blend into the landscape, so that even from the air, Haern had a hard time seeing them. Even when he was out over the water, he wasn’t able to See them easily. It gave them a measure of privacy and security, and he was thankful for that.

      As he hovered, he found Eve not far from him, and he debated going to her to chat, partly to share with her anything he might’ve uncovered. Of all the women in the camp, Eve was the only one who had a connection to lorcith like his. Hers was continuing to improve, and in time, Haern suspected Eve would be powerful, but he decided not to go to her.

      Instead, he wanted to head further away, to find out if there was anything he could detect from the lorcith. The longer he spent around it, the more he felt as if he needed to.

      Haern pushed off, sending himself to the south.

      As he went, he visited Ilphaesn once again, detecting the power of the lorcith within the mountain, and not only there but down in the city itself as well. There was quite a bit of lorcith scattered throughout Elaeavn, more concentrated in some places than in others. He considered stopping in the forest and visiting with his mother, but that wasn’t why he had come either. She would have welcomed him, and he would have appreciated the opportunity to speak with her, but there was more for him to do.

      Pushing further south, Haern reached Dreshen. He stayed on the outskirts of the city, not wanting to go too deep into it. As he did, he could feel the lorcith deep beneath the ground. It allowed him to push higher than the last time he’d been here, and he stayed connected to it, using that power to guide him. As he did, he drifted.

      The sense of lorcith he had followed had been even more distant than it was now, and Haern continued to track it, letting it draw him away.

      As he focused on it, he touched upon that lorcith briefly, faintly, not enough so that it would harm him, but enough that he could feel it distantly within him. He didn’t attempt to push upon it, not wanting it to know that he was coming.

      And yet, he wasn’t intending to go all the way toward it. He’d promised Elise he wouldn’t, but he could travel a little ways, to get a sense of any other areas of the landscape that might provide him some answers. The longer he spent doing so, the more he was certain he could find those answers.

      Another city appeared before him. It was different than Dreshen, yet much the same. There was a tower at the center of it, a temple, and he used the lorcith he detected deep beneath the temple to push higher into the air. As he hovered there, he stared down at the ground. Everything below him was small, difficult for him to See, even with his augmented eyesight. Haern stared, trying to make out the fine details far below him, but he wasn’t able to come up with anything.

      Why would that be?

      He continued to focus and debated dropping to the city to get a sense of what was down there, but he decided against it. This wasn’t why he had come. He had come to get a better sense of the lorcith, not to wander through some strange distant city.

      What he needed to do was determine where there were other pockets of lorcith, and if there was anything to them that he could follow.

      From up above like this, Haern was fully aware of the various locations of lorcith, and he focused on the nearest and pushed.

      It was strange traveling like this, because he could not only push off on the lorcith he was using to remain suspended in the air but also pull, drawing himself toward the lorcith and traveling rapidly.

      Haern wasn’t sure he would want to Slide even if he had the ability. There was something peaceful about flying like this, and as much as he might have tried to argue otherwise, it was a form of flying. He was able to remain high overhead, and with the massive stores of lorcith found everywhere throughout the landscape, he could travel easily from place to place.

      The next pocket of lorcith was another city, much like the last, and yet different. The structure of the homes varied, the surrounding landscape was dissimilar—more trees and rolling plains than dry ground. The winds carried different smells to him, even as high up as he was. He marveled at that.

      Haern remained there, focusing on the lorcith all around him. There wasn’t nearly as much scattered throughout this city as in Elaeavn, or Dreshen for that matter. It was as if the people of the city had chosen not to use metal in their forgings.

      Even when Elaeavn hadn’t used lorcith, they’d still had considerable amounts. It was considered valuable, yet not so valuable that the Elvraeth couldn’t have it for their own uses.

      Haern continued to focus on lorcith and decided to travel to the next nearest place.

      Hovering as he did, he pushed.

      And then he pulled.

      The power drew him, sweeping him east. He traveled rapidly, skimming above the ground, and when he reached the next pocket of lorcith, he looked down. There was nothing here, unlike the other places.

      More surprising than that was the fact that the sense of lorcith deep below him was different than what he had detected in other locations.

      He started to lower, focusing on that, and then hesitated.

      Why should it be different?

      There should be no reason, yet as far as he could tell from this high up, it was. It took a moment to realize what was different about the lorcith. It had traces of something that seemed off.

      At first, Haern worried it was twisted like the lorcith he’d detected far off in the distance, but the more he focused on it, the more certain he was that wasn’t the case. It was merely that it had been used.

      Why should he be aware of that?

      It didn’t seem as if he should. Then again, he was incredibly certain there was the sense of lorcith near him, and incredibly certain that it had been utilized in some strange way.

      Why would it be strange?

      The lorcith was there, and in significant quantities.

      There was no city down below as there had been in other places, and as he dropped to the ground, he looked around. There was a mountain nearby, and within that mountain he detected the sense of lorcith, but it was different.

      Instead of the mountain, it seemed as if the lorcith had drifted along the ground, as if it had flowed like water.

      Using that sense of lorcith, he hovered above the ground, focusing on it. That power was there, and he followed it all the way to what turned out to be a shoreline. Waves crashed along it, and Haern marveled that he had somehow crossed the entirety of the continent in no more than a few hours. Could he really have grown so powerful? It seemed hard to believe, yet here he was.

      Haern dropped back to the ground now and gave himself an opportunity to turn and look all around him. As he did, a realization came to him.

      It wasn’t that this place was unoccupied; it was that whatever had been here had been destroyed.

      There was evidence of a city, though it wasn’t large. He walked slowly through it, searching for answers. Lorcith had flowed through here, and he thought he understood why.

      A volcano.

      Not just a volcano, but a volcano that had spewed lorcith in such a way that it had flowed over this city, destroying it.

      A destructive volcano that had torn everything apart.

      Haern continued to look around, searching for anything that might give him a clue of what had been here, but the damage had happened long ago. Either that, or the destruction was so complete that it appeared to have been long ago.

      Haern pushed off on the lorcith, letting it carry him into the air once again.

      There was something troubling about this.

      His sense of the lorcith was different than what he had in other places, but he wasn’t sure why. There was something to it, a sense of power here, yet Haern worried he was overlooking something.

      He circled around the remains of the city. Steam rose up from the volcano, which he hadn’t seen before. Haern turned away from that steam, rising higher, and couldn’t help but wonder if he might be able to influence the lorcith deep within the volcano.

      Could he affect it?

      He pulled rather than pushing.

      In doing so, there came another sense, this one different than what he had detected before. The longer he focused on it, the more certain he was that he was detecting what he thought. It was real, but it was subtle.

      Could that be why he was detecting that the lorcith seemed to have been used?

      That seemed strange to him, yet what other answer did he have?

      The more he focused on the sense of the metal, the more certain Haern was that it had been used, and yet he had no idea how.

      He continued to hover, focusing on it.

      As he did, he tried to pull again, and the sense of the metal moved, drawn toward him, and Haern thought that was the key. As before, he pulled, drawing the sense of lorcith toward him.

      The volcano began to hiss and steam with increased intensity.

      Haern’s breath caught. That was the key.

      He could affect the eruption of the volcano by using his control over the lorcith.

      And if he could, could someone else?

      He looked down at the village with a renewed concern.

      There weren’t many people who had as much control over lorcith as he did.

      The only other person he knew was his father.

      The volcano continued to hiss and steam, and Haern shifted his control over the metal, pushing rather than pulling. It took a moment, but the volcano settled, the power slowly relaxing, and he breathed out.

      If he wasn’t careful, he could cause the volcano to erupt again.

      If that were to occur, Haern had no idea what might happen to what was left of this place. Then again, there wasn’t much left. It had been nearly destroyed, though he wasn’t able to say with any certainty that it had been done by someone with control over lorcith.

      Once again, he tried to pull on lorcith, letting that sense fill him, and as before, the volcano began to shift. The sense of it was remarkable. It was an easy transition, rapid, and it had happened almost as soon as he began to pull on the metal.

      If he could do that here, could he do it somewhere else?

      He pushed again, settling the volcano, before heading off.

      It was something he might have to understand better later, but for now, it was time to return to the village.

      As he pushed and pulled away, he couldn’t help but pause, look back, and feel the effect of the volcano. Someone must have influenced it, he was certain, but who?

      Better yet, why would they have done so?
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      The sense of lorcith throughout Elaeavn was enormous. Haern had grown up around it, and it was easy for him to lose track of how significant that sense was. And yet, it was that sense of lorcith that brought him back, calling to him, demanding he return and get the help he hoped would be offered here.

      He hoped his grandfather would be willing to help, yet Haern didn’t know if he would. The last time he’d been here, his grandfather had warned him that he didn’t want to be involved in anything like that. He had advised Haern against what he was planning, wanting nothing to do with any augmentation Haern placed, and Haern couldn’t blame his grandfather for that. The augmentations were dangerous, and when he’d been here, Haern hadn’t known enough about what he was attempting, though he did now. His understanding of those augmentations had changed, and hopefully his grandfather would accept that Haern had done what he thought was necessary.

      “You’re hesitating again,” Elise said.

      Haern took a deep breath, ignoring the cold wind that pressed upon him from this high above the ground, and glanced over to Elise. “You know how he feels about all of this.”

      “I suspect he feels that way because he cares.”

      “There’s no questioning that my grandfather cares.” His grandfather was one of the few people Haern knew he could count on no matter what happened. It was why his grandfather’s rebuke had stung so much. He was the one person Haern didn’t want to refuse him. “It’s less than about him caring and more about…”

      “It’s going to be okay, Haern.”

      From above, he could make out movement down at the heart of the clearing. They moved carefully, though he found it easy enough to track, to watch the rest of Elaeavn making their way through the clearing. It was almost as if he could recognize the pattern to the way his people moved.

      “It would be helpful to have your ability to sense now.”

      She chuckled softly. “I’m not sure how much that would help you.”

      “I suspect it would help more than you know.”

      “Maybe.”

      He cocked a brow at her, watching Elise, but she offered him no real sympathy. She knew he needed to do this, and she was willing to come with him, to provide him the support, but she also wasn’t going to cater to him acting like a fool. And Haern knew he was. He didn’t need to be afraid of his grandfather.

      Partly it came down to the fact that, by going to his grandfather, he was asking for help from the one person who had made it clear he didn’t approve of what Haern was planning to do with the augmentations. Part of it was that his grandfather was one of the people he respected the most, and he worried about losing that connection. He didn’t want to upset his grandfather.

      There was another reason he hesitated that had nothing to do with his grandfather and everything to do with Elaeavn itself. It was about the fact that the crystals had been moved. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but when Lucy had revealed what had happened, he understood the reasoning, though he worried what it meant for the rest of the city. The crystals had been a part of Elaeavn for as long as he had known, and it was the one thing his father had fought for, trying to preserve the connection of the crystals to the city itself. Now they were gone.

      It could be nothing, but it could be that moving the crystals had weakened the city. And if it did, were the people of Elaeavn prepared for what would need to happen next?

      Without the crystals, how could they be? The Elder Trees had some role, but he wondered if that role was tied more to what he had seen when Lucy had Slid them to that strange and distant land, and less to the power of the sacred crystals.

      It was something he would have to come to terms with, but everyone within the city would have to come to terms with it as well. Haern wasn’t even sure that everyone knew what had happened. It would be the kind of thing the Elvraeth would keep hidden, but he suspected more than just the Elvraeth would want to conceal the fact that something had happened here and that the crystals were missing. He suspected his mother and the people of the forest would want to hide that fact as well.

      “Haern?”

      He shook his head and started to lower himself to the ground. In this part of the city, there was no need for him to use a coin to guide himself, as the lorcith around the Elder Trees allowed him enough connection to drop safely. Even if the Elder Trees weren’t there, he had the forgings within the smithy and he could use those if necessary.

      When they reached the ground, he looked all around. There was a strange sense of familiarity, and yet in the time he’d been gone, he felt almost as if he had been distant, separated from this place, a place that had once been his home.

      It was no easier coming back now than when he had come before, and in some ways, it was even more difficult, forcing him to come to terms with who he was. The longer he’d been gone from Elaeavn, the less certain Haern was of the kind of person he was. He knew who he wanted to be, yet the longer he was absent, the more uncertain he was that he could be that person if he were to stay in Elaeavn.

      Elise watched him, and it seemed to him that she understood the conflict warring within him. She squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back, thankful for her presence. Then again, Elise had made it clear she wasn’t going to let him come on his own. It was as if she feared he might try to run, to use coming back here as a way to get his grandfather and then make a break on his own.

      “Go on,” she said. “It’s time to get it over with.”

      “You aren’t that supportive.”

      She chuckled. “I’m incredibly supportive. I’m just not going to let you sit there floating overhead and moping.”

      Haern glanced over. “I wasn’t moping.”

      “What would you call it, then?”

      Haern shot her a look. “Not moping.”

      “Fine. While you were up there, not moping, I could have done something differently, but I was supportive, and I gave you all the time you needed.”

      He shook his head. “Of course you did.”

      “Go and talk to him.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m going to go visit with your mother.”

      “Why do I get the sense that won’t be good for me?”

      “This is your mother, Haern.”

      “I know.”

      She pushed him gently, and Haern glanced over, smiling at her as he hurried toward the entrance of the smithy. She was right—he did need to get this over with. Nothing his grandfather would do or say would cause him that much trouble, and yet, the last time he had been here…

      Haern pushed the thought away.

      Once he entered the smithy, he stood for a moment and looked around.

      The coals weren’t lit, which troubled him more than he would have expected. He’d thought his grandfather would be here, working at the forge.

      Had something happened?

      The lorcith all around here called to him. Some of it he had forged himself, so Haern was able to connect to that sense. He pulled on the metal, letting it draw him, and made his way over to the table where the forgings rested.

      His grandfather had made another sword, and Haern lifted it, holding it in his hands, then spinning it gently. There was power to this sword, and he was impressed that his grandfather had been willing to craft it, especially as he, like so many of his generation, believed that forging weapons was anathema to the Great Watcher.

      “Do you see anything you like?”

      Haern spun and smiled at his grandfather. He looked older than the last time he’d been here, with deeper wrinkles around the corners of his eyes.

      “Grandfather,” he said.

      His grandfather sighed and smiled at Haern. “I was worried you wouldn’t come back.”

      “I’m always going to come back,” Haern said.

      “I’m not so sure you will.” He turned to the forge, dragging his attention away from Haern. “I worried about you.”

      “You didn’t need to,” Haern said.

      His grandfather grunted. “It doesn’t matter whether I need to or not. You’re my grandson and I worried.”

      “I’m sorry about the way things were left between us.”

      His grandfather sighed. “I wasn’t angry, Haern.”

      “I know.”

      “Disappointed, maybe, but never angry. I understand the challenges you go through, and I understand how hard you’ve been working, how determined you are to ensure that those you care about are safe.”

      Haern nodded again. “I know.”

      “And I don’t have to agree with your choices.” He turned, now standing near the anvil, and fixed Haern with a hard gaze. “With everything our people have suffered, I—”

      Haern raced over to his grandfather and threw his arms around the man. “I know.”

      His grandfather stiffened for a moment before hugging Haern back. “What brought you back?”

      “Are you aware of the attack on the city?”

      “I am. How are you aware of the attack on the city?”

      “I was here.” His grandfather frowned. “Lucy—”

      “Are you responsible for the crystals?”

      Haern shook his head. “Not me, but I understand why they were moved.”

      “The Council is in an uproar, Haern. There is talk of revolt in the city.”

      “Even though someone else tried to move the crystals first?”

      “I don’t know anything about that, but I do know the Council has made it clear they will do whatever it takes to get the crystals back where they belong.”

      Haern frowned. “What if they don’t belong where the Council believes?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Only because there’s something I’ve seen.” Haern turned away, and as he looked all the way around the inside of the smithy, he could feel the pull of the lorcith on the Elder Trees and couldn’t help but wonder whether they were the same type of trees he had seen in the other place. “I think… I think Daniel Elvraeth took the crystals where they needed to be.”

      “Daniel Elvraeth was involved?”

      Haern nodded. “I know—”

      “It was his father who was responsible for the attack,” his grandfather said.

      “I know, but I don’t think Daniel is responsible.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      Haern shrugged. “I can’t, but my experience with Daniel Elvraeth is such that I doubt he’s involved. In fact, I think he opposed his father.” Lucy had been gone, so Haern didn’t know much about what else had happened, though he suspected there was far more to the story than he had heard. And if there was, she would know it. She was still close to Daniel Elvraeth, regardless of what had happened to her and the changes she had experienced.

      “Did you come back to tell me you were responsible for this?”

      “I came back because I need your ability.”

      “Why mine?”

      Haern lifted a knife off the table. The balance was good, and he twisted it in his hands, using his connection to lorcith to spin it. It required very little effort on his part to send it twisting across the surface of his palm, and the longer he did it, the easier it was. “There’s something I detected.”

      “And what is that?”

      “It’s distant. Far from here, but there’s a sense of lorcith that troubles me.”

      “What is it?”

      “I think I have to show you.” Haern had debated what the right strategy would be, and had come to realize he would have to show his grandfather, to allow him to feel the draw of the metal. Hopefully his grandfather might know whether there was something more to it.

      His grandfather had the advantage—and disadvantage, if Haern was honest—of not having an augmentation. Because of that, he wasn’t biased and wouldn’t run the same risk of having his connection to metal shifted.

      At least, Haern didn’t think so.

      There was still the possibility that something would happen to his grandfather, and he would end up with the metal twisted for him. Haern had given some thought to what he would need to do and decided it would come down to placing metal within him in order to counteract the effect.

      He would have to share that with his grandfather, but he hesitated. That was the next step. The first step was getting him to agree to this plan.

      “Why do I get the sense I’m not going to care very much for this?”

      “You probably are not.” Haern smiled at his grandfather, and the other man watched him, a deep frown on his face.

      “What is it that you intend?”

      “I need your connection to lorcith.”

      “Why mine? You have a greater connection to the metal now than I do.”

      He watched Haern, and there was something disapproving about the way he did so. Haern knew that his grandfather didn’t completely agree with Haern’s augmentation, nor did he know quite what it meant for Haern.

      For his part, Haern still didn’t really understand what it meant for him either. The power the augmentation gave him was far greater than what he possessed on his own. It was as if it had granted him what he would have gained had he managed to hold on to one of the sacred crystals. Now that the sacred crystals had been moved, no one was going to be able to hold them.

      “My connection to lorcith is different than yours.”

      “Your connection to lorcith is just that. Yours.”

      “Only, ever since the implant, something about my connection has changed.”

      His grandfather leaned forward on the table, watching him. “I don’t care for this, Haern.”

      “I don’t always care for it either. In this case, there’s something I detected distantly, and I need to know if you can detect it too.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need someone else who has a connection to lorcith to decide if what I’m detecting is real.”

      His grandfather watched him, and the frown on his face continued to deepen, the wrinkles on his forehead growing.

      “I have a feeling you already know that what you detected is real.”

      Haern nodded. “I’m afraid I do, but…”

      His grandfather watched. “Where do we have to go?”

      “You’re willing to come?”

      “You’re my grandson. Of course I’m going to go with you if you need me. I didn’t expect you to call on me like this, but the fact that you have need of me means I’m willing to do whatever it takes to help you.”

      Haern breathed out a relieved sigh. His grandfather was stubborn, and it could be difficult for Haern to know what he might choose. He thought back to what he knew about his grandfather and the way he had treated his father. Rsiran had developed his own abilities, and Haern’s grandfather had rejected him because of them. Part of Haern had always worried that his grandfather would end up rejecting him the same way. So far, that hadn’t happened, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t. It didn’t mean that his grandfather wouldn’t suddenly change his mind and decide he didn’t want to work with Haern.

      “We have to go south,” he said.

      “Why south?”

      “That’s where the strange sense of lorcith will be.”

      “Now it’s a strange sense of lorcith?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “I might have something we can use.”

      His grandfather turned away and tottered back to a part of the smithy Haern wasn’t familiar with. His grandfather moved a few things around, the metal clanging, and when he was done, he turned his attention back to Haern. He raised his hands up, showing something, and Haern frowned.

      “What is it?”

      “These are things your father made once upon a time.”

      “What are they?” They looked to be cylindrical, but they were shaped oddly. Something like rods, though they were twisted, and rather than any sort of carvings upon the surface, it was more as if the design were shaped in an odd way.

      “Try it,” his grandfather said.

      “What do I do?”

      “Hold it. See what you feel.”

      Haern took one of them. The metal twisted around, spiraling in a pattern, and he ran his finger along the surface of it. As he did, he could feel the way the lorcith reverberated, echoing to him. He wondered if there was something more he’d be able to determine if he tried to draw through it, using his connection to lorcith.

      He held the metal out, focusing on what he could sense of lorcith. The longer he held it, the more clear it was that this rod was somehow designed to help him focus his connection to lorcith. He pointed it, noticing a section of lorcith over near one wall, and the rod practically dragged itself toward it.

      “It’s like a magnet,” Haern said.

      “Something like that. Your father made it to help detect lorcith, a long time ago.”

      “Why would my father need something like this?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect there are times when even he can’t detect the metal.”

      That didn’t sound like his father, but with something like this, would Haern be better able to make out the sense of the distant lorcith?

      If he could, he worried it would amplify his connection to it and that he would somehow end up twisted more rapidly. There was a danger to using something like this, especially if the rod allowed him to reach out to that lorcith and forge a connection he wouldn’t otherwise have.

      “When would you like to go?” his grandfather asked.

      “We can go now, if you’re open to it.”

      “What about that woman of yours?”

      Haern stepped out of the smithy, and he glanced up toward the treetop. There was a hint of light up in the trees where his mother’s home was, and he smiled to himself. Elise was there, and he figured that if nothing else, she would be content staying with his mother.

      “She’s preoccupied now.”

      “She’s an interesting woman,” his grandfather said.

      “My mother or Elise?”

      “I suppose both. She reminds me of her.”

      “Elise?”

      His grandfather nodded. “She is much like her. Not in appearance, but she has a similar inner strength.”

      Haern smiled to himself. “I suppose she does.”

      “Your mother is proud of you,” he said.

      “I wish…” Haern didn’t know what else to say. He wished his father were around, and he wished he didn’t have to do all of this. He wished for so many things, but he also knew that with his newfound abilities, this was what he needed to do. It was his task now, and it was one that he was willing to complete, regardless of anything else. He wasn’t going to abandon it; he had to serve in this way.

      “Are you ready?” he asked as he closed the smithy door.

      His grandfather nodded.

      Haern grabbed him, slipping an arm around him, and pushed off. The metal carried them higher into the air, and he hovered above the forest. From here, everything grew smaller and smaller, and his grandfather clenched him tightly.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t drop you.”

      “Are you sure? You’re not as strong as your father.” When Haern grunted, his grandfather shrugged. “There’s a strength that comes from working at the forge. You never had that.”

      “I have a connection to lorcith, and you have plenty of lorcith on you.”

      He began to push and pull, sending himself streaking south. He hovered high in the air, and his grandfather clung to him, saying nothing as they traveled. Haern pushed farther and faster, letting the connection to lorcith carry him as quickly as he could go. There was a sense of power in it. The longer they went, the more certain he was that he was doing the right thing. He needed to know whether this connection to lorcith was something dangerous, and he sensed there was something within the lorcith that he needed to determine.

      “How much farther do we have to go?” his grandfather asked.

      “It’s not much farther.” Haern pushed off and reached the distant mountain. Far below was the volcano, the sense of lorcith beneath him overpowering. Was his grandfather able to detect that as well?

      His grandfather sucked in a breath.

      “Can you detect it?”

      “I wouldn’t be much use to you if I couldn’t.”

      “This is a volcano,” Haern said.

      “How did you find this?”

      “if you go high enough, you can detect quite a bit of lorcith.”

      “High?”

      Haern hovered above the volcano. Holding on to his grandfather meant he had to grab on to the lorcith within him, which forced him to divert his attention a little bit, but the longer he held on to it, the easier it was, and he found that he was able to push higher.

      They streaked up, the wind swirling around them, the air growing thin, and he hovered as high as he was able to go.

      “How are you able to do this?”

      “My connection to the metal allows it,” Haern said.

      “I understand that, but… I don’t think your father would be able to do this.”

      “Rsiran has a greater connection to lorcith than I do.”

      “Yes, but I don’t know if he’s honed it the way you have. He preferred Sliding.”

      Haern smiled. “I don’t know if I would want to Slide, not anymore.”

      There was a time when he would have given anything to be able to Slide the way his father—or Lucy—could. But with his newfound ability, he could use his connection to lorcith to travel far differently.

      He breathed out, focusing on the sense of lorcith all around him. “What can you detect?”

      “I imagine you have something in mind for me.”

      “Well, what I can detect is a strange sense of lorcith far to the south. My concern is that when I reach for it, I feel the way it reverberates against me. It’s almost as if it tries to shift something within me.”

      “Shift?” his grandfather asked, twisting so that he could look up at Haern’s face.

      “I don’t how else to describe it. The first time it happened, my connection to the augmentation changed, and I found my link to the metal different. It nearly killed me. I dropped from the mountaintop. I’m not entirely certain what is out there, but there’s some twisted lorcith that seems to be changing things.”

      “How is it changing things?”

      “That’s why I brought you here.”

      His grandfather turned, focusing on the sense of lorcith out there, listening to it. Haern did the same, turning his attention to the south, listening for the distant sense of lorcith. It was powerful, and the farther he reached, the more he focused, the easier it was to detect that strange sense of lorcith. He wondered if he might be able to draw upon it, yet he hesitated, worried that if he did, it might end up harming him as it had the first time. With his grandfather here, he needed to ensure that nothing happened to either of them.

      “I feel something,” his grandfather said.

      “Focus on it,” Haern said.

      “What should I do with it?”

      “Just focus on it. Tell me what you discover.”

      His grandfather stared out into the distance, looking outward. “What should I be discovering?”

      Haern tried to see if there was anything he could uncover. The longer he stared, the more he focused on the sense of lorcith, the more certain he was that it was shifting—moving.

      “Can you influence lorcith the way my father and I can?”

      “I can listen to the song, but I don’t have the same abilities as you and your father.”

      Haern frowned. Was there anything within the song that his grandfather might be able to hear?

      “See if you can’t hear something.”

      “What do you think I might be able to hear?”

      The song of lorcith was different for Haern. Ever since he had become aware of it, he no longer heard it in the same way as his father and grandfather. It was a very different sensation, but in this case, he thought he needed to find out whether he could use it.

      “I…”

      Haern frowned.

      There seem to be another sense of lorcith.

      This one was getting closer.

      “Haern?”

      Haern continued to frown, shaking his head.

      “Haern! Look,” his grandfather said, pointing into the distance.

      Haern focused, looking where his grandfather was pointing, and noticed a figure coming toward him. They were moving quickly, and what was more, they were pushing on lorcith the same way he had traveled.
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      The sense of lorcith continued to approach, and Haern focused on it, staring into the distance, thinking about what he could detect. It was coming quickly, moving with incredible speed, which left him wondering if whoever was approaching had even greater control over lorcith than he did.

      “What do you think it is?” his grandfather asked.

      Haern shook his head. “There shouldn’t be anyone here.”

      Haern breathed out heavily, staring, but the sense of lorcith continued to build.

      He debated whether to remain here, concerned that doing so would be dangerous. He didn’t want to expose either himself or his grandfather to anything that might cause them trouble, so he waited, thinking about what he might do. The longer he stayed here, the more the sense of lorcith continued to build, the more he wondered if perhaps he shouldn’t be here.

      As the wind began to pick up, he focused on the lorcith beneath him. The power of the volcano was enormous, and…

      The sense of lorcith nearing had something off about it.

      As Haern focused on it, he realized what was troubling him so much. Whoever was carrying the lorcith had a different ability with it. It was twisted.

      They couldn’t stay here.

      “We need to go,” Haern said.

      “What is it?”

      “I—”

      Haern didn’t have a chance to finish. The sense of lorcith built around him.

      Almost too late, he realized there was other lorcith, and it came from all around him, circling him.

      How had he missed it?

      He was still above the level of his pursuers, but how much longer would he be able to remain there? Whoever was coming was moving quickly enough that they might manage to reach him.

      Haern focused on the sense of lorcith, not knowing if he was going to be able to escape.

      As he focused, he realized they were pushing on him.

      They were trying to shift his connection to lorcith.

      He pushed back, holding on to the augmentation, maintaining it, but the longer he pushed, the more he worried that he wouldn’t be strong enough to hold it.

      He didn’t want to be here if they succeeded in shifting his lorcith.

      He let out a shaky breath, fear coursing through him.

      How was he going to escape? Perhaps he could push higher, but he was already high enough; any higher and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to maintain a connection to lorcith at all.

      Dropping would be dangerous as well—it would put him in direct contact with whoever was trying to push on him, and he didn’t know if he would have enough control to slow their descent.

      How was he going to get out of here?

      The pushing sense of lorcith continued, and Haern trembled. He wanted nothing more than to get away from here, but the longer he was here, the more uncertain he was that he would find some way to get free.

      He turned in place, looking outward, and felt the presence of lorcith in four different directions. As it pushed upon him, he was incredibly aware of it, and as much as he might want to try to push back, he was struggling just to keep himself aloft.

      “They’re trying to shift the lorcith within me,” he said.

      “Can they do that?”

      “Someone can,” he said.

      “Is there anything you can do?”

      Haern’s heart raced. He was losing his control. The longer he stayed here, the greater their effect on him. As he hovered, the steady sense of their pressure upon him built, magnifying his awareness of how they were trying to shift him and what might happen to him.

      He didn’t know if he would be strong enough to withstand it.

      He had to push, sending his force, his connection to lorcith, outward. There was an incredible resistance.

      “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to hold on,” he said. He looked over to his grandfather, and the other man just watched him, though he made no sign he was upset with him.

      And yet, Haern knew he disappointed his grandfather. The man had been willing to accompany Haern, but he hadn’t really wanted to, and now that he was here and Haern had lost control of the situation, he felt guilty. This was his fault, and his grandfather didn’t deserve this.

      There had to be some other way.

      The volcano.

      Haern had noticed the lorcith within the volcano when he’d been here before, had felt the way the lorcith shifted within it.

      Could he use it?

      All he needed to do was somehow disrupt the people around him. It was possible the volcano would be the key.

      He had to push on the lorcith within the volcano.

      Could he do it?

      He focused, sending his attention through the lorcith, and pushed on what he detected deep below him. It was a strange sensation that built within him, rising up with an incredible intensity. The more he focused on it, the more certain he was that something was there. He held out his connection, clutching that burst of power.

      It wasn’t a guarantee. Haern didn’t know if this was going to work, and the longer he held, the more he pushed on the lorcith within the volcano, the harder it was for him to maintain his hold on himself.

      If he didn’t hold on to that connection to himself, whatever they were trying to do to him would succeed. He might lose not only his connection to lorcith but his hold on his grandfather—and on the volcano.

      His grandfather watched him, a look in his eyes that said he understood what Haern was going through, yet he squeezed Haern, clinging to him with strength Haern wouldn’t have possessed were the situation reversed.

      He pushed.

      Haern put everything he had into it, sending it down deep into the depths of the earth, drawing upon the connection to the lorcith within the earth, wanting nothing more than to find some way to surge against that power, to draw out the metal. As he pushed, he held on to that connection, trying to find some way to overwhelm the lorcith.

      If he couldn’t do that, these attackers would succeed. Haern was determined not to fail.

      A steady rumbling began, and it built slowly, steadily.

      It was going to work.

      The pressure upon him increased. It was becoming painful. With a sudden realization, he understood they were trying to tear the metal out of him.

      He had to hold on to the metal, but he wasn’t sure he could do so while trying to keep hold of his grandfather and push on the volcano.

      Something would have to give.

      And his grandfather made the choice for him.

      Neran let go.

      “No!”

      His grandfather dropped, quickly streaking toward the ground.

      Haern reached for the lorcith on him, grabbing for it and slowing his grandfather’s descent. He thought he managed to drop Neran to the ground safely, but he wasn’t sure. And then, the pressure upon him increased.

      Haern pushed out.

      He used everything he had, pushing away from his attackers.

      He managed to push them off, but it might not last. He was growing tired.

      All the effort, all the exertion, was becoming too much for him. How much longer could he withstand this?

      It was going to require everything in him, every ounce of energy he possessed, and when he finally shifted his attention to the volcano, he was going to have to do so exclusively. He was going to have to let go of his connection to the metal within himself.

      Haern shifted his focus.

      He pushed downward. It took every ounce of strength he possessed and every bit of control over lorcith he’d ever obtained. He could feel the rumbling, and then…

      The volcano erupted.

      It came as an explosion.

      Haern was tossed into the sky and lost control over his connection to the lorcith. Streaking through the air, he scrambled, trying to grab on to any connection to lorcith. He found it down near the volcano.

      He pulled himself.

      The attackers were still there, but they were no longer trying to push against him.

      Strangely, they had shifted their focus to the volcano, trying to tamp it down, to keep it from erupting.

      Haern pushed again, focusing his attention on the volcano.

      He could feel the pressure they were using, and he resisted it.

      He floated, gathering himself, worried his strength was going to fail, and yet, surprisingly, he was able to stay where he was, using the lorcith from the volcano to hold him aloft. There was no longer any pressure against him, and he was able to maintain his hold on himself. He focused on what he could feel deep within him, the song of the lorcith, and he ensured it was shifted in the right direction. They hadn’t managed to affect it.

      Haern had to change the direction of his focus, and he shifted the metal within him again. There had to be some way to prevent them from overpowering his metal, but doing so would require time and focus he didn’t have right now.

      What he needed was to continue to focus on the volcano. Sending his connection and his call into the lorcith, he summoned it forward. The power continued to build, and Haern pushed, using the combination to disrupt the lorcith, wanting it to explode as it had before, to draw that power up out of the ground.

      The volcano surged with power and force. Lorcith exploded from it.

      The distant sense of lorcith below him faded, those twisted attackers disrupted—for now, at least.

      He needed to find his grandfather.

      Was Neran still alive? The power of the volcano might have been enough to have thrown his grandfather free. If so, Haern would be responsible for what had happened to him. He didn’t want to be the one to have to return to Elaeavn and tell his mother—or his father—that his grandfather had died after coming with him to detect lorcith.

      There was a faint sense of lorcith, one he recognized, and Haern dropped toward it.

      He streaked through the sky, unmindful of anything else, holding on to only the lorcith within him. When he neared his grandfather, he adjusted the focus of the last second, and he pushed upward. The sudden change slowed him, and he dropped to the ground next to his grandfather.

      He lay there, motionless but breathing.

      Haern scooped him up, and his grandfather moaned.

      Haern pushed, using the lorcith within the ground, within the volcano, and he arched up and over the ground, streaking through the air. He wasn’t able to push as high as he had before.

      They crossed over the volcano, beyond Dreshen, and then, in the distance, he was aware of Ilphaesn.

      Haern pulled on that sense, letting the power of the mountain draw his attention to it, and the farther they went, the closer he came to Ilphaesn, the more he thought he might be able to escape.

      Something pushed on him.

      Haern twisted in the air, looking behind him. Someone pursued him.

      Using a connection between the lorcith within Ilphaesn and that within Dreshen to hover, he focused on the pursuer. It was a strange sense of lorcith, and he pushed, trying to twist it, worried he wasn’t strong enough.

      Something added to his push.

      He looked down to see if it was his grandfather, but he was motionless. It wasn’t him, but there was no doubting someone else was there, helping him.

      That pressure attacking him built, a strength with lorcith Haern had only known a few times. For a moment, he worried Olandar Fahr had returned, but he would recognize the man if it were him. This was something else. This was the same power that had tried to twist him and attacked the volcano.

      Haern turned, tempted to lower his grandfather, but he didn’t know that he could. He needed Healing.

      He anchored himself not only to Ilphaesn and Dreshen, but to everything around him and pushed off. He wanted to send his attacker streaking away but didn’t know if he had the necessary strength.

      As before, there was another sense that mixed with his. Someone was trying to aid him, and he no longer fought it.

      Could it be his father?

      Haern hadn’t seen Rsiran in so long that he wasn’t sure if he still lived. He’d stopped trying to search for his father, but perhaps he should have gone looking for him.

      If this was Rsiran, at least he understood why someone was helping him.

      He felt the power building, and the two of them pushed.

      There came a distant flicker of a figure, and Haern would have gone after it if he had more strength. But as he was struggling with holding on to his grandfather and trying to push against whatever he detected, he wasn’t sure he could. The figure remained nothing more than a flicker of movement.

      He stared into the distance.

      Haern continued to push, focusing on the song of lorcith within them.

      That was what made him strong. He could listen to that song and use that power. What he needed now was to focus on that, to let it fill him. As it did, he knew he could let that song flow through him.

      There was something about the song that felt off.

      It was as if the lorcith was angry.

      Haern had never heard anything quite like it before. He had noticed when lorcith was used in the wrong way, and he had known when the metal had wanted to be shifted into a different pattern, and he had been able to accommodate that before. But this was something else. This was a buzzing, almost angry sensation from the metal itself. As he focused on it, he thought he could do something, but he worried it was going to take more strength than he possessed.

      As he listened to the buzzing, he pushed, twisting the metal.

      There was resistance.

      It was the same resistance he’d felt when the assailants were trying to push on him, trying to twist his control over lorcith, trying to prevent him from maintaining authority over the augmentation. What he detected now was similar.

      Someone was trying to maintain their hold on lorcith.

      That meant that whoever was out there, the hold they had over lorcith was similar to his. Not only his control over lorcith, but also the way he used it.

      Even if he managed to twist what they were doing, to sort out the song of the lorcith, he wasn’t sure he would be able to do so in a way that would be meaningful. It was possible anything he might do would be shifted back by these assailants.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t try. It might buy him some time. It was possible they didn’t know how to change the focus of lorcith as quickly as he did. If so, Haern might be able to overpower them.

      He strained, wanting to hear the song of the lorcith.

      This time, it came as a gentle twisting, one that required much less focus and energy than he had used before. Haern continued to send his focus outward, trying to push against this song, and he added to it his own song, attempting to layer upon it, adding what he knew of lorcith.

      There was a vibration, and a resistance, and the strange sense of lorcith became increasingly violent. The longer Haern held on to his connection to lorcith, the harder it was.

      He pushed.

      His strength was fading, and it came from the effort he’d been expending, the fact that he was holding his grandfather, the way he was anchored between Ilphaesn and Dreshen. He wasn’t going to have enough energy to shift the lorcith and overwhelm the nature of the song he detected.

      If he didn’t, would the attacker continue to pursue him?

      Haern sent everything he had against this song to overwhelm it. There came another surge of power, a familiar sense that felt as if it were joining with him, helping him. He worked with this sense, and the two of them overpowered that distant song of lorcith.

      And then he began to fade.

      Haern started to sink, his hold over lorcith fading, and he retreated.

      There was nothing else he could do. They had overwhelmed the lorcith. As much as he wanted to go and see if this was his father, Haern feared that if he lowered himself to the ground, his grandfather wasn’t going to survive. He needed to keep moving, to get him back to Elaeavn, but…

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that his father was out there.

      Another push, and he went sailing toward Elaeavn and Ilphaesn.

      The push wasn’t nearly as strong as normal, and he felt himself failing, the effort of it almost more than he could bear. He flew as quickly as he could, trying to hold on to his grandfather. As he focused, he realized his grandfather wasn’t breathing now. He was still warm. Haern didn’t have much time. If he didn’t reach Elaeavn soon and get his grandfather the Healing he needed, he wasn’t going to survive.

      “Hold on, Grandfather,” Haern said.

      He pushed and pulled, dragging himself toward Elaeavn.

      When he reached the space above the forest, the Elder Trees down below him, the sense of lorcith all around them, he shifted his focus and dropped to the ground.

      He crumpled.

      He didn’t have any strength to go on, and he looked up, searching around the clearing for anyone who could help. The only thing he could think of doing was pushing out a request for help.

      He hoped Elise would hear him.
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      The inside of the tree held a strange and pungent aroma. Daniel looked around, searching for the source of the scent, but it didn’t come to him.

      “How long are you going to sit there?” Rayen asked.

      She stood beyond the boundary of the border that blocked access to the stumps, and he sat upon one of them, staring toward the center, and the table that existed there, and searched for answers. The longer he sat there, the less likely he thought it was that any answer would come.

      “I’m going to sit here until an idea comes to me.”

      “What exactly do you think will come to you?”

      Daniel took a deep breath, once again all too aware of that aroma. What caused it? He couldn’t shake the sense there was something about it that he should be able to determine.

      “Then we will be here forever.”

      There had to be something about this place and these crystals he could uncover. This was the only place that had given him that same sense of power he’d detected when the augmentation had been placed in him.

      Sitting here as he did, feeling the shadows swirling around him, knowing he could draw upon them, left him with a sense that answers were there, if only he could find them.

      He got to his feet and looked down at the stumps.

      There was a purpose to them, yet he didn’t know what it was.

      Somehow, he had to find the other people who could sit on these stumps.

      “You look constipated,” Rayen said.

      “I’m just thinking.”

      “Why is it you look constipated when you’re thinking?”

      The more time he spent here, the more certain he was that Carth was right. They needed to go to Olandar Fahr and find out what he knew about the Council; he was the only other person who seemed to have been pursuing that type of power.

      He took a deep breath and began to circle, making his way around the table. The other crystals rested on the floor beneath the table, protected by the natural barrier formed within this chamber, and yet, it was a protection he didn’t fully understand.

      “Would you hurry?”

      “I don’t know why we need to.”

      “I’m getting bored,” Rayen said.

      Daniel glided on the shadows, flowing through the barrier, and reached her. Her dark hair was pulled back into a tail, and she wore a cloak of a similarly dark fabric. When he stepped free of the barrier, she watched him, a hint of a smile curling her lips.

      “I think you want me to entertain you.”

      She laughed. “Maybe later, but right now, Carth needs us.”

      He tipped his head.

      It was a strange thing to be going with Carth. After all the time they’d been on their own, all the time that Carth had been working with Lucy, for her now to want him and Rayen was surprising.

      And yet, Lucy had her own motivations.

      She had the women she was training, and Daniel understood the need for her to do so. Those women had a purpose, and they were incredibly powerful. Having seen them fight, he thought Lucy needed to continue to work with them. There might come a time when they would need them to face the Ai’thol.

      And yet, he didn’t know whether those same women would be useful when it came to finding the others who needed to sit upon the Council of Elders.

      Rayen held her arm out.

      “What makes you think I’m going to take you anywhere?”

      “Would you just do it?” she snapped at him.

      He smiled, reaching for her arm, and wrapped shadows around her.

      In the time since he’d had his augmentation placed, his control over the shadows had changed. Not only could he use them—something he’d never been able to do before—but now his Sliding was different. It was always powerful, yet since his exposure to the shadows, his ability with the Sliding had changed, and he was able to do things he hadn’t before.

      Now he wasn’t able to Slide the same way. For a while, he’d worried he’d lost his ability to Slide, but the more he worked with it, the more he came to understand that wasn’t the case at all. What he needed to do was wrap himself in the shadows, practically folding himself within them; when he did, he could Slide the same as before.

      It was strange for him to be aware of that, but stranger still was the fact that Sliding in such a way seemed almost more powerful than it had been before.

      As he wrapped the shadows around Rayen, she helped hold them and he folded the shadows, Sliding them.

      They emerged at the edge of a rocky cliff. There were limits to where he could Slide now, limits there hadn’t been before, and he overlooked the ocean far below. Ships moved in and out of the harbor, and a pathway led along the slope.

      “I miss being able to Slide wherever I want to go,” he said.

      “I thought you told me this technique was more powerful.”

      “In some ways, but in others…”

      Daniel turned away. It was difficult for him to admit he’d lost something while also gaining. Before, he would’ve been able to simply Slide into Alistan’s home, and now he could not. That was because of the natural protections within Keyall, their defense against the shadows.

      “I suspect you’ll begin to better understand it over time.”

      “Possibly,” he whispered.

      They started walking. Every so often, he would try to glide on the shadows, but in this place, the shadows failed him in ways they didn’t elsewhere.

      It left him walking alongside Rayen, and perhaps he should be thankful for that. There were times when they didn’t have the opportunity to simply be together. She took his hand, squeezing, and forced him to turn toward her.

      “Would you stop sulking?” she said.

      “I’m not sulking,” he said with a smile.

      “It seems to me like you are. Things change. You have to deal with it.”

      “I thought I was.”

      “You are, but at the same time, you have this mopey look about you. It’s like you lost your favorite toy.”

      He started to smile. “I thought you were my favorite toy.”

      Shadows wrapped around him, squeezing almost painfully, and he pushed on them, releasing them.

      “I’m no toy,” she said.

      She jerked on his hand, forcing him to follow, and they started off down the street. The buildings along the sides of the street became familiar, as they had come this way a few times now.

      Alistan lived in an enormous manor at the edge of the city. When Daniel had first met him, visiting him had been no more difficult than Sliding and emerging within his library. Now…

      Perhaps he was moping.

      Shops lined the street. Many of them were familiar, like bakers and butchers and seamstresses. There were other shops that were stranger. Some carried sculptures he found unsettling. There was an apothecary, and some of the things in the window were strange, similar to the sculpture, and it wouldn’t surprise him if they shared the same owner. By the time he reached the end of the street, he breathed out.

      “You could Slide us closer,” she said.

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

      “You haven’t tried.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can feel it.”

      It was news to him. “I didn’t know that you could.”

      “When you fold them, I can feel the way the shadows work. There is something almost familiar about it.”

      “Do you think you could do it?”

      “I can’t travel the same way as you.”

      “We don’t know that. You might not be able to Slide the way I could before, but now that I use the shadows like this, what if you can copy it?”

      “I still think there’s something to the way you Slide that allows you to fold the shadows.”

      Daniel wondered if that was true. If he could teach Rayen how to Slide like that, they wouldn’t be so limited as to where they traveled. He would be able to take her with him, and they would be able to protect each other better.

      “I can try to teach you.”

      “You’re not much of a teacher,” she said.

      “Maybe because you’re not much of a student.”

      “I…” She jerked her head around, looking down one of the side streets. “What was that?”

      Daniel frowned. “I didn’t see anything.”

      She unsheathed her sword, and Daniel copied her.

      Holding on to the blade, she crouched low, creeping along the street. Shadows attempted to swirl around her, but in this place, there was an inherent resistance to the shadows, which meant there was an inherent resistance to their powers.

      Even after having taken a seat at the Council of Elders, having that power wash through him, Daniel still encountered limitations. He thought he should be able to uncover the key, and yet there was nothing.

      “What did you see?” he whispered.

      “I don’t know.”

      They could just be chasing her imagination, but knowing Rayen, she likely had seen something. She was skilled enough he no longer questioned.

      They neared the end of the alley; there was nothing here.

      He started to slide his blade back into the sheath when there came a flicker of movement.

      Almost too late, Daniel realized this was an attack.

      He pushed Rayen back, using the shadows, and pushed outward with the shadows at the same time.

      Darting forward, he swung his blade, and he caught someone.

      It took a moment for him to make out the attacker, but when he did, he saw that they wore all black. They blended into the stone, but it was more than just that. It was as if they were invisible.

      He slammed his blade into them, driving it up to the hilt, and jerked it back out.

      When he did, he spun and found Rayen fighting two others.

      Great Watcher!

      He surged out with the shadows, shoving them away from him, and slammed into one of the attackers. That person somehow managed to spin away, avoiding his shadow attack, and start toward him.

      Daniel folded into the shadows and emerged behind them. He wrapped shadows around, finding where the attacker was, and darted forward, jabbing with his sword and dropping another.

      When he turned, Rayen was finished.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “That was the same thing we faced in Elaeavn.”

      It seemed too far away from Elaeavn for it to be the same. As far as he knew, the Ai’thol didn’t have a presence in Keyall, which meant whatever this was had to be something else.

      They needed to reach Alistan and find out. The other man would likely know if something was happening in his home. But what if he didn’t? If this was some other attack, it might be one he wouldn’t be capable of stopping.

      “I’m not sure it’s the same,” she said.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because in Elaeavn, the people we kill stay dead.”

      Daniel spun around, and almost too late, he realized that the three people he’d cut down were back up.

      What was this?

      He pushed out using the shadows and folded himself into them, appearing behind the nearest of the attackers. As he did, he swept through a sharp attack, swept his blade through the first person’s head.

      He wasn’t about to have someone return from the dead.

      Turning to the other, he brought his blade around, hacking, no longer fighting in the same style he’d learned while training with the tchalit. He wanted nothing more than to stop this attacker, to end this. If that involved cutting off limbs and decapitating the attacker, so be it.

      It was brutal business, and when it was done, he turned to Rayen. She stood with her boot resting on top of one of the men.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      The man looked up at her, locking eyes, and tried to rise beneath her boot, but Rayen continued placing pressure on him.

      Daniel held his sword above the man’s neck, watching. “Answer the lady.”

      “You cannot begin to understand.”

      “Who are you?”

      The man jerked his head forward and rammed his neck through the sword.

      “I’m not sure that will keep him dead,” Rayen said.

      “What is this? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “There have been stories,” she said. “We’ve long heard there were others with strange powers.”

      As Daniel stared at the fallen, he shook his head. “Let’s get to Alistan.”

      He debated what to do with the bodies before deciding to leave them where they were. When all this was done, he could let Alistan know and the other man could come and deal with it. Given his resources in the city, Daniel had little doubt that Alistan would be able to remove them. For now, he decided to drag them out of the way so that no one might uncover the bodies.

      The strangeness of their return to life continued to trouble him. What if they did so again?

      “I doubt they will be able to reattach their heads,” Rayen said.

      “I would have said the same thing about their ability to survive a stab wound to the chest, but they proved otherwise.”

      She laughed, yet it was an uncomfortable laughter.

      He glanced back at the bodies when they reached the end of the alley, wondering if he saw movement.

      They were quiet the rest of the way to Alistan’s home. At last they reached the outer gate, motioned through by a pair of guards on either side of it, and walked along the pathway, the unsettled feeling building within him.

      The door to the home opened and Alistan stood there wearing a maroon robe over his thin frame. His gray hair was brushed back. He flashed a wide and bright smile.

      “Daniel Elvraeth. Rayen Shadow Born.”

      Daniel nodded at him, glancing over briefly to Rayen. She had never revealed her last name, and each time they visited with Alistan, he referred to her as Rayen Shadow Born. He supposed that was as good a name as any, but there likely was more to the story. Rayen didn’t like talking about her past or her parents, but the longer he was with her, the more he thought that she needed to share.

      “Something happened,” Alistan said.

      “We were attacked on our way here,” he said.

      “The constables?” He frowned and glanced behind him, whispering to a man standing at the door. When he stepped back, he flashed a smile. “I will have that taken care of.”

      “It’s not the constables.” How much power did Alistan have to be able to deal with the constables like that? It left Daniel amazed—and amused—that he had such authority.

      “What was it, then?”

      “Why don’t we come inside and then we can talk?”

      “I was getting ready to head out.”

      “Then we can go with you,” Daniel said.

      “I would like that.”

      He glanced over to Rayen. The other man glided along the path, though as far as Daniel knew, he only had some connection to the Elder Stone in Keyall. That Elder Stone granted a certain level of invisibility when turned in the right way, though from what they knew, Alistan didn’t have that knowledge of how to use it. His was more tied to a resistance to the shadows, and because of that, he was able to limit Rayen’s—and now Daniel’s—influence.

      When they reached the gate, the two guards nodded to him.

      “What were you going to tell me?” Alistan asked.

      “If we’re heading back out of the city, then we can show you.”

      He nodded, and when they reached the alley, Daniel guided them down. Alistan frowned the entirety of the walk. At the back of the alley, the bodies were gone.

      Great Watcher.

      “What do you think it means?” Rayen asked.

      “I don’t know. They shouldn’t have been moved so soon.”

      “What shouldn’t have been moved?” Alistan asked.

      “We were attacked by three men. When we killed them, they…” Daniel smiled, unsure how to say it without sounding like a fool. “They came back to life.”

      Alistan’s breath caught, and he glanced from Daniel to Rayen. “Are you sure?”

      “We fought them twice. I cut two of their heads off, but apparently that wasn’t enough.”

      But then, maybe it was, and someone had come and claimed them. If so, they were dealing with more than the three attackers.

      “Come with me,” Alistan said. “There’s something you need to see.”
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      Waves crashed along the edge of the city, water spraying up from far below, the power of the tides enormous. It was far more than what Daniel was accustomed to in Elaeavn. There the waves might lap at the shore, but not with such violence as what he heard far below. It was almost as if they were angry at the rock, trying to rip it free. At least they were far enough away from the city that he thought his shadows might work.

      “Why are you bringing us out here?”

      “There’s something you need to see,” he said. When Daniel frowned at him, Alistan motioned for them to follow. “This is the only place we can keep it.”

      Alistan led them toward a wooden platform at the edge of the cliff, attached to massive ropes, and worked a lever on the platform, lowering it.

      They had gone down the side of the mountain this way before, but there was something else at play this time. They were silent as the wooden platform creaked its way down, the rope unspooling as they went. The other man stopped partway down the cliff face and motioned to an opening in the rock.

      He hopped off, climbing into the cave mouth, and Daniel looked over to Rayen, debating what to do or say, before scrambling off and following.

      She reached for his hand, holding it for a moment. “I’m not so sure about this,” she said.

      “When it comes to Alistan, I’m not sure about a great many things these days.”

      He crawled into the cave after Alistan, and darkness swallowed them.

      Using the shadows, he normally would have been able to part the darkness and see through it, but his control over the shadows was absent here. That didn’t mean he was powerless. He still had his Elaeavn gifts, and with the strange augmentation, even without the shadows, he found his eyesight was far more enhanced than before.

      Everything started to clear, becoming a faded sort of gray.

      He waited at the edge of the cave entrance until Rayen joined him, and he took her hand, guiding her into the cave.

      Alistan stood only a few paces in front of them. “When you described what you experienced, I thought you needed to see this.”

      Alistan pointed.

      In the distance, Daniel made out something moving along the floor. At first, he wasn’t sure what it was, but the more he stared, the more it seemed to him that it was a man. At least, the remains of one.

      A body lay on the ground, and it seemed to be separated into three sections. As he watched, the body writhed as if trying to come back together.

      “Is that…?”

      “It sounds like what you described,” Alistan said.

      “Why do you have it here?”

      “Because we are testing it,” he said.

      “Testing?”

      The other man started forward, and Daniel followed. Revulsion filled him. It was unsettling watching this body, whatever it was, moving the way it did. As he neared, he realized why it struggled.

      Barriers prevented it from getting any closer to Daniel.

      “We first experienced one of these attacks a few weeks ago,” Alistan said, staring down at the man. “It killed nearly a dozen constables before we were able to bring it down.”

      “A dozen?”

      “Not all of the constables have been gifted with the Elder Stone,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Those of us who have experienced the Elder Stone can see this creature more easily than those who haven’t. I’m not sure what that means, only that it seems to be important.”

      Daniel shared a look with Rayen. Could that be why they had been able to fight it?

      In Elaeavn, they’d faced those attackers who were essentially invisible. He hadn’t given it much thought at the time, but could they have succeeded because he and Rayen had been to Keyall and experienced the power of the Elder Stone here?

      “When we killed it, we thought that was the end. But then…”

      “It came back to life,” Daniel said.

      Alistan nodded. “I can tell you that it is quite an unsettling experience for a creature like this to come back together.”

      “How many times did you try to kill it?”

      “We attempted to do so many times. Now we test it.”

      “Why?”

      “We want to know its limitations.”

      “Limitations?” Rayen asked.

      Alistan stepped forward and nudged part of the body with his foot. “You would think that by removing the head, you would end the struggle, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. If you place the parts too close together, they will reform. It’s as though it were made out of clay, but it bleeds the same as a man would. Or at least it did.”

      “What sort of dark magic is this?” Rayen asked.

      “We’re working to understand, but right now, we don’t.”

      Daniel watched as the creature continued to writhe. If severing the head wasn’t enough, how could they defeat something like that?

      “Have you faced any others?” he asked.

      “There have been others, but we’ve ensured the constables were prepared.”

      “How do you stop them?”

      “Fire. Burial. This, essentially,” he said.

      “And what is this?”

      “This is our way of keeping the body separated. Using this technique, the creature can’t reform, and we buy some time.”

      “The Ai’thol have never used anything like this on us before,” Rayen said.

      Alistan looked over at her. “I’m not convinced this is the Ai’thol.”

      “What else would it be?”

      “That is what we need to uncover,” he said.

      “Who else has this power?”

      “Someone dangerous,” a voice from behind them said.

      Daniel spun. He shouldn’t have been surprised by Carth suddenly appearing, but he was unsettled by this creature, and the sudden voice behind him only made it worse.

      “How long have you been here?”

      Carth shook her head. “Not long.”

      “Why does it seem like you’re not powerless?” he asked.

      “Because I’m not.”

      “Keyall neutralizes your shadows… but you aren’t just powered by shadows.”

      Carth flashed a smile, stepping forward.

      When she did, she crouched down next to the creature, pushing her hand forward. A burst of heat washed over the creature, setting it to flame.

      Alistan grumbled, but Carth looked up. “I think you’ve experimented enough.”

      “There’s always more we can uncover,” he said.

      “Perhaps, but I think what you have been doing is torment enough.”

      “Torment? This creature would have to be human to be tormented.”

      Carth stood as the body turned to ash. When it did, there was something remaining. It took Daniel a moment to realize that it was metal.

      Had they been augmented the same as him? Even that shouldn’t have allowed someone to live who had been cut into pieces.

      “As far as I can tell, they were once human.”

      “Perhaps,” Alistan said. “If they were, they are no longer.”

      “Who’s responsible for this?” Daniel asked.

      “I haven’t been able to determine that,” Carth said.

      “But you think you know.”

      “I think we have encountered something new and dangerous.”

      “It’s not the Ai’thol?” Rayen asked.

      Carth reached through the ash and lifted the bent pieces of metal, holding them up. “We’ve been dealing with this for some time. Lucy has been helping me search, trying to help me gain an understanding of the power the Ai’thol have been using, but lately, we have come to question whether the Ai’thol are even responsible.”

      She motioned for them to follow, and Daniel tore his gaze away from the remains of the strange figure and followed Carth out of the cave. Once they were on the platform, Alistan triggered it, and they made their way back up. Back on land, Carth threw the metal over the edge, letting it drop into the ocean.

      “We’ve been searching for understanding, thinking the Ai’thol are the only ones responsible for what’s taking place, but with what Lucy has uncovered, I can’t help but think there is another answer.”

      “What other answer?” Daniel asked.

      “One that is tied to what you just experienced.”

      “It would be tied to more than just that,” he said, glancing from Carth to Rayen. He couldn’t help but think about what he had seen in Elaeavn, the way the attackers there had been able to fight, power they shouldn’t have possessed filling the tchalit. “The Shadow Queen?”

      Alistan looked over at them, smiling. “Shadow Queen? You didn’t tell me you had some exotic-sounding new prize.”

      “Because there wasn’t the need,” Carth said. She shot a look at Daniel and turned her attention from him to Rayen. “Everything I’ve uncovered suggests that she may be the one responsible.”

      “Why?” Daniel asked.

      “We have been so caught up in trying to understand what the Ai’thol might be up to, we haven’t considered the possibility there might be another threat, and now that we have seen this, and what we’ve encountered in Elaeavn and in other places, I can’t help but think we have been intentionally distracted.”

      Daniel frowned. “I thought Olandar Fahr was the one playing the games with us.”

      “I’ve always imagined that it was Olandar Fahr, but now I think another player might have entered the game.”

      Daniel shook his head. “Carth, none of this is a game.”

      “No. This is real, but at the same time, I suspect that whoever is maneuvering is manipulating events.” Carth looked out over the water, clasping her hands behind her back. A distant look crossed her face.

      Her hair was shorter than it had been, cut down to her shoulders, and she wore two swords at her sides. He wondered how many of them were lorcith. Probably neither. He hadn’t seen her sword fighting in quite some time, though she was deadly skilled. The dark cloak on her shoulders gave access to the swords, not preventing her from reaching them. Carth was every bit the warrior.

      “I’ve been so caught up in Olandar Fahr all these years, I haven’t considered there might be another who was manipulating him.”

      “I thought you said he was the best player you ever faced,” Rayen said.

      She nodded. “He has been, but perhaps I’ve not been playing him the way I thought at all.”

      “Who else would you be playing?”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s times like these when I wish Ras were still alive.”

      She stared out in the distance for another moment before turning her gaze away and starting back toward the city.

      Daniel had no choice but to follow, and when they did, Alistan leaned close. “Ras died?”

      “He was killed by one of Olandar Fahr’s men.”

      “Which one?”

      “The Architect.”

      “And where is he?”

      Daniel shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      They reached Carth as they neared the edge of the city, where she headed straight toward Alistan’s manor and ignored the guards at the gate, heading through and along the path lined by shrubs. She pushed the door open, unmindful of any danger on the other side. Then again, in this place, even limited by what powers she might possess, Carth probably didn’t fear what she might face.

      They went straight toward the library.

      Alistan took a seat, glancing over at Carth. “Now that we’re here, would you care to share with me what your concern is? Why can’t somebody tell me about this Shadow Queen? She sounds intriguing.”

      “I thought she worked with Olandar Fahr,” Daniel said.

      “That is what we have believed, but I think it’s been a mistake.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      Carth took a spot in front of the Tsatsun board. She began to arrange the pieces, maneuvering them around the board, though not in the traditional gameplay. She started to shift them, sliding them around, and she frowned. “I’ve been working through everything we’ve experienced. I don’t know that I would’ve done so without you, Daniel Elvraeth,” she said, flicking her eyes up at him and holding his gaze for a moment. “It was something you said about the game.”

      “You told me that before.”

      “It’s the groupings. I’ve always envisioned them as pieces on either side of the board, and yet, the more I begin to think about them, the more I question. There are twenty-five pieces on either side.”

      “Right,” Daniel said. “And those twenty-five pieces play the other twenty-five,” he went on, taking a position on the other side of the board. He began to react to Carth’s moves, shifting piece after piece, following her movements and trying to anticipate what she might do. The style of play she used was different than her typical strategy. As he watched, he began to understand what she was doing.

      It wasn’t about sacrificing individual pieces.

      She was playing based on groupings.

      It was exactly what he had said to her before. There were groupings of similar pieces, and they were important, likely equally so. And when she played, she showed a willingness to sacrifice one piece from each grouping.

      He reacted, playing in the same style.

      Had he not played as often as he had, and had he not experienced Carth’s style of play, he might not have known what to do, but as he played, he recognized the benefit of this.

      It was so different than how he had been taught to play Tsatsun.

      There was strategy for winning, for controlling the Stone, but in this style of play, it had nothing to do with the Stone. It was all about positioning the pieces.

      “Twenty-five pieces. Five groupings of five.” Carth looked up at him, locking eyes.

      “Five Councils of Elders,” he whispered.

      “Exactly.”

      “But how does that work if this is tied to the Council?”

      Carth stared at the board, looking as if she wanted to make another move, but she hesitated. “I’ve been struggling to understand that, and I’m still not entirely sure that I do. What we long believed, that Olandar Fahr was playing in order to stop us, I am not sure is the case.”

      “He’s attacked us repeatedly,” Rayen said.

      She stood off to the side, watching the game, a strange look in her eye. Daniel recognized it. He’d seen it when she had watched him and Carth playing before. It was one of confusion. Rayen was skilled at Tsatsun, but there were limits to her game. Had he not been playing Tsatsun as long as he had, and had his father not taught him to strategize from such an early age, he might not have understood either.

      It was why the game opened up to him. It was the reason he recognized the moves, the way to play, and the nature of it.

      The longer he played, the more clear it became that the game had many different variations, many different styles, and this was just one more of them.

      It still didn’t explain the Stone.

      “He attacked us repeatedly, but I wonder if perhaps the attacks were merely an attempt to control these pieces,” she said.

      Daniel stared at the board. If he thought like that, believed Olandar Fahr had been trying to position himself to gain power over the board, things took on a different meaning.

      What if he hadn’t been playing against them all along?

      They had believed the Ai’thol were the threat, and yet…

      “You think we’re playing against the Shadow Queen,” Daniel said.

      Carth nodded without looking up. “We’ve seen evidence of it. There have been various differing attacks, more than we ever really understood. Not only was there the arm of the C’than, but then there was the attack in Elaeavn, and now what is happening in Keyall.”

      “Do you think Olandar Fahr knows?”

      “I think he does.”

      “Why hasn’t he shared with us?” Rayen asked.

      Carth shook her head. “How could he have shared with us? He’s been under attack from us from the beginning. From me.” She looked up, sweeping her gaze around the room. “This is my fault.”

      “You don’t know that.” Alistan got to his feet, joining Carth at the game table. “I was here from the very beginning, Carthenne. You don’t get to take the blame for what happened.”

      “I never sought to understand.”

      “What?”

      “I reacted.” She sighed, moving a piece on the board, and as she shifted around, she rested her hands on the table. She shook her head. “As I often did. Rarely did I take the time to consider what he might be doing. I’ve always assumed he was chasing power, and I’ve spent my time trying to understand how he’s doing so, but never why. I spent my time thinking about where he was looking for power, but never about what he would do when he reached it.” She looked up, locking eyes with Daniel. “And now it might be too late.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Things seem to be moving more quickly,” Carth said.

      “Just because Elaeavn was attacked and Keyall is now under attack?” he said.

      “There’s another reason.” Carth turned her attention back to the board, maneuvering the pieces, ignoring him. She slipped them around the board, keeping them grouped together, then reached across, playing his side, moving piece after piece, turning the board from side to side.

      Daniel stood back and watched, trying to grasp what she was doing. After a while, she reset the pieces and began to play again. All of them in the room simply stood off to the side, watching.

      The nature of the game remained unclear to Daniel, other than the way she was grouping the pieces and trying to maneuver them. Still, he didn’t understand what she was doing, nor did he understand what the Stone represented.

      The longer he watched, the more frustrating it became.

      Carth continued to reset the board, playing again and again. At one point, Alistan tried to reach them, but she batted his hand away.

      She played the pieces, keeping them in clusters, playing in a way she never had before. Whatever she was doing had some meaning that Daniel thought he could grasp, but the meaning was just at the edge of his understanding.

      She twisted the board, resetting the game once again. She leaned against it, a look in her eyes he had never seen before.

      Worry.

      Daniel had been around Carth many times. He had fought alongside her, and he had known the strength she possessed. She had faced death countless times without wearing that look on her face.

      And if she was worried, he couldn’t help but feel the same worry within himself.

      “What is it?” he asked her.

      In answer, she began to play again, maneuvering the pieces around the board. This time, he realized she was doing so without any attention to one side or another, simply attempting to position the pieces so that she could control the Stone at the center of the board.

      The Stone was still important in the game she was playing.

      Something else came to mind then, and that was perhaps the most troubling thing of all.

      “You don’t see a way to win,” Daniel said softly.

      Carth looked up. “No.”

      He reached over, lifting the Stone off the table, holding it in his hand. “What does this represent?”

      Carth didn’t answer and continued to transfer pieces around, and the longer she did, the clearer it became that there was not going to be any solution.

      “Carth?”

      “I don’t know how to win,” she said again.

      “That’s not the question. What does the Stone represent?”

      Carth set her hands down beside the board and heaved a sigh. “Us.”

      He cocked his head to the side, frowning, then turned his attention back to the board. If the Stone represented them, then…

      His breath caught as he understood.

      They were playing for control, not power. They were playing for their lives.
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      Ryn Valeron looked out from atop the palace, the city sweeping out below her. There was an uneasy sense within her as she looked at everything here. It still felt as if she were in danger here, even though Olandar Fahr had welcomed her back. As much as she had been through recently, she no longer knew whether she should trust him.

      As she often did, she rubbed the back of her head, tracing her fingers over the place where she’d been given the blessing. Despite everything she’d gone through, she still felt that it was a blessing. It was a gift, and because of it, she knew the power of her ancestors in a way she never would have otherwise. Were it not for that blessing, she wouldn’t have her enhanced senses, wouldn’t have been able to observe nearly what she had.

      Movement near the base of the tower caught her attention, and she watched as two men argued, shoving each other, and it quickly escalated into fighting. There were times when she wished she could Travel the same way as others could, but this was not one of those times. She was curious as to the nature of their battle, and as she watched, she couldn’t determine what had precipitated it.

      Perhaps that was not for her to understand.

      The longer she stood here, the more amused she was at the fighting. It involved fists and an occasional slap, but nothing more than that. Certainly no one brought out a sword or a knife. Several other people gathered around them, creating a circle. She doubted the fight would last long. This close to the temple, very few fights lasted. Most viewed arguing in proximity to the temple as a violation of the gods.

      One of the men fell, blood dripping down his nose, and the other stood over him, shouting something that was difficult for her to make out from where she stood, though it probably didn’t matter—likely a taunt of some sort.

      The victor departed, the crowd following him, and the other remained on his knees, staring down at the ground. A few droplets of blood stained the ground beneath him, but eventually he got up and headed in the opposite direction.

      Ryn didn’t know why she had chosen to observe the fight like this. What purpose did she have in standing here, watching?

      The answer came to her all too easily. It was her way of getting out of the temple. She was able to avoid Olandar Fahr this way.

      The others did not. Everyone else who had come with her had remained near him, and Ryn understood. To them, he remained the Great One, a man of great power whom they had chosen to serve. For Ryn, the situation was much more complicated. She no longer knew whether she should be serving Olandar Fahr in the way he wanted. He had shown her many things, and she had come to understand the world in a new way, but he had not shared everything he needed with her.

      His evasion by omission troubled her. She couldn’t help but feel as if she had been manipulated, twisted as if she were nothing more than a piece in the games Olandar Fahr loved to play. And there wasn’t much she could do about it. She was at his mercy, and he was a master at gamesmanship.

      The wind picked up, and there came a flicker of movement in the distance.

      It was a strange thing to see. It seemed almost as if there were something soaring high overhead.

      Why should that be?

      Ryn looked out, turning her attention northward, and as she did, what she had seen was not at all what she’d expected. Though she didn’t know the wildlife in Dreshen nearly as well as she did in her home village, she’d seen the seagulls flying overhead often enough that she expected that to have been what she observed.

      Instead, this was a man.

      He streaked over the ground, moving far more rapidly than she could follow.

      Her breath caught.

      Staring into the darkness, she strained to see if she could recognize anything about this man. She’d never seen anyone flying like this before. She had encountered many with incredible gifts, but none of them had been anything like this.

      How was such a thing possible?

      And then he was gone. He moved to the south, streaking high up in the sky. She turned, following him, and the door to the top of the tower opened.

      Olandar Fahr stepped out.

      “What are you doing up here?” he asked. Dressed in a white robe, he tried to appear more peaceful than she knew him to be. In the days since she had begun to question, she had come to understand his warlike nature and knew there was much more to the man than she had ever realized. Now she recognized the violence within him. It was an odd thing to recognize, partly because it was tempered by such greatness. She couldn’t deny that he was a great one, even if he could no longer be her Great One.

      “I saw something,” she said. She watched him and realized that he must have known. How was that?

      “What did you see?”

      She smiled at him tightly. She had told him repeatedly that she was here on her terms now, no longer on his.

      “It looked to be a man flying overhead.”

      She watched him to see if she could determine anything that might explain what she’d seen, though she knew she had not imagined it.

      Surprisingly, Olandar Fahr looked up, glancing at the sky. “Is that right?”

      “Why aren’t you impressed by that?”

      “Considering everything you’ve seen, do you believe I should be impressed?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “Which way?”

      She nodded to the south. There wasn’t much there, not until reaching some of the larger cities. At a certain point, the continent ended, and it was nothing more than ocean. She hadn’t traveled beyond the borders of the ocean. At least, she hadn’t traveled very far beyond the borders of the ocean. She suspected Olandar Fahr had taken her to certain places beyond, though she wasn’t sure where exactly she had been.

      He reached into his pocket, pulling something out, and took to the air.

      As he floated, Ryn watched, amazed at how he flew.

      “Was it something like this?”

      She nodded. “It was very much like that.”

      With that, Olandar Fahr shot into the sky, disappearing south into the darkness.

      Ryn looked all around for anything that might tell her where he was going, but as she searched the darkness, she found nothing.

      She needed some way to track track his movements, but even if she had a way, she wasn’t sure she would learn what he was doing.

      Instead, she turned her attention back to the city around her.

      There was much taking place that she didn’t fully understand, and though Olandar Fahr had promised to bring her in and help her understand things, so far, he had not. She felt as if she’d been manipulated again, brought here against her wishes, and yet from what she could tell, he had needed her. She and the ones she had brought with her from Lexa had managed to restore his blessing.

      So far, he hadn’t told them what had happened to him, why he had lost his abilities, though they had since been restored.

      They were different, though. She wasn’t entirely sure about the nature of his abilities, only that he seemed more cautious than before. He asked more questions, and while he’d always been skilled at listening, now he seemed to actively pay attention.

      Ryn couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to him, but it was something he didn’t speak about. The door opened behind her, and she turned again.

      “There are some who are concerned about you, Emissary,” Matthew said.

      He stood with one hand on the hilt of his sword. He seemed unsurprised to find her here, and yet, she had attempted to hide herself.

      “You can let them know I’m well.”

      “They would prefer to see for themselves.”

      Ryn took a deep breath, letting it out in a sigh. She leaned over the edge of the wall, once again looking down into the city, straining to see any sign of movement. This was her only peace since coming back to Dreshen. It was a memory of a time when she’d been here, within these walls, a time when she had felt confined. She no longer felt as if someone else were in control of her actions. Everything that happened was now on her.

      She was the Emissary.

      Surprisingly, that carried almost as much weight with some of her followers as the name Olandar Fahr. Some of them viewed her as only slightly below him in importance. There were those, like Matthew, who had served with her since Lexa, and they were the ones who were most dedicated to ensuring her safety.

      If anyone came to attack her, Ryn would be safe. She knew that.

      But she didn’t want to end up in a fight. Having gone through that in Lexa, she didn’t want to lose any more.

      “It’s peaceful up here,” she whispered.

      “Is something wrong, Emissary?”

      She didn’t turn. Instead, she continued to lean over the wall, looking down. Every so often, she was able to make out movement, but there were no signs of violence. There was nothing that she was able to uncover.

      “Everything is well.”

      “The Great One was observed coming up here. Did he disappear?”

      Ryn smiled to herself. Disappear. It seemed such a vague term for what Olandar Fahr did. Too often he had disappeared, leaving his people wondering where he’d gone and why he had left them.

      It was something Ryn would have to talk with him about.

      If they were going to be a part of whatever he intended, to play whatever game he was playing, it was time for him to share more, for her and those she led no longer to be kept in the dark. They deserved to know.

      And until then, perhaps she would not put her faith in Olandar Fahr.

      It was difficult, though. Memories of what he’d done for her continued to intrude, and the longer she thought of him, the more she remembered what he’d done, the more she felt as if she needed to work with him.

      Ryn pushed off the wall, spinning back around and joining Matthew. It was times like these when she wished she had the ability to Travel easily. She would need to take the stairs. There were one hundred and fifty-two stairs to the top of the tower from the base. Ryn had counted multiple times, and she knew them well. She took them daily, climbing to the peak, which gave her an opportunity to look out on the city below her.

      When Ryn reached the bottom of the stairs, she entered the main part of the temple. In the time she’d been with Olandar Fahr, she had come to know the temple well, though there were still aspects of it that remained a mystery to her. She had yet to uncover what the ancient people of Dreshen had celebrated here. She understood there was some reason for them establishing the temple—the same way the temples in all the places the Ai’thol had taken over had a purpose—but had yet to determine what that was. She thought it must be important. She suspected it had something to do with why Olandar Fahr had chosen this place to establish a stronghold, the same way that the strange fire in Lexa had been important.

      “Emissary?”

      She paused, glancing over at Matthew. “Show me where Tessa is,” she said.

      Matthew closed his eyes, and they Traveled.

      When they emerged, they did so near the shore of Dreshen. From here, the water swept far below them, waves crashing with incredible power, the sound almost soothing. She felt that way every time she visited places like this, as if some part of her were drawn here. How long had it been since she had known the comfort of one place, the sense of home that it would offer?

      Ever since leaving, chased away by what she presumed was Lareth, she had not known home. Lexa was her home as much as any place. That seemed surprising to her when she thought about it, but she had fought on behalf of Lexa. Its people were her people, and she claimed them the same as her homeland had once claimed her.

      A solitary figure stood outlined along the rocks.

      “Why here?” Ryn asked as she approached Tessa. She had never understood why the other woman chose places like this to stare out at the water, but surprisingly, it reminded her of when she had traveled with Olandar Fahr. Could Tessa have had a similar experience?

      It was unlikely, as she hadn’t been taken under his wing the same way as Ryn had been. She had been made a Forger, a position of power and authority within the Ai’thol.

      “I find it peaceful. I’ve never spent much time around the water, and in this place, I can almost feel as if there are answers I should be able to understand.”

      Ryn joined her, staring out toward the sea. It was violent today, waves crashing in the distance. Froth and spray misted up, whipping into her face. There was something comforting about it, though.

      “I always found it peaceful, too. When I was in the village, before it was destroyed, the women would all line up along the shores on the days that the fishermen would head out. It was a celebration. A time of excitement, belief that the village would find abundance.” She could almost see the ships sailing out. They were considerably different than the ships of Dreshen, which were designed for longer voyages. In the village, there had been no need for longer journeys. They went out for several days, sometimes weeks, and brought back what they caught.

      “Did you ever go out?” Tessa asked.

      “I never did. I think I was scared. But then, I had other talents.”

      “What sort of talents?”

      “I was a climber.”

      “How would that be a talent?”

      Ryn shrugged. “We had a plantation with fruits that could only be accessed by those who were capable climbers. I was skilled.” And stubborn, though that wasn’t something she would admit. She’d been stronger then, more fearless. Somehow, in the time since she’d left the village, she had lost that fearlessness. In its place was the terror that came from worrying about what she might encounter.

      “I think I would’ve enjoyed fishing. I know I would’ve enjoyed the sea.”

      “You still could.”

      Tessa turned toward her, her face fixed in a tight smile. “I am a Forger, Emissary.”

      In the days since they’d been in Dreshen, Ryn had tried to get Tessa to address her less formally, but she had only become increasingly formal in her approach. That was likely to do with the fact that Olandar Fahr was within the temple most of the time, and he almost deferred to Ryn, giving her far more authority than she believed she deserved.

      “You are a Forger, and you are skilled. Even Olandar Fahr has said so.”

      She thought a little praise could help, but Tessa turned away.

      “I still question my purpose here,” she said.

      “We can return to Lexa.”

      “I question my purpose there too. After what we saw in my homeland, I can’t help but question.”

      “We are looking for those answers,” Ryn said. As much as Olandar Fahr had been reluctant to provide answers, she was determined to understand. Answers would come. They would have to.

      No longer was it only about what had happened to her, or the way Lareth had harmed her people. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that there had to be more to it. Whatever had taken place in her homeland was the key. She had no idea what it was, but it terrified her.

      “I’m going to need your help,” she said.

      “With what?”

      “A journey.”

      Tessa glanced over, cocking an eyebrow at her. “What sort of journey?”

      “I think I need to return to the Temple of the Mind.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there are answers we weren’t able to obtain.” Ryn had been certain there was something she had needed to uncover there before, only she had not been able to do so. It seemed to her that had she taken more time, she could have found those answers, but she’d feared for her people. Now that she had been around Olandar Fahr again, and he had explained to her his desire to gain an understanding of the temple, Ryn couldn’t help but feel as if that was something she needed to have a greater part in.

      Only, she wasn’t entirely sure how.

      “That place worries me,” Tessa said.

      “There’s nothing dangerous about the temple. The only thing that’s dangerous is our ability to reach it.”

      “From what you’ve said, there is something dangerous. The priests are dangerous.”

      She smiled to herself. The threat of the priests was different than the danger found in other places. While she did believe there was some inherent danger there, what she had experienced hadn’t left her nearly as worried as when she had faced the attacks in Lexa. She had experienced an unknown and almost magical power in the Temple of the Mind, and because of that, she knew a power existed that she needed to better understand, yet there might not be any way for her to do so.

      “Will you take me?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Ryn smiled at her. “I’ve never forced you to do anything.”

      “You haven’t, but…” She closed her eyes, leaning forward, listening to the sound of the sea. “I feel as if we are reaching a great danger.”

      “Why do you feel that way?”

      “With everything that we’ve experienced. Don’t you feel it?”

      “I’ve always felt a great danger.”

      She turned away, starting along the shoreline, and as she walked, she could feel the presence of Matthew as he shadowed her. He wasn’t about to leave her to wander alone. He worried about her, and she smiled to herself, thankful he was there, though if it came down to it, there would be very little he could do against someone like Olandar Fahr. There were others equally powerful who could challenge her as well, and with all of them, Ryn had no hope of overpowering them. That wasn’t her strength.

      She still wasn’t certain what strength she possessed, though she had begun to form connections, to forge a sense of kinship with those who followed her. She was the Emissary.

      With each passing day, and with everything that happened, Ryn was no longer certain whether that was enough. She was no longer sure that working as Olandar Fahr’s Emissary was the answer she wanted.

      Ryn no longer bothered to try to understand the technique that carried her from one place to another. Whatever talent Tessa had that allowed her to Travel the way she did, it was beneficial, not something to fear. Ryn welcomed it, choosing to focus on how it benefited her rather than questioning the nature of that talent.

      In this case, Tessa’s talent was definitely advantageous. It carried her quickly, and they departed from Dreshen and appeared with the outskirts of the Temple of the Mind in view. As she stared at it, she couldn’t help but feel trepidation. Though she’d only truly been within it once, she understood there was far more power within that place than she had seen.

      “Why just the two of us?” Tessa asked.

      “Partly because I’m not sure you’ll even be able to go inside.” That had been her greatest concern. The priest had some way of preventing others from joining him within the temple. When Ryn had made it inside, it was because the priest had welcomed her, not because of anything she had done. It was possible she wouldn’t even be able to enter the temple now. She remembered how difficult it was the last time and couldn’t help but think that if he wanted to exclude her, he would be able to do so.

      She glanced up to the archway. The symbols on it had no meaning beyond what they’d had before, though she had a sense there was something she should understand. The longer she stared at them, the more she questioned.

      “What happens if I can’t join you?”

      “Then you wait.”

      “How long should I wait?”

      Ryn looked up to Tessa. Her dark eyes watched her, and there was real fear for her written in her face. “The last time we were here, it seemed as if no more than a moment passed. I suspect you won’t have to wait for very long.”

      “You suspect it, but you don’t know.”

      Ryn looked beyond the archway. What would it be like this time? She started forward, marching underneath the archway, and like the last time, there came a faint tingling sensation. It was vague, barely more than a chill that washed over her, but she recognized it.

      She glanced over to see whether Tessa was with her. Even if she was, it was possible anything she observed would still be within her mind. Last time, there had been a sense she had believed was real, but she had come to learn that it had only been within her mind.

      “What is it, Emissary?” Tessa asked.

      She smiled at her. “The same concern I had before.”

      “You don’t know whether I’m here.”

      “I told you it’s possible you aren’t.” She thought she had needed to share that with Tessa, if only to reveal what they might encounter.

      They reached the entrance to the temple. The courtyard was empty as it had been the last time, and as before, there was only the sense of power stirring.

      “I wonder if perhaps you should have come with the Great One.”

      Ryn smiled tightly. Olandar Fahr had wanted her to take him to the Temple of the Mind, but she had been uncertain whether that was appropriate—or necessary. She didn’t know whether the priests would even allow Olandar Fahr entrance.

      “In time,” she said.

      Tessa watched, saying nothing as she followed.

      Ryn tested the door, pushing it open. She half expected someone to greet them, but there was no one. She hesitated for a moment but felt nothing else. She frowned.

      Perhaps there would be nothing dangerous here.

      She made her way inside, pausing for a moment as her gaze swept the interior of the temple. It was a place of considerable power, though she wasn’t entirely sure what it meant.

      She remembered being taken to a room before, but from there, she had no other memories. Perhaps the room had only been within her mind, but if it was someplace real, someplace outside of her, then she might be able to figure out what it was.

      Ryn paused, searching for answers.

      “What are you waiting for?” Tessa asked.

      “I expected to find one of the priests, but…”

      Perhaps finding one of the priests wasn’t the answer at all. Perhaps it was locating the specific priest who had come to her before.

      And yet, as she stared, she wondered if there would be any way for her to find the priest. She took a deep breath, looking around, thinking about what she had seen before, the way the priest had approached her, and yet, as she thought about it, she didn’t think there was any real answer.

      “We can continue to look,” she said.

      While they searched, she had to believe that eventually there would be something more. Tessa examined the inside of the temple, and Ryn wandered near the altar. It was the Temple of the Mind, but it seemed to her that this temple was more similar to what she had experienced in Dreshen, as if the same sort of power existed there. Perhaps it was the same type of worship.

      As she reached the altar, she turned in place, and a burst of light caught her attention.

      Everywhere around her there was the strange, bright glowing white light. She remembered that light, all too familiar from what she had experienced the last time. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      When a figure appeared out of the brightness, Ryn was not surprised.

      “Priest,” she said.

      He had long silver hair and wore a pale white gown. A chain hung around his neck. Had he been dressed the same way before?

      There was no doubt in her mind that this was the same man.

      “You returned to the Temple of the Mind.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you would allow me to return.”

      “For those who truly seek understanding, the temple is not forbidden.”

      “What if I was only here to ask questions?”

      “What are questions but a way to find understanding?”

      “There is one who would reach you.”

      “Olandar Fahr has always searched for knowledge, and yet rarely has he come in search of understanding.”

      “You know him?”

      “That one is known quite well, Ryn Valeron.”

      She tensed. Had he known her name before? She couldn’t be certain, but she didn’t think he had.

      “He worries about something, though,” she said.

      “As he should. There is great danger in the world, Ryn Valeron.”

      “What sort of danger?”

      “The type that would be an undoing.”

      She looked around, but there was no sign of Tessa. Had something happened to her? Then again, if this was similar to what had happened the last time, she would be separated from her, only a moment passing while Ryn had this entire conversation. It was difficult to know whether any of this was real.

      “How can we stop the undoing?”

      “By searching for understanding.”

      Ryn smiled. “Isn’t that what I’m doing?”

      “Is it, Ryn Valeron?”

      She frowned. The priest moved past her, and he took a position at the altar, watching something Ryn couldn’t quite see. His back was to her, and there was a slight stoop to his posture. He had seemed stronger the last time.

      “Where am I?”

      The man glanced back over his shoulder, meeting her gaze. “I thought you knew you came to the Temple of the Mind.”

      “That’s where I came, but is that where I am?”

      He smiled. “Now you truly seek understanding.”

      She shook her head. Having this conversation here, with him, left her filled with questions without answers. It seemed to her that was his intention, but the longer she was here, the more she wondered.

      Rather than continuing to ask questions, she wound around him, taking up a place near the altar, looking everywhere. The longer she was here with him, the more she began to wonder if he had any answers for her.

      “I’m not in the Temple of the Mind anymore.”

      “Are you not?”

      “Olandar Fahr has taught me to observe.”

      “In order to know ourselves, we must observe.”

      “He taught me to know what was taking place around me. To see everything, to ensure that what I was witnessing was accurate.”

      “And what do you witness now, Ryn Valeron?”

      “When you came to me, there was a burst of light.”

      “What does that mean to you?”

      “I don’t know. I do know that the last time I was here, no more than a moment passed for the others with me.”

      “Time passes differently for all of us.”

      “That’s no answer.”

      “And yet it’s all the answer you really need.”

      Ryn smiled, watching the strange priest. She couldn’t tell what he was doing, but it seemed as if he were mixing something together. Perhaps that was her imagination. What would he be mixing? Was there some sort of concoction he made that was designed to hold her in this place?

      And was he actually holding her here?

      “What have you come to discover?”

      “Answers,” Ryn said.

      “Such a vague response, yet what you speak of is such an important concept. To truly find answers, you must ask the questions that burn within you.” The priest turned toward her, clasping his hands in front of him.

      She looked beyond him, trying to see what he had been working on on top of the altar, but there was nothing she could uncover.

      “What questions burned within you, Ryn Valeron?”

      She took a deep breath. “No questions burn within me.”

      “Denying those questions does nothing to change them.”

      She hesitated a moment. “I want to know why my parents were taken from me.”

      “Were they taken from you?”

      “They died. First my father and then my mother.”

      “And you blame one person.”

      “You know I do.”

      “Did this person you blame take them from you?”

      “He killed them.”

      Then again, the longer she’d spent considering her time with Olandar Fahr, the more uncertain she was that Lareth was even responsible for the things she had once believed. It was possible he’d had a hand in it, but perhaps Lareth really wasn’t the one to blame.

      And she had seen great destruction. That was something Olandar Fahr had wanted to show her, to demonstrate to her that something else was taking place out in the world. It was that great destruction that drove him, and though she didn’t fully understand, she recognized there was more power in the world than just what Olandar Fahr possessed.

      “I think you know he did not.”

      “But he did. My mother told me—”

      “Your mother told you what she believed. There’s a difference between what we know and what we believe. Have you not seen that?”

      Ryn turned away. She had long believed Olandar Fahr was the one who’d provide her with answers. She had long believed he was going to offer her protection, and yet the more she uncovered, the more she began to know herself, the harder it was for her to believe he could do that. He had rescued her from the village, but she had been the one to do the rest.

      “What actually happened?”

      “An undoing.”

      “Who was responsible for this undoing?”

      “She has gone by many names over the years, yet you would refer to her as an Elder.”

      She frowned, turning back toward the man. She’d heard that term before, and Olandar Fahr had used it when describing power. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      “How is she an Elder?”

      “Time passes differently in many places,” he said.

      He turned away from her and began to drift away, disappearing into the brightness. Ryn followed, racing after him, afraid she might lose him. Now that she was here and had heard there were answers, she wanted to know what she should be asking. If it wasn’t about Lareth, then what should she be asking about?

      He moved quickly, and she had a hard time following, though she was determined to do so. She reached him near what appeared to be a window. It was strangely shaped, oval, and there appeared to be a pane of glass in front of it. The priest rested his hands on the windowsill, leaning toward it. He was silent while he looked outward, leaving her to question whether there was something more taking place than what she understood.

      “Why won’t you share with me what I need to know?”

      “And what do you believe you need to know?”

      “I need to understand all of this.”

      The priest turned slowly toward her, resting his gaze upon her. “All of this?”

      She nodded.

      The priest studied her, and she was left with the sense that her entire being was bared to him. It was almost as if he were able to observe everything about her, leaving him with complete knowledge of who she was.

      “You aren’t ready.”

      “I am ready.”

      He smiled, though it was a sad smile. “Not yet, but I fear you will need to be.”

      When he turned back to the window, there came another flash of light, and she was back within the Temple of the Mind.
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      Ryn hurried along the hallway. Olandar Fahr had returned, and it was time for her to get some answers. Now that she was back in Dreshen, having returned from the Temple of the Mind without any further answers than those she had left with, she was determined to understand as much as she could. If she wasn’t going to get answers in the Temple of the Mind, then she was going to get them from Olandar Fahr, regardless of how much he might want to keep from her.

      Tessa followed her, and Ryn glanced over to the other woman. She was dressed in black today. A jacket and pants, and a short sword strapped to her waist. She clenched her jaw as she stared straight ahead.

      “You don’t have to come with me,” Ryn said.

      “I am here for your support, Emissary.”

      The other woman had been quiet ever since their return from the Temple of the Mind. Ryn suspected it troubled the other woman that she hadn’t been able to uncover anything, yet there were questions there for her. The priest had shared with her, yet he hadn’t shared nearly enough.

      “You might be here for my support, but I don’t need to hold you here.”

      “Are you holding me here?”

      Ryn shook her head. “There are other tasks you could be doing.”

      As a Forger, there were quite a few other ways Tessa could make herself useful. Her ability to place those blessings was valued by the Ai’thol, and if there was a great danger coming, then they would need to do so.

      “There are other tasks, but I think this is the most important one for me to do.”

      Ryn turned away and reached a door at the end of the hall. It was a place she came to often, and since reaching Dreshen, she had found Olandar Fahr here most of the time.

      She paused with her hand over the door, staring at it for the briefest moment before pushing it open.

      The room on the other side of the door was comfortable. Carpet spread from wall to wall, and soft chairs were situated in front of a glowing hearth. A table stacked with food ran along one wall.

      Olandar Fahr glanced up as she entered, flicking his gaze from Ryn to Tessa, a question burning in his eyes that she refused to answer. He got to his feet, tipping his head.

      “Forger, if you don’t mind, I would have words with my Emissary.”

      Tessa looked to Ryn, and though she didn’t say anything, Ryn could practically feel the debate warring within her. She wasn’t sure quite what to do when Olandar Fahr was the one asking, and so she bowed, leaning forward, before turning.

      When the doors closed, leaving her alone with Olandar Fahr, Ryn scanned the inside of the room, searching for anyone else. It wouldn’t surprise her for Olandar Fahr to have excluded the person who would provide her a level of support while having someone of his own present.

      “You will find that the two of us are completely alone here,” he said.

      “Why did you ask her to leave?”

      “There are things we must discuss that she should not be privy to.”

      “Such as?”

      He motioned to the chair. “Take a seat.”

      “I am comfortable standing.”

      He flashed a wide smile with warmth within it. “I don’t intend to harm you.”

      “I think if you harmed me, you would find more of a revolt then you care for.”

      He cocked his head as he regarded her. “You’re probably right.”

      She debated. Standing gave her a position of authority, but she didn’t want to antagonize him, either. He was still Olandar Fahr, and though she felt as if he had manipulated her and used her, he was still the Great One to so many within the Ai’thol. She needed to be careful how she approached him and sure not to do anything that would risk his anger. There were people she cared about, people she didn’t want placed in a situation where they would need to defend themselves against him.

      When she settled into the chair, he carried over a mug of steaming tea and she took it, glancing down at it. A savory scent drifted up from it, and as she breathed it in, she was tempted to sip at it. But she had grown suspicious.

      “I didn’t poison it,” he said with a smile, taking a long drink from his own mug as he sat across from her.

      “I would never accuse you of that.”

      “You didn’t have to say it to feel it.”

      “Are you in my thoughts?”

      “Again, I don’t need to do that to know what you were thinking.”

      Ryn sipped at the tea. It had a hint of cinnamon, and it was pleasant. She needed the warmth, and there was something soothing about it as it worked its way through her stomach.

      “Where did you go?”

      “There is a darkness moving,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I suppose not.” He leaned on his elbows, watching her. “You left Dreshen as well.”

      “I did.”

      His gaze flicked toward the door for the briefest of moments, and Ryn resisted the urge to turn and follow the direction of his gaze. Did he know that she’d gone with Tessa?

      He had some way of dipping into her thoughts, and if he’d been able to do that, then it was just as likely that he had been able to do the same with Tessa. That was, if Tessa hadn’t betrayed her and shared with him where they’d gone.

      “What did you find?”

      She took a sip of the tea. “Questions.”

      He smiled. Leaning back, he crossed one leg over the other and rested his arms on the side of the chair. He inhaled deeply, closing his eyes. “Questions. I was hoping that by now you would have been able to uncover answers.”

      “What answers are you needing?”

      “We have been facing this great danger for decades. It’s time that I begin to understand what it is and how we can succeed.”

      “What danger do you refer to?”

      “You’ve seen the danger.”

      “The places you took me.”

      “I took you to examples of what we’ve faced.”

      “Not because of Lareth.”

      He watched her for a moment before shaking his head. “No.”

      “Lareth wasn’t responsible for what happened in my village.”

      Olandar Fahr watched her another moment. “No.”

      “How long have you known?”

      Everything in her tensed at the question. It was the one she had wanted to ask ever since coming from the Temple of the Mind the first time. Her eyes had been opened then, and though Olandar Fahr had trained her to observe, she had not done so nearly as well as she had needed to. In the time that she had been with him, she had seen much, had experienced much, and yet she had taken what Olandar Fahr had told her at face value, rather than digging deeper and trying to see beyond what he showed her.

      As she sat there, she couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps that was what he wanted. Had he wanted her to look beyond, or had he wanted her to simply trust him? It was difficult for her to trust if he had been trying to betray her.

      “How long?”

      “From the beginning.”

      “Honesty, then,” she said.

      “You begin to ask the right questions.”

      “No.”

      “You think that I’ve been betraying you.”

      “I think you’ve been using my experiences against me.”

      “I needed someone like yourself, Ryn Valeron.” The way he said her name reminded her of the priest at the Temple of the Mind, and yet with the priest, there was no feeling that she was manipulated. With the priest, she’d sensed that he wanted her to gain understanding, and though he might not have been able to share with her what it would take for her understand, it wasn’t out of maliciousness.

      Watching Olandar Fahr, she couldn’t help but feel as if there were something more to him, and the way he regarded her left her troubled. Angry, if she was honest. She wanted answers, and the longer she sat there across from him, the more it seemed no answers were going to come.

      “You needed someone you could manipulate,” she said.

      “I needed someone who would learn to see the world as it is.”

      “I can see the world as it is. And I see what you are doing.”

      “No. You’ve seen what I want you to see.”

      “That’s not any better.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Why let me believe what you did about Lareth?”

      “Because it was easier at the time. Lareth has opposed my efforts for a long time. He is powerful, and yet…” Olandar Fahr turned away, glancing down at his lap as he brought the mug of tea up to his lips, sipping slowly. He took another few breaths, and when he turned his attention back up to her, a hint of a smile twisted his mouth. “He’s been useful, but he doesn’t know that he’s been useful. There are many like him who have served a purpose.”

      “And what purpose is that?”

      “We’ve been playing a game.”

      “Everything isn’t a game, Olandar.”

      “You would use my first name now?”

      “Should I not?”

      “I suppose it’s only fair. Perhaps in time you will see me as something else.”

      “Not the Great One,” she murmured.

      His mouth twisted, the look across his face almost one of sadness. Was he disappointed that she didn’t view him so highly anymore? How could she, after everything she had experienced?

      “We’ve talked about the game of Tsatsun, and the way the pieces are positioned around the board. I’ve told you how I’ve tried to understand the meaning within the game.”

      “You’ve told me that everything is a game to you.”

      “Because the Elders wanted us to play.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said, thinking back to the Temple of the Mind and what the priest had said to her about the woman he feared.

      “Let me tell you about what I do know.” He got to his feet and went to the corner of the room, pulling something out of a cabinet before returning. He set it in front of her. It was a game board, though smaller than the ones he usually played on, barely more than a foot by foot. He began pulling small pieces from his pocket. These were carved nearly as well as some of the pieces he had shown her before, and as he set it up, it reminded her of the way he had played the game in the past.

      “This was my first game board,” Olandar Fahr said without looking up. “I found it when I was young, and it took a long time for me to really understand the nature of the game. And yet, in my earliest visions, I was able to See how to play it.”

      “Visions?”

      He finished situating the board and took a seat across from her. “That has always been my gift, Ryn Valeron. I have visions of the future. They have given me the opportunity to understand what needs to happen and allowed me to ensure the safety of my people. But lately, those visions have become unreliable.”

      “What do your visions have to do with this game?”

      “The visions came clearest when it came to the game. When I was first learning how to play, I would have visions of moves. It made me a skilled player, and my earliest instructors were impressed, saying I was a natural, and yet there were moves I didn’t even understand. I simply followed the techniques I was shown in my visions. As I developed, I began to understand the connections and realize that those visions had been given to me for a purpose. The game is the key, Ryn Valeron.”

      “The key to what?”

      “To everything I’ve done.” He lifted his tea, leaning back and watching her. “When I’ve played, I’ve tried to understand the purpose. Everything is about manipulating the Stone, about positioning it in such a way that it can grant victory to the player, and yet, there are many pathways to success.”

      “I’ve never cared for the game.”

      “No. Your task has been something else.”

      “The task you gave me.” She frowned at him. “Was that one of your visions?”

      “Everyone I encounter has possible futures. That is both my blessing and my curse. I can See the possibilities for them. When I encounter them, I must try to understand whether they are useful or not.”

      “And me?”

      He smiled at her. “When I first encountered you, I knew you were going to be incredibly useful to me. My visions showed us entwined, and I began to understand that it was necessary for me to work with you, to teach you, to prepare you.”

      “To use me.”

      “No more than I’ve been used by the visions.”

      “Why do you think you’ve been used?”

      He glanced back at the board. “There are others whose roles have been far more difficult for me to understand. Lareth is one.” He glanced up at her, locking eyes. “I know you resent him for everything you believe him responsible for, and while he’s done terrible things, destroying many, he has done them for reasons that matter to him.”

      “I’m sure he has.”

      “Partly it’s been necessary. As I tried to understand him, I looked to the visions for knowledge, but they have been complicated. He’s not the only one I find complicated like that. There’s another, perhaps the greatest Tsatsun player I have ever known, but she is far easier to manipulate. Lareth has been a challenge. I’ve had to position ourselves into places of strength—and weakness—in order to draw him into the moves I need.”

      “You wanted Lareth to attack your people?”

      “No. I needed him to attack my people.”

      She started to laugh but realized he was serious. “Why?”

      He took a deep breath and crawled out of the chair, crouching next to the small table. He began to move some of the pieces around, shifting them along the game board, not looking up at her. “It’s all about positioning. He is an important piece on the board, and in order for me to position him in the way that must be done, I had to sacrifice some of my pieces.”

      “You didn’t want to destroy him?”

      “I’ve never wanted to destroy him.”

      “Why not involve him in the discussions?”

      “There are some who understand from a philosophical basis what must be done. You can have a conversation with them, you can share with them what you know, and you can ask them to help. Lareth is not one of those.”

      “You believe you had to do this.”

      “In order to get him to take the actions we needed, I was forced to do as I have.”

      Ryn looked down on him. “How many have been lost because of what you’ve done?” It was difficult for her to frame it in that way, to think of it as what Olandar Fahr had done rather than what Lareth had done, yet that was what Olandar Fahr was telling her. If Lareth wasn’t responsible for those actions—at least, not entirely responsible—then she needed to know.

      “Too many,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because the alternative is worse.” He moved a few other pieces around, and when he was done, he rested back on his heels, staring at the board. The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes deepened, and he seemed to study the board with a dark intensity, as if trying to answer a question he alone could see.

      Eventually, he seemed satisfied and began to shuffle pieces around again, then got to his feet, taking a seat in the chair across from her.

      “Had it not been for what took place in Elaeavn two decades ago, it might’ve been easier to use Lareth, but then, if not for what happened in Elaeavn two decades ago, Lareth might not have been the one we needed.”

      “And what is he?”

      He breathed out, shaking his head. “A mistake.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Olandar Fahr set his hands in his lap and looked up, holding her gaze. “It’s time that you begin to understand the true purpose of all this.”

      “Is this your way of trying to manipulate me?”

      “It’s no longer possible for me to manipulate you, Ryn Valeron.”

      She stared at him, and Olandar Fahr only shrugged.

      “When you went to the Temple of the Mind, I could tell something changed. My visions of you began to shift, and a different way appeared. In the past, I had to suggest that you take specific actions. I had to nudge you in the ways I thought were necessary.”

      “Nudge me?”

      “Would you have become the Emissary had I not?”

      She frowned. “You wanted that?”

      “I knew that, had I not allowed events to unfold as they did, you wouldn’t have become the person that you are, yet even I wasn’t able to See why that was so critical.”

      Ryn stared at him, her tea forgotten for now. Could he really believe he was so powerful that he was responsible for everything that had happened to her?

      When she had gone to Lexa, it had been because she had wanted to protect the Ai’thol, and everything she’d done there had been because of her. It might’ve been in service to Olandar Fahr, a man she’d believed was far more than she did now, but that didn’t change the fact that she was the one responsible for what had happened.

      Now he wanted to take that from her.

      “No.”

      “What?”

      She leaned toward him. “You aren’t going to undo what I have done.”

      “I’m not trying to undo anything. I’m only saying that—”

      “You’re saying that you’re responsible for what happened to me. You want to take credit for the person I’ve become.”

      “You don’t think I should?”

      She frowned at him. “No.”

      He smiled. “You are much more than what I had anticipated you could be.”

      “I thought your visions were all-powerful.”

      “They aren’t all-powerful, and sometimes they shift over time, showing me something else.”

      “Such as when I went to the Temple of the Mind.” She wasn’t going to deny that she had. If it came down to it, she would reveal to Olandar Fahr that going to the Temple of the Mind had opened her eyes to much more than just the nature of his power. It had shown her that there was much more power within her than she had ever known.

      “Such as then. The Temple of the Mind—much like all Wisdom Stones—can be difficult.”

      “Wisdom Stones?”

      “That is what you encountered.”

      “That’s not what I encountered.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think I encountered anything like that. I met one of the priests.”

      He studied her, and his eyes rolled back, giving him an unpleasant appearance. They flickered for a moment, and his head twitched slightly.

      Was he attempting to have a vision?

      If so, it was unpleasant to watch.

      When it passed, he locked eyes with her again. “What did you encounter?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

      “You encountered something.”

      “It’s not about what I encountered—it’s about who I encountered.”

      “You said something about a priest.”

      “There was a priest of the Temple of the Mind.”

      “And what did this priest share with you?”

      “That there was more taking place than what I understand.”

      “There is much more than what you understand. I’ve been beginning to show you. When the visions made it clear to me that you were going to be important, I knew I needed to involve you.”

      “The places you took me?”

      “Yes.”

      “There wasn’t anything there.”

      Ryn thought about some of those places, the destruction she’d seen, and couldn’t think of anything that would’ve been beneficial for her to have observed. Many of them were like the village she’d come from—completely destroyed, desolate, wiped out. At the time, she’d blamed Lareth for everything that had taken place. Now she questioned that.

      If it wasn’t Lareth, could it be this Elder that the priest at the Temple of the Mind had mentioned?

      “You needed to see what has been taking place outside of our world. You needed to understand that there have been other dangers. The longer these dangers exist, the more challenges we will face.”

      “That’s not the reason you showed them to me.”

      “I showed them to you because they continue to occur. I don’t really understand the reason behind them, but with more and more of them appearing, I have been doing everything in my power to resist them. But that is no longer enough.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the Council has begun to form.”

      “I don’t understand that, either.”

      Olandar Fahr stared down at the game board for a long moment before flicking his gaze up at her. “There are powers in the world. I’ve been pursuing an understanding of those powers.”

      “You’ve been pursuing power,” she said.

      “Partly. But not for the reason that many believe. I have been pursuing power so that I can impose upon another power.”

      “Not Lareth?”

      For so long, she had believed he had trained so that he could resist Lareth and the people who worked with him, but if that wasn’t the case, then he had another reason for everything he’d done.

      “Lareth needed to be a part of it, but he didn’t know. He wasn’t able to See the way I could. In order for him to play his part, he had to be positioned in such a way that he could do that.”

      “Only you called him a mistake.”

      “A mistake on my part. I viewed him as far more important than he was. He is important, but not for the reason I believed. His role has not been to sit upon the Council, as I suspected. His role is to help coordinate those who will.”

      “You wanted to give him more power?”

      Olandar Fahr smiled, glancing at the game board. “I believed I would have to take a seat. Lareth, another. I wasn’t sure who the others would be.” He looked up, meeting her eyes. “It’s why I have searched, granting blessings, testing others. I have been trying to find those who are worthy to sit upon the Council.”

      “What does the Council do?”

      “The Council is the only thing that will be able to oppose this coming danger.”

      “How?”

      She thought about what the priest had told her; she had a whole different set of questions now than when she had been there before. When she had sat across from him the last time, she had wondered whether there was some way for her to understand why Olandar Fahr had made her believe Lareth was responsible for everything. Now Olandar Fahr was the one who was sharing with her.

      “The Council controls power. The Council is power.”

      “What kind of power?”

      “The power of the Elders.”

      She stared at him for a moment, uncertain, and yet wasn’t that what the priest had said? Hadn’t he suggested that the power of the Elders existed, and that the person they were opposing was one of them?

      “Who do you fear?”

      “I fear a woman of great power. From everything I can tell, she has been active for decades. Possibly centuries.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Because, Ryn Valeron, I suspect she is one of the Elders.”

      She sat back, fear coursing through her. It was the same thing the priest had told her, yet hearing Olandar Fahr speak of it was something else.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t either, but everything I have Seen has shown me that we need to disrupt what she is doing.”

      “How?”

      “By rebuilding the Council.”

      “I thought you said Lareth was a mistake.”

      “Lareth was a mistake, but there are others who I suspect will take on a greater role.”

      “You suspect?”

      He glanced down at the board. “The visions have become hazier. It’s no longer as easy for me to See what must be done.”

      “Why?”

      “I suspect because she has gained power. In the time she has grown in her power, I have begun to diminish. I’ve taken on every blessing I have to try to understand, to See what I couldn’t before, and yet everything I have experienced has revealed no more answers. I continue to look, but those answers remain distant.”

      “That’s why you wanted to go to the Temple of the Mind.”

      “I think it’s necessary for me to gain understanding. The Wisdom Stones have been the most difficult for me to reach, and yet, I have found them before.”

      “Then why don’t you use one of those?”

      “Not all are effective for me.” He smiled, with a hint of sadness. “I wish it were easier to explain, but certain stones are more effective for one person than another. It doesn’t always make sense, not until you have time to explore.”

      “None of this makes a whole lot of sense.”

      “It doesn’t, and yet, I suspect you can see it makes complete sense. You have been trained to observe, and because of that, I feel that you are a part of this.”

      “How much a part?”

      Olandar Fahr sat back, watching her. His eyes rolled back again, and his head twitched. He was silent for long moments, and Ryn remained rigid, watching him, feeling trepidation about what he was doing and what he was telling her.

      Knowing Olandar Fahr, there was a purpose behind his sharing this with her, and yet that purpose troubled her.

      Would he try to use her again?

      With everything she’d gone through, she couldn’t help but feel as if he would try. It seemed to her that he would find some way to draw her in, to make her a greater part of all of this, everything he was planning, and yet, wasn’t that what she wanted?

      She wanted to be a part of more. She wanted to better understand. All of this had started with the desire for vengeance, a desire to reach Lareth, and now she no longer knew if that was what she wanted.

      It left her with a void. That emptiness was her purpose. She no longer knew what it was or what she was meant to do, only that she needed to find something.

      Olandar Fahr stopped twitching and flicked open his eyes, locking on to hers. He stared at her for a long moment, watching her, and she shivered under the weight of his gaze.

      “How much of a part?”

      “From what I can See, I think you must sit upon the Council.”
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      Ryn resisted the urge to laugh. How could she sit upon the Council the way Olandar Fahr wanted?

      He watched her, intensity in his eyes, and she could tell that he was as serious as ever, yet she still didn’t know whether she could do what he wanted.

      “I can’t do what you want.”

      “I think had I Seen that even a few months ago, I would have believed you weren’t capable. In that time, you have become so much more. You have become the Emissary.”

      “I don’t know that I can even be that anymore.”

      Olandar Fahr smiled at her. “And I don’t know if I can even ask you to serve as my Emissary. Not when so much more is at stake.”

      “Your people need leadership.”

      “And they will have it.”

      “What is it you think I can do?”

      “There is power in the world. And as far as I can tell, the Council of Elders must form in order to oppose this other great danger.”

      “How?”

      “It will be difficult—perhaps deadly. Yet if we succeed, a great mistake can be righted.”

      She smiled to herself, watching him. “Now you think you know as much as the Elders?”

      “No, but all the visions I’ve had, and everything I’ve uncovered by playing the game, have revealed to me that there are powers at work. Those powers all interact—other than one.”

      He got to his feet, pacing, and Ryn watched. She wasn’t sure how to react. She hadn’t seen him like this before, and she wondered whether anything she could do or say would change anything.

      What he wanted from her was something she didn’t think she could do.

      More than that, she wanted to go back to the Temple of the Mind and see if the priest would help explain all of this.

      “I can show you,” he said.

      “Show me what?”

      “I can show you what we face.”

      “Why do you think that will help me?”

      “Because it will make a difference.” He stopped in front of her chair, holding his hand out.

      Ryn regarded it, knowing that if she took his hand, he would Travel with her, would take her someplace that he controlled. She had no way of Traveling on her own, and if she went with Olandar Fahr now, he might take her somewhere she would never be able to return from.

      She got to her feet, stretching out her hand.

      He locked eyes with her, and they Traveled.

      They emerged with daylight stretching out in the distance. The sun crept along the horizon, and a warm breeze gusted, carrying familiar scents to her—that of the sea, but also that of conash, and everything she had known when she had lived here.

      Heat radiated nearby, and a steady hissing sound caught her attention.

      Vuahlu.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “This is your home.”

      She shook her head. “This was my home, though briefly. But it was never my true home.”

      “Do you remember where your true home was?”

      Ryn looked over. “Why?”

      “I’m only asking whether you recall where home had been for you.”

      She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “My home was with my parents.” She squeezed her eyes shut, thinking about the last memory she had of her father. Time had dimmed her memories, but she recalled his smile and his laughter and the way he pressed his face up against her cheek as he kissed her. She remembered his smells, the scruff of his beard, the happiness she felt every time he hugged her.

      But then a different memory came to her, one of the priest at the Temple of the Mind telling her that Lareth had not taken her father from her.

      And he hadn’t.

      Even if Lareth was responsible for what had happened to him, the memories of her father remained. They might be distant and faded, but what she had of him was happiness.

      Would her father have wanted her to feel anything differently?

      He wouldn’t have wanted her to feel such anger. And he wouldn’t have wanted her to seek revenge. She knew that with certainty.

      “Why here?” she asked softly.

      “This is where I went.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There was an attack here recently. There was a danger, and had another not come, this place might have been changed.”

      “What sort of attack?”

      “One meant to destroy.” He glanced over at her. “We have faced much danger in these lands. These were supposedly a place of safety for us, but we’ve continued to find encroachment. I had thought we had more time, but the attack tells me that the time of relative peace is coming to an end.”

      She smiled at him. “Relative peace? My experience in Lexa suggest that there is nothing peaceful about anything.”

      “Men will always fight, Ryn Valeron. It’s whether they fight for the right purposes.”

      “And what are the right purposes?”

      “To live.”

      He took her hand and suddenly started to float, flying through the air. She gasped, fear coursing through her, her heart hammering, but Olandar Fahr was there, his arm around her, holding on to her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I wanted to show you something.”

      They darted higher and higher, and he twisted in place. She watched the clouds streaking away, the landscape unfolding far below them. Everything was a swath of green and blue, rolling hills meeting seas and lakes and rivers. It was beautiful.

      “I’ve never seen you fly,” she said.

      “This was something I’d never considered before. Lareth taught me.”

      “Lareth?”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps his son, but a Lareth nonetheless.” He pointed, sweeping his hand in front of him. “All of this has been safe. I have done my part to protect it, and others have done their part, defending these lands as much as possible, but even now I can feel the pressure building, the encroachment starting. The longer we’re here, the harder it’s going to be for us to avoid anything worse.”

      “What sort of encroachment?”

      “A dangerous sort.” He turned and pointed into the distance. Far to the south, she saw only the ocean and the occasional snowcapped peak beyond it, but surprisingly, something pressed upon her. She could feel it deep within her. The longer she was here, the more it unsettled her.

      “Can you feel it?” he asked.

      Ryn nodded slowly. “What is it?”

      “That is what we oppose.”

      “How is it that I can feel it?”

      “Because it tries to change us.”

      “How can it do that?”

      “It does it through their connection to the metal. Whereas we have blessings, they have their own sort of power. Unfortunately, it seems their connection to power is almost more than what we possess.”

      He began to drop back down to the ground, and Ryn felt a twinge of disappointment. She enjoyed floating up above the clouds, seeing the world from so high up. It was a way of viewing things that she’d never experienced before, and she longed to experience it again.

      “Why show me that?”

      “Because I think you needed to see it,” he said.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      As they lowered, something changed within her. A strange sense of warmth rolled through her, then faded. As it did, the pressure she’d been feeling lifted, as if whatever had happened had taken her discomfort away.

      “I need you to work on behalf of the Council.”

      “Even though I don’t know anything about the Council?”

      “Perhaps not yet, but you will learn. We must find a way to take a seat at the Council.”

      “How?”

      He looked over, locking eyes with her. “That is why you need to take me to the Temple of the Mind.”

      He touched down on the top of the mountain. From here, everything that spread out far below still seemed impressive, though not quite as impressive as it had when she’d been floating in the air. There was enormous power here. This had once been her home, but no longer. Now there was nothing left but destruction. The lava had flowed, destroying everything she’d known, leaving her homeland a blackened waste. It had disrupted everything she’d cared about. People she had loved. Her mother had been lost here.

      She had a hard time forcing those visions out of her mind, getting rid of the idea that Lareth was responsible for what happened, and yet, even if he was responsible, she still had memories of her mother, didn’t she? And they were happy memories. Her mother had cared for her, protected her, helped her to become the woman she was now.

      “I want to go down to the village,” she said.

      Olandar Fahr looked at her, and they Traveled, appearing on the shores. The last time she’d been here, she had been filled with anger. Now that was gone, and all she knew was a sense of loss. So many had lived here, so many who had loved, who had wanted only to know the sea and fishing and to have happiness and children and to experience all that life could offer.

      That had been taken from them.

      “Who was responsible for what happened here?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “You think this other was responsible?”

      “It would be the closest she’s come to our lands, and I didn’t think she’d risked it yet, but…”

      Olandar Fahr swept his gaze around, and everything seemed to tremble. Some of the stone shifted, and she understood that he was using his control over the metal. She had thought Lareth was the only one capable of doing such a thing.

      “How many can use power like that?”

      “More than you know.” Olandar Fahr locked eyes with her. “I don’t think it was Lareth. Lareth is many things. Powerful. Ill-tempered. Dangerous when he wants to be. What he isn’t is destructive. He would not destroy your village for the sake of destruction.”

      “I want to speak with him.”

      “As do I.”

      “Where is he?”

      Olandar Fahr took a deep breath. “I’ve been searching for him for some time. I had managed to hold him for a little while, and I thought I could force him to work with me, but when he escaped, that hope disappeared.”

      It was another way in which she had been betrayed by Olandar Fahr. She had thought that if he captured Lareth, he would reveal it to her.

      “How did he escape?”

      “He’s powerful. And as I wasn’t willing to kill him, I was limited in what I could do to him.”

      She thought he might be joking, but she realized he wasn’t.

      “I thought you needed him.”

      “I did, and yet there are times when someone’s value is greater dead than it is alive.”

      “What about me?”

      “I would never feel that way about you.”

      She turned away. What would happen if Olandar Fahr suddenly decided that she wasn’t nearly as valuable to him as he was telling her now? Would he find some way to eliminate her? She’d seen the lengths he would go to, the things he would do to accomplish his goals. If his goal suddenly involved forcing her to take some path, what would stop him from using those she cared about?

      What if he tried to kill Tessa? What about the Ai’thol who had served her most closely? If he did any of that, then she would refuse to work with him. And if she refused, what purpose would she have to him?

      “Where did he go?”

      “He’s been lost to me.”

      “I thought your visions could help you find him.”

      He smiled to himself. “Even when I had visions, Lareth was essentially masked. There’s something about his particular talents that makes it difficult for me to see him clearly.”

      Ryn started to the village, moving from place to place. At one point, she thought she saw bones, but that couldn’t be. The lava had swallowed up everybody who had been here, leaving no remains. It was better that way. She didn’t want to see the remains of people she’d cared about. Her mother. Dab. So many others.

      “If they came through here and did this, where did they go?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Because you’ve been busy fighting Lareth.”

      “Trying to position Lareth. And his people.”

      “And if you fail in that?”

      “If I fail in that, then I have failed. There are other things that could be valuable, but…”

      “You sacrificed others because you’ve been facing Lareth, trying to remove him.”

      She could see it now. One of the things he’d tried to teach her was observation, and even now, she was making a point of observing everything she could, gaining whatever insight she could find. She couldn’t help but feel as if everything Olandar Fahr had done had caused greater trouble. If he had suspected there was an incursion here, why not dedicate all of his resources to stopping it?

      Why focus so much on Lareth?

      And there was no doubting he’d focused on Lareth. She’d been around him, had seen the things he was willing to do, the way he was willing to operate. He’d been obsessed with the other man.

      That being the case, it would have distracted him, taking his attention away from this. And if this Elder was responsible, and if she was as destructive as she seemed, then something must be done to prevent her from reaching for that power.

      She looked over at Olandar Fahr, anger filling her.

      He might have visions, but he was still blind.

      It was a strange thing for her to realize. He was powerful, and yet there were limitations to his power, ones he didn’t even seem to see.

      He viewed himself as trying to manipulate positions, trying to play a game with others, but these were people, not game pieces. How much easier would it have been for him to have simply revealed what was taking place and made a plea for others to work with him?

      All this time, and all of his power, and he was limited.

      She took a step on top of one of the massive boulders, looking outward. From here, she could see the sea rolling in. There had once been sand, and this had once been a comfortable place to come and spend her time, listening to the waves as they rolled in. Now there was nothing but a black and bleak rocky coast. She could see the waves as they washed toward the village—what had once been the village. Nothing moved out on the sea as it once had. There had been a time when ships would be out there, sailing in and out of the village, bringing the day’s catch in. Now there was nothing more than seagulls and the occasional dolphin cresting atop the waves.

      She took a deep breath, turning her attention back to Olandar Fahr. He was turned toward her, his eyes rolled back, his head twitching again.

      Somehow, she needed to decide what she would do.

      If she was going to serve, she would need to go with Olandar Fahr, to uncover what it meant for her to be a part of this Council. It was what Olandar Fahr wanted, but if it could help those she cared about, it might be what she wanted too.

      His eyes flicked open, and he watched her. It was as if he could see something in her, could Read something in her mind, though he claimed he could not.

      “I think you’ve been wrong,” she said.

      “I’ve been wrong many times,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I think you’ve been wrong about how you handled this.”

      “Possibly.”

      “And I don’t know if I want to do what you’re asking of me.”

      “I think you have to.”

      “I know what you think, but that doesn’t change that I get to choose what I do.”

      He tensed, and it seemed as if he wanted to argue, but he refrained.

      That was new for him. There was a time when he would have argued, would have complained, and he might have forced her to do what he wanted, though he had never been unkind to her. Even in forcing her to do what he wanted, he had been more manipulative than anything else. It was the same way he claimed he had worked on Lareth.

      She wandered into the water, letting the waves lap at her feet. Her boots got wet, but she didn’t mind. There was something relaxing about coming here. When she had lived in the village, there had never been anything soothing about coming down to the water, listening to the waves. All she had wanted was to live out her days, find a way to do her tasks, gather the conash, and return home. She’d never given much thought to her purpose, and even now, Ryn still didn’t know what her purpose was to be.

      Perhaps that was the point.

      With everything she’d gone through, she was able to choose.

      She looked outward. Far to the south was the strange sense Olandar Fahr had shown her.

      The memory of it struck her.

      The blessing.

      She touched the back of her head where the blessing had been placed. It no longer throbbed, and because of the blessing, she had regained the abilities of her ancestors. Without it, she never would’ve had the additional senses she possessed, and she might not have been able to see or hear or understand nearly what she could.

      She didn’t have the same talents as someone like Olandar Fahr—or even Tessa. There were times when she thought that having those abilities, being able to Travel from place to place, would be far more valuable, but what she had was enough—and more than she had ever hoped for herself.

      The one thing she knew about herself was that she had never wanted power. She’d wanted enough to be able to gain revenge, but now that desire was shifting. She wanted understanding—and in order to gain that understanding, she thought she needed to confront Lareth.

      He might not be responsible for what had happened, but she wouldn’t be able to move on until she had questioned him. It was strange, knowing he was probably not responsible for what happened to her family, yet still blaming him. That was how much she had been trained.

      She attempted to force those thoughts out of her mind, but it was difficult, and she stopped trying.

      She trailed along the edge of the water, feeling the way the volcano had altered everything here. There was power in the eruption, the power the people of Vualhu had known, fearing and respecting it.

      It was easy to think back to the last time the volcano had erupted and how long it had been in between, easy to remember the trepidation with which she had climbed the side of the volcano, feeling it trembling, steam rising above her.

      Steam still rose, but there was no violence within the volcano today. It was quiet.

      To Ryn, it seemed like a message. Somehow, the volcano wanted her to do something. She had been changed by the blessing, but she would need to find more change within herself.

      Could she do that?

      She turned back toward Olandar Fahr, who stood in place, his eyes fluttering, and Ryn realized she felt sorry for him.

      He had done so much, and because of him, there had been change. And he had failed. Were it not for Olandar Fahr, she wasn’t sure she would be the person she was. Perhaps she needed to appreciate that.

      “I think we need to return,” she said.

      Olandar Fahr opened his eyes, looking over at her. “What have you decided?”

      “I haven’t.”

      “When will you decide?”

      She glanced out at the water before turning back to him. “I don’t know.”

      She expected him to argue, to say something to convince her, but he didn’t. Instead, he Traveled to her, grabbing her arm, and then, in the blink of an eye, they returned to Dreshen.
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      The fire crackled in the hearth, warming the room. Haern blinked open his eyes and looked around, sleep clouding his vision. The air smelled familiar, a spicy aroma he had known his entire life. At first, he thought he was in his mother’s home, but when he sat up, he realized the decorations weren’t the same, and there was nothing here that was sculpted by his father.

      A stooped figure stood near the hearth, and Haern blinked again.

      “Della?”

      She twisted toward him. Her eyes were even more heavily wrinkled than the last time he’d seen her, her hair thinner as well. How much longer did she have left?

      “I have enough time remaining, Haern Lareth. You don’t need to go concerning yourself with me.”

      Haern blinked, trying to push away those thoughts and add a barrier to his mind.

      “I’m sorry, Della, I meant no—”

      Her eyes twinkled, the bright green within them blazing. “I know you didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      “How is my grandfather?”

      Della turned and looked to the far side of the room, and Haern followed the direction of her gaze. A cot rested along one wall, and his grandfather lay on top of it. Haern got to his feet, a wave of weakness rolling through him, and he rested his hand on the cot, leaning on it for a moment as that weakness began to pass. How much energy had he expended trying to stay up in the air? It was probably more than he had ever used before. It was a wonder that he had survived as long as he had.

      “You nearly spent everything you had,” Della said.

      Once again, she had managed to Read him, despite the fact that he had put up some barriers within his mind. She was incredibly powerful, and he was going to have to get used to the fact that he wouldn’t be able to prevent her from Reading him while he was here.

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Neran suffered from the blast, but I think he will be okay.”

      “The blast?” Could she have known what he had done?

      “His mind revealed to me what happened,” Della said, answering the question he hadn’t asked. “I do find it impressive that you have enough control over lorcith now to cause an explosion.”

      “I just learned about that recently.”

      “I don’t know that your father even has that ability, Haern.”

      “I was talking about that with my grandfather.” Could it only have been a day or so ago? It seemed as if it had been a long time. Everything within him ached, and he wondered how long he had been resting here. “My father had other abilities he was able to focus on, so he didn’t spend as much time connecting to lorcith.”

      “And yet, your father uses lorcith in ways you don’t. You each have your own gifts, and while his might have come from his connection to the metal, the way he was able to listen to it and use it as he created his impressive forgings, yours is a more global connection. It seems as if the lorcith calls to you.”

      Haern nodded. “The lorcith does call me.”

      “You should be thankful for that,” Della said.

      “I am, most of the time.”

      She cocked an eye at him. “Most of the time?”

      “I found someone.”

      Della cackled softly and turned from the fire, grabbing something out of the hearth. “I have met your friend Elise.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said, a flush rising in his cheeks. “There was someone out near the volcano where we were. It was incredibly powerful, and they were pushing against my sense of lorcith. It took everything in my power to resist them. Even then, I don’t know if I did it on my own.”

      She cocked her head to the side, and he could almost feel her Reading him, rifling through his thoughts. And as much as he might want to resist, he wasn’t sure he could. The way she was able to sort through his mind, to filter through his thoughts, left him feeling exposed.

      And yet he didn’t fear what Della might do with the knowledge she gained from his mind. She had always been revered within the city, and his father and mother would do anything for her, as would Galen.

      “I see. This is unfortunate.”

      “You know what it is?”

      “I’m not able to determine what you experienced, Haern Lareth.”

      “There was someone helping me,” he said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I felt the additional support. It was someone who had incredible control over lorcith.”

      Della glanced over to his grandfather before looking up to him. “Not Neran?”

      “My grandfather wasn’t in any condition to help. He was barely breathing.” At that point, Haern had been worried that his grandfather would die. Now at least he knew Neran would survive, but he didn’t think he could bring his grandfather with him like that again. He had been through so much over the years, and Haern wouldn’t be responsible for his death. “It was someone else.”

      Della watched him for a moment, the deep green within her eyes blazing a little brighter, as if she were somehow enhancing her natural abilities. “You think it was your father.”

      Haern nodded. “That was my thought.”

      “There hasn’t been any word of Rsiran in quite some time.”

      “Can you See him?”

      Della shook her head, turning toward the fire again. She clasped her hands in front of her and stood, rocking in place for a moment. “I’ve told you before, Haern, that your father has always been difficult for me to See. It’s his ability to Slide that skews him.” She glanced back over to him. “It is the reason the Elvraeth of old were afraid of Sliding. They didn’t care for the fact that there were others out there they weren’t able to See.”

      Haern hadn’t known that to be the reason, but it made sense. Some of the Elvraeth were incredibly powerful Seers, and he could imagine just how much it would trouble them if they weren’t able to See something. They would do anything to turn a weakness into a strength; what better way than to forbid the practice altogether?

      That was one more thing his father had ended.

      At times like this, Haern wondered if he would ever have the same influence as his father. His father had changed so much for Elaeavn, making it better, making their people stronger. Yet few people could have that kind of influence, and to hear some talk about it, they didn’t care for what Rsiran had done.

      “I don’t know why he would have been in Dreshen, but I think it was him. There’s no one else with that much power over metal.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Haern glanced over to where Neran lay. “My grandfather said there weren’t many in the guild who had that kind of power.”

      “Neran would know,” she said.

      “And if it wasn’t someone within the guild, then…”

      “There is another possibility,” Della said.

      “One of the Ai’thol?”

      “That is a possibility,” she said.

      “Why would they help?”

      “Why indeed?”

      She turned back to the fire and stared at it, her hands clasped behind her back.

      “I’ve had a difficult time Seeing things lately, Haern. Everything has begun to change. There is a shimmery quality over it all that troubles me.”

      “Have you always been able to See well?”

      She cocked her head, glancing over her shoulder at him. “Yes.”

      “What changed?”

      “I’m not sure. It all began to shift when everything changed.”

      She didn’t need to explain what she meant by that. Everything had changed when the C’than had attacked the city. Everything had changed when the lorcith had been implanted in the trees. Everything had changed when his father had been abducted.

      Was it all related? He had a hard time seeing how, but it made sense. If everything was tied together, then why?

      “I have the same question,” Della said.

      “We have been chasing Olandar Fahr. We’ve weakened him.”

      “We have, yet I can’t help but wonder if we’ve made a mistake.”

      “I thought you wanted to prevent the Ai’thol from attacking Elaeavn.”

      Della smiled. “I want to protect Elaeavn because I want to protect my people. That has been my goal my entire life. But I wonder if something else is taking place that I don’t fully understand.”

      Della tottered over to a counter and took one of the jars from the shelf, pulling it out and unstoppering it. She reached for a bowl under the shelf as well and, pulling that out, spooned some of the powder into the bowl. The powder had a sharp and pungent aroma, and she brought it to her nose, inhaling deeply.

      “We’ve focused so much on the Ai’thol, knowing they have posed a threat to Elaeavn, yet we also recognize that this man you have been afraid of has incredible power.”

      “Olandar Fahr.”

      Della nodded. “I know his name.”

      “He does have incredible power,” Haern said. “What are you getting at?”

      “He has incredible power, Haern Lareth, and more than that, he has a way of using that power.”

      “And now you can’t See anything.”

      She looked up from her work, stirring slowly. “I cannot, which makes me wonder if he has manipulated the situation so that I wouldn’t be able to do so.”

      Haern watched her, his mind racing. “There could be another reason, though, couldn’t there?”

      Della looked up, smiling. “There’s always another possibility.”

      “What do you fear?”

      “I fear what I have feared for quite some time.”

      “What is that? The crystals have been moved.”

      Her face clouded briefly, and Haern wasn’t sure if she felt the same way as his grandfather had, but Della didn’t make any expression that suggested she did. It was possible that with her ability to See, she didn’t believe that moving the crystals was as bad as some of the older folks within Elaeavn considered it. She would know that what had been done was necessary and might have changed things for the better. Haern wasn’t sure what they had done, and he had no idea what sort of long-term consequences would come from moving the crystals, but he agreed it had been necessary. He had gone along with Lucy and Daniel on that.

      “From what I can See, they are where they need to be.”

      “They are?”

      She cocked a brow at him. “You didn’t know?”

      Haern shrugged, shaking his head. “I wasn’t sure if we were doing what we were supposed to be doing.”

      “And yet you did it anyway.”

      “We did it because we thought it was necessary. We found the Council of Elders, and…”

      “You found the Council of Elders, but I’m not sure that the one you found is the one we need to be serving. There are many paths to power, Haern. From what I can See, some have a better control over that power than others.”

      “Are you saying we have made a mistake?”

      “I’m saying that I don’t know.” She continued to stir, her spoon clinking against the glass. “I wish I had a better answer for this, but the more I study, the more I try to understand, the more uncertain I am. It seems to me that there is another force at play. Unfortunately, I fear that force might have gained the upper hand.”

      “A force different than Olandar Fahr.”

      She looked up at him again, locking eyes. “Yes.”

      Haern held her eyes for a moment and shivered.

      He had been so focused on trying to defeat Olandar Fahr, knowing his power and fearing his influence, that he had given no thought to the possibility that someone else of power was out there, but it did make sense. Everything they had experienced suggested there might be. Even Olandar Fahr had made it sound as if there might be someone else of power out in the world.

      What had he said when Haern had seen him the last time?

      He had threatened Haern, saying they were making a mistake, that they were weakening the protections around the world, but Haern hadn’t believed that. He’d believed they were helping to bring order to the world.

      Even Carth had believed that.

      Of all the people he knew, Haern believed Carth most of all. She had knowledge and experience that he lacked, and he thought she could help them find out what they needed to do.

      “I could be wrong,” Della said.

      “But the attack makes you think you’re not.”

      She stopped stirring, set the spoon down in the bowl, and looked at him. “What you describe and what you remember are worrisome to me. The nature of the lorcith you experienced is unlike anything we’ve ever encountered. It’s unlike anything your father ever came across. There might be something more out in the world to fear.”

      Haern shivered. The sense of that twisted lorcith troubled him, and he had no idea what had caused it or whether he could do anything to prevent it from causing even more trouble.

      He was lucky to have survived. He knew that. When the attackers had come, he was quite certain that had he done anything differently, he might not have lived. Without help, he might not have made it away from Dreshen.

      “Wouldn’t we have come across it long before now?”

      “Maybe, but it’s equally possible that whatever threat is out there has remained hidden as it’s been working its way toward us.” She turned her attention back to the bowl, stirring quickly. She frowned, the wrinkles along the corners of her eyes deepening. It seemed to Haern that her eyes flared a little bit darker green. “I’ve been trying to See everything I can, but the longer I search, the more I look, the more difficult it becomes. I continue to seek answers, and yet the answers never come.”

      She looked up. “There’s a haziness as I attempt to See. At first, I worried it came from this man you fear. Olandar Fahr. I no longer know.”

      Haern frowned. “He was able to hide from you?”

      “There is a way to conceal one from my ability to See. The most obvious is the ability to Slide. I’m not able to See someone with that ability nearly as well as I would otherwise. I can still See something, but it’s hazy, never quite certain.”

      “What other ways are there?”

      She turned to him, frowning. “I don’t know any others.”

      Haern turned his attention to his grandfather. He’d begun to move as if he were going to wake up, and Haern wondered if he might have detected anything during the attack that could be helpful. It was unlikely, but perhaps he might offer some assistance.

      During the attack, there had been things Haern hadn’t understood, some of them tied to how he had been forced to continually adjust the implant within himself. He knew he wouldn’t have survived if he hadn’t, but he still didn’t understand what had taken place.

      “How do you think we’ll find these answers?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Haern glanced over.

      “You have something in mind.”

      Della smiled at him. “I always have something in mind, Haern.”

      “What is it?”

      Before she could answer, Neran woke up, moaning softly and rolling toward them, blinking his eyes open.

      “Grandfather?” Haern said, hurrying over to him. “How are you?”

      “I feel as if you dropped me.”

      Haern laughed nervously. “I’m sorry. I tried to—”

      Neran shook his head. “I let go of you, son.”

      “I tried to lower you.”

      “You shouldn’t have had to,” his grandfather said.

      “I wasn’t going to let you fall.”

      “I could feel what you were doing. I was only getting in the way.”

      “You could feel it?”

      Neran nodded. “You have considerable power, Haern. I was able to detect when you were drawing upon the lorcith. I wasn’t sure what you were doing until the volcano exploded.”

      Haern flushed. “I’m sorry about that. I would have tried to protect you more.”

      “It wasn’t your responsibility to protect me more. I was able to protect myself.”

      Haern frowned. It was possible his grandfather hadn’t needed Haern to do anything to protect him. “There were four attackers,” Haern said.

      “I remember one of them.”

      “Do you remember anything from when we were returning?”

      His grandfather shook his head and then grabbed it, wincing. “I don’t remember much.”

      Della leaned over Neran and squeezed his hands, and he tensed.

      Haern didn’t need to be told that she was offering his grandfather Healing. The way he tensed told him everything he needed to know. Della worked quickly, and when she was done, his grandfather sat up, looking stronger now.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “I thought I had done enough, but perhaps in my old age…”

      “Old?” Neran said. “If you’re old, then I’m decrepit.”

      “I think both of us have our better years behind us,” Della said, tapping his hand. She turned to Haern. “I don’t know if you should push him so hard right now.”

      “I was hoping he might have some answers.”

      “I don’t remember anything,” Neran said.

      “Not even from while we were traveling?”

      “The last thing I remember is hitting the ground. After that, I felt something, and I instinctively pushed away, but I don’t remember anything else.”

      How were they going to find those answers?

      Dreshen. Haern needed to figure out what it was that had helped him there. Who that was.

      He sat by his grandfather, watching him. His grandfather lay back down and rested his head, closing his eyes before quickly falling back into a deep slumber. His breathing slowed, and Haern let go of his grandfather’s hands.

      “It will take him longer than usual to recover,” Della said.

      “Why?”

      “From what it sounds like, he exerted himself with his ability as well as physically. I’m sorry, Haern. He will recover, but it will take some time.”

      Haern looked around the inside of the healer’s home. “Where’s Darren?”

      “He’s around.”

      “I thought I could visit with him.”

      It had been a while since Haern had spoken to Darren, and he wondered whether Darren was angry with him for everything he’d done. The two of them had been close once, but since Haern had started training with Galen, Darren either no longer trusted Haern the way he had, or he was frustrated by how often Haern had needed Healing.

      “I will let him know that you look for him.”

      Haern nodded.

      Della clasped him on the shoulder. “You know what you need to do.”

      “Do I?”

      She watched him, and again, he felt the strange fluttering in the back of his head, the distinct sensation of someone trying to Read him. He was certain he had his lorcith barriers in place, as his father had trained him, but even with them, he couldn’t resist what Della was doing to him.

      It was similar to how he’d felt around Lucy when he’d first encountered her, but she claimed his own augmentation prevented her from Reading him. In Della’s case, there was no such limitation. Then again, her ability to Read came from holding one of the sacred crystals, not from an augmentation.

      “What do you think of the fact that so many of us have these augmentations now?”

      “So many?”

      “Well, I do. Lucy does. There are a number of people outside the city who have similar augmentations.”

      “I think if the Great Watcher wanted us to place these augmentations, then he would have given us the knowledge with which to do so.”

      “I don’t know if you’re telling me that you think we should have them or not.”

      “I’m saying that I understand you have added to yourself, and I think the Great Watcher intended for us to use his power in such a way. If he hadn’t, he never would have given us the knowledge to understand the metals as we do.”

      “Sometimes I wonder about that,” Haern said.

      “It’s good to wonder,” she responded.

      “I don’t know if we’re doing the right thing by placing these augmentations.”

      “Then you’re asking the right question.”

      “I see people like yourself, Cael Elvraeth, and even my father, and all of you have abilities gained by holding one of the crystals.”

      “And you wonder if that is the way the Great Watcher intended for us to gain our abilities.”

      Haern nodded.

      “I can’t say that it is, but I also can’t say that it isn’t. The Great Watcher allows us to use these metals. He allows people like your father to know the metals. And there are others who have knowledge. It’s hard for me to think that knowledge didn’t come from the Great Watcher himself.”

      “So you don’t think we’re misusing what he gave us?”

      Della smiled at him. “That’s a very different question.”

      “You think we are?”

      “I think it depends upon the intent behind what you’re doing. In your case, you have been trying to help those you care about, but you also need to look deeper.”

      “I’ve been trying to do what I can to prevent Olandar Fahr from harming people I care about.”

      “And yet, I think it’s time for you to begin looking beyond Olandar Fahr.”

      “Why?”

      She smiled at him, and once again, there came the strange fluttering in the back of his mind. “It’s there in your mind, Haern. Don’t look past it.”

      “I’m not trying to look past anything.”

      She smiled at him again. “Then don’t be ignorant of what you already know.”

      The fluttering persisted, and when it faded, she looked up at him, locking eyes, and then turned back to her medicines at the counter. She began to mix them and didn’t look back up.

      Haern watched his grandfather for a while longer, debating what he would do, before heading out of Della’s home. As she’d said, he thought he knew what he needed to do, but would Elise understand that he needed to go back to Dreshen?
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      Waves crashed on the shore far below, and the scent of the salt air drifted up, mixing with the smoke from the center of the town. There were dozens of voices, laughing and happy, surrounding him. There was a sense of movement, of lorcith, and Haern focused on it for a moment, letting it fill him.

      They were his people, people he’d helped augment, and others whose augmentations he’d helped shift, ensuring they were protected in ways they hadn’t been before.

      “It could have just been the two of us,” Elise said.

      Haern glanced over to her. Her hair was pulled back, bunched in a band of leather, and her mouth was pressed in a tight line. She reminded Haern of his mother, and he couldn’t help but think that perhaps they had been spending too much time together. He didn’t like the idea that Elise was going to admonish him the same way his mother used to do. For that matter, his mother still admonished him.

      “The more people we have, the easier this will be.”

      “I don’t like asking this of them.”

      “You don’t have to come along.”

      She grabbed on to his arm, pulling it, and forced him to turn toward her. “You aren’t going to leave me behind, Haern Lareth.”

      “I’m just saying that if you disagree with what I’m going to do…”

      She let go of his arm and pushed him forward. He chuckled to himself. Truth be told, he appreciated that Elise wanted to come with him. With her ability to detect connections, she would offer him a sort of protection he wouldn’t have otherwise.

      “Who do you intend to ask?”

      “There are several here that I think could be helpful, but…”

      “But how many of them came from our initial camp?”

      Haern shook his head. “That’s just it. Not as many.”

      “Why not?”

      “Most of them are still only beginning to understand their augmentations.” That was hard for Elise to understand, but he needed people who had a better grasp of their augmentations. Without that, he worried he wouldn’t be able to rely upon them if there was real danger in Dreshen. He had no idea what they might face, but if his father was there, he couldn’t help but think they would come across someone who would be useful.

      “You want to take Eve.”

      Haern looked through the clearing. He couldn’t see her, but he could feel the sense of her. She was out there, and the more he focused, the more aware of her he was. With her connection to lorcith, she probably knew he was here, too.

      There was a risk in taking her with him. She could be impulsive, but her control over lorcith was growing stronger with each passing day. If they encountered another of those strange attackers, he needed someone like Eve with him for his own safety.

      “I think we have to.”

      “There are others you could take.”

      “Such as?”

      She turned her attention back to the south. “You could return to Elaeavn. There are people from your guild.”

      “You don’t have to dislike Eve so much.”

      “It’s not a matter of disliking her. It’s a matter of not knowing whether I can trust her. I’ve worked with her on the Triad, Haern. I know what kind of person she is.”

      Rather than argue, he headed into the village. It had been a while since he’d been here, and with everything he’d been through, the happiness that existed everywhere around him filled him with a similar emotion. It was a relief being here, among people who were so relaxed, so open; it felt like the way things should be.

      They reached the clearing, and he paused, watching the women making their way throughout the city. At this point, there were a considerable number of people here. Haern could close his eyes and feel the way they were moving around. As he did, he tried to keep track of who was here and who was not. The one person he knew was not here was Lucy, and he wondered where she had Slid off to. Could she have gone back to that strange city where she’d taken him before?

      Haern found Eve at the edge of the village.

      Elise followed him, staying nearby, and when he reached Eve, Elise positioned herself right next to him.

      Was she jealous of Eve?

      “I’ll be with you in a minute,” Eve said.

      She didn’t even glance in his direction, and Haern smiled to himself. Eve had always been confident. She might be even more so now that she’d gained an increased understanding of her ability. The longer he was around her, the more he appreciated who she was and the things she could do.

      She was working with lorcith. It swirled around her in little fragments, not quite the same as his coins but similar enough. Two older women stood on either side of her, watching.

      Every so often, Haern could feel pressure on one of the lorcith coins. He frowned, staring at the other two. He hadn’t realized there were others within the village who had a connection to lorcith, but then again, why wouldn’t there be?

      Having a link to lorcith wasn’t all that rare, especially when it came to augmentations. The Ai’thol often gave an augmentation that granted the ability to connect to lorcith, so he shouldn’t be surprised that some of these women would have gained the ability.

      He turned, looking back into the village.

      “What is it?” Elise asked.

      “I’m just wondering how many of these people have more abilities than we knew.”

      “You think there’s more than one?”

      He turned and met her eyes. “I hadn’t given it much thought before, but I should have. When Lucy was augmented, the lorcith granted her increased abilities, but it enhanced what she already had. Some of these women are descended from Elaeavn—some directly from Elaeavn—so it only stands to reason that some of them would gain more than one ability.”

      “What do you want?” Eve asked, joining him, glancing at Elise before turning her attention to Haern. Lorcith continued to flow around her, circling her, almost as if she intended to use it as a weapon if he were to try something. Knowing Eve, she might feel as if that were necessary.

      “I need your help with something.”

      “The great Haern needs my help?”

      Haern flicked his gaze to the other two women, who sat with some of the lorcith coins in front of them, and frowned. “How many people have a connection to lorcith here?”

      Eve crossed her arms over her chest. “Why?”

      “I just hadn’t given it much thought before.”

      “I’ve been working with anyone who might have an affinity. You don’t have to worry about it.”

      “I know I don’t have to worry about it, and…”

      Haern smiled at her. He didn’t want to get in the way. That was pretty much what Eve was telling him. She didn’t need him to do this. She had it taken care of, and she was just as capable of teaching the others as he was—perhaps more capable, considering she had come to her abilities later in life and might be able to explain what it was like when they began to develop.

      “Anyway, I just came to see if you could help me with something.”

      “What does it involve?”

      “Dreshen.”

      She groaned. “I don’t know that I want to return there.”

      “There’s something taking place that has to do with lorcith.”

      She shrugged. “There’s always something taking place with lorcith.”

      “This is different.”

      She studied him for a long moment. “Does this have to do with what you have been detecting?”

      There was no use denying it. Eve had enough of an ability to detect lorcith. If anyone could assist him, it would be her. The only reason he hadn’t taken her there in the first place was because her connection to it was similar to his, and he worried about her augmentation shifting.

      “I found someone.”

      “I see her,” Eve said.

      Haern shook his head. “It’s not like that.”

      “Oh?”

      Elise grabbed his arm, squeezing it.

      Haern glanced over to her and realized that he was somehow making a mess of things. “I mean I found someone who has some strange connection to lorcith. I was with my grandfather, and we were attacked.”

      “Attacked by the Ai’thol?” The lorcith spinning over her head swirled with an increased agitation, and Haern worried she might send it shooting off. Eve still carried quite a bit of anger at what had happened to her; he wondered if she had begun to see the blessing in it the way others did.

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s either the Ai’thol or it’s not.”

      “It’s not quite as cut and dried as that. What I detected is nothing like I’ve ever felt from the Ai’thol.”

      “They’re changing their tactics,” Eve said.

      “They have been, but this is something different than what I have detected from them before.”

      “How?”

      Haern took a deep breath, letting it out, and glanced over to Elise.

      He hadn’t told her the whole story, and he worried that when he did, she would be even angrier with him than she was already. Yet Eve needed to know what she was heading into.

      “There’s someone who has a strange connection to lorcith. They’re able to twist the augmentation within me. I suspect they’d be able to do the same thing to you. When I was gone, I nearly died.”

      He could practically feel Elise’s anger as she stood next to him, squeezing his arm.

      “How?”

      “They shifted my control over lorcith, overpowering my strength.”

      “What do you mean?”

      This was the part he didn’t want to share with Elise, but Eve needed to know about it. “When you work with lorcith, there is a song to it.”

      “I’ve begun to hear the song of the metal,” Eve said.

      “Good. And the nature of the song is such that you can tell the way it’s supposed to be oriented.” That was as well as Haern was able to describe it. For those who weren’t able to hear the song of lorcith, he wasn’t sure he could explain it any better. It was the same way his father had described it to him, and it fit with what his grandfather recounted. “When I encountered these people, they shifted the song.”

      Eve stiffened. The metal swirling overhead shifted and it started to drop. She raised her hand, catching it. The control she displayed was incredible, more than Haern had had at a similar point in his training. She was developing rapidly.

      “They shouldn’t be able to shift the song on you.”

      “I was able to resist, which was how I survived what they were trying to do. I had to push against it, but it involved me holding on to that connection continuously. Without doing that, I would have lost my hold over lorcith.”

      Eve stared at him. “Let me guess, you were flying when it happened.”

      “I was.”

      Eve started to laugh. “I can imagine how terrifying that was.”

      Haern shrugged. “Terrifying or not, I don’t have enough control over lorcith to keep myself high in the air without the augmentation. And it’s worse than that.”

      He glanced over to Elise before turning back to Eve. “It felt as if they were trying to tear my augmentation free from me.”

      Eve gasped. “That would kill you.”

      He hadn’t decided whether that was true; with his ability over the lorcith, it was possible he would be able to help guide the augmentation free of him.

      “Why Dreshen?” Eve asked.

      “Someone there helped me.”

      “The Ai’thol wouldn’t help you.”

      “I don’t know if it was the Ai’thol in Dreshen,” he said.

      “We know that Olandar Fahr is there.”

      “That’s what I’ve been telling him,” Elise said.

      “Then you need to make him listen.” Eve turned to Haern. “If someone was there, then they wanted you to know. They probably wanted you to believe they were trying to help you.”

      “I considered that,” he said.

      “Then you should give it more than just a consideration,” Eve said.

      Haern breathed out and looked over to Elise for help, but she said nothing.

      “Let me guess, you want to go to Dreshen and find this person?”

      “I need to.”

      “What happens if it’s not the person you think it is?” Eve shrugged. “I’m guessing you believe this is your father.”

      “I don’t know if it is, but I think their power was enough that it could have been.”

      “Then just go see if it is.”

      “It’s not that easy. If there are Ai’thol in Dreshen, I don’t want to go alone.”

      Eve grunted. “So it’s either Ai’thol or it’s not. It’s either your father, or it’s not. And seeing as how you don’t know who this is or whether they’re even on your side, you’re worried that someone might be able to control lorcith in you, and you want me to come along to help you in case you need to use lorcith.”

      “Pretty much.”

      Eve shook her head. “I’m not sure I can go.”

      “Why?”

      “Lucy wanted me to remain.”

      “Where is she?”

      Eve shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s been gone for a while, and you know how she can be.”

      Haern turned, looking around the village. The buildings were all well maintained, and most of them had been recently painted. The fact of the matter was, he didn’t really know how Lucy could be. These women probably knew Lucy far better than he did these days.

      “I could really use your help.”

      “There aren’t any others here with the necessary ability with lorcith to protect us. That’s why Lucy wanted me to stay. You can go on your own,” Eve said.

      “He’s not going on his own,” Elise said.

      “You won’t let him?”

      “If he nearly died the last time, it doesn’t make sense for him to go alone again.”

      “What makes you think I would be of any help? If they can shift the song within you, why wouldn’t they be able to do the same thing to me?”

      “They might, but you’d be able to recognize what they were doing. I have faith that between the two of us, we could prevent them.”

      Eve started to laugh, and she motioned toward Haern. “Can you believe him? He thinks I’m as powerful as him now.”

      “That’s not quite what he was saying,” Elise said.

      Eve turned toward her, pointing. “Now you want to deny it?”

      “I’m not denying anything, I just don’t think that’s what Haern was getting at.”

      “If you won’t help, I understand,” Haern said, stepping forward, trying to get in between the two of them. He didn’t want an argument between them, knowing it would do no good. It surprised him that Elise would allow herself to get drawn in like that, and that Eve would want to argue about that sort of thing.

      He frowned and studied her. She was more troubled about Lucy’s absence than she was letting on. That had to be the issue, but why?

      “When was the last time you saw Lucy?”

      “I told you, I don’t pay much attention to that sort of thing.”

      “I think you do, and I think you’re more worried about her than you’re telling me.”

      “I’m not worried. You know how powerful she is.”

      “Anyone can be overpowered,” Haern said.

      He had become incredibly powerful himself, and even with all he had become and all he could do, his strength hadn’t been enough when it came to the strange control over lorcith he’d faced. He’d very nearly been overwhelmed. What if Lucy faced something similar? The Architect had controlled her, holding her, but there were probably others who were similar. And though she might believe herself strong enough to avoid that kind of attack, he didn’t know if she really was.

      “How long has she been gone?” he asked again.

      “Over a week,” Eve said.

      “How long is it usually between her visits?”

      “A few days.”

      Haern glanced over to Elise, locking eyes with her.

      “That’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “I can’t leave until I know she’s safe.”

      There wasn’t anyone who would be able to help with this, either. If Lucy had Slid to that strange city, there was no one who could go after her. Haern didn’t even know if he’d be able to find it. It was someplace far away from here, far enough that he wouldn’t be able to travel by lorcith.

      It would take someone who was able to Slide.

      Someone like Daniel Elvraeth.

      Where was he?

      Carth might know, but asking her would require finding some way to get word to her.

      Haern glanced from Elise to Eve. There were too many things taking place all at one time, and the longer he was here, the more uncertain he was that he understood what he needed to do.

      “I can see what I can figure out about where she went.”

      “You know she won’t like that,” Eve said.

      “I’ve known Lucy my entire life,” Haern said. “If something happened to her, I’ll do what I can to help.”

      Some of the tension went out of Eve then, and he felt like a fool over how he’d been pushing her. Not all of her behavior had been bravado. There had to be more. Lucy wouldn’t keep someone so hostile around her, and she certainly wouldn’t put someone in such a place of prominence if she didn’t possess more than just power. Lucy cared about more than just the person’s ability. She cared about their heart and the way that they were able to help.

      It was the reason she’d tolerated Daniel Elvraeth for so long. As much of a pain as he could be, Lucy had seen through that, recognizing he had more heart than Haern had even realized.

      And here he had doubted her all that time, wondering why she had tolerated Daniel, when Lucy had known better. If something had happened to her, he wanted to do whatever he could to help.

      That had to be the first order of business, even more than trying to figure out the strange connection to lorcith in Dreshen. If he could find Lucy, perhaps they could solve this puzzle together.

      That was going to be a challenge; it involved finding some way of getting word to Daniel Elvraeth.

      “Do you have any communication with the Binders?”

      “Why?” Eve asked.

      “Because I need to send a message to Carth.”
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      Daniel sat staring at the Tsatsun board, the pieces where Carth had left them when she’d abandoned the game. He had the Stone set in the middle of the board again and couldn’t take his eyes off it, though he wondered whether what he was looking at even mattered. Did any of this matter at all?

      The longer he stared, the more uncertain he was. All this time, all the time Carth had been training him—and training herself—she had been playing a game of one side versus another, a game in which the pieces were important and had various powers. The whole purpose of the game was to win, yet they had never been playing the right game.

      They had been manipulated.

      He stared at the board, thinking of how Carth had viewed playing against Olandar Fahr. She had enjoyed the challenge, there was no doubt about that, yet she had been determined to succeed regardless.

      Playing against themselves had weakened them.

      And now… now he wondered where that left them.

      Alistan strolled into the library, carrying a glass of wine in one hand and a bottle in the other. When he saw Daniel, he stopped short, and a smile slipped onto his face.

      “Daniel Elvraeth. I didn’t think you would still be here.”

      “Where did you think I would be?”

      “I thought perhaps you would have gone with Carthenne.”

      “I’m not sure where she went.”

      “She went where she often goes when she searches for answers.”

      Daniel frowned. “Where is that?”

      “Why, to the water, of course.”

      Daniel smiled to himself. It seemed a very Carth thing to do. “Why would she go to the water for answers?”

      “Carth has spent quite a bit of time at the water. When I first met her, that was how she traveled. She sailed around the world, and her ships were known to be the fastest and the strongest. Very few ever attempted to oppose her.”

      “Until Olandar Fahr.”

      Alistan nodded. “Until Olandar Fahr.”

      “What was it like then?”

      “The battle?”

      Daniel shrugged. “What was Carth like?”

      “She likes to think that she was impetuous, perhaps impulsive, and I suppose a part of her was those things. Carth has always been powerful, and sometimes that power makes one confident. Arrogant, one might say. Not all respond well to such behavior.”

      “Some would say Olandar Fahr is the same.”

      “I’m quite sure that he is,” Alistan said. He pulled up a chair and sat, looking down at the board. “I remember when Carth first started playing against him. There was a newfound passion within her. I think she’d gotten complacent, that she had begun to find Tsatsun less intriguing than it had once been.”

      Daniel smiled to himself. “I can’t imagine Carth ever viewing Tsatsun in such a way.”

      “You’d be surprised. She’s always enjoyed the game, but there has been a challenge of finding someone able to play at her level.”

      “And she found that with Olandar Fahr.”

      “She did. And though I suspect he would never admit it, I think finding Carth to play gave him renewed energy.”

      Daniel grunted. What better way to remove the threat than to position them against someone who would draw their attention? The Shadow Queen, if that was who they truly were facing, was brilliant in that regard.

      And now that they were aware of it, it might be too late, as Carth thought.

      “It’s a shame, really,” Daniel said, setting the pieces on the board back in place. Even as he did, he couldn’t help but think that the positions he’d placed them in weren’t the right ones. They had been playing a different game all along. Regardless of what they thought they were playing, the Tsatsun board was set up differently.

      And perhaps that was part of the illusion.

      “You think it’s a shame that Carth and Olandar Fahr played each other?”

      “If they were manipulated into doing so, and if it lowered our chances of opposing the Shadow Queen, then it is a shame.”

      “Perhaps.” Alistan leaned back, taking a sip of his wine. He smiled and set the glass down. “The other possibility is that, by facing each other, the two of them became greater than before.”

      “How many were lost because of it?” he asked.

      “Probably too many.” Alistan moved a piece on the board and waited. Daniel made another move. Alistan followed, and then Daniel, one after another until Alistan claimed one of Daniel’s pieces. The other man was reasonably skilled, and Daniel’s mind simply wasn’t in the game. “And yet, in all things, there must be sacrifice.”

      “I’m not sure we want to view people as a necessary sacrifice.”

      “You might not want to, but if this is what Carthenne fears, some sort of battle for power, then unfortunately, sacrifices must be made.”

      Alistan made another move, and this time Daniel claimed a piece of his. He was still playing the game the traditional way, and he couldn’t help but wonder if that was a mistake. Maybe he should be playing the way Carth now did, trying to position the pieces in such a way that he would begin to understand what was necessary.

      And yet, the longer he sat there, moving pieces around the board, the harder it was to know if there was anything he could come up with.

      It was possible there would be no other way for him to uncover the answers. If Carth couldn’t discover the key to playing the game in that way, then why should he be able to do so?

      He certainly didn’t have any greater knowledge of Tsatsun than Carth. He might have a fresh perspective, but he’d not played it his entire life the way Carth had.

      But then, his training had been different than Carth’s. Learning from his father, discovering ways of strategizing, his father’s attempts to arrange things so that Daniel would take a seat at the Council, had given him a different viewpoint.

      That mattered, didn’t it?

      Experience made a difference.

      Daniel made a move, shifting the nature of his focus and thinking about the groupings of pieces. He’d already lost two, from two separate groupings, and as he moved, he could feel the way that the game would flow.

      Alistan played using the traditional method, yet surprisingly, it didn’t seem to make a difference to Daniel’s strategy. When Alistan made a move, Daniel moved again, keeping his focus on the groupings of pieces.

      If this game was the way Carth claimed, and if this was somehow tied to the Elder Stones and the Council of Elders, then he needed to try to grasp how to play it out in this manner.

      He had a different perspective than Carth.

      It was time for him to stop believing Carth was something he was not.

      Carth was powerful, there was no doubting that, and she was far more skilled at traditional Tsatsun than him. But then, they weren’t playing traditional Tsatsun, were they?

      The nature of the game was such that they were back on equal footing.

      More than that, though, Daniel sat upon the Council of Elders. He had no idea what that meant, and though he’d wondered if that might change things for him, he had felt no different.

      As he stared at the board, he was struck by a realization. When Alistan claimed one of his pieces, Daniel’s breath caught. What if playing the Shadow Queen involved her trying to claim such pieces?

      If so, then she was trying to maneuver so that she could control the Council of Elders, and attempting to remove those who had any influence upon it.

      If so, he was in danger.

      Had he made a mistake going within the tree, taking a seat, and allowing the Council to choose him? He’d gone along with it, not knowing what it meant, and even now he knew only that he had been granted a sort of power.

      He made another move, and this time, Alistan reacted, trying to take one of his pieces, but Daniel’s last move blocked him.

      At least there was that.

      He watched the board, trying to think through what he might do to prevent another attack, yet no answer came to him.

      There had to be something.

      Another move, and Alistan attempted to block, but Daniel was able to prevent it and claimed his piece.

      Positioned like this, he could pick off Alistan’s pieces one at a time. That was the advantage of the groupings. They protected the pieces within them.

      Could that be what the Shadow Queen was trying to accomplish? Could she be positioning them so that they would be playing individually rather than in groupings?

      Was there any way for them to change the nature of the game, to alter the strategy so that they could overwhelm what she was doing?

      They might already be too far along. How many pieces had been picked off the board already?

      Probably too many.

      As he stared at one grouping, he frowned. An idea came to him—one that left him trembling.

      What if there were other groupings that had already been removed?

      He thought of Carth. Olandar Fahr. Rsiran Lareth. How many others who had power could have been a part of this?

      He turned his attention back to the board.

      “Daniel Elvraeth?” Alistan asked.

      Daniel tried to make a move but sat frozen, staring at the board. Perhaps the various groupings weren’t quite what he thought, but he couldn’t shake the idea that what he had uncovered was real.

      And if it was, that meant the Shadow Queen had already succeeded in picking off some powerful opponents.

      How was he going to be able to play any better than Carth? How were any of them going to be able to do more than Olandar Fahr? Rsiran Lareth? There had been so many people of power, yet they had all failed.

      Not because they weren’t strong enough, but because they had been pitted against each other. Looking at the board, he could see how the moves would fall apart if the pieces didn’t play together. That power the groupings formed would falter if they didn’t play it the right way.

      And the more he stared at the game, the more sure he was of what he had uncovered. Somehow, they were being pitted against each other, and he had to understand what that meant.

      He had to ensure they weren’t pitted against each other anymore.

      “I need to find Carth,” he said.

      “But we haven’t finished playing.”

      Daniel smiled. Looking down at the game, he could see in his mind the various moves Alistan might make and knew just what it would take to defeat the man. “You’ve already lost.”

      “You don’t have to say it like that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He headed out of the library, and Alistan joined him, wineglass still in hand.

      “You will need someone to lead you to her,” Alistan said.

      Daniel nodded and let Alistan take the lead as they headed out of the room, and from there, out of the manor home, along the path, and then through the city.

      He’d thought Alistan would guide him back toward the rocky cliff that overlooked the sea, but instead he led Daniel toward the road that wound along the cliff face. They passed small rickety shops, their owners sitting outside trying to hawk their wares. When they finally reached the docks, Alistan motioned along the shoreline. It was rocky here, though the rocks were smaller than in other places. Waves crashed along the shore, and Daniel picked his way along, following Alistan, who’d somehow managed to balance his glass of wine as he went.

      “It would be easier if I could Slide here,” he said.

      “You are unable?”

      “I’m limited by your Elder Stone.”

      “You’ve been exposed to the Elder Stone, Daniel Elvraeth. Any limitation is within your mind.”

      Alistan turned away and continued along the shore, and Daniel frowned. Could that be true?

      He followed the other man and found Carth sitting at the shore. A few paces behind her, Rayen sat watching her, and neither of them spoke.

      Daniel approached slowly, wondering why Carth would have chosen to remain here. He could feel the sweeping spray of the ocean. Every so often, a wave would crash, slamming into the shoreline, and while he winced, Carth merely sat there, letting the spray wash over her.

      Rayen was far enough back that she wasn’t struck the same way, and he frowned.

      “Why does she just sit there like that?”

      “I imagine it allows her to think. But then, I can’t truly know the mind of Carthenne Rel.”

      Daniel debated moving closer. He worried about interrupting but needed to speak to her, to let her know what he had uncovered and ask whether she had any insight.

      As he approached, he didn’t know if the time was quite right. He took a seat next to her, already feeling the mist washing up over him from the ocean, salty and cool, and he breathed in the fresh air.

      There was something peaceful about it, and he understood its appeal. As he sat here, he couldn’t help but wonder if she had been broken by the fact that she hadn’t been able to win the game.

      “Carth?”

      “What is it?”

      “What if you were once supposed to be one of the Elders?”

      She turned toward him, frowning. “I can’t reach the Council like you can, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “I know you can’t now, but what if there was a time when you would have been able to do so?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “As I attempted the game, playing it in groupings, I couldn’t help but be aware of how my position was weakened by forcing the various parts of the group apart.”

      “You think we were intended to fight?”

      “I think it’s a possibility,” he said.

      Carth frowned. “I don’t know that it matters. There’s nothing I could do to change it. We might once have had the chance to sit at the Council, but I doubt we do any longer.”

      “That’s just the point. What if the Shadow Queen intends to continue to force us apart? What if she fears us working together?”

      Carth glanced over. “Do you think you could work with Olandar Fahr?”

      He hadn’t put it that way, but hadn’t that been what he was asking? If keeping them apart meant that they battled the Ai’thol, working together involved finding common ground, and Daniel wasn’t certain there was any way to do so. He had faced the Ai’thol, had fought them, enough that he didn’t know if there would be any way to work with them.

      And doing that made them all weaker. He couldn’t help but feel that had to be the intention.

      “Maybe we have to find some way to work with them. Even if we don’t want to, it might be necessary.”

      Carth stared out at the sea, saying nothing for a long moment. “I wonder if you’re right.”

      “Which means we have to find Olandar Fahr.”

      “We had already wanted to.”

      “I don’t know where to begin looking.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “If we can find a way to work with him, then maybe we can stop the Shadow Queen.”

      It was more than that, though. If they could find some way to collaborate with Olandar Fahr, they might be able to end the fighting their people had endured for so long. Daniel wasn’t sure if such a thing would even be possible, but he had to hope it would be. Then maybe they could end all this.

      The idea that Elaeavn would find peace appealed to him in a way that surprised him. He hadn’t left Elaeavn thinking he would be the one to end the war with the Forgers, but now that he understood the nature of what was taking place, however uncertain he was about it, he thought that was what he needed to do.

      “What do you propose?”

      “I don’t know.”

      A powerful wave struck, sweeping over the rocks and splashing across his face. He wiped the saltwater away, blinking against it. As he did, he breathed in the air. There was something fresh and peaceful about sitting here, something comforting, though he wondered if it was simply sitting alongside Carth and having Rayen behind him, or whether there really was that comfort to the ocean.

      He looked back and saw Alistan standing several paces behind, silently watching all of them. Daniel smiled to himself.

      Could Alistan be brought into all of this? He had helped them a little, but there had been limits to how much he had been willing, and able, to help.

      Carth looked over at him, and Daniel noted the look in her eyes, one that suggested a certain sense of fear or discomfort.

      “What is it?” he asked her.

      “I find I no longer know what I need to do,” she said.

      “But you’re Carthenne Rel.”

      She smiled. “Be that as it may, I don’t have all the answers. In this case, I don’t have any answers. You’ve uncovered as much as I have, Daniel Elvraeth. And because of you, I have a better sense of what we have been facing, but I’m no closer to knowing how to stop it.”

      Daniel frowned at her. If Carth didn’t know, then who would? He’d always believed she would have the answers, and as long as he had been around her, observing her scheming and planning, he recognized Carth was probably the only person who truly might understand what would be necessary. If she felt lost, then what hope did he have?

      The fact of the matter was that they didn’t have any hope.

      “What do you suggest?” he asked.

      “I would defer that to you,” she said.

      “I don’t know that I have the answer.”

      She smiled, looking over at him. “You have more of an answer than I have.”

      Daniel thought about what he had seen of the game board, the way the pieces had arranged, and he wondered if there was anything he could uncover from those different pieces. He wasn’t sure that he had that answer.

      Perhaps that was the point.

      Somehow, they had to find the others.

      More than anything else, Daniel was convinced there were others, and that there was the kind of power they needed. That power involved finding everyone else who could sit at the Council of Elders, and when they did, they might be able to stop the Shadow Queen.

      Daniel thought about what Carth would do, the way she would play a game, and he realized something.

      “We need to understand her better,” he said.

      “Do you think we can?” Carth asked.

      “I think we have to.” The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that they had to search for understanding. He had seen the way Carth did that, how she often took action simply to gain knowledge; wasn’t that what they needed now?

      “We need to know where she is first.”

      “That seems reasonable,” Carth said.

      “From there, we can understand how much time we have.”

      “What does that matter?” Rayen asked.

      “It would indicate how far she has moved,” he said.

      He wasn’t sure that he had the answers, and he didn’t know if going after the Shadow Queen would provide them, but the more he thought about it, the more certain he was this was what they needed to do. If they could uncover that secret, if they could figure out just what the Shadow Queen might do, then he thought he could gain that information.

      “Where do we go?” he asked.

      “We would start beyond,” Carth said.

      Beyond. He’d visited many places, and many of them were places that Alistan had helped him uncover, but beyond was one that he wasn’t sure he knew how to find. They had traveled to Landon, and places even farther than there, all of them islands, all of them situated in such a way that he thought there was enough power, but he didn’t know if even that was true.

      If they did this, if they went looking, it meant attempting to Slide.

      And with his modified ability, he could no longer Slide the way he once had, which left him in a predicament.

      “When should we go?” he asked.

      “If your desire is to uncover how much longer we have, then we should be quick about it.”

      “You would come?”

      Carth looked over at him, meeting his gaze. “I think I have to.”
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      The shores of Landon were calm. The last time he’d been here, he had faced the Shadow Queen, realizing the source of shadows here. He still wasn’t sure what that meant, or why there should be other locations of the various Elder Stones, but then again, it made a certain sense. From the game board, it seemed to him that the various powers were all scattered, and if he could uncover where they were hidden, he could use that to gather the necessary powers to unseat the Shadow Queen.

      Carth glanced around, as did Rayen. Both of them had shadows stretching away from them that they swept across the surface of the ground. There was a power to their shadows, and Daniel thought he could reach through it. He wondered if he could borrow from the knowledge they gained.

      He touched upon their shadows, borrowing from them, and could feel the nature of the power flowing outward. They were probing, searching for understanding as well as for any spaces that might be dangerous.

      As far as he could tell, there was no dangerous place here other than the source of shadows they had already encountered.

      But then, as far as he knew, the Shadow Queen had left this place. They had sealed it off to keep her from reaching it.

      Unless that was what she had wanted them to believe.

      He found himself looking back, thinking about Tsatsun and the way someone who was a master might play. If her goal was to maneuver pieces together, there might be a sacrificial piece, especially if she had others that she already controlled.

      It could be that she had chosen to sacrifice the shadows here, knowing there was something else she could gain.

      And what would she be trying to gain?

      He thought about what they had encountered here, the type of power they had found, and remembered the young girl.

      The Architect’s daughter.

      By allowing her to join them, they had fractured the C’than. Ras had been killed.

      He frowned to himself. Ras had been another powerful individual, and a generation before Carth. Could he have been another who might have sat upon the Council of Elders?

      There had to be others like him, and the more Daniel thought about it, the more certain he was that there were probably many generations, all of them with the potential to take a place among the Council of Elders. And yet, it had been him.

      He didn’t know if there would be others or what role he would have among them, but the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that this was something that had been building for decades. Possibly centuries.

      And if so, the woman they were dealing with had been maneuvering in such a way as to eliminate any possibility that she could be thwarted. Which meant she had to have known about the others. She would have to have known about Ras.

      For that, either she would have had to Read someone, or she was a Seer. The idea that they were facing someone like that left him unsettled. He wasn’t sure if there was anything he could do to counter that.

      And yet, that was why he was here. He had to understand, and he wanted to know if they were going to face any more of these strange attackers.

      “Do you see anything?” he asked Carth.

      The other woman shook her head. “I don’t see anything and I don’t detect anything.” She offered him a half smile. “But you know that, don’t you?”

      “I’m sorry. I was just—”

      “You don’t have to explain.”

      Rayen looked over. “What happened?”

      “It seems that his connection to the shadows means Daniel Elvraeth can borrow from us when we reach out our awareness.”

      Rayen frowned. “He can do that?”

      “You didn’t feel his touch?”

      Rayen blushed.

      Carth shook her head. “Not like that, though I’m not surprised you have felt his touch.”

      She blushed again, and Daniel laughed softly. “I wasn’t trying to take anything from you. I just wanted to know if I could focus on what you were detecting and figure anything out from it.”

      “It is an unusual ability. Many have shown the abilities of the shadow born, yet I don’t know many shadow born who have the capacity to borrow from another shadow born.”

      “I’m not shadow born,” Daniel said.

      “You are not.”

      “Did you detect anything?” he asked, wanting to change the topic.

      “No, though I wasn’t really expecting to find anything here. I doubt they would have left it for us.”

      If these attackers had the ability to make themselves invisible, there might not be any way for them to know, even if they were stretching out with their shadows.

      “Something troubles you,” Carth said, looking over to him.

      “I was thinking about when we first encountered the Shadow Queen here.”

      “And?”

      “And I can’t help but wonder if she allowed us to take the girl.”

      Carth cocked her head to the side, frowning, and then clenched her jaw. “You think she anticipated Ras’s death.”

      “I think she intended to create a fracture between us. And it seems to me that Ras came from a generation before you, so he was another incredibly powerful individual. I suspect there are others like him, others like Olandar Fahr was to you.”

      Carth nodded slowly. “I suspect you’re right.”

      “And if that’s right, then she would want to hide her presence from him, and likely to remove him as a threat.”

      How many others would there be?

      Possibly many, yet why?

      Because they all represented power from various aspects of the Elder Stones.

      “How would she have known?” Rayen asked.

      “It’s possible that she can See,” Daniel said.

      “How long do you think she’s been active?”

      “I haven’t been able to uncover that,” Carth said.

      “I think that’s important for us to know.”

      “I believe you are right,” Carth said.

      “But we don’t know that answer.”

      Carth looked around her and glided forward on the shadows. Daniel followed, as did Rayen, and they headed toward the city nearby. Daniel could feel the presence of the city; it came to him as an awareness through the shadows, a connection to them. And yet, he couldn’t help but think that awareness was different.

      Was he borrowing from Carth and Rayen?

      Not intentionally, but the more he thought about it, the more he wondered whether he was. And if he was, how was he doing it?

      Carth watched him, and he shook his head.

      “I can take us inside the palace,” he said, holding out his arm.

      Rayen took his hand, and Carth did so much more slowly.

      When he pulled the shadows around him, engulfing them in the shadows, they Slid, emerging in the lower section of the palace, where the shadows had appeared before.

      He thought about the connection to those shadows and whether there was anything he could detect within them, and he found that while the connection was there, there was something else as well.

      He frowned, focusing on it. He felt pressure upon the shadows. It was different than what he had detected before, yet he thought it was important to recognize the source of it.

      There was power here.

      He breathed out, trying to latch on to a connection to the shadows. There had to be something more to the shadows he could understand, some reason the Shadow Queen would have revealed herself here.

      It had to be about more than just the girl. Playing a game like she had to be playing, why make a single play when she could make more than one at a time? He had to believe she’d be making multiple moves, all of them potentially powerful.

      He focused, searching for the power deep below him; he could practically feel that shadow energy bubbling up from deep beneath the earth. As he focused on it, he felt something else.

      A change.

      He retreated, letting go of his hold over the shadows. Carth and Rayen were there, reaching for the shadows as well, and he pushed back, forcing their connection away. He shook his head when Carth looked over at him.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “There’s something off here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Daniel frowned, trying to understand just what he detected. The longer he focused, the harder it was for him to know what it was.

      “I don’t know. When I first focused on the shadows, I felt something beneath us, but it’s different than what I expected.”

      “Different?”

      “The connection to the shadows feels different.”

      “Perhaps you’re only feeling that because you are new to your connection,” Carth said.

      Rayen stepped forward and looked down toward the depths below. She didn’t attempt to probe, holding back on her connection to the shadows.

      “I don’t think that’s it. Daniel Elvraeth might be new to using the shadows, but he’s been aware of them for quite some time. It’s how he’s managed to Slide us.”

      If it came down to it, Daniel was determined to grab them and Slide them away, preventing them from reaching the shadows. He didn’t even want to probe them again, afraid of what might happen if he did.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked.

      “I don’t know. Whatever is down there, whatever connection to power is there, has been twisted.”

      “You can’t simply twist power,” Rayen said.

      “I don’t know, but I had to think about what other reason the Shadow Queen would’ve had for coming here herself.” He looked at the other two, trying to get them to understand. “If she was willing to reveal herself to us, she must have had more than just the girl as the goal.”

      The girl had been a part of it. They had taken her, dragging her away, and the Shadow Queen had used that. She had served her purpose, and whatever else, she had become dangerous to them.

      But that didn’t mean that the shadows themselves weren’t dangerous. It wasn’t as though nothing else had happened. The more he focused, the more certain Daniel was that he was right.

      Something had changed with the shadows.

      He thought about the game, how the positions would be maneuvered around the board, and he couldn’t help but feel as if the game required a sacrifice.

      What if the sacrifice wasn’t her sacrifice?

      What if the sacrifice was theirs?

      And in doing so, they had strengthened her position doubly.

      A powerful move, and one he wasn’t sure he could replicate.

      Not only had she convinced them to position themselves in such a way that they were weakened, she had also done something here that had changed the nature of power.

      “I worry about what might happen if you try to reach the shadows,” he said.

      “If the shadows are connected here, nothing would happen,” Carth said.

      “I’m not sure that’s true.” He crouched on the ground and began marking in the dust. “Imagine this is all some game board to her. Imagine she’s playing us. She’s maneuvering for power.”

      “What do you think she intends?” Carth asked.

      “She’s trying to draw upon the power of the Elder Stones. She’s using them against us.”

      How better to manipulate things than to change things for the others? And if she was doing that, he couldn’t help but think she understood what she was doing. The shadows here were no longer safe for them.

      Would there be some way of salvaging them?

      Not without risking something dangerous.

      If they were altered, somehow twisted, then he needed to find a way to defend them.

      “We sealed them off,” Rayen said.

      “You tried to seal them off, but I don’t know that you did nearly as much as you think you did,” he said.

      He stared into the depths below. A part of him wanted to probe the shadows again, but he worried that would put him in danger. If he had no connection to the shadows, he wouldn’t be able to Slide.

      More than anything else, that was what he feared. He was the reason they were here, and if something happened that took his ability to Slide away from him, he wouldn’t be able to protect them.

      “Trust me when I tell you that we need to leave it alone,” he said.

      Carth watched him. “I trust you.”

      “We need to keep moving,” he said.

      “Do you think her servants are here?” Rayen asked.

      Carth pushed upward, stretching out with the shadows. Daniel watched, focusing on the way the shadows worked for her, worried that perhaps something had changed, but realized he needn’t have been concerned. There was something about Carth that would protect her.

      The flame.

      Carth herself was naturally shielded against such influence, so he wondered if her reaching into the depths of the shadows might have restored them. As she pushed, using more and more strength, stretching high overhead, he latched on, focusing on what she was able to detect. He could feel the nature of the shadows as they stretched over her.

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

      “I wonder if I was wrong,” he said.

      Carth frowned. “How so?”

      “I always forget you aren’t just Carthenne Rel, Shadow Born, but you also have the connection to the flame.”

      “Why would that matter?” Rayen asked.

      “Carth can’t have her shadows twisted away.”

      “Are you sure?” Rayen asked.

      Daniel frowned, thinking that this was right. The more he thought about it, the more he realized the combination of the Elder Stones, that combination of power within Carth, protected her.

      And yet, would she be sacrificing one in service of the other?

      He didn’t think so.

      “You think I can safely probe into the shadows?” Carth asked.

      “I don’t think you can do it with only the shadows.”

      “Using the flames mixed with the shadows can be explosive,” Carth said.

      “I understand, and were there another option, I’m not sure I would suggest it, but in this case…” Daniel crouched in front of the opening in the earth, looking down into the dark depths, thinking about what was down there. If they could draw upon that power, they might be able to restore these twisted shadows.

      And if they could, then they could move outward and eliminate one of the places the Shadow Queen had affected.

      “If something happens to me, take me to Della.”

      “Why Della?”

      “You speak of those who came before us.”

      Daniel’s breath caught. Of course. Ras had power, but so did Della. There were probably others like her, others who had been gifted with great abilities, and with that type of power, she would be incredibly useful.

      “If something happens, that’s where we’ll go.”

      Carth crouched in front of the opening and focused on the shadows. Daniel could feel what she was doing, but as the shadows probed, a change came over them. At first, it was subtle, but the more he felt it, the more certain he was it was real.

      “Can you feel it?” he asked her.

      “I’m aware of what’s happening,” Carth said.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked. Her shadows swirled around her, and when they threatened to probe deeper into the ground, Daniel pushed against her, forcing her back.

      “Daniel Elvraeth is right. There is something off here. It’s working against me, trying to change me.”

      Heat exploded. It flowed downward, away from Carth, stretching away from her and into the shadows, illuminating everything.

      Carth took a deep breath, and the shadows that were within her began to shift. The flame magic, that power that only Carth possessed in combination with the shadows, protected her, and it restored the shadows within her.

      Carth pressed downward, using a connection of shadows and flame, sending that magic streaking away from her, striking something far below.

      There was resistance.

      Daniel felt it because of his connection to Carth and her shadows, yet he wasn’t sure what she’d found. Whatever resistance there was, it was powerful, and as she pushed against it, that power built.

      “This is almost more than I can…”

      Carth sagged, and Daniel joined her, pressing his connection to shadows along with Carth’s. Carth took a deep breath, rousing herself and looking over at him.

      “This is dangerous,” she said.

      “It’s even more dangerous if we fail.”

      The flames exploded from Carth, and he recognized that power.

      It didn’t harm him.

      Then again, why would it? He had been around the Elder Stone for flame. He hadn’t held it, but he had been exposed to it as he had many of the Elder Stones.

      He pushed, sending his connection to shadows through her, letting her guide it. The power she controlled was enormous, but against the darkness far below, a power he couldn’t fathom, he didn’t think the two of them were enough.

      They needed another.

      Rayen joined, and he guided the power that flowed out from her, funneling through himself and into Carth. Enormous shadow energy surged, almost more than Daniel could comprehend. It slammed down and mixed with the heat of her fire magic, and together that power exploded far below.

      Then he felt a change.

      It came slowly. The shifting of the shadows guided by the connection Carth had to the flame. In that connection, she was able to stir the change far below.

      She was burning off the darkness, the difference that was down there. She was altering it.

      His own strength was sagging, and he could feel Rayen’s starting to fade. They wouldn’t have much more, and he had no idea how much longer they needed to push. It was possible they still didn’t have enough strength, yet he continued to feel power far below; he didn’t think they had finished yet.

      There was still something missing.

      He looked over to Carth, who rested on her knees, her eyes closed, power flowing through her.

      With as much as he was working and as much as his strength was fading, he couldn’t imagine what it was taking out of her. She was guiding all of this, and were it not for Carth and her combined magics, they might not have enough energy to succeed.

      A moment passed, and then another, and Rayen dropped off. Then Daniel felt his new magic fail.

      It was only Carth.

      He could feel what she was doing, even if he had no way of helping any longer.

      And then she leaned back and released her hold.

      “Did it work?” he asked.

      Carth looked at him, and then her head dropped down.

      He turned his attention far below, but he was too tired to even test it. They would have to give it time to see if it had worked.

      And they would have to wait here. He was too exhausted to Slide them anywhere.

      Sound approached near them, and he got to his feet, reaching for his sword.

      As tired as he was, it didn’t seem as if they were going to be able to rest.
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      The series of irregular stones drew Lucy’s attention, and the longer she stared at them, the more certain she was of the sense of power from them, only it was one that she wasn’t able to fully detect. She traced her hand along them, feeling the smooth surface and noting an occasional irregularity. There was something about the stones that reminded her of another place, and yet even with that reminder, there was more to the stones than she fully understood.

      “Have you discovered anything?”

      Lucy turned slowly toward the older woman watching her. She had dark hair that hung loose to her shoulders. The streaks of gray within it gave an appearance of age, though the woman otherwise had a timeless quality about her. Dark eyes looked upon her.

      “I don’t understand what my purpose is.”

      “Your purpose is to recognize the Council of Elders,” the woman said.

      Lucy turned her attention back to the stones. In reality, they were more likely stumps like those she had found in the strange city, but when she touched them, she couldn’t help but feel as if they were stone. Now that she’d been here, she wondered if she’d be able to reach the Council of Elders within that tree. Had something changed for her the same way it had changed for Daniel?

      The longer she was here, the more uncertain she was. She had hoped that speaking with the Watchers would allow her to understand what purpose she might have, but in her time here, no answers had been forthcoming.

      The real question was how long she could risk staying here. Until she had a better sense of what was taking place, she wasn’t sure she should remain in this place.

      “Tell me again about the purpose of the Watchers?” Lucy turned toward the old woman and found her with her hands within her sleeves, clasped in front of her, looking as if she floated. In this place, the place between Slides, a strange undetectable world that seemed in between everything else, she couldn’t help but wonder if the woman was able to float. It wouldn’t be all that different than the way Haern hovered. Considering how little she understood about these people, it was entirely possible that they did have some way to use lorcith.

      “The Watchers oversee the Council.”

      “Why?”

      “We have long stood as a line of resistance.”

      “What sort of resistance?”

      “One that allows us to keep the Council safe.”

      As Lucy turned her gaze back to the stones, she wondered if there was some reason the stones needed to be kept safe. There was no real power within the stones themselves, and though this place seemed to have power to it, she didn’t think the stones were the source.

      “What would happen if the Council weren’t safe?”

      “The Council has been protected over centuries. We have ensured that only those who are able to understand the knowledge and power stored here are granted access.”

      Lucy frowned, thinking of Daniel Elvraeth and the way he was able to reach the circle of stumps in the other location. Did that mean he was somehow able to understand the knowledge and power? Why him and not anyone else before him?

      If anyone were able to understand that power, wouldn’t it be Carth? Perhaps even Rsiran Lareth. Between the two of them, they better understood the nature of the power than anyone she had ever known.

      Even Ras. Before he’d died, he’d known many things, and she couldn’t help but think his power had been such that he would have been able to ensure the safety of such things.

      “You’re something like the Great Watcher, then.”

      The woman smiled at her. “What is the Great Watcher but one who observes and ensures the safety of those who serve?”

      Lucy turned her attention back to the stones. “My people believe the Great Watcher is something more.”

      “Your people believed in a power. Many people have believed in powers over the years, and they find that power is different than what they expected, but that doesn’t mean it’s any less than what you thought.”

      From what Lucy could tell, it was less than what she had thought. If this wasn’t the Great Watcher, and if these beings were something else, how could she feel any other way?

      She continued to make a circle of the stones, trailing her hands along them. She still didn’t know how she felt about all this, only that she had been granted access to this place, and she still didn’t know what that meant.

      Somehow she was worthy, though she wondered why that would have changed.

      “What else must happen?” Lucy turned toward the woman, meeting her eyes.

      “Other than ensuring the integrity of the Council? There is one we have been unable to protect. In order for this to end, the final Council must be secured.”

      It was more than that. In order for things to end, Lucy had to believe they must uncover where all the Councils were. Carth thought she knew of another, which meant they now had three, but if there were five, there was a fourth and then this missing fifth.

      It was one more thing for them to search for, and then what?

      Obtaining answers might involve returning to that space within the trees, searching for whatever understanding she might be able to find there, to see if any solutions would come to her. She had to take the time to get a better understanding, and until she did, she wasn’t sure she would be able to serve in any way.

      “How can I find the missing Council?”

      “We have searched for many years, and we’ve been unable to uncover anything that will help.”

      “What changed?”

      “The destruction.”

      The Watcher took a step forward, appearing within the middle of the circle, and then with a shimmer, she disappeared.

      Lucy stood alone in the circle of stones, staring all around her. She couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more she needed to do. She needed answers, but how was she supposed to find them?

      Focusing on the other Council of Elders, she Slid.

      Emerging within the tree was easy, and yet the moment she did, she wondered if perhaps something was wrong.

      Light suffused everything, glowing everywhere around her. As she looked around, she realized it came from the crystal at the center of the room. It sat upon the table, and light radiated out from each of the stools.

      She approached slowly and carefully, wondering whether she would even be able to get close to it. Daniel had been the one to place the crystals here for protection. Not only was the city difficult to reach, but there were those within the city who were able to protect it. And then there was the difficulty of penetrating the inside of this tree. Once here, then there was the challenge of even approaching the Council of Elders. Layers upon layers of protections had been placed, all of them designed to ensure the safety of the crystals.

      And now she was here, and she feared she wouldn’t even be able to reach the crystals.

      The warmth of the room pressed upon her. She was aware of it in a way she hadn’t been before. The soft glow of the crystals on the table was a familiar sight to her. In all the time she’d spent in Elaeavn, she had visited the crystal chamber many times, thinking there had to be a reason why she hadn’t been able to hold one of the crystals.

      And now here she was, standing before them, and she believed that she would need to move them. Was that even possible? The crystals were fickle, and not just anyone could handle one.

      She reached the outer edge. This was as far as she’d ever been able to go within this place, and she wondered if she would be able to take the next step. If not, then none of this mattered.

      “You returned.”

      Lucy turned slowly and found Rayen watching her.

      The other woman had shadows swirling around her much like Carthenne, and she stood along the back wall, looking inward. Lucy saw the question burning in her eyes regardless of the shadows.

      “I did.”

      “Daniel has been debating what we must do.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s not certain what it means that the crystal has been placed here.”

      “I think it means the Council of Elders has been reactivated.”

      Rayen cocked her head to the side, frowning. She took a step toward Lucy. There had always been something dangerous about her. It came through in her posture and movements. It was a certain grace, but a deadly sort that made Lucy uncomfortable.

      And strangely, she thought Rayen and Daniel were a good fit. As she attempted to Read Rayen, curious about the other woman’s feelings for Daniel, she found resistance. It was the same resistance she encountered when trying to Read Carth, and yet with Rayen, there was a sense that she could overpower it. All she’d need to do was push a little harder, and she thought she would be able to dig into the other woman’s mind. She hesitated, though, not wanting to force her way into Rayen’s mind and anger her.

      “Why did you come back?” Rayen asked.

      “Because I found another. I need to see if the crystal will function the same way there.”

      Rayen’s gaze shifted to the crystals. “You would take them from here?”

      “Only briefly,” she said.

      “Does Daniel know?”

      “Seeing as how you’re the first person I’ve encountered, I would say no.”

      “Shouldn’t he?”

      Lucy took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. She was accustomed to being on her own. Whether that came from her time with the C’than or moving between the C’than and the village, she hadn’t spent much time with others. The only person she’d passed any real time with had been Carth, and for her part, Carth often did things on her own, choosing what she thought was necessary before moving on to her next task.

      “I trust you’ll tell him.”

      “I’m not sure telling him will be all that is necessary.”

      “He planned on something else,” Lucy said.

      “I’m not sure I agree with that, either.”

      Lucy hesitated. As much as she wanted to see whether she’d be able to step forward and into the circle formed by these stumps, to learn whether she could access the Council of Elders here the way she had in the other location, she thought Rayen needed to have this conversation. Even without Reading the other woman, Lucy could tell that was necessary.

      “Why don’t you agree?”

      “Carth would have us go to our enemy.”

      “He knows more than we do.”

      Rayen grunted. “He knows more, but does that mean he’s any safer?”

      Lucy shrugged. “I’m not so sure this is about safety so much as it is about gaining insight.”

      “We may not survive acquiring that insight,” Rayen said.

      Lucy took a deep breath, closing her eyes. It was all too easy for her to think back to the attack on Elaeavn, the way that the Shadow Queen had approached, and how difficult it had been to defeat her. Lucy wasn’t entirely sure they really had defeated her.

      They had come across her a few times, but not nearly enough to fully understand the dangers she posed.

      This Shadow Queen had a different understanding of her power. The longer Lucy had spent searching, the more certain she was the answer was critical. It was why the C’than’s betrayal had been so troubling. They had to have been serving her as well. Likely that was where they’d learned how to place their augmentations.

      Lucy touched the back of her head, feeling where the augmentation had once entered. She no longer felt the throbbing pain she had when it had first been placed, Haern having shifted the metal so she didn’t suffer the way she once had, but still, she would periodically reach for the back of her head, running her fingers along the skin, searching for where the metal had entered.

      So much had changed for her.

      Had she been changed because of the Shadow Queen rather than the C’than?

      All this time, she’d blamed the C’than. Even before that, she’d blamed the Forgers, but they hadn’t been responsible. The Forgers had been manipulated, used—no differently than Lucy had been used.

      The idea of going to the Ai’thol for help still troubled her. She had experienced the Ai’thol’s attacks far too many times, and she understood just what they were willing to do to accomplish their goals.

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

      “Then you should tell her.”

      “Carth?”

      Rayen nodded.

      Lucy shook her head. “I doubt Carth would listen to me.”

      “She would listen to you more than she would listen to me.”

      “And she would listen to Daniel more than she would listen to either of us,” Lucy said.

      Rayen grunted, letting out a frustrated sigh. “You’re probably right. If he can’t convince her otherwise, I don’t know who could.”

      “What if she’s right?” Lucy asked.

      “What makes you think she is?”

      Lucy turned her attention to the circle. It was one more thing they didn’t fully understand. With his knowledge and experience, Olandar Fahr might be the only one who could provide answers; then they might be able to search without having to risk so much of their own.

      “Only that we don’t know anything,” Lucy said.

      “Speak for yourself.”

      Lucy took a step forward. A part of her expected to meet resistance, to run into the barrier she’d experienced before, and yet there was none. She stepped through the boundary protecting the Council of Elders.

      Rayen sucked in a sharp breath behind her.

      Lucy approached the table, ignoring the crystal that was glowing brightly and instead grabbing the other four. They were heavy but glowed with only a soft light, not blazingly bright like the one on the table.

      She hesitated. Taking the crystals from this place of safety might be a mistake. If it was, would she be placing even more people in danger?

      She looked back at Rayen, who watched her. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “No. Which is why I think we need to do it.” She took a deep breath. “Go with Daniel and Carth. See if you can’t find Olandar Fahr. Let us know what you uncover.”

      “And what do you intend to do?”

      “I intend to find out if I’m right.”

      “And if you’re not?”

      Lucy glanced back at the table where the single crystal now glowed. “If I’m wrong, then I’ll bring these crystals back.”

      Lucy held on to the crystals, focusing on the power within them, and Slid.

      She emerged in the space between Slides, and she paused. The Council of Elders was empty. There were none of the Watchers, nothing here that indicated the power she knew to exist, and she hesitated only a moment before stepping forward.

      When she did, a tingling washed over her, sweeping across her skin, leaving her chilled. In this space in between Slides, she couldn’t help but wonder what that tingling meant. The moment she moved, the crystals changed.

      At first, she wasn’t sure what to make of it, but one of them was starting to glow more brightly. There was a warmth to it.

      She found the small platform in the center of the circle and rested the crystal upon it the same way as they had done within the tree. When she was done, she pushed the other crystals into her pocket and stepped back, watching as the crystal continued to glow more intensely. Now she was certain she had done the right thing. She took a deep breath, searching for any answers here, but there was nothing.

      What had Daniel Elvraeth done?

      He had taken a seat.

      She looked around the stones once again. She’d spent quite a bit of time studying them, and now that she had returned with the crystals, she wasn’t sure which one she was supposed to claim—if any of them. She decided she wanted to sit upon the one that wasn’t too elevated. She didn’t want to have to climb on top of it. She found it.

      Taking a seat, Lucy faced the center of the clearing.

      And nothing happened.

      She got to her feet, making a circuit, coming to another stone and taking a seat once again. The same thing happened—nothing.

      She went from place to place, sitting upon each of the stones, each time thinking that something would change for her, that she would gain some insight, but none of them provided her with any sort of answers.

      Lucy stepped back.

      It hadn’t worked.

      As she wandered back to the edge of the circle, she frowned.

      “Did you expect it to change?”

      Lucy turned and found the old woman watching her.

      “The Council of Elders doesn’t want me.”

      “This isn’t your Council,” she said.

      Lucy frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “There are many such councils, as we have said. You must find the one who should sit here.”

      Lucy nodded. Haern. That had to be it. He had come here and had no difficulty in passing through the barrier.

      “And what should I do?”

      “You should find the others.”

      “How?”

      “Use what you know, and answers will come.”

      “That doesn’t help.”

      “I’m afraid that is all you can get from a Watcher.”
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      The sand squished underneath her feet. Lucy stood there, letting the waves lap over her, the crystals weighing down her pocket, making her feel as if she should return them. She thought she needed to take them back to the tree for their safety, but the longer she was away, the more uncertain she was that even that was the right thing.

      Instead, she was here, under the sun, letting the sand squish beneath her feet, the warmth of the sun shining down on her as the waves crashed in the distance.

      There was a cleansing feeling in that.

      She wanted answers, but the answers she wanted weren’t going to come easily.

      She had been rejected by the Council of Elders. For some reason, that troubled her more than she would have expected. The fact that she’d been able to penetrate that barrier had made her angry that she hadn’t been able to go any further.

      What if none of them would allow her access?

      She believed at least one of the Councils would grant her access. And yet, now that she was here, she didn’t know whether or not it would even matter.

      She took a deep breath. Staying here was dangerous. She knew better than to remain with the crystals; if something were to happen to her, they would be lost.

      She turned, and as she did, she became aware of something.

      It was the distant sense of thoughts.

      Ever since her augmentation, Reading had been a strength for her, and even now, in a place that should be isolated, where she shouldn’t have to worry about others intruding on her mind, there was a sense of pressure. Lucy focused on it, straining to find anything she could understand, but the longer she was here, the less she could grasp.

      She reached for those thoughts, looking for answers.

      And as she did, she recognized they were foreign to her.

      Foreign thoughts meant danger.

      Lucy had no interest in risking the crystals, and she Slid. When she emerged back within the tree, she found it empty. Hurrying to the middle of the tree, she placed the three crystals there. When she turned, she debated what to do.

      Find Daniel Elvraeth.

      He had become increasingly difficult to locate, but if she found him, she should be able to find Carth, and that was who she really needed at this point. Find the next Council table. Once she did, she’d be able to see if she could take a seat and be gifted by the Council.

      Taking a deep breath, Lucy focused, breathing out, and searched for Daniel’s thoughts.

      It had been a long time since she’d attempted to reach him in this way. He’d once been easy for her to chase, his thoughts drifting to her mind, but in the time they’d been away from Elaeavn, while she had grown stronger, so had he. She didn’t know if she could find him now.

      Certainly not from here. There was something about the Council of Elders that made it difficult for her to search for him. He might be out there, and there might be some aspect of his mind she could reach, but it wasn’t easy for her to grasp. She strode to the entrance to the tree and felt a shimmering, then stepped out into the daylight.

      Lucy frowned.

      That shimmering was familiar.

      Not only had she detected it before, when she had stepped through the barrier formed by the Council of Elders while holding the crystals, but there was something else about it she recognized.

      Stepping through it again and back into the tree, she smiled to herself.

      It was why this place was hidden. Not only was it hidden within the city and within the tree, but the Council of Elders was hidden in the space between Slides.

      She stepped back out into the daylight, looking around her. There was no movement, and as she stood there, scanning, she focused on Daniel Elvraeth.

      His mind was a blank to her. It was possible that having sat at the Council of Elders had changed something so that she could no longer reach him the way she once had. If so, she would have to find another way to locate him.

      What about Carth?

      The other woman had always been difficult for her to reach, and she had often failed unless Carth allowed her access. Lucy focused, searching to see whether Carth had opened herself to her.

      Within the city in the forest, there were thousands of individuals, and all of them pushed against her awareness. She pushed past them, straining to find some way to look beyond.

      To find the others, she had to go elsewhere.

      Carth and Rayen would be able to Slide anywhere with Daniel, not limited by geography, and Lucy had no idea where they might have gone. Searching for them would be difficult.

      There came a faint stirring. A cry for help.

      It reminded her of Daniel and his call for help.

      It fluttered in the back of her mind, vague and soft, and as Lucy continued to push, she was increasingly aware that it was Carth.

      What she had to do was hold on to it. If she could somehow find a way of latching on to it, she would be able to use that and Slide to them.

      Carth was difficult for her. It was more than just the fact that she was closed off to Lucy; something about the other woman’s mind was almost slippery. It made it difficult for Lucy to determine the answers.

      That fluttering was real. Did they need her?

      The fact that she could detect it at all suggested Carth wanted her to find them.

      What more did she need to do?

      Lucy pushed outward, probing, and stretched herself as far as she could, letting everything within her flow outward. She needed to find some way to reach that sense of Carth.

      It came to her.

      Lucy latched on to it and Slid.

      It seemed to come from a distance.

      It was a strange slow sensation, one she hadn’t experienced since having her powers augmented. There was pressure against her, and it took her a moment to realize that pressure was coming from the augmentation itself.

      She cried out and tried to redirect her Slide but was unable to do so.

      She emerged, looking around. She was inside a darkened building. The air stank of ash and smoke. There was a spice within it that she didn’t recognize. A foulness hung over everything. Darkness swirled around her that even her enhanced eyesight wasn’t able to penetrate.

      Where was she? Lucy tried to pierce the darkness, but she wasn’t able to make anything else out.

      She could Read. If there was a sense of anyone near her, she might be able to use that to uncover what she needed to do.

      Reaching here had been difficult, but she had felt a fluttering from Carth. She’d been certain of that, which meant that whatever she’d detected had been real.

      And she’d used that sense of Carth to latch on to and guide herself here. If she could continue to do that, she might find some way of escaping, but what was it going to take?

      There was no sense of Carth. No further call to her. Nothing.

      The longer she stood here, the more likely someone would realize that she was here. Lucy didn’t want to end up caught by whoever was here. She turned in place, trying to peer through the darkness, but there was nothing for her to uncover.

      Nothing other than the strange sense all around her.

      It took a moment for her to realize that strange sense was pushing on the augmentation within her. It was almost as if something were trying to change that augmentation, to shift it in a way that would modify something about her. The longer she stood here, the more she realized she was in danger. It was possible she would lose her abilities.

      And if she lost her abilities, any chance to find out where Carth and Daniel might’ve gone would be lost, as would any opportunity for her to escape by Sliding.

      Lucy had been able to Slide before, but with the way this pressure pushed upon her, she wasn’t sure she would be able to withstand it for long.

      If only Haern were here. Or if not Haern, she could use someone like Eve. The woman had increased her knowledge and understanding over the metal and become incredibly strong and talented.

      There was still no sense of Carth, almost as if what she had detected had been closed off, as if it hadn’t even been real. Lucy focused on it, straining for it, and the longer she did, the more certain she was that there had to be something for her.

      That call had been real. They had needed her help. She was certain it wasn’t imagined. How could she get to them?

      Lucy focused, thinking back to the tree before changing her mind. That was a place in between Slides, and it would be more difficult for her to reach.

      She needed to go someplace familiar—someplace she could easily find. A place where she could anchor.

      She thought of Asador but shook that thought away. She knew people in Asador, but not so many that she thought she would succeed.

      What about Nyaesh? She’d spent some time there and had wandered through the city, using what she knew in order to help people that had been working with Carth.

      Even Nyaesh wasn’t going to be a place where she could anchor easily.

      Had Ras still lived, she could have gone to him, though his mind had never been one she was easily able to reach.

      That left only Elaeavn.

      Of course it would be Elaeavn. Where else could she go?

      She knew enough people within the city, and she could anchor to them, using their thoughts to guide her. As she strained, searching, she worked through who she could latch on to.

      And there was no one.

      It wasn’t just that she wasn’t able to find anyone there, it was that she hadn’t made enough connections within Elaeavn. There had been Haern, but after her sister’s death, nothing had been left for her within the city. Lucy had essentially closed herself off from not only her family, but whatever friends she might’ve had before.

      Now she had no connections within Elaeavn.

      That didn’t mean she had no connections at all.

      The village.

      Why hadn’t her thoughts gone there first? She could latch on to what she could detect within the village, and there were plenty of women there she could Read. Even with their augmentations, she thought she should be able to grab on to their minds, use that to anchor, and…

      As she tried, she found that she could not.

      Was it because she wasn’t strong enough? Was it because this place somehow prevented her access?

      She couldn’t tell. Either way, she was stuck.

      Perhaps stuck here, but that didn’t mean she was stuck indefinitely.

      She had to find another way.

      She might not be able to hear Carth any longer, but that didn’t mean Carth wasn’t still here. She had detected the other woman, and Lucy believed she was out there, even if finding her meant straining in a way that would be difficult.

      Attempting to Slide within this place would be dangerous, but could she find another mind to anchor to?

      Lucy closed her eyes. There was one possibility she hadn’t yet tried. What if she could Slide to the place in between? She wouldn’t have to Slide very far. All she needed to do was step across and stop.

      That involved a level of control, but in going to that place, she would be separated from this realm, which might offer safety.

      She would then have to look for Carth and Daniel and Rayen.

      If they were somehow trapped, if something had happened to them, she wanted to help.

      Lucy attempted to Slide.

      There was resistance.

      She tried again. This time, she started to Slide, then found more resistance. She hesitated.

      She needed some way to anchor, but with no mind for her to anchor to, how?

      She strained while trying to Slide.

      There was pressure upon her, but it was familiar now. Lucy worried about what that meant, and whether she was losing her connection to the augmentation, but she couldn’t think like that. She needed to focus on what she could control.

      And she had been able to Slide even without the augmentation. It had given her control, allowing her to do things she couldn’t otherwise, but she wasn’t powerless without it.

      She focused, thinking back to how she had Slid before she had gained the augmentation. And she Slid.

      It came slowly—much more so than she remembered, but then again, it had been a long time since she had Slid without an augmentation.

      She focused on where she wanted to emerge. She needed to reach the space in between Slides.

      Lucy continued to pull, drawing herself, and found a hidden reserve of strength.

      And then she paused.

      That was the key to stepping out in the space in between Sliding. It was the pause. It was the effort of taking a break, of waiting in between.

      She looked around. Everything within her felt off.

      It wasn’t just that she was in the space in between Sliding; it was something about what had happened to her and the way the place where she had nearly been captured had tried to hold her.

      And yet, she had escaped.

      Lucy hadn’t needed anything more than her own ability, and though she felt strange, as if her entire being had somehow been altered, she couldn’t help but smile.

      It had been a victory.

      Where was she?

      In the place in between Slides, everything had a certain blur to it, and it was worse now than usual. In some places, the sky was gray, in others more bluish, but here, it was almost black, as if night were swallowing everything. She tried to peer through the darkness, to See, but it was difficult.

      She attempted to Slide, using the space in between Slides to help keep her safe. She took a step, nothing more than that, and emerged.

      As she did, she looked around her.

      Nothing else was different, except how fatigued she felt. She had been altered, and in some meaningful way. Even if she could reach Carth, she wasn’t sure she’d be of much use to her.

      Lucy let out a frustrated sigh.

      She needed rest. With the effort she’d expended simply reaching this place, she didn’t have much strength remaining. It would take time for her to recuperate, and then she could attempt to return.

      Sleep.

      It felt like an overwhelming urge, a desire to simply lie down and rest, and the longer she was here, the more she felt as if she needed to do that, but she wondered if it was even safe.

      Lucy turned, looking all around her, and felt something off.

      It was increasingly clear that something had changed.

      She needed to move. To get out of here.

      She attempted to Slide but found she couldn’t.

      Panic set in.

      Her heart hammered wildly, and she looked to see if there was anyone around her, but as far as she could tell, she was still alone.

      She attempted to Slide again, thinking that if only she could latch on to someplace—even one of the Councils of Elders—perhaps she could escape. But the longer she was here, the harder it was for her to do that.

      Had her strength waned so much? Had reaching this place been more than she could tolerate?

      It felt that way now.

      But it also felt as if something were trying to block her from Sliding.

      She had experienced something similar to this before. Ras had had some way of holding on to her and keeping her from Sliding, and that had been his way of testing her.

      He had wanted her to find another way.

      She could still walk.

      She didn’t have to depend upon her ability to Slide, and in this space, the place in between, she wondered if it even mattered. It was possible that things were different enough.

      Starting forward, Lucy hurried, trying to ignore the fatigue washing through her. As she went, she found no resistance, yet there was a strangeness about all of this. It came partly from the fact she was wandering through the space in between Slides, and partly because she was walking rather than Sliding.

      She needed to get to a place she recognized, but would there be one?

      The pressure continued to build, and as she looked around, searching for where to go, she felt something.

      It took her a moment to realize what it was. It was a flicker of movement, a pressure upon her, that shimmered.

      Someone’s thoughts.

      Had she been anywhere else, she would have been less concerned about that. She had encountered other people’s thoughts often enough that it was an easy enough task for her to ignore them, but in this place, what she was detecting could be far more dangerous.

      Lucy tried to focus on the direction of those thoughts, thinking if she could uncover it, she’d be able to avoid them. She turned, deciding to go a different direction, and there was another stirring.

      It was the sense of thoughts once again.

      She focused.

      How could she get away?

      She turned, thinking there had to be some way to Slide, but every time she attempted to do so, she met with resistance.

      With her heart hammering, she had to slow it and force herself to try to think through things. All the lessons Ras had taught her, the way he had instructed her to find the strength within her, filled her once again.

      Find the obvious answer.

      She looked around. If there was a flutter of thoughts, it meant that someone was here with her. Could she discern anything about them? Even if she couldn’t, that didn’t mean she was helpless. Even without Sliding, she had other abilities. She could Read—and she could Push.

      The stirring of thoughts approached, and she stopped moving.

      Whoever was here had a greater understanding of this place and how to navigate it. Anything she might be able to do would be limited, which meant she would have to find another way. She would have to focus on whether there was anything she could do to escape. It might involve using her abilities, and if it did, she wanted to be ready for that. Pushing required strength, but also focus. It might even involve fighting, though she wasn’t sure she had the energy for that.

      What it didn’t require her to do was Read the person approaching.

      As she waited, there came another sense.

      Pain.

      It came through her entire being, washing over her, and kept her from anything she thought she might be able to do.

      She tried to take a step, but the pain limited her. It was as if she were held in place.

      Lucy cried out.

      The pain surged within her, the darkness around her solidifying.

      Within it came movement.
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      Everything within Lucy was frozen in place, and she bit back her attempt to cry out. It seemed likely that whoever was out there knew she was here, and yet Lucy wanted to resist as long as possible, to fight what was happening to her, although she didn’t think she’d able to resist for long.

      The pain persisted, rolling through her, pressing in upon her. Movement nearby caught her attention, and Lucy tried to move again, straining to get away. She was held here, the same way she had nearly been held from Sliding on the other side. As she strained, looking around, she watched a figure appear out of the darkness.

      Lucy cried out.

      The pain within her body continued to throb, burning, and she understood what it was.

      It was the augmentation.

      Everything within her hurt. She remembered the way it had throbbed when Haern had shifted it, trying to alter it so she wouldn’t suffer from the incomplete augmentation. Because of what he had done, she no longer dealt with the headaches and pain, and her abilities had blossomed even more. This was similar.

      Were they trying to tear the augmentation from her?

      She fought, trying to hold on to it, but she had no hold over the metal. That was not the nature of her augmentation.

      If only it were. If she had some way of fighting the augmentation, of holding on to that metal, she might be able to withstand what was happening. She might have been able to resist what was happening when she had been captured, to keep herself from ending up here.

      All she could think about was escape.

      She forced her mind to focus, to slow, to think things through the way Ras had wanted her to. It was difficult to do with the pain rolling through her body. The more agony she experienced, the more she wondered if she would survive this.

      Perhaps that was the intent. Someone wanted her, or the crystals, or even the Council of Elders.

      If nothing else, Lucy was determined to refuse to divulge what she knew about the Council of Elders. She was going to hold that knowledge sacred and prevent anyone from reaching for the crystals.

      What would it take?

      Was she willing to sacrifice herself?

      She didn’t know. She didn’t know if she could. She had no weapons, and trapped as she was, unable to move, it might not even matter.

      Lucy strained and focused on the approaching figure. They were shrouded in the darkness, though it was not the shadows.

      Could it be the Shadow Queen? She had far more control over the shadows than anyone else, and with the nature of her power, she was dangerous.

      But as she watched this figure approaching, Lucy didn’t think that was the case.

      She Pushed.

      She used every ounce of effort she had, straining against the approaching figure, wanting only to stop them. She wasn’t trying to control them, to force them to work on her behalf. All she wanted was to prevent them from harming her.

      She struggled to Push again, deciding she wanted more. She wanted to be released. The figure continued to approach. Her effort to Push had done nothing.

      The pain continued to build, and she struggled against it, straining, wishing there were something she could do to withstand it, but if it was somehow twisting the lorcith within her, changing the augmentation, then there was nothing she could do. She was going to be trapped, twisted, and there would be no escape.

      Agony.

      It was excruciating, tearing through her. It was different than what she had experienced before. This was so much worse than when the augmentation had been placed, or when Haern had shifted it.

      This was uncontrolled pain. It continued to build, rolling through her, an enormous, overwhelming pressure.

      As much as she wanted to fight, she couldn’t. The agony was all consuming, and she couldn’t think of anything else. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She tried to close off her mind, to prevent whoever was approaching from reaching into her mind and stealing her knowledge of the Council of Elders or the crystals. If nothing else, she needed to defend that information.

      Why weren’t the Watchers able to help? They were in this space in between Slides, and it seemed to Lucy they should be able to aid her, but they did not approach. With everything they knew, why couldn’t they intervene? Then again, what she had seen from the Watchers had suggested they didn’t intervene.

      Lucy cried out one last time, screaming against this attacker.

      As she did, she could feel the power building, and she tried to ignore it, but with a surge of additional strength, the pain of the lorcith ripped through her, twisting something within her, and then…

      The pain was gone.

      Lucy took a deep breath, gasping for air.

      Something had changed within her, and it took her a moment to understand what it was.

      No longer did she feel the strangeness, the odd weakness she’d been experiencing. She tried to move and found she was no longer trapped. She wondered if she could even Slide. It didn’t feel as if there were any restrictions over her.

      As she focused on it, she realized the augmentation within her had been shifted once more. If it had been shifted in a dangerous way, there was nothing she could do about it. Then again, the fact that everything began to feel more normal suggested that wasn’t what it was at all.

      The figure continued to approach, and Lucy held her hands out. She prepared to Slide, but on a whim, she focused on the figure, straining, and a soft flicker of thoughts drifted to her.

      She frowned to herself.

      “Rsiran?”

      The figure appeared, stepping out of the darkness.

      He was dressed in a long tattered cloak, a long stick in his hand, and his hair had grown, hanging shaggy around his face. Shadows ringed his eyes, the shadows of time and age rather than those of Carth.

      “Lucy Elvraeth,” he said.

      “Was that you?” Lucy couldn’t conceive of of anything other than the pain she’d experienced. As she thought about the agony, she realized Rsiran had restored her.

      Had she needed him to change her? She hadn’t thought so, but the fact that he had changed her, that he had used his ability on her the way he had, suggested that something had shifted for her.

      “I’m sorry that I had to do that. I had to know whether you were with them.”

      Lucy looked around. It was strange being able to move again, and even stranger for the pain to be gone. The darkness continued to swirl all around them, and as she turned her attention back to Rsiran Lareth, she realized the darkness came from him. He seemed to be controlling it.

      “How are you here?”

      He cocked his head to the side, smiling at her. “I imagine I’m here the same as you.”

      “That’s not what I mean. How are you here? Why aren’t you in Elaeavn?”

      A sad look washed across his face. “I can’t return to Elaeavn.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I can’t leave this place.”

      “What?”

      Rsiran sighed. “I was trying to escape, and I ended up trapped here.”

      “But you can Slide. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known who can Slide.”

      “I can Slide, and I’m gifted, but I have been trapped in this place.”

      “Can you Slide within this space?”

      Rsiran flickered. He had always been strong, and Lucy had never really taken the time to appreciate just how powerful he was, but seeing him Slide like that reminded her of what he was able to do.

      “I can still Slide in this space. I still have control over lorcith and other metals, but I’m not able to leave.”

      “Am I trapped here now?”

      Rsiran shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s possible you are. How did you end up here?”

      “I was chasing something I detected. It was Carth, and I needed her help, and when I Slid, I…”

      “You ended up changed.”

      Lucy nodded. “What happened? Is it tied to the Shadow Queen?”

      Rsiran frowned. “Shadow Queen?”

      “That’s what we call her. The woman who controls the shadows. We’ve seen her twice. We thought she worked with Olandar Fahr, but we’re no longer sure.”

      “I think Olandar Fahr opposes her.”

      “Who is she?”

      “That’s been a mystery. All I can tell is that she has incredible power she should not. As far as I can see, she possesses the power of the Elders.”

      “She’s reached each of the stones?”

      Rsiran looked around and flickered again, attempting to Slide. When he stopped, he turned his attention back to Lucy. “I don’t know if she has the power of the Elders or if she was an Elder.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “As far as I can tell, she is incredibly powerful. And she has exerted enough control to influence everything around her. She seeks destruction. Anyone who serves her attempts to remake the world the way she wants it.”

      “How are they attempting to remake the world?”

      Rsiran took a step toward her, and the darkness began to swirl around him even more. As he did, Lucy recognized the nature of that darkness. It was lorcith, and yet, it wasn’t solid lorcith. It seemed to be dust, and he used it to conceal himself. It was as if he were trying to create his own sort of shadows, and she marveled at his control.

      “Why the lorcith?”

      “To hide from her.”

      “Do you need to hide from her?”

      “I didn’t, but now I think I do. When I detected your presence here, I knew that I needed some protections. This is the only thing I’ve found that has managed to keep their attention away from me. It’s not completely effective, which is why we can’t remain here.”

      “What about Carth?”

      “See if you can Slide, and if you can, then go to her.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Time on this side doesn’t mean the same thing.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I could have been here for days, or weeks. Considering how much I’ve changed, I suspect I’ve been here even longer.”

      “You’ve been here since you were captured?” Lucy knew the Ai’thol had somehow managed to attack Rsiran within Elaeavn, something they shouldn’t have been able to do. They had penetrated the Elaeavn defenses and reached Rsiran, abducting him. Olandar Fahr had intended to use him for something, but if Rsiran had escaped, it seemed they had failed.

      “Not the entire time, but much of it.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Haern has worried about you.”

      Rsiran offered a hint of a sad smile, and Lucy wondered if he knew how much Haern cared about him. She had seen them interact, had seen the hopeful way Haern had looked at his father, and suspected it had meant quite a bit to Haern that they’d been able to train together, even for a little while.

      “I’m sure he has. He has done well.”

      “He’s powerful now.”

      “Is he?”

      How much should she reveal to Rsiran? Then again, she thought he needed to know.

      “He was captured. Tormented. We think it was the Ai’thol, but it might not have been. The nature of the augmentation they used upon him is likely from the C’than, so it might’ve come from the Shadow Queen.”

      “He was augmented?”

      “Not intentionally. From what I understand, they held him by piercing bars through his hands.”

      Rsiran let out a soft moan. “Oh, Haern.”

      “He’s grown incredibly strong with lorcith. He can fly.”

      Rsiran started to smile. “Fly?”

      She nodded. “He can push with the metal and use it to travel great distances. He can travel almost as fast as someone Sliding.”

      Standing near Rsiran like this, Lucy felt as if she were a child again. She had respected him so much while growing up, wanting nothing more than to know what he had gone through and have an opportunity to better understand him, and now that she was here with him, she still felt much the same way. She wished she could tell Rsiran something that would impress him.

      But then, she was talking entirely about Haern.

      Perhaps that was for the best. Haern had wanted the same thing, to impress his father, and Haern had been her friend—her only friend for so long.

      “I’ve never needed that level of control over lorcith,” Rsiran said. The metal swirled around him, and she had to wonder if even Haern would be able to do that. Regardless of what Rsiran said, he was still insanely powerful. “I was able to Slide, and I used that ability more than anything else.”

      “He has refined his ability so much that he shifted the augmentations.”

      The swirling lorcith cloud around Rsiran settled for a moment. “What do you mean?”

      “The augmentations were not complete. Haern was able to shift them.”

      The lorcith cloud swirled again.

      “I never had that sense from the Ai’thol. When they placed their augmentations, the metal was usually perfectly content. Not all of it. There were times when the metal would vibrate angrily, and the song it offered suggested that it was displeased with the way they used it, but most of the time, it seemed as if they had an understanding of the nature of the metal. Could they have changed?”

      “The augmentation they used on me changed,” Lucy said. She touched the back of her head. “And we think the C’than learned how to use those augmentations from the Shadow Queen.”

      “She’s preparing for her coming,” he said.

      “How?”

      “From what I’ve been able to determine, she has influenced the lorcith. It changes things. I’m only vaguely aware of it in this place. I can hear the song, the anguish within the lorcith—or perhaps that anguish is within me.” Rsiran shook his head, pressing his lips together in a frown. “I no longer know. Lorcith is so much a part of me that I can’t tell.”

      “How is she preparing?” If the Shadow Queen was going to use the lorcith against them, then having the augmentations would only place them in danger.

      She thought of the augmentations Haern had placed for those he’d taken from Dreshen. Had that been a mistake?

      “I don’t really know. If she wanted that information released, if there was some purpose in others having it, it would be done intentionally.” Rsiran grabbed her, and they Slid.

      It happened rapidly, barely more than a flicker of movement, and when they emerged, there was a strange sense pressing upon her.

      “Can you feel it?” Rsiran asked.

      “I feel something.”

      “That would be your augmentation interacting with this one.”

      She looked over, her eyes wide.

      “I’m holding on to the lorcith within you. It won’t change who you are.”

      Lucy breathed out.

      “But I don’t know what would happen if they managed to change lorcith all along the way. If they were able to shift things in such a way that others were influenced, it’s possible the nature of the power they possess will allow them to control those who have their augmentations.”

      “Even if they have had them shifted by Haern?”

      “You had yours shifted by Haern.”

      And she had begun to suffer. It was an awareness she’d had the moment she had Slid, and even standing here, she could feel the pressure of the lorcith and was aware that something was off. It was painful, and she wanted to be anywhere but here, yet she didn’t know if there was any way to escape this.

      Could she Slide?

      Rsiran answered for her, grabbing her and Sliding her back to a place where that pressure was no longer upon her.

      When she stopped, she breathed out.

      “How did it make you feel?” Rsiran asked.

      “Terrified.”

      He clenched his jaw. “I don’t have an augmentation within me, and so I don’t have the same sense that you do, but I can feel the way they influence lorcith. It’s wrong, and yet the more their power builds, the more likely it is that they’re going to succeed.”

      “Is there anything we can do to stop them?”

      “I don’t know.” Rsiran turned away, and the lorcith continued to spiral around him.

      “We found the Council of Elders,” she said.

      He turned back to her.

      “You did what?”

      “We found the Council of Elders.”

      “I’m not sure that’s safe, Lucy.”

      “Safe or not, we uncovered it. And there’s something more you should know about,” she said.

      A part of her hesitated to share what they had discovered, and she didn’t know how Rsiran would react to their having moved not just one of the crystals, but all of them. He’d worked for so much of his life to secure the crystals, but she was certain that moving them had been the right thing. If they had fallen into the hands of the Shadow Queen…

      “We were forced to move the sacred crystals from Elaeavn.”

      Rsiran turned toward her, and the cloud of lorcith spiraled around him. “Why?”

      “Because the Council had begun to work with the Shadow Queen. We needed to find some way to protect the crystals from her, so we moved them.”

      “Where did you take them? There isn’t any place you could go where they would be safe.”

      “We took them to the Council of Elders.”

      “You keep saying that as if it’s something real and tangible.”

      “But it is.”

      He frowned at her, and it was her turn to take him somewhere. She focused on the Council of Elders within the tree. He might not be able to step outside of the space in between Slides, but perhaps that didn’t matter. If she was with him, she was convinced she could take him with her to safety.

      They Slid.

      It was the first time Lucy had attempted it since reaching this place, and surprisingly, she managed to Slide, emerging within the tree.

      She breathed out.

      The blue light flowed around everything. The seats were the same, and the crystals rested near the table.

      “See?”

      She glanced over to Rsiran but couldn’t read his expression.

      “What is it?”

      “You shouldn’t have brought them here,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “It’s dangerous, Lucy. If I can come here, they will be able to come.”

      “This is the space in between Slides, Rsiran.”

      “That doesn’t mean we are the only ones who can access it.”

      “But they can’t reach us.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      “See if you can take a seat at the table.”

      Rsiran stared at her for a moment, then started forward. Lucy wondered whether he would succeed in reaching the stools and, if so, what that would mean. She and Haern and Daniel had all been able to do so, and if that indicated they were all meant to take a seat at the Council of Elders, there were still two seats remaining—and the one in the middle. If what Della suggested about the Council of Elders was right, the Great Watcher sat over all of it, which meant there would be one more who took that position.

      Rsiran reached the outer ring of the stools and tried to step forward, but he couldn’t.

      Lucy breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “It’s similar to what it was like in Elaeavn,” Rsiran said.

      “I know, but this is a little different.”

      “We thought it was different in Elaeavn, too.”

      Rsiran tried to move forward, flickering as he attempted to Slide, but he was held back. Lucy needed to try. What if something had happened in the time since she had been nearly captured and then pulled free by Rsiran?

      She reached the outer circle and then stepped through, breathing out a sigh of relief. At least she was able to do so, but she still hadn’t the same experience as Daniel Elvraeth.

      Rsiran watched her from outside the ring of stools, a question written on his face.

      “We think these are as protected as they can be,” she said.

      “Why is there one crystal on the table and the others under it?”

      “Because there’s another place like this.”

      Rsiran frowned. “Another?”

      She stepped out and took his arm, Sliding him to the next place. When they emerged, she found it empty. She wasn’t surprised. She hadn’t fully expected to find the Watchers again, though would they come with Rsiran here?

      Perhaps they didn’t care about his presence, or maybe the Watchers wanted nothing to do with Rsiran Lareth.

      “How did you find us?”

      “By chance,” she said. “This is the Council of Elders I think Haern could sit at.”

      “Haern can sit at the Council?”

      “He was able to step through the barrier.”

      “So are you.”

      “I was, but not at first. Haern was able to do it before me, and…” She motioned to the crystal glowing on the platform in the middle. “I thought that perhaps this would somehow answer me, but I think it’s tied to Haern.”

      “How many others do you expect there to be?”

      “There are five crystals.”

      “You believe there are only five Elders.”

      “Five crystals. Five Elders. Five Councils of Elders. I think they’re all tied together.”

      “And they are all in this space between Slides?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t think so at first, but when I reached the last one, the tree, I realized there was something different about it. I think they’re tied to it, whether or not they’re all in the space between.”

      “If I can’t leave here, then I will look.”

      “I can look with you,” she said.

      “I think you need to try to depart.”

      “I don’t know where to go.”

      “What were you going to do before?”

      “I was going to look for Carth and Daniel Elvraeth, but…” As she focused, she wasn’t able to detect anything. If she could cross over, she wondered if there might be answers there, but there was also the possibility she wouldn’t find anything.

      More than that, she had to wonder whether she was going to end up trapped here the same as Rsiran. If she was, then she could use that time to try to find the other Councils of Elders, but it was possible she would end up unable to do anything. Once she found them, then what?

      “See if you can Slide away,” Rsiran said.

      She focused. This was as good a place to do it as any. She had visited this place before, and she could simply step across, and if it worked, she could return.

      She tried to Slide, focusing on the other side, and felt the pressure, a sense of movement, and then nothing.

      She tried again.

      Perhaps it was nothing more than a mistake.

      Her heart beat a little faster. She didn’t feel as if it were a mistake. Unfortunately, she worried that she was held here the same as Rsiran.

      She attempted to Slide and again failed.

      She looked up at him. “I can’t.”

      Rsiran gritted his teeth, and the lorcith cloud swirled around him.

      “It seems that the two of us will search together.”
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      The days waiting were hard. Haern continued to work with his control over lorcith, practicing, testing whether he could shift the lorcith within him without pain, focusing on the song, and searching for some way to do it where he could avoid having the lorcith shifted within him. He wasn’t sure if he found the answer or not, but he continued to play with it. Strangely, the more he worked with it, the more finely the lorcith alloy spread out throughout him, until he could barely grasp it.

      Hopefully that was the key to preventing these others from somehow using the control over lorcith against him. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but it was the only thing he could think of.

      He looked up when the door to the small home opened.

      “Jayna,” he said.

      He hadn’t seen her much over the last few days, but Jayna was one of the women who’d worked with him the longest, having come out of Dreshen with him and traveled the dangerous road with him.

      “I heard you were here,” Jayna said.

      She rubbed the back of her head, and he frowned at her. She had deep brown eyes, and she was willowy, quick with the sword, and yet, since she’d had her augmentation placed, Haern wasn’t sure what ability she had been granted.

      It was like that with many of the women. They’d had those augmentations, but then it took time for their abilities to develop, oftentimes to the point where he wasn’t sure he would even know what they could do. Most of the women came to him with requests. Jayna had asked to be fast.

      He hadn’t known what that meant when it came to an augmentation, but the alloy had sung to him, and he had followed its guidance, helping it flow within her, practically adhering to her bones. That was a strange way for it to work, but there were others that were even stranger.

      “Were you looking for me?”

      “I heard you were here, so I came.”

      “What is it?”

      “You intend to go back to Dreshen?”

      Haern looked away, turning his attention back to the lorcith resting on his lap. “Eventually,” he said.

      “I would like to go with you,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “With everything that happened, I thought it would be helpful.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know what we might face.”

      “I thought you were looking for someone with control over lorcith.”

      “I am, but again, I don’t know what we might face. When we were there before, I…” He wasn’t even sure what to say about it. When he had been there before, he hadn’t known what he’d encountered, and even now, he wasn’t sure what to make of the strange attack. Had it been his father? If so, why wouldn’t he have returned to Elaeavn? He had the ability to Slide, so it seemed to Haern that he should be able to do so. Was someone controlling him? He thought about the way Lucy had been controlled, and how much power the Ai’thol possessed; it was possible someone might be able to do the same thing with his father, as strong as he was.

      “If there’s something there, I want to offer my assistance.”

      “You can come. I would welcome your help.”

      As he studied her, she frowned. “What is it?”

      “What’s changed for you?”

      “Nothing, yet.”

      “You think going to Dreshen will help you find it?”

      “I don’t know. I…” Jayna turned away.

      He got to his feet. “It can take a while. Some of the women here have waited a long time for their abilities to develop, and some are only getting them now.”

      Haern looked over at Jayna, wishing he could offer her the answers she wanted. But while he might be able to hear the sound of the lorcith, the way it called to him, he wasn’t able to direct it or enable them to gain their abilities any faster.

      “I still would go along,” she said.

      “And I would still be happy for your help,” he said.

      Jayna glanced around the home before her gaze settled back upon Haern. “How is Elise taking it?”

      “The fact that I want to leave for Dreshen?”

      She nodded.

      “About as well as you could imagine.”

      “She just wants to ensure your safety. She’s been through enough recently.”

      Haern nodded. “I know, and I wish I could ensure that nothing more would happen to her, but I can’t.”

      “Is it so important that you go to Dreshen?”

      “It will be.”

      “Why are you waiting, then?”

      “Because it’s just as important that I try to understand what happened to Lucy.”

      “What makes you think anything happened to her?”

      Haern pulled all of the lorcith that he had set out on the table to him and looked around the room. “The women of the village tell me that Lucy normally returns every few days, and she hasn’t visited in that time.”

      “You know her as well as any,” Jayna said.

      “Don’t you think I considered that?”

      “I’m sure you considered it, but do you think something happened to her?”

      Haern looked down at the floor. There was lorcith set all throughout here, coins he had positioned so he could use them for defense were it necessary. There was lorcith in other places in this home as well, various items he had staggered throughout in case they were attacked. If nothing else, his time training with Galen had taught him that he needed to be prepared.

      “I don’t know. The last time I went with Lucy, we were exploring a place that was unusual.”

      “How unusual?”

      “It was far from here—I don’t know if I could reach it even with my talents.”

      “So you need to Slide there.”

      “I would. And so I need the help of someone who has that ability.”

      “Another friend of yours?”

      “Not so much a friend, but someone who would do almost as much as I would to help Lucy.” Though, as he thought about it, he wondered if Daniel might do more than he would. As far as Haern knew, Daniel still had affection for Lucy. There was a time when Daniel had thought he was going to be paired up with Lucy, yet Haern had known how Lucy had felt, how she’d dreaded returning to the palace and hated the idea of being forced into something she didn’t want any part of.

      It was the kind of thing he wondered whether Daniel ever really understood.

      But then, Haern didn’t know Daniel well enough to imagine. He’d always been an Elvraeth, living in the palace, training to become a member of the Council, and now… now Haern didn’t know what Daniel Elvraeth was going to be. He suspected Daniel didn’t even know. Something else. The same as Haern and Lucy.

      “How much longer do you intend to wait?”

      “I don’t know how much longer I can,” he said.

      That was the part that troubled him the most. He didn’t necessarily want to remain here, but until he had a better sense of what had happened to Lucy, he wasn’t sure he could venture to Dreshen. The longer he waited, the more unlikely he’d be able to get the help he needed, and the harder it would be to find the one person who had assisted him. He was convinced that person was out there and that he needed to locate them, though he had no idea how. It wasn’t going to be about lorcith. The person might have the ability to use lorcith, but that didn’t mean they had lorcith within them the way Haern did.

      He should have gone after that person the moment he was there, but his grandfather had needed him more. If it was his father, why would he have stayed outside of the city, and why wouldn’t he have done anything to help the others?

      It had to be someone else.

      Which was even more reason for him to figure out who it was. They had helped him. Whether they had known they were helping him was another matter, but Haern had to think they had.

      “I have to wait until Carth returns.”

      “That could be a long time,” Jayna said.

      “That’s my fear.”

      “Have you considered going after her?”

      “I don’t know if I’d be able to find Carth if she doesn’t want me to.”

      “Even with your control over metal?”

      Haern shook his head. “Carth has different talents. And I find it unlikely she would keep anything of lorcith on her.” She was too smart for that, and even if she did, she might be able to shield it from him using her connection to the shadows or even the flame. “What’s the real reason you came?” he asked Jayna.

      “Well…”

      “What is it?”

      “The others are getting restless,” she said. “Many of us are content to stay here, but some of the younger women aren’t sure they want to. They don’t know if this is the right place for them.”

      “I thought they wanted to be here and get augmentations.”

      That was part of the reason Haern had been willing to place augmentations in so many of them. If they were going to take part in whatever fight would take place, that they needed that protection the augmentations might offer. He wasn’t sure they should leave now, without a better understanding of their augmentations.

      “Part of the problem is that they haven’t been able to learn anything more about their augmentations. Staying here hasn’t made any difference.”

      Haern looked around the room. Everything within it had been placed by Elise, her way of trying to make this a home. It was comforting how everything here had meaning to her, but it was more than just this building. It was the way Elise had elected to make the village her home as well. Haern had agreed, staying here, wanting nothing more than to continue to help the people they had been working with all along, and now…

      He didn’t know what would change. Perhaps nothing, but if there were some who struggled, he felt he owed it to them to help them realize what they were meant to do.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Most understand that you and Elise are busy.”

      “We might be busy, but that doesn’t mean we don’t want to offer our help,” he said.

      “Then try to work with them.” Jayna shook her head. “Try to explain what you experienced and the way you use your abilities. Most of them know you trained with Galen, and to those from Elaeavn, that means something.”

      Haern frowned. “There aren’t many from Elaeavn.”

      “Not from our group of women, but from the others, and… well, they talk, and Galen is someone to fear.”

      “I don’t know that fear would be the right way to describe him. Respect. He’s talented. He lived outside of Elaeavn for so many years that…” Haern realizing what she was getting at. Galen was the ideal for those who had come from Elaeavn and had the same abilities, yet had made a name for themselves outside of the city. Because of him, everyone else understood there was another role they could play. They didn’t have to stay within Elaeavn. They could be something more.

      He smiled at her, nodding. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s all they want.”

      “If someone wants to leave, I think we owe it to them to allow it,” he said.

      “You would let them return home?”

      He shrugged. “If we attempt to keep someone here who doesn’t want to be with us, how are we any different than the Ai’thol?”

      And yet, he didn’t know if that was something even the Ai’thol would do. They might train others, and they placed augmentations—ones that were increasingly similar to those Haern was placing—but while they might not have the connection to the metal to shift the augmentations the way that was necessary, they hadn’t struck him as forcing people to serve.

      It occurred to Haern that he didn’t know nearly as much about the Ai’thol as he thought he should. Facing an enemy like that meant he should try to understand them. Wasn’t that what Galen had instructed?

      In all the time he had spent working with these women, training, he still hadn’t gone back to Galen.

      He thought it might be his own pride, his need to show Galen that he could work on his own, but he had to wonder if there was something more.

      Maybe it was defiance.

      Haern didn’t know, but he thought visiting Galen was one more thing he should do.

      “We want to make sure that anyone who has an augmentation has the necessary training to control their abilities when they develop them, but anything more than that, and I think we have to trust they will use them in the right way.”

      “Some of these are young girls,” Gina said.

      “Young or not, we have to help them understand their abilities are not ours. They are to use them the way they believe necessary.”

      If they could do that, if they could convince the women to learn to control their powers for their own benefit and not others’, then perhaps they would succeed.

      “Thank you,” Jayna said.

      He took a seat, staring at the hearth, his mind racing. There were so many things he needed to do. How would he ever manage to accomplish everything?
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      Wind whistled around him, and Haern pushed on the lorcith, letting it carry him back over the ground, the distant shoreline just at the edge of his vision. He soared, letting the sense of lorcith carry him, no longer focusing on anything else, simply flying above the ground. There was a freedom in traveling like this.

      At times it felt strange to travel so easily from the village to Elaeavn, and yet it was barely more than an hour. Ilphaesn greeted him, and Haern pushed off on it, guiding himself back to Elaeavn.

      With another push on the lorcith within the city, he found himself soaring above the Floating Palace, and he dropped down into the courtyard outside of it. Three soldiers were there, and Haern held his hands up, focusing on the lorcith all around him, thinking now would be a good time for him to be able to Slide.

      “I’m here to visit with Galen,” he said.

      One of the soldiers started to unsheathe his sword, and Haern pushed to prevent the man from drawing it.

      “That’s not going to be necessary,” he said.

      The other two eyed him.

      “You aren’t him,” one of them said.

      “I’m not who?”

      “Lareth.”

      Haern smiled to himself. “If you mean my father, then no. I’m not him, but I am a Lareth.”

      It had been a long time since he had been to the palace. In the past he’d always accompanied somebody who had a greater right to be here. It was hard enough for him to reach the palace without question, and Haern was tempted to linger here, but he didn’t want to spend too much time within the city. He wanted answers, and then he could return to the village and wait for Carth.

      “There are no visitors,” one of the men said.

      Haern smiled slightly. “I’m sure Galen would be willing to see me.”

      “We are under strict orders.”

      Haern frowned. He didn’t want to get into a battle with these men, yet he needed to see Galen. It wouldn’t be difficult to incapacitate them, but doing so pitted him against the two tchalit, and he didn’t want that.

      “Why don’t you go and check whether Galen will see me?”

      “As I said, we are under strict orders.”

      Haern took a deep breath. “I’m not going anywhere until you go to Galen.”

      One of the men started toward him, a hint of lorcith on him, barely more than a button, and Haern used it, pushing him away.

      The man’s eyes widened.

      “As I said, we can do this much easier. All I want is to speak with Galen.”

      There came a flicker of movement, and Haern spun, pushing off on lorcith and hovering in the air for a moment before dropping back down and rolling. He slipped around, twisting off to the side… and came face-to-face with Galen.

      “And I told them I would have no visitors.”

      He looked only a little different than the last time Haern had seen him. His eyes were deeper, more haunted, and the lines around the corners of his eyes were different, but he still seemed the same man. Perhaps stronger. In the time since Haern had come to know Galen, he had regained some of the power Haern suspected he’d once had, becoming the dangerous and deadly assassin he once had been.

      “Galen. It’s good to see you.”

      Galen watched him, an unreadable expression on his face. He rolled a pair of darts in his hand, and Haern had no doubt the other man could flick them at him with little more than a twist of his wrist. Depending on the type of poison he had loaded them with, Haern might not survive.

      What was going on here? There was more anxiety within Galen than what he remembered from the man. Did it have to do with the attack?

      He tried to remember what he knew of the attack, but Haern had only been within the palace long enough to help Lucy, and not to find Galen again. That had been a mistake. He should have taken the opportunity to try to understand what happened to him. Maybe Galen was upset with him about that, and if so, Haern deserved it.

      “I came to talk, Galen. Nothing more.”

      “If you really are Haern Lareth, then this won’t be a problem for you.”

      Galen flicked his wrist, and darts went toward him.

      Haern reacted, pushing off on a coin he’d planted, twisting as he went, avoiding the dart, then he pushed even harder, spinning in the air to avoid another dart. He knew there would be another. Perhaps more afterward. He shot himself into the air as high as he could, wanting to be as far from the courtyard as possible so that he could evaluate whether there was anything here to be concerned about.

      Could this be a test?

      That wouldn’t surprise him coming from Galen; perhaps he was trying to determine whether Haern really was who he said.

      His control over lorcith had changed in the time since he’d worked with Galen, so he thought he could handle a battle with Galen much more easily than before, but that wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t want to defeat the man—if it was even possible.

      Then again, in order to have the conversation he wanted, he might have to prove he was who he said he was, or that he was worthy.

      Haern focused on the courtyard and dropped.

      He came face-to-face with Galen again, using a hint of lorcith, barely more than that, and it swirled low, just above the ground.

      “Is that how you want to do this?” Haern asked.

      Galen watched him, and something came toward him.

      Haern pushed off, twisting in the air, and landed near one of the two tchalit. He pushed off again, using a coin he slammed into the man’s chest, sending him against one of the nearby walls and holding him there.

      Splitting his focus, he turned toward another one of the tchalit and pushed a coin.

      This one didn’t go nearly as fast, not enough to harm him, just to keep the man from attacking, and he held him against the wall.

      It left Galen and a third tchalit.

      Darts flew in his direction, and Haern pushed, spinning, twisting as he went, avoiding the darts.

      He landed, rolling, coming to his feet and twisting around again, and pushed on another lorcith coin, sending it against the other tchalit, forcing him up against another wall.

      That left only Galen.

      Haern hung in the air, hovering in place, looking at the other man. “I only came here to talk.”

      With that, Galen lowered his hands and started laughing. “Good. You’ve improved.”

      He turned his back to Haern, and Haern held on to his connection to lorcith, following Galen. He held the three tchalit up against the wall as Galen reached the door to the palace.

      “Are you going to release them?”

      “Are you going to attack again?”

      Galen glanced over his shoulder. “You learned quite a bit, didn’t you?”

      “I had a good teacher.”

      Galen chuckled and headed inside.

      Haern held on to the connection to lorcith until he stepped through the door, only then drawing the coins back to him before closing the door once again.

      “Will they come after us?” he asked.

      “Possibly. Mostly because they are under their own orders, and they understand the price of failure.”

      “What’s the price of failure?”

      Galen shook his head. “After the last attack, it’s high.”

      He led them through the hall and reached a stair at the end, guiding them up. They wound along the staircase until he reached a landing and turned. Haern had only been here once before, but he recognized Galen and Cael Elvraeth’s private quarters. It said something about Galen that he had brought him here. Whatever was going on meant Galen was on edge.

      “What happened?” Haern asked.

      “We can talk inside,” Galen said.

      On the other side of the door was a comfortable-looking sitting room. A plush couch lined one wall, and heavy curtains hung in front of the window. Haern stared at them, watching for any sign of movement or space that would allow someone to hide behind them. When he was around Galen, everything was a possible test, yet he was surprised the other man would allow such curtains in his quarters, exposing him to the danger of a hidden attack.

      A long desk took up one end of the room, books and paper stacked atop it. An ink bottle rested in the middle beside a paper stained with ink.

      Flames crackled in the hearth at one end of the room. Everything about this place was cozy, the kind of place he’d expect of Cael Elvraeth, but strangely, he didn’t feel it was completely suited to Galen.

      “Why did you come?” Galen asked, taking a seat at the desk. The position allowed him to watch both the window and the entrance, along with the door on the far wall. It was a position of power, and Haern wasn’t at all surprised Galen would prefer it.

      “Mostly for advice, but I guess if you want to attack me, we can continue to spar.”

      Galen breathed out heavily. “We’ve been on edge recently.”

      “Because of the attack.”

      Galen watched him. “You were here.”

      Haern nodded. “Lucy brought me. I was a part of it, but—”

      “Cael worries about the removal of the crystals.”

      “I think the crystals needed to move.”

      Galen grunted, returning his attention to the page he had been working on. “Della said the same thing.”

      “She did?”

      “She’s not certain, but she questions.”

      Haern could have expected that Galen would’ve gone for Della. She’d been his first instructor, much like Galen had been his. It was a surprising thing for an assassin to have apprenticed with a healer, and yet there it was.

      “What happened during the attack?”

      Galen looked up, resting his hand on the desk. His eyes closed for a moment, and he clenched his jaw. “We were outmaneuvered.”

      Haern could practically feel how hard it was for Galen to admit that. “By who?”

      “By Malin Elvraeth.”

      He had known that it was Daniel’s father, but he was still surprised that he had taken on such a role. But why should he have been? As far as Haern knew, they had deposed him, removing him from his place on the Council, which a man like him wouldn’t take very kindly to.

      “I’m surprised you were outmaneuvered.”

      Galen locked eyes with him. There was a flutter of color shifting behind Galen’s deep green eyes, for barely a moment, but then he turned his attention back to the page. “I’m not Carth. I don’t have her strategic thinking.”

      “And yet you plan.”

      “I plan. I think that’s why we were able to hold him at bay for as long as we were.”

      “What happened?” Haern found a chair resting along one wall and tested it, taking a seat across from the desk, his back to the wall. He wasn’t able to see quite as much throughout the room as Galen could, but he could see enough. He wasn’t about to be surprised by someone coming in here.

      “He wanted control of the Council. But I think he wanted more than that. He wanted to control the crystals.”

      “Everybody wants to control the crystals.”

      “His was more than that—a desire to control the power of the crystals. He resents your father.”

      Haern looked up, locking eyes with Galen. “I don’t know that he even knows my father.”

      “Everybody in the city knows your father, Haern. And for one of the Elvraeth, the existence of someone like him, someone who had access to the crystals and the ability to hold each of them, was painful. They viewed themselves as the only ones who should be able to handle the sacred crystals.”

      “Not all of the Elvraeth felt that way,” Haern said.

      “Not all, but you’d be surprised at how pervasive that feeling was. Quite a few in the city viewed it the same way.”

      “And then…”

      “And then he decided to make his move. I had known something was taking place. It’s part of the reason I stayed within the palace as I did, unwilling to go too far, but even so, I wasn’t nearly as prepared as I should have been.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      Galen clenched his jaw. “He hurt someone I care about.”

      “Who?”

      Resting his hand on the table, Galen looked down at the page. “My daughter.”

      Haern’s breath caught. In all this time, he hadn’t realized that Galen and Cael had a daughter. What did it mean?

      “How have you kept a daughter hidden?”

      Galen smiled tightly. “Cael is quite persuasive.”

      “She Pushed on people?”

      The other man cocked his head to the side. “Is that so different than what your uncle does?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let me tell you what I know. When your uncle was younger, he hid his abilities from everyone who encountered him. He made his eyes appear a pale green and pretended that he had no powers. This is no different.”

      “This is quite a bit different. This is you hiding that you have a child.”

      “It was done out of necessity.”

      Haern couldn’t even imagine what it must’ve been like to feel they needed to hide their daughter from the rest of the Elvraeth. “How?”

      “The how doesn’t matter anymore. All that matters is that she was discovered. And she was used against us.”

      “Is she…?” He couldn’t finish. He wasn’t even sure if he wanted to know whether she had survived the attack. He suspected that if she were gone, Galen would react quite a bit differently, but perhaps not. “That wasn’t a test.”

      Galen shook his head. “It was not.”

      “You were prepared to hurt me?”

      “I was prepared to do what I needed to ensure the safety of the palace. That has been my assignment.”

      “But you know me.”

      “I know the person you were. That doesn’t mean I know the person you are.”

      “Why do you think they would be so different?”

      “I know what it’s like to change, Haern. When you’re away from the city for as long as you have been, attitudes can shift. I understand how that happens and what it means, and I know how hard it is for people like yourself to know whether they’re doing what they must.”

      “People like myself?”

      Galen locked eyes with him again but said nothing.

      “How is Cael?”

      “Angry,” he said.

      “About the attack?”

      “About the attack. About the missing crystals. About everything.”

      “What will she do?”

      “Nothing. She understands there is more taking place than she knows, but that doesn’t mean she’s happy about it. She would rather be a part of it.”

      Haern wondered why Lucy and Carth hadn’t included Cael. She was an incredibly powerful Reader, and if she was able to Push as well, as it sounded like she could, enough to make it seem as if they didn’t have a child, then she would have been even more useful.

      Then again, Cael had tried to participate in the fighting once, and she had quickly become injured. She wasn’t a fighter. It was much the same way that Lucy claimed she wasn’t a fighter, though she fought in a very different way.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I came here for advice.”

      Galen looked up at him. “What sort of advice do you think I can offer? It seems your skill is considerable now. I don’t know that I can teach you anything more about fighting.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Really? You easily disarmed three tchalit I trained, and you weren’t having a difficult time with me. I suspect that, had you wanted to, you could have incapacitated me as well.”

      Haern thought he could have; his control over lorcith was much better than before. Even others who had ability with lorcith no longer posed the same challenge to him.

      “You can still teach me about poisons and medicines.”

      “Anybody can teach about that. You don’t need me.”

      “I came for a different sort of advice.”

      “What sort of advice is that?”

      “How do I balance everything I need to do?”

      Galen rested his hands on either side of the page. He watched Haern. “And what do you think you need to do?”

      Haern sighed, thinking about everything that was going on, and his role in it. He had no idea what it was going to take from him, only that it felt as if he had to do so much.

      “There’s something going on with the lorcith I can detect. There’s someone in Dreshen who I think helped me, but I need to try to find them. At the same time, I need to reach Lucy, and I don’t have any way of finding her and Sliding to her without help.”

      “You could ask the guilds.”

      “I thought about that, but where Lucy has gone is beyond where the guilds would be able to travel. I’ve been there once with her, and it’s a strange land, but I had a feeling it was so far from us that even if I were able to find her, it would be difficult.”

      “Why do you need to find her?”

      “She’s been gone longer than she should have been.”

      “And you get to decide how long she should be gone?”

      “It’s not that. She usually checks in every few days, and it seems as if she has not done so for several weeks.”

      With Lucy’s ability to Slide and the power she possessed, being gone like that, for so long, was surprising. For that reason, he worried that something had happened to her and she hadn’t been strong enough to fight her way free.

      She might be powerful, but she also had proven that her power had limits.

      “There is more,” Galen said.

      “And then there are those who want me to teach them.”

      Galen smiled. “I think you would make an excellent instructor. Everyone needs to teach. Once you reach a certain point in your training, you have knowledge to pass on to the next generation.”

      Haern sat back in his chair, watching Galen. “And I’m happy to do so. I just feel there is so much taking place that I don’t know where to start.”

      “It seems to me that you already know where to start. You came here, looking for answers, and yet I suspect you already have them.”

      “I came here because I…” Why had he come here?

      Partly because he’d wanted to see if there was somebody within the city who might be able to help train the women, but that wasn’t all. He had come because he had hoped Galen might be willing to help train them.

      Now that he knew what Galen had been through, he didn’t think asking the other man for help was wise. And considering everything Galen had suffered, Haern doubted he would even be willing to work with the others. Why would he risk that? There was too much going on, and too much at stake.

      “I came here looking for advice,” Haern finished.

      “Let me tell you the advice I can give you. I know what it’s like to feel as if there is too much taking place. You know what you need to do. You tackle the first challenge, and then the next. You plan for the others, but you can’t overlook what’s right in front of you.”

      “You’re saying I need to go after Lucy.”

      “I’m saying that while you worry about her, it seems to me that the challenge you are most concerned about is what you experienced in Dreshen.”

      Haern took a deep breath, thinking back to what he’d experienced there. It was probably the most terrifying thing he had ever gone through, yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that there had been someone else there, someone who had aided him, and he needed to reach them, to understand why they had helped and who they were.

      “The people I need to help me won’t go unless Lucy has returned.”

      “Then find someone else to help.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      Galen chuckled again. “I understand completely. What you’re saying is that you need help from a particular person you think is pivotal for your mission, and yet they won’t go with you until you find Lucy.”

      That was what he was saying.

      “I’m not sure that I can help you with that, but what I can say is find another way. Sometimes what you’re looking at is only one perspective, and if you can look for another, you might find an answer you didn’t know you were looking for.”

      Haern sat back in the chair, crossing his arms over his chest, and watched Galen. He seemed distracted, and given what he gone through, Haern thought he understood, yet it was unusual seeing Galen this way.

      “Have you seen Carth?” Haern asked.

      “Carth doesn’t come to Elaeavn.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a difficult place for her. And it’s not a place she would enjoy spending her time. But that’s not the only reason she wouldn’t come.”

      “Why not?”

      “If Carth is searching for answers regarding the Ai’thol, she’s not going to find them here.”

      Haern frowned. “Malin Elvraeth had help. The Shadow Queen. I don’t think she’s Ai’thol.”

      “I don’t either.”

      Hearing Galen say that left Haern troubled. The Shadow Queen had completely infiltrated the city, gaining influence and power.

      He needed to better understand that, but it would add only one more task to the ones he was piling upon himself. This was something others could do, though he might be able to offer some assistance in searching for understanding.

      “Is there anything you can tell me about the attack?”

      “That’s not why you came,” Galen said.

      “It’s not why I came, but I can’t help but feel as if things are interconnected in a certain way.”

      “You’re starting to sound like Carth.”

      Haern shook his head. “If I were sounding like Carth, I would suggest these were all some sort of moves being made.”

      “And likely they are.” Galen got to his feet and motioned for Haern to follow. He did, and they headed out of the room and back out into the hall, down a back staircase. They descended deeper and deeper in the palace, far deeper than Haern had expected, and they stepped out in a small space. There was a narrow door that seemed to be made of a strange lorcith alloy. It pushed against him, and he had a sense that it was designed to prevent someone from Sliding beyond it.

      Haern focused, trying to listen to the song of the lorcith within it, and as he did, he thought he could hear it. It was there, a faint trace, and it hummed at him, telling him how the lorcith was used.

      “Haern?”

      He shook away the thoughts, pushing away the song, and followed Galen into the other room. It was a long hall with rows upon rows of cells, and something struck him immediately.

      Everything within him went cold.

      It was lorcith… but it was the twisted lorcith.
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      Haern focused on the lorcith alloy within him, holding on to that connection, afraid that something might happen and it might get shifted, suddenly very afraid. Galen watched him, a question wrinkling his brow, but Haern shook his head.

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      “I’ve seen that expression before. It’s not nothing.”

      “Who do you have here?”

      “What makes you think we have anyone?”

      Haern didn’t need to look in the cells to know there was a prisoner here, but the prisoner was like no one he’d ever encountered before. He could feel the way the lorcith within them flowed, some strange and twisted variant of the lorcith he used. As he focused on its song, he was all too aware of its nature, how that song was twisted into something else.

      He had never paid attention to the song when he had been aware of the strange lorcith, but now that he was here, now that he felt there was some way of isolating it, he was aware of how that song functioned.

      It was as if the metal were singing a different song, one that was in a different language, perhaps with no melody. All of it came to him as a torment.

      He was tempted to see if he could shift the lorcith. As he probed, he thought he might be able to, but at the same time he worried that doing so would reveal to whoever was imprisoned what he was able to do.

      Then again, if they were connected to lorcith this way, it was possible that they already knew about him. It was possible they could feel him the same way he could feel them.

      If so, he needed to be careful.

      “I can feel that you have someone,” he said softly.

      Galen watched him for another moment before nodding and motioning for him to follow. Haern did so, making his way along the row of cells. He glanced in each one, finding them empty. That didn’t shake the unease within him. The more he focused on that sense of lorcith, the more uncomfortable he was. Wherever they were going, they were heading into danger, and he didn’t know whether Galen fully understood that.

      They reached the end of the row of cells, and Haern turned slowly. There was a man crouched in the back of the last cell. Shadows surrounded him, reminding Haern of Carth. He had olive skin, though Haern wasn’t able to See much else about him.

      This man possessed the strange and twisted lorcith.

      “Who is he?” Haern asked.

      “We haven’t been able to determine who he is. He was working with Malin Elvraeth, and he was the only one we were able to capture alive.”

      Haern took his gaze off the man, looking over to Galen. “How many did you kill?”

      “Plenty,” he said.

      Haern shivered, staying a pace or so away from the bars of the cell. The man had his head bowed, revealing his curly dark hair, and there was something stiff about his posture. He was breathing slowly, steadily, otherwise unmoving.

      “Why these cells?”

      “We don’t know what his abilities are,” Galen said.

      “And these cells have some way of restricting abilities?”

      “They were designed for that.”

      “By who?”

      “By those who came before us.”

      This part of the palace would be among the oldest. It was buried deep within the mountainside, and he could feel the nature of the lorcith alloy, the power that was here, and suspected it prevented anyone from Sliding beyond it.

      That was if this man had the ability to Slide.

      “There’s something wrong with him,” Haern said.

      “What?” Galen asked.

      “It’s his—”

      The man looked up.

      His eyes were black, and the shadows seemed to engulf him completely.

      That wasn’t quite right. When Carth used the shadows, they were something physical. Though they concealed her, there wasn’t anything malevolent about them. This was a darkness. An emptiness.

      It reminded him of when he had faced the hounds. Haern remembered those creatures and how difficult they had been to kill.

      Could all this be related to that?

      “I can feel you,” the man said. It seemed almost as if he didn’t even move his mouth, as if the words carried on the air to them, drifting through the distance. Haern fought against the urge to shiver, not wanting to give this man that satisfaction.

      “I can feel you.” The man grinned. “You are so naïve.”

      Something struck him.

      Haern was thrown back, and it took a moment to realize he was using his connection to lorcith. Galen reached for darts, but Haern grabbed for him.

      “No.”

      Haern focused on his connection to lorcith, reaching for what he could feel in the other man.

      This was going to be a battle, and it was one he wasn’t going to lose.

      He needed answers, and if this man could shift the nature of the song within Haern, then Haern could do the same.

      Besides, hadn’t he done that with Olandar Fahr? That was how they had defeated him, and this man was certainly no Olandar Fahr.

      He could feel the effect of how the other man was trying to push on Haern, to twist the lorcith within him, but Haern had stretched it out so thin, the filaments of lorcith so tenuous, that no one would be able to reach them.

      He ensured his own connection to lorcith didn’t change. He wasn’t about to let this man alter his song.

      He focused on the strange attacker and pushed.

      There was resistance, and it was considerable.

      Haern needed lorcith, and thankfully, it was all around him.

      As he reached for it, he realized this man had already started to shift it. He focused on it, sending it back to the way it should be, and stared at him.

      He couldn’t allow someone like this to be held here. They were too close to the palace, and…

      Too close to Ilphaesn—a place with so much lorcith that it could be dangerous. If it reacted the same way as the lorcith within the volcano had, how many people would be in danger?

      As far as he knew, Ilphaesn wasn’t a volcano, but with the amount of lorcith within it, it might act like one, exploding outward, releasing that power.

      A man who had control over the lorcith like that could be dangerous.

      What Haern needed to do was shift his connection.

      He held on to his connection and pushed on the lorcith within the man.

      As he focused on it, as he continued to squeeze, sending his force against him, he could feel the resistance within the man.

      The other man’s eyes widened. He got to his feet and stood, arms crossed in front of him. The darkness surrounded him, and there was something about it that left Haern unsettled.

      There was incredible power to him.

      How had Galen managed to hold him here?

      It was possible he wouldn’t be able to do so for much longer.

      Haern needed to resist him, to overpower him, but he wasn’t sure if he could.

      He focused, sending power through himself, and he strained. He used his hold over the lorcith all around him.

      Galen stood off to the side, watching, and Haern couldn’t help but wonder what he might be thinking. It had to look strange for the two men to be standing opposite each other, pressing lorcith outward.

      Then again, there wouldn’t be anything he would be able to see. Galen might not even be able to feel anything.

      Haern focused on the song. That was the key to all this. If he could listen to the song, if he could hone in on what the man was doing with the song of the lorcith, he might be able to shift the way it was within him. The longer he focused, the more certain he was that the song wasn’t what he needed to overpower.

      Overpowering the song of the lorcith was the wrong approach. Haern had been around lorcith his entire life and had learned from his father, a master of it.

      It wasn’t a matter of gaining power over lorcith. Doing so didn’t serve the metal, and it kept the metal from wanting to work with the blacksmith.

      The key was understanding the song, and working within it.

      Was there anything he could uncover about this lorcith song?

      It was different than any he’d heard before, and as he focused on it, he realized it wasn’t that the lorcith had been forced the way the Ai’thol had done. They had never really understood lorcith the way Haern and his father did—the way this man did.

      He needed to be careful. If this man understood lorcith in that way, he wasn’t forcing it either, which gave him greater control over the metal.

      He focused on the lorcith within himself, that within the walls, the bars of the cells, and all around him. He used that song. Everything here had a certain signature, a particular chorus to it, and rather than trying to force the lorcith within the man, he thought he could have it join the other song.

      Somehow, he had to help the metal within the man recognize that song.

      It was a strange thing to even think about, but he had to find the necessary frequencies, the reverberation of the metal.

      How to augment that song?

      He had to push on the metal within the man, not in such a way as to force it to change its song, but to help it recognize the song around him.

      Haern focused on what he could feel of the song around him. It was power, it was a thrill, and surrounded by it, enveloped in that song, Haern knew he would be able to find it.

      He probed, reaching gently outward, and struck the lorcith within the man. It required him striking with the right frequency so the other man wouldn’t know what he was doing. At first he wasn’t sure he had done it right, but it seemed to work.

      He did it again.

      This time, the chorus cried out, the metal rising to a crescendo, the lorcith wanting this metal to join with it.

      And yet, there was still resistance.

      “Haern?” Galen asked.

      “I need you to be quiet,” Haern said.

      “Would you like to explain what you’re doing?”

      “After.”

      “It’s painful,” Galen said.

      That surprised him. He wouldn’t have expected Galen to be able to detect the song, but as he listened, he realized the lorcith all around him was crying out as if it wanted everyone to join in.

      But that wasn’t it at all.

      It wasn’t the lorcith around Haern; it was the lorcith within this man.

      He had to strike again.

      Another probe, and he tapped at the man, striking with a pulse of connection to lorcith.

      Something changed within the man, as if the lorcith realized there was another song.

      The man fought, pushing.

      That was what Haern needed.

      He needed to convince the man to forcibly hold his song in place. It was what Haern had tried to do. In the wrong situation, it might backfire, but in this case, using his connection to lorcith, he thought he could find a way to overpower the song flowing from the lorcith within the man.

      He began to strike, hitting the lorcith over and over, ensuring it could hear the song all around it. Slowly there came a shift, and the lorcith within the man tentatively began to join in the chorus all around.

      Haern continued his strike. It wasn’t an attack on the lorcith. He wouldn’t do that; it would only destroy the connection he had formed. This was a steady tapping to alert the lorcith that there was another song, and try to coax it into joining.

      And then the song changed.

      It built, joining in the song of the lorcith all around him, the voice of the metal within the man muted, and regardless of how much the man strained against it, the lorcith within him continued to oppose, trying to stay a part of the song around him.

      Haern staggered back.

      The effort had been incredible, more than he’d realized. Now that he was done, he could finally breathe out.

      Every so often, he could feel the man trying to force the lorcith’s song back into what it had been, but he was surrounded by a different song, and the lorcith all around him made a point of raising its voice, allowing the metal within the man to hear it and drowning out anything the man might do.

      “Do you care to tell me what you were doing?” Galen said.

      Haern grabbed for the bars of the cell, looking through them. “He had the twisted lorcith within him.”

      “He does?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Haern didn’t take his gaze off of the man. “He was trying to break free. Had you held him here for much longer, he would have used the lorcith here against Elaeavn.” And not just the lorcith within the city, but probably that within Ilphaesn. It was a danger in keeping someone like that here.

      But then, where else could he keep him? At least here, there was the possibility that Haern would be able to overpower him, using the song of the lorcith that flowed through the mountain to prevent this man from succeeding.

      But Haern didn’t know how long he’d be able to use it. This man might have the strength and knowledge to overwhelm even the lorcith within Ilphaesn. If something like that happened, how much of the mountain would be changed? How much of Haern’s connection to that lorcith would be changed?

      “Who are you?” he asked the man.

      The darkness still seemed to fill him, even though the song of the lorcith had changed. What would it look like if Carth were here and could remove the shadows?

      “Your little trick will not succeed,” the man said.

      “My little trick? You have to overwhelm everything around you, and I don’t know that even your song is loud enough.”

      The man glared at him.

      “Who are you?” Haern asked again.

      The other man took a step back, and the darkness of the cell engulfed him. It made it difficult for Haern to See anything, and as he peered into the cell, trying to strain against the darkness, he wasn’t able to make anything out. The longer he stared, the more he searched into the darkness, the less he could uncover.

      “This is the one who’s responsible for what I detected,” he said.

      “What if he’s not?” Galen asked.

      Haern shook his head. “This is the same thing I sensed. It’s powerful.” He turned away from the man, focusing on Galen. “And it’s moving toward us.” As much as Haern hated to admit that, the longer he had been aware of that strange sense of lorcith, the more he had detected that it was moving closer, as if the strange lorcith were trying to engulf everything else.

      “Is he safe here?” Galen asked.

      “I think so, but he might be able to shift something within the metal.”

      That would take incredible power, and Haern didn’t even know if he could do it. But if he could, then holding someone like this here would be dangerous. It would pose challenges to the people of Elaeavn.

      The only way to be sure would be for Haern to check on the prisoner periodically.

      “How long have you held him here?”

      “A few weeks.”

      Weeks. That was long enough that the man had begun to have some success, but thankfully Haern had intervened. Had he not, it was entirely possible that he would have used his hold over the lorcith within himself to join in his song.

      Haern would need to go through the entire palace, focusing on the lorcith all around him. If these attackers had been with Malin Elvraeth, then they might have already begun to change the song of the lorcith all around the palace, and in doing so, they might have altered other things.

      It was good that he had come, and yet, it was still one more thing that he had to do.

      “If it’s been a few weeks, then we have time.”

      “Time for what?”

      Haern glanced at Galen. The other man had wanted him to find another answer, and he thought he might have it.

      “You want to protect the palace. You want to ensure that Cael and your daughter are safe.”

      Galen narrowed his eyes. “Of course.”

      “And I want to understand what’s taking place. I’ve told you that Dreshen has something there.”

      Galen started shaking his head. “No.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”

      “I do know, and the answer is no.”

      “At least let me say it.”

      “Why? So I can tell you no?”

      “You’re the one who suggested I find an alternative.” Haern turned his attention to the man in the cell. “I will go through the palace and ensure that any other lorcith they may have been in contact with is not tainted like this, and when I’m done, I’m going to need your help, Galen.”

      “Cael isn’t going to like it,” Galen said.

      Haern grunted. “Neither is Elise.”
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      Heat radiated outward, and Ryn crouched in front of it, watching the strange glowing in the depths of Lexa, far beneath the temple. She couldn’t help but feel as if there should be some way for this power to illuminate answers for her, but although she had sat here for the better part of an hour, no answers had come.

      Ryn breathed out heavily and got to her feet. She made a small circuit around the glowing rock. It was power, that much was certain, and this was the kind of place Olandar Fahr had chosen to occupy the temples, wanting to possess them. At least now she understood why.

      It was an Elder Stone, though she didn’t understand what purpose this power had.

      Turning back toward the stairs, she started up them, taking them one at a time. Strange thoughts filled her head. She couldn’t shake the images of what she had seen when traveling with Olandar Fahr, but it was more than just the visions that filled her. It was the sensation, the pressure she’d experienced, the knowledge that there was something more out there and that she didn’t fully understand it.

      Coming here was her way of trying to get away, to gain insight, and yet she still felt as if there were no insights she could uncover.

      Reaching the top of the stairs, she closed the doors and locked them behind her, knowing that would do very little to deter anyone who was motivated. She passed the cells, heading back up to the main part of the temple, where the Ai’thol who had been guarding the door fell in behind her. They trailed after her until she reached her quarters, opening the door and taking a seat, looking everywhere around her.

      There were so many questions. Olandar Fahr had been far more honest with her than he had ever been, yet she still wasn’t sure she was any closer to understanding what she needed to know.

      There was one place she could go, but why did she continue to want to return to the Temple of the Mind? The temple was a place of power, but she couldn’t shake the notion there were answers there she needed to find.

      If only the priest would allow her to uncover what she needed.

      A knock on the door caught her attention, and she glanced over. When it opened, Tessa poked her head in, watching her. “Did you find the answers you need?”

      “I don’t know if I found answers or only more questions.”

      “Did you think you might find answers?”

      Ryn smiled. Tessa joined her in the room, taking a seat across from her. She stretched her legs out, more at ease within Lexa than she had been in Dreshen. It seemed to Ryn that the distance from Olandar Fahr allowed Tessa to be more herself.

      “I thought I might find some answers. This is a place of power.”

      “You could go to the priests.”

      “There are no more priests of this temple.”

      “Then you could go to the caretakers,” Tessa said.

      Ryn smiled again. “I’m not sure they would have anything to offer me either.”

      Any of the priests who had once served here had been gone long enough that even the memory of them was faded. This temple had been occupied by the Ai’thol for the better part of a decade, possibly even longer.

      “Have you come to any decisions?”

      “Other than that I need understanding I can’t have here or in Dreshen?”

      She hesitated to reveal too much to Tessa, but she wanted the other woman to understand her hesitation, which was born of the time she’d spent with Olandar Fahr, the way she’d been manipulated—yet she didn’t think Tessa saw things the same way. In her mind, Olandar Fahr was still the Great One. Still, the more she was around Tessa, the more she could sense the other woman questioning.

      She took a deep breath. “You know we will follow you, Emissary.”

      Ryn nodded. Emissary again. So far, all of the Ai’thol within Lexa still referred to her that way, and there were increasing numbers of Ai’thol, the blessing she offered incredibly powerful. At least Olandar Fahr hadn’t said anything about that, but even if he had, would she have complied? He was perfectly content providing blessings to those he thought served him well. What did it matter if Ryn did the same thing?

      “I’m going to need you to help me Travel again. I need to return to the Temple of the Mind.”

      Tessa looked over, watching Ryn for a moment, and she didn’t say anything, though there was a question hanging on her lips. It burned behind her eyes, and Ryn debated how much she should tell her.

      If she didn’t share anything, was she any different than Olandar Fahr?

      Her greatest complaint was that Olandar Fahr was manipulating people, forcing them to serve his purposes. If she didn’t reveal what she knew to those who worked with her, how would she be any different?

      She wouldn’t.

      And that wasn’t what she wanted.

      “You need to understand what we’re doing,” Ryn said.

      “I understand what we’re doing.”

      “You don’t.” She got to her feet, holding out her arm. “Not yet, but I want to help you understand.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t care for being forced into service.”

      “How were you forced into service?”

      Ryn started to pace, looking all around before her gaze settled on Tessa. “Olandar Fahr has something in mind for each of us.”

      Tessa tensed. “He is the Great One.”

      “He intends to use us,” she said.

      This was bordering on dangerous conversation, but if anyone could understand what she wanted, it would be Tessa. Ryn didn’t want to risk the possibility that Tessa would rebel or lose the other woman’s help, knowing she needed Tessa to Travel. Yet at the same time, she hated the idea that she would be doing the same thing as Olandar Fahr, using her the same way Ryn had been used.

      “He shared with me how he’s used our people.” She turned toward Tessa, her arms hanging at her sides. “He fears a great danger.”

      “Lareth.”

      She shook her head. “Not Lareth. This is something else. From what Olandar Fahr has told me, he intends to use Lareth.”

      Tessa twitched and watched her.

      “He wants something of me, but I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do.”

      “Why would you refuse?”

      “Because I don’t understand what he’s asking of me, and I have no idea if what he’s asking is real or not.”

      “And you think you can get these answers at the Temple of the Mind?”

      “I don’t know if I can get answers or if I can gain understanding, or more likely, I can only find more questions.” That had been her experience in the Temple of the Mind, but even in finding more questions, she’d discovered a greater depth to the knowledge she had. If she went to the Temple of the Mind and the priest helped her dig deeper into what she knew, ask different questions, then she could bring those to Olandar Fahr. Perhaps he would answer or perhaps not, though Ryn had a feeling he would share with her, mostly because he wanted to use her and he thought that he needed her for this purpose.

      “I’m just a Forger. It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      Ryn took a seat across from Tessa, leaning toward her. “You’re more than just a Forger. You’re my friend.”

      Tessa watched. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, Emissary.”

      Ryn sighed. “I’m not sure what I’m getting at either, but I don’t want you to help me without knowing what I’m doing.”

      Tessa clenched her jaw a moment before meeting Ryn’s eyes. “It sounds like you’re trying to work against the Great One.”

      “I’m not working against him. I’m questioning what he’s asking of me, and I’m willing to do so in order to gain a better understanding as to what role I need to have. I don’t want to be forced into serving his way. I want to serve in the way I think I must.”

      That was what it came down to, and the more she thought about it, the more certain she was that she wanted to be in control of herself. Olandar Fahr must have understood that. It was the reason he hadn’t pushed her.

      “I’m just a Forger.”

      “You’re more than just a Forger. I saw that the moment I met you, Tessa. You have helped many of these people. You’ve been willing to consider alternatives. Were it not for you, I don’t know that we would’ve even saved Lexa.”

      “Did we?”

      The question was far deeper than what Ryn was prepared for.

      “I don’t intend to do anything to harm these people.”

      “I don’t know what you intend any longer.”

      “That’s fair enough.” She sat back in the chair. “What did you experience when Olandar Fahr came to your homeland?”

      “I’ve told you about that time.”

      “You told me that your people had power, but that he was able to offer a different type of power.”

      “Not all of my people had power. When the blessings were offered, I took one, partly because I wanted something more than what I had.”

      “And working with the Ai’thol has given you that?”

      “Emissary?”

      “You don’t have to fear me. You don’t have to fear sharing with me, either. I’ve already told you more than enough to get me into trouble, if you should want to.” She was counting on the fact that Tessa wouldn’t, but she no longer knew whether that was the case. Not that it mattered with Olandar Fahr. He was aware of her hesitation.

      This was about Tessa. At this point, she depended upon Tessa valuing their friendship, such as it was. Ryn valued it, perhaps more than the other woman did. But then, Ryn didn’t have many friendships. Anyone she had known had been lost, and since Olandar Fahr had taken her in, she had not had the opportunity to form any new friendships.

      “Working with the Ai’thol has given me much more than I ever had before.”

      Ryn studied her and had a sense that she meant it, that Tessa didn’t want to lose the position she’d gained and be forced to return to her homeland.

      “What we experienced when we returned to your home is what Olandar Fahr fears.”

      “But the Ai’thol control it.”

      Ryn shook her head. “The Ai’thol should have controlled it, but something happened. I don’t know who we’re facing, but I do understand this person has incredible power.”

      “And you can only understand it better by going to the Temple of the Mind?”

      “I need to return there to understand what Olandar Fahr is asking of me.”

      “When do you want to go?”

      “Whenever you’re ready to take me.”

      Ryn watched Tessa, worried she wasn’t going to do what she wanted. She could ask Olandar Fahr, but doing so would only send him to the Temple of the Mind, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to do that yet, either. She had no idea if that was only fulfilling his desires, and she thought she needed to be more careful.

      “I will take you.” Tessa held her hand out.

      Ryn reached for it, and they Traveled.

      As it often did, the sensation of Traveling was one of movement, a stirring sensation and a shimmering sense of colors. The more she did it, the more Ryn thought she could find those colors and that there was meaning to them.

      They emerged along the street. As before, it was empty, with the archway overhead. Ryn paused and looked up at it, straining to see if she could uncover anything from it, but there was nothing to that arch that made any sense to her.

      “Why is it that whenever we come here, there are no other people?” Tessa asked.

      “I think it’s because the Temple of the Mind prevents them from reaching it.”

      “I’ve tried to carry us further into the temple, but it doesn’t work. We always end up right here.”

      Ryn looked through the archway. The courtyard stretched in front of the entrance to the temple, and then from there, the enormous structure rose high overhead.

      “I don’t have any idea how much of this is real and how much of this is within our minds.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The power of the Temple of the Mind is such that it’s possible this is all within our minds.”

      “I’m seeing this, Emissary.”

      “As am I, but once we step beyond the arch, everything else is different.” It was more than just different; it was as if it were forced into their minds. Regardless of what else she experienced, Ryn couldn’t shake the sense there was something unique here.

      She needed to find the priest. Would her questions be answered this time?

      “Come with me,” she said, holding out her hand.

      Tessa watched her for a long moment, a question burning in her eyes.

      The other woman had been here twice before, and neither time had she seen the same thing as Ryn had. Whereas Ryn had come away with questions—and some answers—the other woman had seen nothing more than the temple. Even in that there were questions that filled Ryn.

      Would the priest allow Tessa to see anything this time? Ryn was convinced he was in control of what she’d experienced within the temple—more than that, he was in control of her, forcing her to see what he wanted her to see. In that, he was more like Olandar Fahr than not. He was manipulating her, and she allowed it.

      Perhaps she couldn’t allow it this time. She had to come here prepared to use her strength, though she wasn’t sure she had enough strength to resist what he wanted to do to her.

      Tessa took her hand, and they stepped through the archway.

      This time, there came a surge, much like when they Traveled. It seemed to grab her, forcing her, and there came a bright light.

      Ryn gasped, looking around. The light filled her, drawing around her, and she could make out nothing else. She looked all around, searching for answers, but there was nothing she could find.

      “Tessa?”

      The other woman was gone. Ryn looked down, feeling like she was still holding her hand, but she had her own hands clasped together.

      At least that answered the question of whether the priest would respond to her. But why would he have grabbed her so quickly this time? Always before, he had waited until she reached the temple itself.

      There had to be some answers, but the longer she looked, the more uncertain she was that any would come to her.

      “Priest?”

      She wandered, though with the bright light all around her, it was difficult to see anything. She forced her way through, struggling to find any sign that the priest was here. He had to be here.

      Pacing around the room, she searched for answers. There was nothing here. It was an empty chamber. Before, there had been a book, and a stand, and a table, and even a window.

      All that was gone.

      She stood frozen in place, then turned.

      Was this nothing more than a dream? If it was a vision the priest had formed for her, then what was the purpose of it?

      Ryn turned in place, looking everywhere around her, searching for answers, but there was nothing but the bright white light. She didn’t smell or hear or see anything else. There was no sign of movement.

      Even her heart didn’t race.

      That surprised her.

      Was she even breathing?

      It was something she’d never asked when she had come to this place before, always believing it was real, and yet now that she was here, focused on what she could experience, she couldn’t tell whether she was anywhere other than within her mind.

      But then, if it was within her mind, that made sense to her. This was the Temple of the Mind, after all, so it seemed fitting she would be trapped within her head.

      Surprisingly, she thought there should be something more to it.

      Ryn focused, thinking of the priest, wanting answers. She needed to know if Olandar Fahr’s mission was something she needed to be a part of or not.

      “Priest!”

      Once again, her voice sounded muted, though she couldn’t help but feel as if she had cried out, and there was her voice breaking the silence around her.

      Even muted, it was real.

      This place was real.

      Regardless of anything else that she felt, she was convinced this was what she believed it to be.

      She started forward but encountered nothing else. There were no walls, and it seemed as if she walked for a long time. Then again, in this place, time was different. Wasn’t that what the priest had told her?

      The longer she walked, the more she began to question.

      How was it that the priest would know the things he did? He’d shared with her things he shouldn’t have been able to find from here. And if this was all within her mind, then why was she able to know these things when she left here? Whatever she learned here was real. Which meant that this place was real. Which meant the priest was real.

      Unless he wasn’t a priest at all.

      She thought about what Olandar Fahr had told her, what he had shown her, and she thought about what the priest had shared.

      She paused, looking around. The bright light suffused everything, making it impossible for her to make out anything else. The light couldn’t be real. When she was around the priest, she was able to make out much more.

      Which meant anything she was able to see here was different.

      It was altered, though that didn’t mean she wouldn’t be able to perceive anything beyond it. What she needed was to find some way to peer beyond the brightness, to ignore it and look past it; then the answers would come to her.

      She stared, focusing on what she could observe.

      Wasn’t that what Olandar Fahr had trained her to do? That was what he had seen in his visions, and he had known she would have some way of observing. But even when she raised her hands up, they were almost obscured by a haze that filled everything around her, a brightness that made it all impossible to see.

      “Elder!”

      She hesitated to say even that, but she thought she was right. This wasn’t a priest at all but one of the Elders. This was who Olandar Fahr was searching for.

      She stopped moving, waiting.

      After a while, a form appeared out of the darkness. Ryn was no longer surprised when the gray-haired man stopped in front of her. He wore the same shimmery gown as before, and the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes seemed deeper. The chain around his neck must be heavy, as his shoulders were stooped.

      “You have returned to the Temple of the Mind,” he said.

      “Are you a priest, or are you an Elder?”

      “Still questioning, Ryn Valeron?”

      She watched him, waiting, and wondered if he was even real. In this place, she had long believed that he was real and thought everything she’d seen had been true, but what if it was nothing more than a vision placed within her mind by one of the Elders?

      Wasn’t that what Olandar Fahr had experienced? And if they had been able to do that to him, why couldn’t they do the same thing to her? Then again, why would she be so important they would even care? It didn’t seem to her there’d be any reason for her to have visions.

      “I’m still questioning. I’ve been asked to serve in a way I’m not certain I should.”

      “And why do you question that?”

      “Because I don’t know if I can trust Olandar Fahr.”

      “Who do you trust?”

      She frowned, watching the priest—or Elder, whatever he was.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Distrust. Interesting.” He turned away, leaving her to trail after him.

      She hesitated to do so, but if he disappeared on her, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to find him again. She hurried after him and found him standing once more in front of a window. She tried to look over his shoulder but wasn’t able to make anything out. He leaned on the windowsill, staring out, his forehead pressed up against the glass pane.

      “What do you see?” she asked.

      “I see many things, though not nearly as well as I once did.”

      “That’s the same thing Olandar Fahr said.”

      “Did he?”

      “But then, you knew that, didn’t you?”

      The priest didn’t say anything and simply remained where he was, resting on his arms as he pressed his head against the window. He stared for a long moment, and Ryn watched him. She wasn’t able to determine anything from him and decided that she needed to know.

      She reached out, feeling for his gown. The fabric was smooth and silky, running between her fingers. It felt slippery, like oil or water.

      “Are you satisfied?”

      “Am I what?” she asked, dropping the gown.

      “You wanted to know whether I was real.”

      “Are you?”

      “In this place.”

      “And where is this place?”

      He turned, smiling at her. His body blocked the window, and Ryn felt as if she needed to look out of it, as if there were answers beyond it. And yet, with the way he positioned himself, she wasn’t sure she would be able to find anything.

      “I imagine you fear this is in your mind.”

      “Is it?”

      “What do you think?”

      Ryn sighed. “I can no longer tell.”

      “Good.”

      “You would rather have me confused?”

      “I would rather have you ask the right questions.”

      “Why do you care?”

      “You must find the answers within yourself, Ryn Valeron.”

      “I don’t know that there are any answers within myself.”

      “You keep coming here, don’t you?”

      He turned back to the window and pressed his head all the way against the glass. It looked painful the way he leaned there, resting his arms on the windowsill, his face squished against the glass, and Ryn debated for a moment before trying to look through it with him.

      She could see nothing. The haze of white light all around her made it difficult, or perhaps he didn’t want her to see.

      “You aren’t answering any of my questions this time.”

      “Should I?”

      “I need answers.”

      “You have all the answers you need.”

      “But I don’t.”

      “You think you need to know more than what I’ve shared and what Olandar Fahr has shared with you.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “What do you think?”

      She threw her hands up in frustration. “You aren’t helping.”

      “Is that what I must do?”

      “You allow me to come here.”

      “I don’t allow anything. You simply come.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “That is obvious.”

      He turned away and started to head back. Ryn looked behind her, wondering if she should follow, but decided to do something different.

      Instead, she hurried toward the window, reaching for the windowsill. It seemed as if it were moving away from her, and she scrambled for it, grasping it and looking outward. Looking through the glass was difficult, and though she did, she could feel it pressing up against her forehead the same way as it had for the priest.

      As she stared out through the window, she wasn’t able to make anything out. Everything seemed to be a smear around her.

      That wasn’t quite right. It was darkness. Not shadows, but utter darkness. Black. The strange sensation she’d felt when she’d been with Olandar Fahr began to build, pressing in upon her.

      She shivered and backed away from the window, releasing the windowsill. She looked for the priest and found him watching her.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “That is why we are here.”

      Ryn looked around. “This isn’t the Temple of the Mind, is it?”

      The priest smiled at her. “Is it?”

      “And you aren’t a priest.”

      “It’s possible that I am, though it’s equally possible I am not.”

      Ryn shook her head. “No.” The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that he wasn’t a priest, though she wasn’t sure if he really was an Elder, either. “What is the purpose of your power here?”

      She glanced back toward the window where she’d seen the darkness. She couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling. Even now she could feel it, as if it were trying to work through her, to change her. She breathed out, focusing on what she could perceive about herself.

      “The purpose is prevention.”

      “Prevention?”

      “What you feel is real.”

      “I know that what I feel is real.”

      The priest smiled at her. “And we must oppose it.”

      “What is it?”

      “I have shared with you what it is.”

      “The undoing.”

      “Yes.”

      Ryn turned back toward the window, but it was gone. And with its absence, she no longer experienced the same unsettled feeling within her, though she couldn’t shake the fear that remained.

      “It’s getting stronger.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s why you keep going to the window.”

      The priest tipped his head.

      “Why?”

      “Time is different here.”

      “You said that before.”

      “Because it’s true, Ryn Valeron. Nonetheless, our time is coming to an end.”

      She shivered. “What happens when your time comes to an end?”

      “There will be no one left to resist.”

      “Is that why you brought me here?”

      “You brought yourself here, Ryn Valeron.”

      “I only came looking for answers.”

      “And you have found them.”

      “I haven’t found anything. Olandar Fahr wants me to take a seat at the Council, though I don’t even know what that means. I’m not even sure what he wants from me.”

      The priest smiled at her. “You came for answers, but you already had them.”

      “You want me to take a seat at the Council as well?”

      She had no idea what that would involve for her—if she did it, what would change?

      She glanced back toward the window, or where the window had been. Even standing here, she could practically feel that unsettled sensation, and she thought there was something more she needed to understand. If that darkness continued to make its way toward them, if it was the same darkness that had attacked her village, how was she supposed to do anything? Even if she claimed some place upon the Council, Ryn didn’t think there would be any way for her to oppose the darkness.

      And she thought she understood why Olandar Fahr had wanted someone like Lareth. He was a fighter. With his power and strength, he would help them resist what was coming—something Ryn wasn’t able to do.

      She had been trained to observe. What value did that have when it came to stopping something like that? She didn’t have the necessary strength, and she certainly wasn’t a warrior like Lareth. She wasn’t even a fighter like this other person Olandar Fahr wanted to involve in the Council.

      “You question yourself again.”

      “How can I not?”

      “You have strength within you, Ryn Valeron. You have always had it.”

      “I have nothing.”

      The priest smiled, though it was a sad smile. “The strength has always been within you.”

      “But to face that?” She glanced back toward the window, though she couldn’t see it. The bright light had swallowed the remains of the window, obscuring it.

      When she turned back to the priest, he had taken a step away from her and was partially engulfed by the bright haze himself. She started toward him, wanting to reach him before he disappeared. The last two times, all she had come away with was more questions. She wasn’t going to let him leave before she had the answers she needed this time.

      “Are you an Elder?”

      “We are the first.”

      “We? There are others?”

      Even that wasn’t the question she needed answered. As she watched him fade back, the wrinkles along the corners of his eyes deepened.

      “The first what?”

      “The first Council. Another must take our place.”

      Ryn raced after him, but he continued to fade, disappearing from her. When he was gone, she still remained within this place. She looked around, her heart hammering.

      How was she going to escape?
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      Ryn lost track of time. She knew she’d been in this place for a while, but she also understood that time passed differently here. Minutes or hours inside the Temple of the Mind were only a moment outside of it.

      What was happening to Tessa?

      She wasn’t sure she would even be able to reach her. Without the priest to guide her, how was she going to escape?

      She looked around. Shapes began to appear, and she frowned. It hadn’t been that way before. The bright white light had masked everything; now that changed.

      That had to be significant.

      At first, it was little more than an outline. As she looked around, straining to make out anything within the outline, she found no answers.

      She started forward, following the direction that the priest—or Elder, she still didn’t know—had gone. He might have disappeared, but was she supposed to follow him? If she did, maybe she could escape from here, or find some way back to the Temple of the Mind.

      The further she went, the brighter the light became.

      That had to be significant.

      Ryn shivered, turning back, and she hurried forward, wanting to be anywhere but here.

      The strange sensation persisted, and she rushed forward. Every so often, she glanced behind her and thought she saw darkness. That might just be her imagination, but she began to run.

      Racing after the bright light, she could feel it ahead of her. It seemed to draw her, and she ran to catch up to the priest, but it seemed she was moving too slowly. The darkness was catching up to her.

      This was a dream—a nightmare—nothing more.

      It had to be.

      Yet Ryn couldn’t shake the feeling that it was real. If the darkness caught her, what would happen to her?

      She ran forward, searching for the priest, straining to find any way out, and came across nothing.

      Where had he gone?

      She was tempted to cry out after him, but if she did, would she reveal her location? Without knowing what was out there or if it was dangerous, she didn’t want to do that.

      Instead, she had to focus on the bright white light.

      Ryn raced for it but didn’t think she was fast enough.

      What if there was another way for her to reach it?

      She didn’t have any idea what it would take. Every time she glanced over her shoulder, she could swear the darkness was closer.

      Panic set in. She raced forward, unsure how there was this much space for her to run within the temple. She could still make out the bright light in the distance and could swear all she needed to do was reach it. When she did, she would uncover answers.

      The longer she went, the more she felt that pursuit behind her. No longer was it just a mystical sense of darkness. Now it felt like something real. Terror caused her heart to hammer faster and more wildly, and Ryn hurried along, knowing she needed to find some way out of here.

      Every so often, she paused, listening, but there was nothing that indicated the priests. There was nothing that signaled the sound of pursuit, either, though she knew what was out there. She could feel it.

      She had no idea how to escape the temple. Without the priest, there would be no way for her to get out, though she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to find him. Even when she managed to get a little farther into the bright light in the distance, she still wasn’t able to see him.

      Perhaps escape was not possible.

      If this was all in her mind, which she was increasingly certain it was not, then perhaps the darkness needed to catch her so she could understand it.

      Ryn feared that. It was the darkness Olandar Fahr worried about. And it was because of the darkness’s power that he’d asked her to take a place upon the Council.

      Running from that darkness wasn’t going to benefit her either. She had no idea what else she would have to deal with.

      She paused, turning toward it, and watched.

      The outline of the building around her began to appear, and she sensed shapes forming around her. This wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d imagined.

      Every so often, she would feel movement, and then there came something else—the sense of pressure upon her.

      At first, it was unpleasant, and then it became painful. Ryn cried out, unable to bite back the pain. Whatever was hitting her, whatever power was tearing through her, was more than she could withstand. She strained, trying to ignore it, but that pain was too much for her.

      She tried to fight the nature of that pain and found that it continued to build, attempting to overwhelm her and her defenses against it. But then, she had no defenses against this type of pain. It filled her, overpowering her, growing stronger by the moment.

      There was a sense of movement around her. It came as a shimmery sort of motion. At times, she thought it was imagined rather than real.

      She turned, starting to run again, but now she was too late. In stopping to try to understand the darkness, she’d given it the opportunity to catch her.

      “Priest!”

      The sense of movement behind her intensified, but she didn’t care.

      She needed the priest, but where was he? Why wasn’t he coming to help her? He was the reason she was here.

      “Release me!”

      There had to be some way for her to break free of this, and yet she couldn’t find it.

      She hazarded a glance over her shoulder and noticed the darkness pressing in upon her. It was too much for her. Ryn spun, staggering forward in terror, trying to stay ahead of that darkness.

      Her feet got tangled.

      She tripped, falling to the ground. With the odd light all around her, she wasn’t able to tell what she landed on. It could just be the stone of the temple, or dirt or something else. She pushed off, finding the ground warm, and got to her feet, but the sense of movement continued to swirl around her.

      Her breath was loud in her ears. Her heart hammered wildly. All she wanted was some way to escape. As she tried to scramble forward, her left ankle throbbing from the stumble, she couldn’t get away.

      Whatever was coming would reach her.

      Why would the priest have abandoned her like this?

      If only she could Travel like Olandar Fahr and Tessa, she wouldn’t be trapped like this. Now she was tired. If this was in her mind—something she no longer believed was possible—then she would not be getting tired.

      It had to be real, and yet running in this place was strange. It seemed as if she should have gotten someplace else by now, should have found some way to freedom.

      All she wanted to do was get out of the temple, find Tessa, and return to Dreshen.

      She glanced back over her shoulder. Somehow, she was keeping pace, staying ahead of the darkness, but for how much longer?

      She tripped again, but this time she caught herself before she fell. She darted forward, and the bright light in the distance seemed to stabilize.

      That couldn’t be her imagination.

      Ryn staggered toward it. If she could catch the priest, she could find the answers she knew he would possess, and then she should be able to get free of this.

      There was a surge of white, and Ryn lunged for it.

      It seemed to envelop her.

      Warmth radiated around her. It was the kind of warmth she needed. She continued into the brightness, thinking that if nothing else, she could use it to stay hidden from the strange darkness pressing upon her.

      Ryn ran, not bothering to look behind her, knowing the warmth all around her suggested the priest—and whatever power he’d possessed—was near.

      “Priest!”

      Again there was no answer.

      Her voice was muffled, and she couldn’t tell if the priest would even be able to hear her. In this place, with the strangeness that surrounded her, the way the bright light seemed to mute everything else, Ryn didn’t know if she could make her voice loud enough for him to hear. But then, he seemed to control this place. With his power, he should be able to find her. He’d always found her before. This time, she needed him.

      Continuing to run, she staggered, slipping once again. Her boots weren’t the right grip for whatever flooring she was on, and she darted forward, trying to catch herself before falling. She didn’t want the bright white light to shift, letting the darkness swallow her.

      “Priest!”

      There was no answer, but her voice carried a little further than it had before.

      As she ran, she risked looking behind her and noticed a sense of movement, though she couldn’t tell if it was the darkness or something else. She didn’t dare slow.

      “Priest!”

      Calling out to him again and again seemed foolish, but he had to be here. The bright light was his light, and if he was going to be anywhere, he was going to be here, near her, and she would find him.

      Another moment passed. Then another. With each passing second, she tried to think about what else she needed to do. Until she found the priest, she was going to be trapped in this place, swallowed by the bright light, but at least she was trapped within the light rather than consumed by the darkness.

      Strangely, that was reassuring.

      She began to slow.

      Turning, she looked for movement behind her. There was nothing—only the bright light all around.

      “Priest!”

      She kept heading in the same direction, afraid to move any other way, but as she went, she could swear she saw a figure start to appear.

      Was it the priest or was it something else? Now that she had experienced the darkness, she no longer knew whether she could trust what she came across in this place. Everything within her screamed in fear at what she might encounter, and yet she needed to find the priest in order to escape.

      Ryn stopped.

      The figure continued to appear.

      This time, she was certain it was the priest and not anything else, certainly not the darkness. At least with the priest, she was able to identify his long gray hair, and the wrinkles in his eyes seemed to reflect the darkness she’d seen.

      When he approached, he did so slowly, watching her. There was an edge to him that hadn’t been there only a few moments before.

      Could it have only been a few moments?

      Ryn was no longer certain how much time had gone by. All she knew was that time passed differently in this space. Perhaps it had been much longer than she believed.

      “Priest?”

      “You should not be here, Ryn Valeron.”

      “I don’t know how to escape.”

      “You leave the same way that you came.”

      “I don’t know how I came. You brought me here.”

      The priest eyed her for a moment, shaking his head. “I didn’t bring you here. You brought yourself here.”

      Ryn shook her head. “I didn’t bring myself here. I came to the Temple of the Mind and wanted answers, but…”

      She thought about what had happened, the way she had entered the Temple of the Mind. Everything had been influenced by the priest.

      Hadn’t it?

      It was possible he hadn’t been responsible for it, but if so, then what had she done?

      “What was that?”

      “That was the undoing.”

      “That’s what you oppose.”

      “It is.”

      “And this place?”

      “Should have been protected,” he said.

      “Should have been?”

      The priest turned away from her, and she thought he was going to disappear into the brightness again, but he stayed near. “For many years, this place has remained safe from the undoing.”

      “What has changed?”

      “Much.”

      “This is why I need to take a seat at the Council?”

      “Only if you believe yourself capable, Ryn Valeron.”

      She frowned, but he had his back to her and didn’t see it. He started off, this time keeping a reasonable pace. Ryn trailed behind him, and the priest managed to part the light, so she could make out a little more. It was still bright and seemed to swallow everything around her, but a pathway appeared in front of her. She saw nothing else. There were no walls and no windows, no decorations.

      “How long have you been here?”

      The priest paused, glancing over at her. “A long time.”

      “Why?”

      “One of our own betrayed us. We have fought, and we have tried to prevent a greater harm from taking place, but we have only managed to delay it.”

      “How did you fight?”

      “By eliminating her access to something more powerful.” He took a deep breath, and when he let it out, the stoop to his back increased, as if the weight of everything he’d experienced grew heavier the longer he was here—or perhaps the longer Ryn was here. “We were betrayed. She had convinced us we needed to take action in a specific way, and maneuvered us in such a way that we were forced to provide our protections. When we realized what she was doing, it was too late.”

      “What do you mean you were maneuvered?” The words Olandar Fahr had used rang in her head. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Could the priest have had the same experience as Olandar Fahr?

      “One among us managed to outthink us. We focused on different aspects, on protection, cultivating those who would follow us, and she thought only of herself, of the power she wanted to wield. And she changed. She began to move power.”

      “How do you move power?”

      “Each of us had our own influence. She began to concentrate hers. In doing so, she posed a different challenge. The rest of us thought to counter her actions, and almost too late, we realized we needed to take a more definitive stand—one that would prevent her from reaching for a dangerous sort of power.”

      “You keep talking about the power, but what sort of power is it?” Ryn had a sense he was talking about the Council of Elders.

      “The power to control the rest.”

      “What would happen if she controlled the rest?”

      “She could finish her task.”

      “The undoing.”

      The priest nodded. “She would unmake everything that has been created and reform it in her own way.”

      “You’re talking about the power of the gods.”

      “I’m talking about the power of the Elders.”

      He started off, and Ryn shivered, struggling to make sense of all of this. She glanced behind her fearfully to see if the darkness was coming. At least now she understood the nature of it, but that didn’t make her any less terrified of what she might encounter.

      Catching up to the priest, she looked over to him. “This is what Olandar Fahr opposes?”

      “This is what he thinks he opposes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He has been useful, but he hasn’t only been useful to us.”

      Ryn blinked. “She’s been using him too?”

      “As I said, he has been useful.”

      As the priest started away from her, Ryn stood motionless, thinking.

      “What about me?”

      When the priest didn’t turn, Ryn hurried after him.

      “What about me? Is that all I am? Another person who’s useful?”

      “You must find your own answers, Ryn Valeron.”

      “How can I do that when you have made it clear that I’m being used?”

      “Have I made anything clear?”

      She threw her hands up. “No.”

      As much as she wanted clarity, nothing about this place or this priest had offered her any. Everything remained a question for her, and the longer she was here, the more she continued to question. There was something more that she needed to understand. The priest had those answers, but would he provide them?

      “What happens if I choose not to join your Council?”

      “Then you have made a choice.”

      “What happens?”

      “Another will be chosen.”

      “By who?”

      “That is the question.”

      “I know it’s the question. What is the answer?”

      The priest rounded on her, and for a moment, the age and wrinkles in the corners of his eyes began to fade. He watched her, the dark expression in the back of his eyes burning through her. She could almost see the weight there, that of the years he’d spent here, the knowledge and power he must possess. Someone like him, a priest who was an Elder, would have all the answers she wanted.

      And yet, the more she thought about it, the more she realized he had already provided her with answers. In coming here and talking with him, she had obtained far more than she had ever believed she would. By speaking with him, beginning to question, she’d had her mind opened in ways even Olandar Fahr had been unable or unwilling to do.

      “We seek to control the succession, but if you refuse, then another will be chosen. It’s possible it will take too long to accomplish such a choosing.”

      He turned away, and as he faded, Ryn tried to catch up to him, but this time, it seemed as if she were running in place, and regardless of how far she tried to chase him, how fast she ran, she couldn’t move. She looked behind her, half-afraid the darkness would be encroaching upon her, but there was nothing.

      As she turned back to the priest, there came a surge of bright light, and then it faded.

      She was back. It didn’t mean she was back without questions, but she was back.
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      Ryn sat in front of the altar. She clasped her hands together, kneeling, her head bowed, trying to think through everything she’d experienced in the Temple of the Mind. Those memories were there, though the longer she was away from him, the more they faded, as if they weren’t real. She worried that with enough time, those memories would fade completely, and she’d be left with nothing.

      She needed to remember. What she had experienced with the priest had been important. The more she could remember, the more certain she was that what he had shown her was crucial, and yet she started to struggle with why.

      “Emissary?”

      Ryn looked up. Tessa approached, moving slowly, hesitantly, and she frowned at Ryn. “What is it?”

      “Did you find what you wanted?”

      Ryn took a deep breath, staring across the altar. From here, it was nothing but stone. There were decorations on the wall behind the altar, but none of them made any sense. Ryn wasn’t even sure how much of this was real. It certainly felt real, but with the experiences she’d had each time she came here, she was no longer certain. It might all be within her mind, a trick played by the priest, his way of controlling her experiences.

      That was one part of what she’d encountered she remembered all too well.

      It was possible Tessa shared in this vision. If so, that was a level of control that seemed impressive, but it was more than just control. It was a way of revealing his power.

      “I found more questions,” she said.

      “What questions did you find?” Tessa took a seat next to her, and rather than kneeling, she pulled her knees up to her chest, looking across the altar. Something about her manner seemed a little off.

      “The priest found me again, but this time, I’m not sure whether he did so because he wanted to or because he had to.”

      “Why would he have had to?”

      “I think they need me.”

      “Only you?”

      Ryn glanced over. She wasn’t sure how Tessa was going to react, but it was important for the other woman to know, especially a friend asking her for help as she intended. She was going to need Tessa. As much as Olandar Fahr might be willing to work with her, he had his own agenda, and if what the priest—the Elder—had told her was true, then Olandar Fahr might have been influenced by this other woman as well. If so, she needed to take even more caution with him. She didn’t want to share anything that would get back to her.

      Only, she had to believe Olandar Fahr hadn’t been used completely. It sounded like some of his visions had been granted by the Elders, however many there were. She had only seen one priest, but she had a sense that there were many others.

      “I think there are others they need, but they made a point of telling me that they needed me.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “To fight off the darkness we’ve started to uncover.”

      Ryn got to her feet, looking around the inside of the temple. She took a deep breath. The air was stale and had a strange spice to it, as if it were rotten. As she looked around, she didn’t see anything that suggested to her this wasn’t real, though when she looked over to Tessa, she couldn’t help but question whether the woman was really here.

      “What happened for you?” Ryn asked.

      “We came through the archway, and then you disappeared. There was a bright light. One of the acolytes brought me in here.”

      Ryn smiled to herself. “What did he look like?”

      “It was difficult to make out details. He had gray hair and a wrinkled face, and he wore a flowing white gown. In all the times we’ve come, I haven’t seen anyone else. I admit that I was a little hesitant in responding to him. I wasn’t sure whether or not he could be trusted.”

      “I’m not sure he could,” Ryn said.

      “Do you know him?”

      “I think your acolyte is the priest.”

      “I thought you said you were visiting with the priest.”

      At least the priest had revealed himself to Tessa, though for what purpose? “What did he say to you?”

      “He asked me my reasons for visiting the Temple of the Mind.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      Tessa watched her before looking toward the massive door. “I told him I came for you.”

      “Just for me?”

      “I think he wanted to know whether I came searching for knowledge, but I don’t know that there’s any knowledge I could obtain here.”

      “This is the Temple of the Mind. There should be much knowledge here,” Ryn said.

      Tessa looked all around before turning her attention back to Ryn. “When I told him that I’d come for you, he asked why.”

      Ryn looked over. They were heading back toward the main doors leading into the temple, and she realized that her steps weren’t making any sound. “What did you tell him?”

      “I wasn’t sure at first. How could I be?”

      “You don’t have to be sure.”

      “When I offer my service, I think I do. It was easy when someone asked why I served Olandar Fahr.” Ryn noted that she used his full name rather than calling him the Great One. “When he came to my homeland, there was power. Everyone was able to see the kind of power he used. He radiated it.”

      “Is that what you told him?”

      “He didn’t ask me about serving the Great One.”

      “Then what did you tell him?”

      “I’ve seen how you care, Emissary. When Lexa was attacked, you poured yourself into the fight, wanting to find out whether there was anything you could do to ensure the safety of the people we’d vowed to protect. I don’t know that anybody else would’ve done the same.”

      Ryn doubted that was true. There were others who would have fought on behalf of the Ai’thol. They were trained to do so, and she suspected it would have been an easy enough task to have more Ai’thol brought to the city to fight on their behalf. They had refrained from attempting that, not knowing who they could trust, and all the Ai’thol they had managed to bring had been lost.

      “I follow you, Emissary, because you question.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You seek to know before you act. You have power, and yet your power is different than the Great One’s. His is visible, something anyone who spends any time with him can see, but yours is one only your followers can truly understand.”

      Ryn paused, turning to face Tessa. “Followers?”

      “I don’t mean…” She shook her head. “Yes. I guess I do mean followers. There are those of us from Lexa and from Dreshen and from all of the places we’ve visited who have interacted with you, and we follow you. We recognize the way you care, the power you exude, and we want to be there with you, to fight alongside you.” Tessa looked up, locking eyes with Ryn. “That has troubled me ever since we returned to Dreshen. Seeing the Great One, feeling his gaze upon me, I was uncertain. I think speaking with the acolyte opened my mind.”

      Ryn looked behind her, glancing to the altar. Could the priest have done that on her behalf? She had little doubt that he was the one responsible, and it might explain where he’d gone in the time he’d been absent from her. He might have been visiting with Tessa, to coax her into a choice.

      But why?

      Anything he did would have a purpose. She might not know what he intended, but having been around him and sensed the power he possessed, she had to believe he had some reason in what he did.

      “I will go with you, Emissary. Whatever you need, I will help.”

      Ryn studied Tessa. The Forger was a powerful woman, and it was something she didn’t always see for herself. Ryn appreciated her, thankful she was there with her and willing to provide her service. With what they were going to face, Ryn would need her.

      “Thank you.”

      “What now?”

      Ryn took a deep breath, looking around the inside of the temple. It was empty, but she could feel a sense of power she hadn’t on previous visits, and it seemed to radiate, pressing upon her. Perhaps that was nothing more than the priest wanting her to be aware of it.

      If so, then why now? When she had been here before, she’d never been quite aware of the nature of the power. There was obviously some force. She was in the Temple of the Mind, and the emptiness of the place had its own sort of power, but she couldn’t help but wonder why he would want her to feel that now.

      Maybe it was nothing more than a reminder of what he wanted from her.

      Ryn turned back toward the inside of the temple. What did the priest want from her?

      He wanted the same thing as Olandar Fahr, though she sensed the reason behind it was different. The priest wanted her to take a position on the Council of Elders because he feared another might do so. Olandar Fahr wanted her to do so because he thought he could still influence her.

      And maybe he could, though the longer she was away from him, the more she doubted he would have any influence over her.

      “What did you want me to find?” she whispered.

      Tessa waited, watching her, saying nothing.

      Ryn headed into the main hall of the temple, looking around. A place like this had its own sort of authority. She couldn’t help but think this place was designed to concentrate power.

      What was it but the Temple of the Mind?

      Each time she’d been here, she’d had visions.

      The temple itself was nothing more than an illusion—Ryn was increasingly certain of that, but despite that, she thought there was some way to uncover what the temple wanted her to find.

      Power.

      Ryn circled the inside of the temple, focusing on a sense of power, but didn’t find anything useful. She knew the priest must have done something but couldn’t tell what. Why would he want her to feel that power?

      Was there any way for her to uncover the source of it?

      She headed toward the door, and Tessa followed. When she reached it, she turned back, focusing on the inside of the temple. It was all gray stone. Pillars rose up throughout. The altar at one end called to her. As she approached it—much more slowly this time—she wasn’t sure why the altar would draw her.

      “Emissary?”

      “I feel something here,” Ryn said.

      “What is it?” Tessa reached for her sword.

      Ryn smiled to herself. There wasn’t going to be any threat the other woman would be able to fight. As she looked around, she couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps the darkness was what she felt.

      If it was, then they needed to run and escape, but this didn’t seem to be the same sensation. If the vision with the priest had shown her anything, it was what she would experience when that darkness pressed upon her. She felt it, all too aware of the way that power had harmed her, squeezing her, and had begun to change her.

      Why would that be the case?

      The only answer she could come up with was the blessing she’d been given.

      The sense of the blessing rolled through her, and she was thankful for it, but if it was going to be twisted by this darkness and the woman who controlled it, then she wanted it removed.

      That was, if it could be removed. If so, it would require someone with control over the metal to surgically extract it.

      She stood in front of the altar, focusing on what she felt there. What did the priest want from her? That was the question she had to ask.

      He wanted her to sit upon the Council. Could the way to claim a seat on the Council be here? As she looked, she didn’t see anything that would fit.

      Perhaps it was something else.

      She made a circuit, looking around the altar, and didn’t find anything else that would explain the source of power.

      Maybe it was only her imagination—part of the vision; perhaps the priest had only wanted to send her a reminder of his power, to let her know he was still able to influence her, even here.

      But then, that didn’t strike her as what he would do. He wanted to make a point. In the time she’d been around him, he hadn’t been willing to provide any clear answers. It was all about allowing her the opportunity to ask questions, to find the answers on her own.

      What might she find?

      Circling the altar, focusing on the strange energy she detected, she thought there had to be some way for her to understand.

      Maybe it was nothing more than trying to comprehend the nature of the power. The longer she was here, the more she thought she could understand it.

      It was time for them to leave. They had been here long enough, and now she was left with still more questions, the same as each time she came to the Temple of the Mind.

      She was going to have to go back to Olandar Fahr, something she didn’t really want to do.

      “What now?” Tessa asked as they reached the main doors into the temple.

      “Now we return to Dreshen.”

      A gray sky greeted them outside. There was something ominous about it, and Ryn glanced up, listening for a moment. The sound of thunder rumbled distantly, and an occasional streak of lightning rolled through the sky. Rain would come.

      She held her arm out, and Tessa took it.

      Nothing happened.

      “Tessa?”

      “I can’t Travel.” Tessa looked over to her, her eyes wide.

      Ryn frowned. Was it just because they were so close to the temple?

      The courtyard stretched in front of them, and Ryn grabbed her hand, running with her. It reminded her of running within the temple, the way she’d fled from the darkness, toward the light. As before, the courtyard seemed to stretch an impossible distance, as if each step didn’t carry them nearly as far as it was supposed to. Tessa clenched her jaw, not seeming surprised by any of this.

      It was possible that she didn’t see it.

      And if she didn’t see it, then perhaps all of this really was only within Ryn’s mind.

      The archway leading out from the courtyard loomed in front of her, and Ryn felt it almost as if it were pulled away from her. Something was trying to trap them here. It was the same thing that had happened within the temple, within her vision.

      It was as if the darkness were trying to hold her, but why?

      Did it fear her taking a place upon the Council?

      If that was the case, then the Elder responsible for all of this knew about Ryn and what she was going to do. That possibility terrified her.

      She glanced over to Tessa, but the other woman was silent.

      “Is anything about this strange to you?”

      “All of this is strange,” Tessa said.

      “Then you know what’s happening?”

      “What? Do you mean how the courtyard continues to stretch in front of us?”

      Ryn smiled grimly. It wasn’t only in Ryn’s mind. Perhaps Tessa was more a part of this than she knew.

      “Do you think you can Travel anywhere?”

      “I’ve tried, but I couldn’t.”

      “What if you Travel right to the entrance?”

      Tessa gripped Ryn’s arm, and the two of them Traveled.

      They emerged right behind the archway leading into the Temple of the Mind, and as soon as they did, it began to stretch away from them. With a surge of speed, they ducked beneath it.

      A wave of cold washed over Ryn.

      As soon as they were through, a blue sky greeted them. The air carried the sounds of birds chirping somewhere nearby, the smell of freshly cut flowers, and the distant sense of voices.

      Ryn leaned forward, resting her hands on her thighs, panting.

      She turned her attention behind her. The Temple of the Mind loomed in the distance, almost painfully far behind them. It seemed like a taunt, as if they were meant to see it, but there was no way they would be able to reach it.

      And then, she wasn’t sure she wanted to try again.

      She looked up at the other woman. “Did you see any of that?”

      “Which part?”

      “The part where we were running across the courtyard?”

      “I already told you I did.”

      Ryn nodded, straightening and wiping the sweat from her brow. “I just wanted to make sure.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it wouldn’t be the first time I experienced something that wasn’t quite real.” As she caught her breath, looking toward the temple, she shook her head. “The Temple of the Mind is a place of power. The visions I’ve had here aren’t always what others experienced.”

      This time, she was certain of what she felt. The darkness was real, and it was threatening to attack, moving closer and closer. She had been lucky to escape. If she hadn’t, the darkness might have overwhelmed her.

      Ryn trembled at the thought.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if she would’ve ended up running indefinitely, trying to find her way to freedom but never managing to escape.

      “Thank you for coming with me,” she said to Tessa. “I don’t know that I would’ve been able to escape without you.”

      Ryn took a few steadying breaths and looked up at the archway. The letters were a little different from before. She couldn’t read the language written there, but there was a feeling to it—the same sort of feeling she’d had when surrounded by that darkness.

      Could the darkness be starting to overwhelm the Temple of the Mind?

      “I wasn’t expecting any of that.”

      “How much of it was real?” Tessa asked.

      “I don’t know. Possibly none of it. Possibly all of it. Regardless, I don’t think we can go back.”

      “Why not?”

      “If this darkness has begun to influence even the Temple of the Mind, there isn’t anything we can do to avoid it.”

      “That darkness is what you want to stop.”

      Ryn stared at the lettering. “I need to. In the temple, the priest was telling me about the nature of it.”

      She tried to dig through those memories, but they were hazy, as if the bright light had burned them off. Or perhaps the darkness had made it difficult for her to recall. She thought about what Olandar Fahr had said about his visions and the way they had become hazy. Could they be connected?

      “There are others who need to take a place on this Council. Though I don’t really understand it, I think we need to assemble the Council in order to defeat this coming darkness.”

      The answers would be in Dreshen. As much as she loathed the idea of going to Olandar Fahr and asking him for help with this, it was necessary. If anyone would have the right knowledge about what to do next, it would be him. But if they did this, what would he expect from her?

      That was the part that troubled her the most.

      She didn’t like the idea that anything would be expected of her, not anymore. He might have protected her and given her the blessing that had opened her up to the power of her ancestors, but she no longer wanted to serve. And after having visited with the priest, she couldn’t help but feel as if she had a greater role.

      “Dreshen. We need to go back to Dreshen.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Ryn locked eyes with her friend. “No.”

      Tessa stared at her before reaching out and taking her hand.

      With that, she nodded.

      When they Traveled, there was a swirl of colors, though for the first time in as long as she had been Traveling, something was different about the colors. It wasn’t until they emerged back in the temple within Dreshen that she recognized what it was.

      The colors she usually saw when Traveling had been muted. Normally there were swirls of colors, a brightness that radiated from the Traveling, but they no longer swirled and there wasn’t the same brightness he usually saw.

      It troubled her, and she couldn’t help but think that somehow, the darkness had shifted. Perhaps the darkness was already encroaching upon them.
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      “What do you suggest we do?” Rayen asked, looking to Carth.

      Carth let out a heavy sigh, shifting her position and getting to her knees. She was slow, sluggish, and something else was off about her. Daniel couldn’t tell whether it was fatigue or something else, but she wasn’t going to be effective in any sort of fight.

      “Carth?” Rayen said.

      Carth glanced over, but she seemed to have a hard time focusing on them.

      Rayen got to her feet, shifting her sword and beginning to unsheathe it.

      Daniel looked around, wondering if he could Slide, but even if he could, he wasn’t sure it was safe yet. With the nature of what they had gone through and the energy they had all expended, he wasn’t certain they had enough strength to resist.

      Grabbing his sword, he shifted it from hand to hand, looking down to the pool of shadows. He could feel it there, and it seemed as if it were tempting him to reach toward it.

      The power within the shadows was restored. They had done that. And the longer he focused on it, the more certain he was that power was still there for him to draw upon—only he wasn’t entirely sure that he could.

      “Carth?” he asked.

      She looked up, her eyes glazed.

      “We’re going to have to do this,” Rayen said.

      “I don’t know that we can.”

      If they tried to fight, they would be doing so without any abilities. As much as he had trained, he still depended on his abilities.

      He crouched down, slipping an arm around Carth and helping her to her feet. Rayen joined him, and Daniel swung his gaze around the inside of the chamber. They hadn’t explored very far in here before, and though he knew the palace was overhead, he wondered if there might be some other place he could reach by going deeper underground.

      What other choice did they have? He needed to find some way to get free and wasn’t sure where to go.

      “We can hide,” he said.

      Rayen nodded. They dragged Carth, pulling her along with them, and reached a section in the wall. It was irregular, as if this part of the wall hadn’t been carved out as cleanly as other places, and he leaned up against it, the stone pressing into his back.

      Wrapping shadows around them to mask them would not require nearly as much strength, and he had to hope that he had enough energy remaining for that. Rayen started manipulating the shadows and let out a soft cry.

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t,” she said.

      “You can’t what?”

      “I can’t control them the way I need to,” she said. “I think it has to do with how much effort we expended.”

      Daniel breathed out. Could he draw upon the shadows? He wasn’t sure, but he had to try. One of them had to succeed, and Carth couldn’t help them.

      He focused on the darkness.

      It wasn’t just the darkness he needed to hone in on; it was what was coming up from deep within the earth.

      He could feel it. That sense of shadows swirled around him, drawing closer to him. All he needed was to call it to him, to let it circle around him.

      As long as the shadows were restored and no longer tainted, he might be able to effectively use them, but in calling those shadows to him, he ran the risk of something harming him, especially if the restoration had not taken hold.

      Boots were thudding toward them.

      Daniel had no idea how many there were, but he suspected enough to overpower them. The sound of footsteps thundered, loud enough that it was difficult for him to discern a difference between them.

      Breathing out, he reached for the sense of shadows. He reached the shadows and pulled. There was a change.

      The shadows didn’t feel the way they had before, so whatever Carth had done seemed to have been effective. But the change was not within the shadows themselves, but within him.

      As he drew the shadows to him, he felt restored. Power flooded into him, and he swirled them around, drawing the shadows in layer upon layer, not just concealing them, but barricading them inside.

      The longer he sat there using the shadows this way, the easier it was for him to hold on to them, as if this connection to the shadows had restored him.

      If it could strengthen him, would it do the same to Carth?

      He looked over to her but found it difficult to make out much of anything through the darkness. He pushed, sending a swirl of the shadows into her, and as he did, he became aware of something.

      Some part of Carth had been unsettled.

      The shadows were shifted.

      He continued to probe, sending the power into her, using his control over the shadows as he did. He could feel their presence within her, the change he detected, and he pushed.

      Had something happened when she was trying to alter the collection of shadows? This was an Elder Stone—Daniel was certain of it—and within that Elder Stone was a sense of power that needed to be controlled, yet within that Elder Stone was also something else.

      Carth pushed against him.

      At first, Daniel wasn’t sure what he was feeling, but the more he worked, the more certain he was that she was actively working against him, her power surging, trying to oppose him. There came something else, a hint of heat and flame.

      Was she controlling that, or was her body instinctively trying to fight him?

      The more he pushed, the more he had to wonder if he was making a mistake. What if he was the one who had been tainted?

      Daniel had been the one to reach for the shadows in the first place, and if anyone was going to have suffered from some twisting of the shadows, it would be him, wouldn’t it?

      And if so, then perhaps all this was a mistake.

      He focused, using his newfound control over the shadows, letting that awareness flow to him. As he did, he could feel them. What he was drawing from that depth below him was not twisted. At least, not anymore.

      What he could feel about Carth was off. There was no other way to describe it. He recognized the nature of how it had been changed, and as he focused on it, he thought there would be some way for him to move it.

      He thought about the nature of the shadows within him. He thought about the shadows he had detected in the north when he had visited Ih with Rayen. He thought about the way Rayen used her shadows and the power he was able to detect then. And he even thought about the shadows Carth had used, the control she possessed.

      All of that had a specific signature, a way about it, and now he could detect that something wasn’t quite right.

      Daniel pushed, surging the shadows into her, and overpowered the resistance.

      Carth gasped, and he jerked his head around, worried that the sudden sound was going to be too much, but with the layer upon layer of shadow barricade he had placed, there should be no way for anyone to realize they were there.

      “What happened?” Rayen asked.

      “I think she’s been affected by what she did,” he said.

      “How did you know?”

      “I could feel it.”

      More than anything else, that struck him as the most profound truth. He could feel the change. Was anything with Rayen altered?

      He probed, sending shadows into her, and she watched him. Rayen was aware of what he was doing, and as he pushed the shadows toward her, she didn’t fight the way Carth had.

      With her, there was no sense of unsettled feeling. There was nothing within Rayen that was altered, and so he retreated, withdrawing his connection, no longer concerned that anything was amiss.

      “That’s it?” she asked.

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong,” he said.

      “Why just Carth?”

      Carth started to move. “Because Carth was the one attempting to change things,” she said. Her voice sounded stronger, and when she blinked open her eyes, there was more power within them than he had seen before.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      “About as well as I would expect to be after what I did.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “It needed to be done. And now?” She looked toward the barricade he’d created and stepped forward, focusing on the shadows. “There are several dozen out there.”

      “That many?” He hadn’t attempted to see how many were there, but with Carth now awake, he thought they would be better equipped to oppose them. Even with her help, they would need time to recover.

      His own strength was recovering, but slowly. Drawing upon the shadows might give him the ability to use them, and it might refresh him, but it wasn’t nearly enough to make him confident in his ability to Slide them away. And that was what they needed to do.

      “Why are we still here?” Carth asked.

      “We were waiting for you to come around.”

      “I thought you could just Slide us from here,” she said.

      “You took quite a bit of power from me,” he said.

      “I did?”

      He nodded. “I offered it willingly, but that doesn’t change that quite a bit was taken.”

      She stepped back out of the darkness and turned toward him. “The control you have is impressive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The strength you’re displaying now. This barrier is effective. It’s almost effective even to me.”

      Daniel glanced at Rayen before looking over to Carth. “I’m pulling from the Elder Stone.”

      Carth frowned. “We don’t know if that’s safe.”

      “I didn’t have any other choice.”

      Carth took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Perhaps not.” She joined them, sitting against the wall, leaning back. “I don’t care for waiting.”

      Rayen started to laugh, a low and amused sound. Carth glanced over to her, frowning.

      “I find that interesting,” Rayen said.

      “Why is that interesting?”

      “Mostly your admission.”

      “I don’t care for waiting.”

      “I think your time with Lucy Elvraeth has made you impulsive,” Rayen said. “You never had a problem waiting before.”

      “I never had much of a choice before.”

      “That’s not true. You traveled by ship, which is slower than any other way you travel these days.”

      Carth leaned her head back, closing her eyes. “With the way things have been escalating, the delay unsettles me.”

      “Obviously,” Rayen said.

      “You don’t need to keep pushing.”

      “What now?” Daniel asked.

      “Now we have to rest until you can safely Slide us,” Carth said.

      He stared into the darkness and began to send streamers of shadows out. He did so slowly, not wanting to draw any attention to the nature of his work, and he pushed them out carefully, working to see if he might uncover how many people were out there. And yet, as he did, he couldn’t tell if he was revealing too much of his presence. It was possible he was exposing far more than he had intended by using the shadows in this way.

      As Carth had suggested, he detected at least a dozen people.

      He focused on their presence, on whether he might be able to uncover anything else there with them. Would there be any way for them to use the shadows?

      They obviously knew about this chamber, which suggested that they knew about the Shadow Queen. What would happen if these were a dozen or more of the unkillable soldiers?

      Daniel couldn’t help but fear that possibility. Weakened as he was, he didn’t know if he had enough strength to do much more than try to push them off. It was better for them to Slide, to run and hide.

      Their goal here was information. They needed to know more about the Shadow Queen and better understand the purpose of her attacks.

      So far, they didn’t know anything about her activities other than that she was willing to pose danger to places like Keyall.

      And if they were in Landon, then they needed to know.

      Where else might they be?

      He stepped up to the edge of the shadow barrier, focusing, sending streamers of shadow through to the other side, and he listened to the way the shadows worked, searching for any sort of answer he might uncover.

      “What are you doing, Daniel Elvraeth?” Rayen asked.

      Daniel kept his focus straight ahead, listening for movement. “I’m searching to see if there are any of those unkillable attackers out here.” He looked over to her. “If there are, then we need to be prepared for the possibility they might be more than we can take on.”

      “I didn’t detect anything about them that would suggest that,” Carth said.

      “You think you are strong enough?”

      Carth smiled at him. “You challenge my control over the shadows?”

      “I only challenge your strength. I saw you after what you did. We all did. You were wiped out after how hard you fought to restore the Elder Stone.”

      The Elder Stone.

      Daniel jerked his head back around and focused on the nature of the shadows. He felt something changing, something he hadn’t paid much attention to before. Whatever else was happening, they were trying to maintain control over this Elder Stone.

      Was this going to be his ongoing fight?

      He didn’t know if he would even be able to hold on to it, and yet, he was here.

      If the Shadow Queen was here, he might not be able to resist what they were doing, but he didn’t think she was. If she was here, he doubted he and the others would be able to hide. That they were hiding so effectively, able to stay tucked in this corner using the shadow barrier to protect themselves, suggested that these soldiers didn’t know about them.

      Which meant they had a chance.

      “Something’s wrong,” Carth said, getting to her feet and joining him.

      “Do you feel it too?”

      “I feel it, but I can also see it in you.”

      Daniel looked out. “I think they’re working to alter the shadows again.”

      “How?” Carth asked.

      “I’m not sure. I can feel what they’re doing, the way they’re trying to influence the shadows, but I don’t know that I’m able to do anything to counter it.” That was perhaps the most troubling thing for him. As much as he wanted to oppose what they were doing, he wasn’t sure that he could.

      Somehow, he needed to fight.

      He was here. These shadows were now connected to him. Carth and Rayen, both shadow born, were here with him. Together, they had to be strong enough to counteract whatever these soldiers were doing.

      He took a deep breath, letting it out, and pulled upon more power from the shadows deep below. In doing so, he recognized the danger. If they had managed to twist them, to taint them as they had attempted before, then drawing that power to him could change him. But he didn’t think that was happening.

      He focused on what he knew of how the shadows should feel, the way they had felt when he had first been introduced to them and the way he had always detected them with Rayen.

      She was the one he knew the best.

      He’d been around Rayen for a long time now, and in that time, he’d come to know her shadows, the way the darkness swirled around her, the comforting touch she had when she used them. He could practically feel that power as it emanated from her.

      There had to be something more.

      What about Carth?

      Now that he’d forced the shadows into her, helping to prevent her from being harmed by this attack, Daniel could feel the way hers were supposed to be. There was a distinct energy to them, and the longer he focused on them, the more certain he was the shadows were meant to remain in a specific pattern. Yet something had changed.

      The alteration in the shadows began to escalate, and he was certain they didn’t have much time remaining.

      If they did nothing, the soldiers would succeed. The Elder Stone would be changed. The power would be returned to the way it had been when he had first appeared.

      And if he was holding on to that connection when it changed, Daniel feared that something would change within him. Somehow, he had to overpower that, and yet, as he focused on it, he wasn’t sure he had enough strength.

      “I don’t how much time we have,” he said.

      “Then we need to act,” Carth said.

      “I don’t know that I’m ready.”

      Carth looked over at him with a hint of a smile. “We never know if we’re ready. The only way we find out is to try.”

      Rayen joined him, standing on the other side of them, pressing up against him. He could feel the warmth radiating off her, the way her shadows swirled outward, caressing him. Was she doing that intentionally, or was that simply Rayen?

      He breathed in, holding on to the shadows, and had another realization.

      He could control the shadows. Not only that, he could use them, drawing them up from the depths, and he could connect those of them who were able to draw upon those shadows.

      What choice did they have but to protect that ability?

      He looked over to Carth before turning his attention to Rayen, and then he nodded.

      “Then let’s do this.”
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      Releasing the shadow barrier was the first step, and Daniel did so quickly, dropping it. As soon as he did, he pushed a haze away from him, letting the shadows roll across the floor. He wanted to illuminate any attackers that might be there. He wasn’t sure if his strategy would be effective, but given the nature of their attack and the way they were able to hide within plain sight, he thought something like that was needed.

      As the shadows struck the attackers, he could count how many were here.

      There were far more than he had expected.

      He reached a dozen, and then two dozen.

      All of them were masked in some way, hiding from him, yet all of them were focused on the opening where the shadows stretched deep into the earth.

      Somehow, he had to keep them from turning their attention toward him and his companions.

      Cutting them down wasn’t going to be effective.

      But Carth was.

      “Conserve your shadow strength,” he said to Carth.

      “Why?”

      “We need your control over the flames.”

      Carth nodded.

      They needed to figure out a way to either divide the attackers, which might make it so their numbers were overwhelmed, or corral them so that Carth could use one massive blast of energy against them. A single blast might be enough to overpower these attackers, but it also ran the risk of expending everything Carth had remaining. Daniel might have helped restore her control over shadows, but he still didn’t know whether she was fully recovered. With everything she’d done, she might not have enough strength remaining.

      He considered the possibilities. So far the soldiers hadn’t paid any attention to them, but how long would that last?

      Worse, how long would they have before whatever they were doing to the shadows intensified? Already Daniel could feel the changing nature of the shadows. The longer he spent working here, the more he doubted he could keep up.

      And he needed to keep up.

      There had to be something for him.

      On a whim, he began to draw power out from the Elder Stone. He had already been pulling upon that power, but now he did so with a renewed focus, trying to remove it.

      Carth looked over at him, a question burning in her eyes.

      “If they’re going to taint the power, then we’re going to move it,” he said.

      She shook her head slightly. “I’m not sure this power can be moved.”

      “I was with you when you moved another Elder Stone.”

      “The shadows are different, Daniel.”

      “Maybe, but with two shadow born and whatever I am, we might be able to move this power.”

      If they moved it, where would they take it? Ideas swirled in his head, yet no answers came to him.

      Wasn’t this the key, though?

      The more he thought about it, the more he wondered whether this was the way the Shadow Queen operated. She might have wanted to taint the shadows here, but it was more than that. She was trying to manipulate the board.

      And if he moved his piece, what would they be doing?

      Not sacrificing.

      He was determined not to make such sacrifices, but in order to fight, they would need to draw these shadows off, and then… then they would have to find someplace to store them.

      He had no idea where to go with that. How were the shadows even present? It was another piece he didn’t understand.

      “Let’s focus on removing them as a threat,” Carth said.

      Daniel continued to pull power from the depths of the earth, the surge of shadows filling him. At first, the attackers didn’t seem to be aware of what he was doing. Many of them stood in place, watching, as if prepared for whatever might be necessary.

      And then that changed.

      The assailants suddenly seemed to realize what was happening and turned their attention toward Daniel, Carth and Rayen, and unsheathed swords.

      Daniel drew upon the shadows and pushed. With the push, the men went sliding. They were difficult to see, the power they used hiding them somehow, but they slid across the floor and away from the source of the shadows. The nature of the shadows had already been twisted, and he could feel the way the taint was starting to change, growing, and yet as he held on to the shadows within him, he was able to maintain his connection, keeping them in the pattern he wanted. Hopefully he could hold that in place so that these attackers wouldn’t be able to change this power.

      Daniel strained, yet there was resistance. Someone among them had the ability to control the shadows.

      Whatever talent they had was different than his, though. It was twisted, and he could feel how their touch on the shadows was changing things. Could it be the Shadow Queen?

      They weren’t ready to face her, not if she was who they thought. If this was only someone who worked for her, then perhaps they did know enough, but as Daniel continued to send the shadows away, he couldn’t help but feel as if the power he was holding on to was not nearly enough.

      The resistance was there.

      He glanced over. Carth was ready, holding on to her power, starting to glow. But she wasn’t using the shadows. He had told her not to, and she was doing as he had said.

      He connected to her, drawing shadows from her. They were shadows he’d given her recently, power he’d restored, and it flowed through him easily. The nature of the shadows filled him, and he was able to call upon even more from the depths below.

      He pushed.

      He used everything he could, all of his control over the shadows, to slide these others against the wall. They were swept into a tight arc.

      “Now!”

      Power built from Carth. It bulged, a surging energy, and he could feel that heat as it rose, flowing off her with increasing intensity. Then flames exploded.

      The attackers were incinerated.

      It was a terrifying and horrible thing to observe, yet there had been no other option. With the nature of their power, the way they were able to control it and come back from the dead, Daniel had no other choice but to destroy them.

      No one screamed.

      That might be the most alarming part of all of it—they had killed them, yet no one had made any sounds of suffering.

      Daniel trembled. The horror of everything filled him, and he was left with a sense of disgust.

      But pressure continued to build upon him.

      Someone was still holding on to the shadows.

      As he swept the shadows around the inside of the chamber, searching for anyone, he didn’t see anything.

      Where would they have gone? They had to be here, but as he continued to push on the shadows, focusing on the nature of that power, he didn’t find the source of it.

      “There’s still someone remaining,” he said.

      “I can feel their hold on the shadows,” Rayen said.

      At least it wasn’t only him. And if Rayen could feel it, then they could track it.

      It wasn’t just a hold on the shadows. It was the way that hold was trying to reach into the depths of the Elder Stone, still attempting to twist it, to taint what was down there.

      Whoever was here had to be nearby. It didn’t seem to Daniel that they would be able to use that level of control from a distance. As he looked around, searching and straining against the shadows, he wasn’t able to figure out where it was.

      Could he track the nature of the power?

      It meant releasing the hold he had. Doing so might be dangerous, but he let the fog of shadows dissipate. Next, he sent power spiraling away from him, and then he pushed, drawing it up from deep beneath the ground, and trailed after what he detected.

      There had to be something within that he could use. The more he focused on it, the more certain he was he could follow the pathway.

      As he probed, he found it stretching up and up, and not through the main chamber, but beyond the main chamber, through the roof, and overhead.

      Into the palace.

      His breath caught.

      They were fighting someone who wasn’t even here.

      Who was it?

      It could be the Shadow Queen. When they had encountered her the first time, he thought they’d surprised her, but perhaps they had not. And perhaps she had some way of positioning herself so that she didn’t have to fear anything here.

      And if she had control like that, if she was able to continue to press her influence into this Elder Stone, they might not be able to stop her.

      Regardless of what else happened, Daniel needed to prevent her from continuing to influence the Elder Stone, but was this the move they needed to make?

      He thought about the Tsatsun board.

      There were many different plays that could be made. All of those he’d seen from the way that Carth had redesigned the board suggested that these moves were dangerous. Playing in this way meant sacrifice, but it meant sacrificing various elements in a specific pattern.

      In this case, what was the right pattern?

      He didn’t think it was giving up on this power.

      A sense of movement came from somewhere.

      More attackers.

      They wouldn’t be able to continue to fight. Asking Carth to incinerate more soldiers seemed a cruel request, and more than that, it might be more than she was capable of doing at this point.

      A different approach, then.

      He looked over at Carth and Rayen. Both of them had weariness written on their faces, the effort of what they were doing almost too much.

      He couldn’t continue to ask this of them.

      They needed to find a different way.

      It wasn’t going to be fighting. The Shadow Queen was better prepared, her soldiers stronger than them.

      And if it wasn’t going to be fighting, then it was taking another move.

      The other move was what he’d told Carth.

      “Help me,” he said.

      “Do what?” Rayen asked.

      “We need to draw upon the shadows. Hold as much as you can.”

      “Daniel Elvraeth,” Carth started, and he turned to her, meeting her eyes.

      “I don’t think we can continue to fight. She’s too powerful.”

      “We don’t even know that it is her,” Carth said.

      “We don’t, but it might be.”

      Carth watched him. For so long, she had been the one to make the plans and decisions, but this time she would be relying upon him. Daniel didn’t know if his choice was the right one, but he did know that he couldn’t simply do nothing. Leaving this power for the Shadow Queen was wrong. He didn’t know what the right answer was, but it wasn’t abandoning power. And there was a way they could do this where they wouldn’t abandon it.

      It was a sacrifice, but it was something else, too.

      Making a move with a dual purpose.

      Wasn’t that what the Shadow Queen had attempted? She’d made multiple moves, and he’d come to see that the way she used her power was different. They had to learn from her.

      They would be abandoning this place of power, but they also wouldn’t be abandoning it. As he tried to work through the possibilities, he couldn’t come up with any way she would have wanted this.

      If nothing else, they weren’t doing something that supported her.

      That seemed to be the right answer. Daniel knew they needed to find some way to slow her. If they could pinpoint that, using their control over the shadows and all three of their powers, then they could eliminate one source of magic for her.

      They would weaken her.

      “We need to try this,” he said again.

      Carth nodded slowly.

      The pressure upon him built, and as he focused on it, he was aware that it came from above, a sense of surging power, trying to draw upon the shadows—but more than just drawing upon them, it was trying to draw them off.

      She must have realized what he was doing. Who else but the Shadow Queen had enough strength to call upon those shadows in that way? Who else would possess that level of control?

      He pulled, and so did Rayen and Carth. Between the three of them, they were able to draw power. It flowed outward, filling them, filling the chamber, and he held on to it.

      When he had called upon the shadows before, he had never maintained that connection, not like he was now. He felt that power filling him. It was remarkable, and almost overwhelming. The longer he held on to it, the more he began to understand it could be held.

      The next step was traveling somewhere he could leave that power, but where?

      “I don’t know where to store it,” he said.

      Carth breathed out heavily. “I might have a place.”

      “Where?”

      “I need you to Read me.”

      “I didn’t think I could.”

      She smiled. “Not normally.”

      With that, an image appeared in his mind with great clarity. He’d been there, though he didn’t know why Carth would want to go there now.

      Pressure continued to build on him, and he fought, holding against it, and refused to let go. The others were doing the same thing. Surprisingly, Carth was having the hardest time. He was aware of the effort she was putting into it, but then, he had asked her to do so much, to pull upon her power in a way that might be more than she could handle at this point. Rayen was struggling too, though not as much as Carth.

      Daniel could feel the effort of trying to draw that power, and the longer he held on to it, the more certain he was that it would be challenging. He let it flow from him, filling him, yet he worried he wasn’t going to be strong enough.

      He had to focus. The image Carth had given him was a place he knew now he could find, but the next challenge was getting out of here—finding his way free while holding on to the shadows.

      Somehow, he had to find that strength within him, not just to get them free but to save the shadows.

      That was what this was about. It was about winning this round.

      For a moment, he hesitated. He could feel the Shadow Queen pulling against him, drawing strength, and he had a momentary fear that perhaps they were doing exactly what she wanted. She was playing a different game than they were, and she was far more skilled.

      He looked around the chamber, spinning in place, worried that perhaps he was being used, and yet even if he were, he couldn’t help feeling as if it were necessary. This was what they needed to do.

      He held on to that power, drawing it forward, and looked at the others. They struggled. Daniel borrowed more power, taking from Carth, taking from Rayen, using everything they had. If nothing else, he would work with them to help them hold on to the power.

      As it filled him, as it washed away from him, he yanked one more time. The energy from deep within the earth filled him, flowing away from the Shadow Queen—or whoever was above them.

      Daniel reached for the others, wrapping them in the shadows. As he did, he Slid.

      The movement happened strangely. There was a slippery sort of sense, and it felt jerky, a different movement than he had experienced before. They emerged on the rocky shores of a distant land. Daniel had been here before and was surprised this was where Carth wanted him to come. He breathed out, still holding on to the shadows. Carth and Rayen were filled with that power as well.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “Now we release it,” Carth said.

      “Where to?”

      She pointed at the tower. “There.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She smiled at him. “I didn’t expect you to understand.”

      She began to unleash the shadows within her, and they flowed away from her and into the tower. Daniel expected them to dissipate, yet they held. Rayen did the same thing, letting her shadows flow out from her and into the tower.

      That left only Daniel. As he stood there, staring up at the tower, noticing the way the shadows swirled around it, he felt as if this was right.

      But what was this place? Why here?

      Carth looked at the tower with a familiar gaze, and he couldn’t help but wonder where she had brought him, and what sort of power was here.

      As he stared, his hold over the shadows began to fail, and he could no longer maintain it. Releasing them slowly, he pushed them toward the tower the same as the other two women had. When they struck the tower, they held, maintaining that position.

      Daniel breathed out, shivering, watching the tower for a long moment as he searched for answers. He was drained. The effort of holding on to the shadows for so long and resisting the Shadow Queen had taken more from him than he had counted on.

      And now he wasn’t sure if he would have enough strength were they attacked again. He wanted to rest, but he feared that the Shadow Queen had followed them.

      When he turned to Carth, he found her watching him.

      “You worry she might have trailed us?” Carth asked.

      “I worry she was using that as bait.”

      “She already knows about this place, but it’s far enough away that I think she would have trouble reaching it. This was Ras’s stronghold.”

      Daniel stared up at it, wishing he had more answers.

      As he stared, the door to the tower opened.

      He hesitated, trying to reach for power, but none came to him.

      Carth reached over, patting him on the arm. “It’s okay.”

      He stared, trying to understand what was going on, but as he looked up at the doorway, noticing who was stepping out, his breath caught. “I thought he was dead.”
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      “Tell me again why you can’t wait on this task?” Elise stood at the edge of the village, the sound of the waves crashing in the distance and a gray sky behind her. It fit the expression on her face, leaving Haern guilty about what he was asking, but at the same time, she needed to be here. He could feel that even if she couldn’t.

      Then again, he suspected she could feel it, and that was partly the cause of her anger.

      “Because of what I detected.”

      “You need to run off because of one man.”

      “It’s not one man. It’s the sense of lorcith that’s beginning to change. Whatever is happening is increasing, and I feel I need to better understand what’s taking place so that we can be prepared for it.”

      “Why Dreshen?”

      “Because there’s a man there who helped.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said, turning toward him, her hands on her hips. “You don’t know if this is some sort of trap. For all you know it’s one of them.”

      “It might be.” He had given it some thought, yet he didn’t think it was likely. There was no reason for them to have helped. The other possibility was that it was one of the Ai’thol, but he didn’t know that they had enough control over lorcith to aid in what he had done.

      “Galen is going with me.”

      Elise jabbed him in the chest. “That doesn’t mean he can do anything to help.”

      “You don’t know Galen.”

      “You’re right. I don’t know him, which is why I’m troubled by all this.”

      “You don’t need to be troubled. Galen isn’t going to let anything happen to me.”

      “The same way he wasn’t going to let anything happen to you when you encountered us?”

      “Well, he did send me out of danger.”

      “And into a different kind of danger.”

      Haern couldn’t argue with that. It was true. Galen had helped, but he also hadn’t ensured that Haern was safe. For all he knew, Galen wouldn’t be able to do anything against this strange power over lorcith.

      “You know I asked Eve—”

      “That’s not any better.”

      Haern forced a smile. “All I’m doing is going to see if there’s anything I can uncover. When I’m done, I’ll return.”

      “What happens if you can’t?” she said.

      He took a deep breath. He understood why she was so angry, but this was something he needed to do. After having felt the power of the man, having experienced firsthand the way he was able to influence the lorcith, and the strangeness of the song, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was real danger to him and what he would want to do.

      “I wish I could say that nothing was going to happen to me,” he said to her. “I wish I could tell you that doing this was safe, but you know I can’t.” She wasn’t able to Read him, but she had some talent along those lines. With her ability, she would know what he was feeling and thinking. And more than that, she would know if he was in any danger.

      Perhaps that was why she was so angry now. She would have felt what happened when he had confronted the strange man. She would have known what he had gone through, and how terrified that had left him. Still, this wasn’t something he could ignore. Fear of something wasn’t a reason to do nothing.

      “I don’t want to lose you,” she said.

      He took her hands, pulling her toward him. “I don’t want to lose you either, but I know that if I don’t do this, many others might suffer.”

      “It’s the Ai’thol,” she whispered.

      “It might be,” he said.

      “But you don’t believe that.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not just what I detected. It’s what Della said.” That was the part he couldn’t get out of his mind. She had known that something else was taking place, and the more he felt of this power, the more aware he was of what was out there, the clearer it became that it was dangerous.

      And he couldn’t simply abandon it. For so long they had been focused on the dangers of the Ai’thol, the trouble Olandar Fahr posed, and now he couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps there was a different danger they had never known about. If so, didn’t he need to be a part of understanding whether that danger existed, and whether there was anything he could do to prevent it?

      He felt as if he had to.

      And if he could find that answer, he might know what else they needed to do. There was no doubt in his mind that something else needed to happen.

      “I could go with you.”

      “You could.”

      “You don’t think I should.”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything you could do in Dreshen. It’s a dangerous city.”

      “Then you need to get Eve to go with you.”

      “She already made her position clear.”

      “I will talk with her.”

      Haern glanced at Elise. “You will talk to her?”

      “You don’t think I should?”

      “I just don’t know if you’re the best person for that.”

      She jabbed him with her finger again and turned, heading into the village.

      Haern could only sit there and watch. There was nothing else he could say, and even if he could, he wasn’t sure he should. At this point, he needed to do what Elise wanted, and he couldn’t deny there would be some benefit in having Eve with them, considering her control over lorcith.

      He followed Elise and caught up to her near the center of the village, talking quietly with Eve. Irritation flashed in the other woman’s eyes, and she looked past Elise, locking eyes with Haern. Red flushed her cheeks, and her jaw clenched. Lorcith swirled over her head, a sure sign of her irritation.

      This wasn’t going well for Elise, yet all he needed was for Eve to agree.

      Elise spun away, stalking back toward Haern, and when she reached him, she nodded. “She will go.”

      “Just like that?”

      “You didn’t think I could convince her?”

      “I…”

      He didn’t know what to say. It surprised him that she would be able to convince Eve to go, after Eve had refused to leave without knowing what was going on with Lucy.

      “Thank you.”

      “Be careful.” She stood on her toes, kissing him, and then pulled him into a tight hug. “And come back to me.”

      When she left him, he watched her.

      “She can be difficult,” Eve said.

      “What did she say to you?”

      “She said I needed to go with you.”

      “I asked you to go,” he said.

      “You asked. She told me.”

      Haern took a deep breath and looked around. “We need to stop in Elaeavn first.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we have another coming with us.”

      “Why do I get the sense I won’t care for this?”

      “This isn’t about what we will care for. I found a man who has a different song to his lorcith.”

      Her eyes twitched. “What sort of song?”

      “A dangerous song.”

      Haern pushed off on lorcith, as prepared as he thought he could be, and hovered in the air, waiting for Eve to join him.

      It didn’t take long. Her control over lorcith seemed to improve each day. Each time he was around her, it seemed she was better able to manipulate the lorcith, to the point where she now floated as if it were nothing.

      They pushed off, traveling across the ground, Eve trailing only slightly after him. The longer they went, the more he realized just how skilled she had become. She was able to push and pull on the coins as easily as he was, and though she didn’t stay as high as he could, she still hovered far above the ground. In time, how much more control over lorcith would she gain?

      When they reached Ilphaesn, he paused.

      “There’s so much of it,” she said. “I’ve always noticed pockets like this but haven’t really known what they were.”

      “My people mine the lorcith here.”

      “They were my people, too.”

      Haern nodded. “I didn’t mean it like that.” He needed to be careful not to upset her so early in the journey. “I want to see if I can detect the shifting lorcith.”

      “I will join you.”

      “It’s going to be difficult,” he said.

      “You don’t think I can do this?”

      He twisted in the air toward her, using a push and pull off lorcith in order to maneuver. “If I didn’t think you could do this, I wouldn’t have invited you.”

      “I don’t recall getting an invitation. This was more a matter of being told what to do.”

      He smiled again. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Anyway, I will go with you.”

      Haern pushed off on the lorcith within Ilphaesn, quickly gaining altitude. Before long, he was up at the level of the clouds, spinning. He held his breath, glancing down to see if she would be able to keep up. This was a difficult hold over lorcith, and he wouldn’t be surprised if this was more than she could do. But surprisingly, she kept up, reaching his height, her eyes wide as she looked all around.

      “Don’t try to talk. The air is too thin.”

      She nodded, and he motioned toward the south, where he could detect the distant sense of lorcith. As he focused on it, he tried to see if there was anything there he could uncover. He could feel that strange song, the chorus out there, the twisted sense he knew meant the unsettling lorcith was present. He focused on it, straining, and as he did, he could feel that it had shifted again.

      Each time he was aware of it, he noticed it moved closer.

      It still was quite a ways away, but it was growing easier for him to sense the lorcith. Whatever was out there was encroaching upon them. It wouldn’t be long before it reached them.

      Haern started to lower himself back down. As he did, Eve dropped.

      He streaked toward her, holding on to his connection to lorcith, and caught her. Her eyes were fluttering, her body twitching, and he quickly lowered to the ground, standing on the peak of Ilphaesn, and pushed on her sense of lorcith, focusing on it.

      He could feel it resisting and continued to push, shifting it from where it had been to where it needed to be. The song had been altered, and he used the lorcith within Ilphaesn to help guide him. It slid slowly back into place.

      Eve took a deep breath. The tremors ceased, and her eyes stopped fluttering. After a few moments, she relaxed and then opened her eyes.

      “You tried to push on it, didn’t you?”

      She nodded, getting to her knees and looking toward the south. A haunted expression crossed her face.

      “I did the same thing when I first detected it,” Haern said.

      She glanced over. “You did?” Her voice was soft, and he could hear the fear within it.

      “The same thing happened to me. I managed to catch myself, which you might have done too. I had to shift the song within me before I was able to save myself.”

      “It’s so strong.”

      “It is. There is nothing quite like it, and it’s why what we’re doing is so important.”

      “I didn’t know. I would have gone with you sooner had I known.”

      “I know you would have,” he said.

      “What can we do about this?” She got to her feet. “There’s just the two of us, and what is out there is so incredible and vast.”

      “I don’t honestly know. But I do know we have to try. If we fail, that lorcith will continue to shift toward us.”

      He didn’t have to tell her that if whatever was out there reached them, it would alter places like Ilphaesn. He could tell from her face that she understood.

      “Let me know when you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      He took a deep breath and then pushed off on the lorcith. It didn’t take nearly as much strength, but she wasn’t keeping up as well as she had been. She had exerted herself more than she wanted to let on, so Haern made a point of not pushing so hard until they reached the palace courtyard, dropping down to the ground.

      When Eve dropped next to him, her eyes were wide as she looked around. The tchalit were there, swords at the ready, and Haern waited. “I’m here for Galen.”

      He half expected to have to battle them again and was thankful when he didn’t. At least this time, Galen wasn’t going to greet him with a challenge.

      One of the tchalit hurried off into the palace, and the other two remained, blocking Haern’s entry.

      “Do they always treat you like this?”

      “This is better than the last time, when I had to fight them.”

      Eve frowned and shook her head. “And here I thought this was an enlightened place.”

      “I don’t think anyone would ever claim that Elaeavn was enlightened.”

      It didn’t take long before Galen appeared. Cael trailed after him, glancing from Haern to Eve. There was a fluttering sense within his mind as she attempted to Read him, but he no longer even bothered to place barriers within his mind. If Lucy couldn’t Read him, hopefully Cael wouldn’t be able to either.

      She was a lovely woman. Probably the same age as his mother, but still quite regal in her bearing. A navy cloak hung over her shoulders, pinned with a golden brooch at the neck. Her hair hung in a dark braid. Deep green eyes glanced around the courtyard before settling once again on Haern.

      “Here you have come before me to take my husband on a dangerous adventure,” Cael said.

      “I’m sorry it’s necessary,” he said.

      “I’m sorry it’s necessary as well.”

      The last time Haern had gone with Galen, Cael had begrudgingly allowed it, and he wasn’t sure if she felt the same way this time. After what they had experienced, the attack on the palace and on their daughter, she might view things differently.

      But then, this time it wasn’t about rescuing his father. It was about saving not only their people but all of Elaeavn. That was a good reason for Galen to go.

      “I agree,” Cael said.

      He frowned. “You can Read me?”

      She tipped her head slightly. “Not well, but there is enough.”

      Strange. Here he had thought himself protected by the augmentation. Then again, Della could Read him too.

      “I don’t know what we’re going to encounter,” he said.

      “Dreshen can be a dangerous place,” Cael said.

      “You know of it?” He’d thought the only time Cael had ever left Elaeavn was when she had gone after the crystal. At least, that was the story about her. She led the Council, and there would’ve been no reason for her to depart from Elaeavn otherwise.

      “I’m aware of Dreshen, as I’m aware of many places. It is a part of ruling for me to know what exists in the world. What threats we might face. I wanted to ensure our people are prepared for anything we might encounter.”

      Interesting. That had to be Galen’s influence. He would’ve wanted Cael to know the rest of the world, and considering how much Galen had traveled when he had been exiled, he would have seen plenty.

      For them to travel would involve either going by horseback or by foot, or finding someone who could Slide.

      There were enough people within Elaeavn now who openly Slid that he suspected they had gone that way, but even that surprised him.

      “I don’t know if the Ai’thol still control Dreshen.”

      “It looks like we’ll find out,” Galen said.

      He turned to Cael, pulling her off to the side, holding her hands. Haern watched the two of them. She had the same worried look on her face that he had seen from Elise, and much like with Elise, he had a sense that Cael understood what they were going to do was necessary, but that didn’t mean she liked it. They whispered softly to each other, and Haern turned his head to the side, not wanting to eavesdrop.

      “She strikes me as incredibly capable,” Eve said.

      “She is capable. She’s led the Council for the last twenty years.”

      “She would have been young.”

      “I think so. Her father had sat on the Council before her and was responsible for what took place.”

      “And they allowed her to succeed him?”

      “Cael views things quite a bit differently than he did. She views things quite a bit differently than most traditionalists do.”

      “I think I would enjoy getting to know her.”

      “Tell Galen that.”

      The other man joined them and stood looking around at the two of them. “Just the two?”

      “I think it’s easier to approach this way,” Haern said.

      “A small party. You’re probably right. Anything larger and it’s likely that we will be noticed. I’m not so sure that we’re dressed for Dreshen.”

      “It’s warmer there,” Haern said.

      “Warmer, but I worry we’ll look out of place.” He glanced over to the palace, where Cael stood by the door, the tchalit on either side of her. “I suggest that we make a stop before reaching Dreshen. If we stand out as from Elaeavn, it will draw attention to us.”

      “You’re the only one who dressed like you’re from Elaeavn,” Haern said, noting the formal appearance of his clothing, the thickness of his cloak and the fine cut of his jacket and pants.

      The only thing that didn’t really fit with traveling was the pouch Galen kept on him. It was worn and weathered, the leather having cracked and faded over time, and yet the way he was able to reach into it and grab the darts quickly suggested it held a familiarity that he wouldn’t let go of.

      “The two of you look like you’re from Asador,” Galen said.

      Haern looked down at himself. He had on a maroon shirt and faded brown breeches. They were clothes he’d had in the village, but now he realized that Galen was probably right. They probably had come from Asador. Enough travelers came through Asador from all over that it wouldn’t be unusual for them to have come through the city, though.

      “Where do you suggest?”

      “There are plenty of larger cities along the way,” he said.

      “This just delays things,” Haern said.

      Galen locked eyes with him. “We need to be prudent about our movements. Anything that draws the wrong kind of attention puts us in danger.”

      Haern breathed out and grabbed on to Galen, dropping a coin and pushing. As they took to the air, Galen gritted his teeth.

      “I’m not sure that I’m going to like traveling like this.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      Eve joined him, hovering in the air, and Haern motioned to the south. They began to push and pull, traveling quickly, with Galen holding on. At one point, they paused in a grassy plain, and Haern pulled a lorcith belt out, slipping it onto Galen.

      “What is this?” Galen asked, latching it around himself.

      “This is my way of holding on to you if something goes awry.”

      “Why do I get the sense I’m not going to like it?”

      “Let’s just hope that nothing goes wrong.”

      Galen cocked a brow at him. “I’ve traveled enough with you, Haern, to know something always goes wrong.”

      Eve laughed.

      They took off again, traveling south. He moved quickly, but not as quickly as he had gone when carrying his grandfather with them. In this case, he was focusing on other cities that they could stop in.

      “Do you have someplace in mind?”

      “There are plenty of towns along the way to Dreshen,” Galen said.

      “What have you done to ensure your prisoner is secured?”

      “Other than placing tchalit there?”

      “Beyond the tchalit.”

      “We’ve done everything we can. We locked him in. We’ve placed lorcith around the cell”—that had been one of Haern’s suggestions, shifting a lorcith lump to create a specific song and keeping it near the prisoner, overwhelming him with the song—“and as far as you’ve told me, we aren’t going to be gone that long.”

      “I hope not, but we need to understand what’s taking place. I worry about what would happen if we’re gone too long.”

      “The tchalit are prepared to kill him.”

      Haern frowned, partly at the nonchalant way that Galen said it, but what else could they do? If they were gone too long, they needed to ensure that the prisoner didn’t overwhelm the lorcith, and without having someone else who could shift it, there might not be any way other than killing him.

      It was late in the day when they paused at a small town. Haern looked down at it, noting the way it was nestled off to the side of a forest, a wide road leading into it.

      He lowered them near the forest. “You two wait here. I will be back.”

      “You’re sure it’s safe?”

      “One traveler is less likely to draw attention than three. And I can navigate just fine.”

      Haern watched Galen go, feeling unsettled.

      “What is it?” Eve asked him.

      “I don’t know. Just a feeling.”

      “You disagree with his desire to dress us differently?”

      Galen had reached the road and was moving quickly. It might be easier if he traveled by lorcith, but that would risk drawing attention.

      “It’s about more than that. It’s…”

      He shook his head. He couldn’t shake the strangeness. He glanced up at the trees, the wide leaves spread out overhead. They had a strange fragrance that was different than what he experienced within the forest. The trees weren’t nearly as tall or impressive, but there was a sense of energy from them. Haern could only stare up at them.

      “What if we’re making a mistake?” he asked.

      “Traveling like this?” Eve asked.

      “Traveling to Dreshen. We know the Ai’thol have influence there.”

      He couldn’t help but feel as if Olandar Fahr would have gained power again. He likely had already replaced his augmentation, and regardless of how Haern had shifted the nature of his lorcith, making it so that he couldn’t use his augmentations in any functional way, a man like that still posed considerable dangers to him.

      Haern looked through the trees. All this time they had been worried about the Ai’thol, yet there was another threat. He remembered what Carth had said about the Ai’thol, the way they had used power over the years. Oftentimes, the Ai’thol had manipulated others, including the Hjan, to serve them.

      Could this be something similar?

      All of it left him unsettled, on edge. He didn’t have answers, and he hated that. With everything they’d been going through, he wanted to better understand things. They had been battling Olandar Fahr for long enough that it felt like he was a considerable threat to them, but as far as he knew, it might be more than just Olandar Fahr. It might be this control over lorcith.

      He found himself wandering through the trees, looking around him. In the distance, Eve was there, leaning against one of the trees, watching the road.

      What he needed was some other way of piecing things together.

      What he really needed was his father.

      Haern looked up at the sky. From here, the trees all came together, letting only streamers of light through the upper branches. The trees might not be all that tall, but they were dense enough to mask anything else overhead.

      Would the Great Watcher even be able to see him within the trees like this?

      That was, if the Great Watcher even existed.

      His father had claimed that he had sat alongside the Great Watcher in one of his visions after holding the sacred crystals, but Haern couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else maneuvering things.

      And how could he not, when he had seen places like the Council of Elders?

      Though he didn’t know what the Council of Elders was all about, he recognized it was a place of power. It was a place that reminded him of the Elder Trees.

      A stump nearby gave him a place to rest, and he sat there, looking up at the trees, glancing down every so often to ensure Eve was still near him. Thankfully, she was staying at the edge of the forest.

      Why the stumps at the Council of Elders?

      That was the thing he didn’t understand.

      They had been trees, and from what he had heard from Lucy, the crystals were placed at the center of the trees. Sort of like the Elder Trees, though in the heart of the Aisl Forest, there was only the earth. There had not been the crystals.

      But that wasn’t even true, was it?

      Haern leaned forward, resting his chin in his hand, thinking.

      The crystals had been beneath the forest, in a chamber accessible through some hidden means that his father had managed to create. Because of that, they had been at the heart of the forest.

      Strange.

      They had to be interconnected, but why? And how?

      As Haern looked around the forest, he tried to think through what he had experienced, and whether anything in that experience that would give him the answers he needed, but there was nothing there.

      “Haern?”

      He glanced over toward the edge of the forest but couldn’t see Eve clearly. He started toward her, realizing that something was off.

      Haern reached for his coins, connecting to the lorcith within them, and pushed on them. When he reached the edge of the forest, he found Eve still leaning against the tree.

      “What is it?”

      “Can you feel it? The metal. Something’s off.”

      Haern closed his eyes, focusing on lorcith, and he thought he understood what she was saying. The song was there, but there was something else to it.

      The horrible undercurrent of the other song.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

      

    

    







            Haern

          

        

      

    

    
      Haern grabbed her by the hand, and they hurried forward, leaving the forest behind. He kept the lorcith near him, focusing on his own lorcith within him and briefly on that within Eve.

      “Pay attention to it,” he whispered.

      “What do you think is going to happen?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. That’s my concern.”

      “I don’t know where it is,” she said.

      “I don’t either.” Though he could feel that sense of lorcith, Haern didn’t know where it was coming from.

      What he sensed suggested there was another man nearby like the one now confined within the palace in Elaeavn.

      “We need to protect ourselves,” he said. “Somehow, we have to ensure they can’t influence the lorcith within us.”

      “What more can you do? I thought you already shifted the song.”

      Haern focused on the lorcith within himself. He didn’t know what else he could do with it. He had stretched it so thin it was barely more than a thread that wound throughout his entire being, but he worried someone with enough control over lorcith—someone like himself—still might be able to influence it. If they could, what might they do to him?

      When he focused on Eve, her lorcith was different. While Haern had stretched it out, changing it within her, there was still something about the lorcith inside of her he could easily reach.

      “How much control over lorcith do you have within yourself?”

      “Why?”

      He looked around. There was no one else moving, and he was thankful for that. With his enhanced eyesight, he thought he would be able to See someone on the road if they were approaching. But then, with a town of this size, why shouldn’t there be others? Why would they be alone like this?

      Unless something was already wrong with this town.

      It could be that they’d made a mistake allowing Galen to go by himself.

      “Focus on the lorcith within you,” he said, staring into the distance and looking for signs of movement. There was nothing he could make out, and he frowned, trying to focus on everything around him. “See if you can’t listen to the song in a way that allows you to draw on it.”

      “The song is fine, Haern.”

      “It’s fine, but can you enhance it?”

      “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      He tore his attention off the distant horizon, looking at Eve. “Focus on the lorcith within yourself. Focus on what you can feel of it. Focus on the song, and see if there’s anything about it that you can influence. If you can do it, you might be able to change the lorcith so it’s individualized to yourself.”

      He couldn’t normally tell when she was using lorcith unless she was pushing against him or using it to travel, but now he could feel the sudden change to the song within her. At first, he worried she wasn’t quite grasping what needed to happen, but the longer he focused, the clearer it was to him that she did.

      “You need to find some way for the lorcith to be tied to you so that no one can influence it.”

      “Will it protect me from what happened before?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Was that movement? He looked into the distance and focused on whatever might be out there, but he didn’t See it.

      It was a troubling thing for him to feel, and yet, if there was anything wrong, wouldn’t Galen have returned?

      Unless he wasn’t able to.

      His heart beat a little faster, and sweat beaded on his brow. He tried to ignore his uncomfortable feeling, but with everything they’d been encountering, he didn’t know if he could.

      The song within Eve began to shift. Haern listened, still staring out at the horizon, but the forest made it difficult for him to see anything else.

      It was interesting to be around someone else shifting lorcith like this, to listen to the way the song changed. As it did, he recognized it had a different frequency to it, as if it were synchronized with something within Eve herself. It was something Haern couldn’t have done—something that only the person with the lorcith was able to latch on to.

      The lorcith within her stretched, and filaments of it streaked throughout her, becoming even thinner than Haern’s own. And here he’d thought it would take her a long time to gain this level of control. It was possible she was already there. What she lacked was strength.

      Eve worked for a while longer, and the lorcith continued to change within her, stretching out, becoming little more than threads . As he focused on the song within her, the way she used the lorcith, he suspected what she had done was necessary. It was the way the lorcith had needed to be moved, so that it fit with her and with her song.

      “I think it’s done,” Eve said.

      Haern leaned back, listening to the way the lorcith called to him. It was there, faint but distinct. It seemed to be tied to her in a way it hadn’t been before.

      The way she modified it was far more than what he’d imagined her capable of, and it was more than he thought he could do himself. That left him wondering whether he had done as much as he needed for the others. If he hadn’t modified the song as well as he’d thought, then perhaps they still needed him to do more for them.

      “Can you tell any difference?”

      “Nothing more than what I already did,” she said.

      “I can feel the nature of the song, but I can’t tell what you did.”

      “I flowed with the song and it shifted,” she said.

      “I’m aware you shifted it,” Haern said, smiling at her. “The part I’m not aware of is how you shifted it. I don’t know whether the lorcith within you now can still be influenced by these others.”

      The other strange and painful song continued to call to him. The longer he listened, the clearer it was that there was something unpleasant about it. It was a mixture of agony, of screams that seemed to fill his mind. Haern knew better than to push against it. Doing so would only alert them to his presence and the fact that he had the ability to push against the lorcith.

      “We should move quickly,” he said. There was still no one out on the street leading into the village, which left him unsettled in a way he couldn’t put a finger on. They weren’t even in Dreshen yet. Why should there be problems like that here?

      Then again, this was a small village, isolated, and if it were going to be infiltrated, this was the kind of place he could easily see having that influence.

      He pulled on his coins, dropping them to the ground, and used them to carry him along the road. It was easier to push on the coins, hovering as he went, and Eve followed him.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” he said as they made their way toward the town in the distance.

      It loomed closer. The buildings were of simple construction. Most of them were blocky, built out of fading gray stone. Some had ivy creeping along their sides. Thatched roofs were mostly well maintained, though as he approached, he could tell that parts of the town had fallen into disrepair.

      Not only disrepair, but parts of it seemed to have been burned, with sections near the far southern end of the village that had been completely destroyed.

      Haern pushed on the coin, taking to the air. As he hovered, surveying the village more closely, he took in the sight of everything far below him. This was what they should’ve done before. It was troubling to see the village like this. An entire section—probably almost a quarter of it—had been leveled. Ash and debris spilled through that section of it, and more than that, the strange song of lorcith seemed to emanate from there.

      He turned to Eve. “There is something—”

      Haern felt lorcith coming toward them. He grabbed for Eve, pushing higher, and they went shooting into the air. As he did, he twisted, holding off on pushing on the lorcith coming toward them. He couldn’t tell if it was tainted lorcith, but if it was, he didn’t want to risk himself against it. He’d rather wait.

      As it exploded, he pushed.

      It reminded him of the lorcith bombs. He had enough experience with those that he thought he should be able to handle it, but the nails shooting outward from it were harder for him to control.

      Haern had to focus on the song of the lorcith.

      Had he not experienced the strange attacker at the prison within Elaeavn, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to do this. As it was, he forced his connection outward, trying to override what was coming his way, and he felt the lorcith begin to shift.

      The nails struck his barrier, and he pushed again. Gradually, they switched. Haern breathed out and focused on the entrance to the town. Galen would have to be somewhere near there, and Haern didn’t want to linger too long and risk something happening to him. He dropped to the ground and reached for his lorcith coins and knives, prepared to attack. Lorcith swirled around Eve, and he nodded in her direction.

      “What was that?”

      “Lorcith bombs. We encountered them on the road. They’re filled with nails that explode. Unless you have a connection to lorcith, they can be quite destructive.”

      “That seems awful.”

      “And these were different than what we faced. I almost didn’t have enough strength to push it away.”

      Had one of those nails struck, he wondered what would happen to him—and his connection to lorcith. Would he be changed as he’d been by the lorcith alloy piercing his hands?

      “Come on,” he said, hurrying into the town. He focused on lorcith. Galen kept a single piece with them, enough that Haern should be able to track it. As he wandered through the streets, he found the connection to lorcith fainter than it should be. The more he focused on it, the harder it was to detect what he knew was out there.

      “It hurts,” Eve said.

      “I think that’s the point,” Haern said.

      “I don’t know how long I can stay here.”

      “We don’t have to stay long. We have to find Galen, and then we can go.”

      “Why would he have remained?”

      Haern knew Galen would have been curious as to what had happened here. The other man likely would have tried to investigate the strangeness taking place here, but what could he uncover? As far as Haern had been able to see, there was no movement in the street, nothing that signified any locals from this town remained—only a strange sense of lorcith, and whoever had attacked them.

      Could he focus on them?

      It wouldn’t take many people with power over lorcith to overwhelm a town like this. It was one of the things that had troubled him when he’d begun to hear the rumors about his father. Everything he’d heard had a chord of truth within it, and it was easy enough to believe his father could have done something when it came to the Ai’thol. He knew how much his father hated the Ai’thol, and he knew just what he would do to overpower them. The stories of Rsiran destroying entire villages were far too believable.

      His father.

      Haern stopped, looking around him.

      “Haern?” Eve whispered.

      He frowned. He’d been wondering why his father had disappeared. He’d thought something might have happened to him, but what if it was something like this? What if his father couldn’t return because of the strange and twisted lorcith?

      With his ability to Slide, there would be limitations on what he could do. And Haern didn’t know how well his father was able to push and pull on the lorcith coins to help him navigate.

      With someone like Rsiran, who was accustomed to Sliding where they wanted to go, the moment they were restricted, they would be stuck.

      “Haern!”

      Eve grabbed his shoulder, shaking him, and Haern took a deep breath. He had to push those thoughts out of his mind and focus instead on what was around him. He needed to figure out where they needed to go, and where Galen had gone.

      He focused, pushing away all sense of lorcith everywhere around him. He could feel that lorcith within him, and it seemed to tingle with his senses, vibrating inside him. He ignored that song, listening only for the song of the lorcith Galen carried with him. It was subtle and faint, but since Haern had had a hand in forging it, it would be more likely to echo for him.

      Haern found it.

      It was quite a ways from them.

      Grabbing Eve by the arm, he hurried through the town. As he went, he couldn’t help but marvel at how empty everything felt. There was a sense of desolation.

      “Where did everybody go?” Eve asked, echoing his thoughts.

      “I don’t know. I wonder if it’s tied to this strange song of lorcith.”

      “I don’t know if it’s good or bad that it’s not hurting quite as much as before.”

      Haern focused on the metal within him, pushing to ensure it was shifted for the song it should be, but it was still the way he remembered.

      “Maybe we’re just getting used to it,” he said, but he couldn’t help but worry it was something more than that. With this much of the song around him, perhaps the lorcith within him would lose its chorus and begin to fail.

      Haern couldn’t think about that. All they needed to do was find Galen, and then they could leave. He wasn’t entirely sure what he would do once they found Galen. They had intended to head to Dreshen, but they had found something worse along the way. Didn’t others need to know?

      He stayed close to the buildings, focused almost exclusively on the sense of Galen and the coin he carried with him. As he neared, he could feel that coin pulsing against him, the power building as if it were answering him.

      Haern was drawn forward, turning a street corner, and then he thought he should see Galen.

      But there was nothing.

      He paused, looking around. The coin had to be here. He could feel the way it pressed against him, the awareness of that power within him.

      Had Galen gone somewhere else?

      He wouldn’t have known they were coming for him, so Galen would have no reason to stay in one place.

      Could Haern send him a signal?

      He focused on the coin Galen carried, and he pushed on it gently.

      There was no response, but he hadn’t expected anything. He waited for any change in the movement of the lorcith that came from Galen, but he didn’t detect anything. He pushed again, focusing on it, thinking that if nothing else, he needed to figure out where the other man was moving.

      As before, there came a pause, and then it turned, heading in their direction.

      Haern stayed pressed against one of the buildings, looking along the street. The sound of the painful lorcith continued to swirl around them, the song rising everywhere. Haern wanted to return to Ilphaesn, to a place where he knew the frequency of the lorcith, so that it wouldn’t upset him quite so much. It was strange for him to be thinking like that, as he hadn’t even known about the song of the lorcith until recently, but now that he did, he couldn’t focus on anything other than this strangeness.

      Eve tapped his arm and pointed. Haern turned in that direction, looking along the street. There seemed to be a pool of darkness. Haern’s heart hammered for a moment. He’d seen something similar in Elaeavn—the same pool of darkness that had surrounded the other man.

      “We need to be ready,” he whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know, but if it’s anything like what I encountered in Elaeavn, it will be someone with power over this twisted lorcith. Even within a place I should have been able to control, he was almost too much for me.”

      He didn’t know if this person would try to attack—or if they were even aware of him. More likely than not, they knew Haern and Eve were here. They carried too much lorcith with them, which was dangerous with the Ai’thol, but with someone like this, someone he suspected had control over metal in a way that he didn’t, it could be deadly.

      “Are they like Carth?” she asked.

      “You mean with the shadows?” Eve nodded. “I don’t think so. Carth has control over shadows, but I can See through them. This is different. This is blackness, almost as if it’s something else.”

      Haern wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that it left him feeling unsettled.

      Worse, it was moving toward them.

      He needed to find Galen, and then they needed to get out of the town. Once they did, they could regroup, figure out what they needed to do, and from there they might be able to return if necessary.

      The pressure on Galen’s coin continued, and it seemed as if the other man should be near, but Haern couldn’t see him. He scanned everywhere around him, but there was no sign of the other man.

      He kept his focus on that pool of darkness at the other end of the street. It continued to drift slowly toward them.

      Haern trembled, wanting nothing more than to be anywhere but where he was, yet he needed to wait for Galen to reveal himself.

      He pulled on the sense of the coin within Galen, trying to draw his attention.

      The other man had to know they were there. He had to be aware of them, and yet, the more Haern pulled, the harder it was for him to feel anything from the other man.

      Where was he?

      Eve tapped him and pointed in the other direction along the street. Haern jerked his head around and found another swirling pool of darkness coming toward them.

      How was she detecting it so quickly?

      The song.

      Now that Haern paid attention to it, he could feel the way the song flowed, as if it were swirling around him, radiating outward from these strange senses of darkness. He had been so focused on trying to reach Galen, to do anything that would alert his friend and mentor to their presence, that he had almost missed it.

      The pressure from the strange song built.

      Haern spun and pushed, sending his surge of lorcith against the darkness. He shot nails, coins, knives at it. Everything seemed to hit that swirling darkness, and then it collapsed.

      Haern’s connection had failed.

      Not just failed, but everything shifted.

      He dropped a coin and pushed off but found he couldn’t go any higher than the top of the nearest building. Something held him in place.

      He was going to have to fight, but he had no idea what he was facing. Until he could more easily See, he wanted to stay away from it.

      He needed to fight in a different way. That was what Galen had always taught him, wasn’t it? Not just to use his advantage with lorcith, but to find some other strategy.

      Haern had other weapons.

      He unsheathed one of his steel knives and gripped it tightly. He glanced along the street and saw that the other pool of darkness was making its way toward him.

      Lorcith was the only weapon Eve had, and he looked over to see that the metal shards she used had failed.

      It was a mistake bringing her with him.

      Facing something like this, he should have known it would be dangerous to do.

      Could he focus on the lorcith song within the person?

      Even if he could, he doubted he’d be strong enough. They had the ability to shift the song the same as he did. Anything he might be able to do, they could counter.

      He needed to incapacitate them.

      He stared… and could See movement in the heart of that darkness.

      It was a figure cloaked in black. He needed to maintain accurate aim. He thought of everything Galen had taught him and flicked the steel knife.

      It twisted end over end and struck the figure in the chest.

      The darkness continued to swirl, but then it faded. Haern reached for his other steel knife and held on to it as he turned to look in the other direction. Galen crouched over something at the far end of the street.

      Haern steadied his breathing. The resistance that tried to hold him down faded, and he was able to elevate above the ground far more easily than before. He looked around, searching for any other signs of darkness. From this vantage, he could still feel the strange song out there in the village, but he wasn’t able to see anything.

      Dropping back to the street, he found Eve watching him.

      “What was that?”

      “That is what I was afraid of.”

      “My metal was useless.”

      “So was mine.”

      Her eyes were wide, and she looked down the street toward Galen, watching as he plucked his dart from the fallen man.

      “How was he able to do that?”

      “Because he’s Galen.”
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      Haern paused to make sure that the man he’d stabbed was still down. He wouldn’t want to disappoint Galen by not following through with the techniques the other man had taught him. One of the first steps he’d required of Haern was to ensure the task was completed before moving on to the next.

      He found an olive-skinned man with curly black hair. There were markings along his neck, as if he had been branded, and strangely shaped metal objects lay on the ground near him.

      Lorcith.

      Haern probed the lorcith and found it was all the strange type, with that twisted nature to it.

      The man still breathed, and as Haern approached, he started to move.

      Haern flicked his other knife and caught the man in the throat. A hint of a smile crossed the man’s face, and Haern remembered the hounds, how hard it had been to destroy them. Perhaps there was more going on than he understood.

      If he was similar to the hounds, would killing him like this even be effective?

      He watched for a moment, but there was no further movement. The man didn’t take another breath. Blood spilled out on the cobblestones, and Haern continued to watch until it became clear that the man was gone.

      When he turned back to find Galen, Eve was watching him.

      “Was that necessary?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      It troubled him that it had come to killing like that, and even more concerning was the fact he wasn’t sure if there was anything else he could have done. They had barely survived.

      When he reached Galen, he found him loading up another set of darts, standing and watching the man. The other man flicked his gaze toward him. His eyes were wrinkled and tense.

      “This is what we faced in Elaeavn.”

      “They used the metal.”

      Galen nodded slowly. “Even the guilds weren’t able to stop them.”

      “You stopped them,” Eve said.

      Galen nodded. “I did. In my time outside of Elaeavn, I learned to look for things beyond what I could See.”

      “That’s how you stopped them?”

      “They might move in darkness, but it’s not as if they move in shadows. If you know how to focus, you can find where to target.”

      Haern had found the same thing, and watching the darkness moving, he’d been able to uncover where he could attack and was thankful he’d stopped the one attacker. But he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to stop another.

      All this time, he had relied upon his lorcith, despite Galen’s teachings and the way the other man had wanted him to find another method to fight. In that time, he’d found himself powered—almost overpowered—and hadn’t felt it necessary to learn to fight in any other way.

      This told him otherwise.

      If he had Galen’s control over poisons and his ability to use these darts, he might not need to rely upon the lorcith. Then again, he’d learned how to fight with the sword and had some skill there if it came down to it.

      “Did you kill him?” Haern asked.

      “This one? No. I thought it would be beneficial if we could get some answers.” Galen glanced down the street, his eyes narrowing. “He’s not going to be of much help.”

      “I hope not.”

      Galen arched a brow at him.

      “I encountered creatures during my travels,” Haern said. “I don’t know what else to call them. They were difficult to kill. They were chasing the women I helped. I brought them down once, but they came after us again.”

      Galen frowned. “I’ve heard rumors of such things. In my line of work, you always hear rumors, and when you don’t see them, you don’t know what to make of them.” He crouched next to the fallen man. “I’ve seen men who are far more powerful than they have any right to be. I’ve seen men who can travel from place to place with little more than a blink of an eye. And I’ve faced monsters who thought to use others in ways they shouldn’t. Why shouldn’t there be those who can survive death?” Galen nodded to the man. “Help me with him.”

      “What do you want to do with him?”

      “I want to question him, Haern.”

      Haern grabbed for the man, reaching tentatively, afraid that if he touched him, he might somehow twist his connection to lorcith, but he needn’t have worried. There was no pressure on the lorcith within him. As he sat the other man up, Galen began to peel his cloak from his shoulders and then worked downward, ripping his shirt off and then his pants.

      “What are you doing?” Eve asked.

      “I need to make sure he doesn’t have any weapons when we interrogate him,” Galen said.

      “So you will do it naked?”

      He shrugged. “With those of unknown abilities, I’ve found it’s best to remove any protections they might have.”

      Haern realized something. The darkness that had surrounded them seemed to fade. And here he’d thought it was tied to something within the man, but that wasn’t it at all. It was tied to his clothing.

      “What is it?” Galen asked.

      Haern nodded to the cloak. “The darkness comes from that. Now that we’ve removed it, I don’t see it as much.”

      Galen stared at it and frowned. “I don’t either.”

      “If it’s tied to the cloak, then—”

      “Then you think that you could replicate it using your own type of lorcith,” Galen said.

      Haern looked up, meeting Galen’s eyes. “The thought did cross my mind.”

      “I’m not surprised. Only we don’t know how dangerous what they’ve done is.”

      Galen grabbed the man, dragging him down the street. He left the clothing in a pile in the center of the street, and Haern stared at the cloak. As he did, he pushed on it.

      There was a sense of resistance, and the longer he pushed, the more he felt that resistance. He wondered if he’d be able to overpower it. If he could, then the cloak wouldn’t be dangerous to him, though there was a chance that even pushing on it would open him up to the others being able to do the same.

      Eve touched his arm, and Haern turned to see her watching him. “I think we need to dispose of these,” she said.

      Haern took a deep breath, focusing on the cloak, and wondered if there was anything he could do to easily dispose of it. They didn’t want to leave the clothing out here for someone else to find, and certainly not for someone else to come and claim.

      Which meant they would either have to overpower them or bury them. Could they burn them?

      With enough heat, his grandfather had said, everything began to change. Placed in the forge the right way, the metal would shift, changing. If they mixed it with the right type of metal, an alloy, there’d be nothing more that could be done.

      “Can you go and get everything from him?” Haern asked, pointing to the other man at the end of the street.

      “Why don’t I gather this and you go get those?”

      It was only fair. He was responsible for what had happened to the man, and Eve was uneasy about all this. As he headed down the street, he found Galen waiting for him. He had already bound the man’s arms and legs with a length of rope and had him propped up against the building.

      Haern raised a hand, motioning to Galen, and when he was done, he reached the end of the street, found the other fallen body, and began to peel the cloak and clothing free from him. He worked quickly, not wanting to touch him too much. When he was done, the man lay naked under the bright sun, and Haern scooped the clothing up and started away before changing his mind and going back for the metal. He added that to the top, wrapping it in the clothing, and then joined Galen.

      “Do you mind telling me what you intend to do with that?” Galen said.

      “I intend to destroy it.”

      “Good. I was afraid you thought to use it.”

      Haern looked around. He needed a place where he could add heat and flame to all of this. There was one such place he thought might work, but he needed to find the right sign.

      He dropped lorcith before pushing off on it and took to the air.

      Locating a blacksmith’s shop should be relatively easy. As he searched, he looked for a distinctive chimney. There would need to be plenty of ventilation, and he expected to find stacks of metal. Sometimes blacksmiths would keep coal stacked outside, other times metal, and still others would keep other signs of the trade.

      Then he found it. It was near one of the destroyed sections of the city. Haern fixed it in his mind and headed back toward Galen. When he landed, he found a dart sticking from the naked man’s chest.

      Galen shrugged. “He was starting to come around.”

      “I found what I need, but I’m not sure I can carry all of us and this.”

      “I’ll meet you at the edge of town,” Galen said.

      “I don’t want to split up. The last time we did—”

      Galen shook his head. “The last time we did, we weren’t expecting this.”

      “No one expected to be attacked. Just be ready.”

      Galen arched a brow at him. “I will.”

      Haern turned to Eve, who was still holding on to the bundle of clothing, trying to hold it out from herself as if afraid to keep it too close to her.

      “Come with me,” Haern said. He scooped the clothing up and took to the sky, and Eve followed.

      When they landed in front of the blacksmith, she looked up at the building. It was as simply constructed as everything else in this town, with nothing more than a rectangular frame built of stone. Rather than a thatched roof, this one had slate. The air carried with it a metallic odor, a familiar scent from every smithy he had been around in his life.

      “Why here?”

      “I was a blacksmith in another life. We need heat to change these and destroy what we can.”

      “Is that your plan anytime we come across these people?”

      “I hope we don’t encounter too many of these people.”

      She sighed. “I hope not either, but if we do, what do you plan on doing?”

      Haern pushed open the door to the shop and headed straight toward the forge. Eve followed.

      “If we come across them again, we need to be prepared to do anything in our power to destroy this type of lorcith.”

      As he said it, he wondered if the people attacking them felt the same way. He lit the coals, getting them glowing, and looked around. It was structured like most forges he had seen, filled with partially formed items, stacks of metal in one corner. Within a short time, heat radiated through this place.

      “Let’s dump this on there,” he said.

      “Are you sure that’s the right thing to do?”

      “I want to ensure no one else can use it.”

      And he wanted to mute the song.

      It was that desire that overwhelmed him. He took the bundle of clothing and weapons, dumping them on the heated coals, and stood back. Flames engulfed the clothing first, then sparks began to sizzle, leading to blues and purples, colors he wasn’t accustomed to seeing within coals like that.

      Eve shot him a look, and he motioned for her to dump hers on. She did, and the flames leaped higher than he expected. Everything sparked, burning brightly, and the smoke was overpowering. He stepped back, moving toward the far wall of the smithy, and watched.

      “Is that what you expected?”

      “Not so much,” Haern said. “Typically when you heat metal—”

      “This is more than just metal.”

      “Even when you burn clothing—I wasn’t expecting this kind of reaction,” he said.

      And yet, did it matter? All he needed was for the heat to build enough to change the nature of the metal. But then, if all of this was that same twisted lorcith, nothing was going to change with heat. He needed to mix it with something else.

      He scanned the smithy and spied a section of copper. Copper mixed with lorcith fairly well, but it often made it softer, so that it would frequently be useless. It was one lesson his grandfather had taught him—certain alloys were more effective than others, and thus more valuable.

      He grabbed several hunks of copper and started toward the fire.

      “What are you going to do?”

      Haern didn’t look over his shoulder. He knew enough to respect the nature of the fire and keep his focus on it. He could feel the heat radiating from it and approached carefully—cautiously—holding the copper. The heat coming off the forge was intense. It was more than just the heat that troubled him, though. It was the purple and blue sparks, the light that erupted from the strange metal they had placed there.

      “I’m trying to change the nature of the alloy to mitigate what they might have done with it.”

      Haern held the copper out. The heat was pushing on him, almost more than he could tolerate. He didn’t know if he would be able to get close enough to the fire to do anything. He stepped forward and tried to reach toward the flames, but the heat was too much.

      Tongs. If he could find a long enough set of tongs, he might be able to push the copper into it. As he looked around, he located them, but they were lying against the wall next to the forge.

      He wasn’t able to reach them.

      He did the only thing he could think of. Haern threw a hunk of copper toward the fire. It landed on top of the burning metal and quickly melted. He threw another, and this one hit the back wall of the forge and bounced.

      Haern swore under his breath, turning to look for other metal he might be able to use. He didn’t care about what he mixed; all he wanted was to mitigate the nature of the lorcith. In one corner, he found a partially finished section of steel chain.

      Haern brought it to the fire. As he started to swing it, he changed his mind. A chain might be useful. Anything of steel might be useful when dealing with people like this, and so he stuffed it into his pocket. It was heavy, but not so heavy that he wouldn’t be able to carry it.

      What else?

      As he searched through the metal bins, he found more, grabbing several bars of metal, one of iron and another of copper, and bringing them over to the forge, tossing them in. With each piece of metal he added, the sparks coming from the twisted lorcith changed. The heat lessened, and he was able to approach. He grabbed for a shovel, mixing them together, swirling it into a superheated molten ball.

      And then he stepped away. That would have to be enough. Someone with exquisite control over lorcith might be able to separate them, but even if they could, there would be no point. There was enough lorcith around that they wouldn’t need to extract it like that.

      He focused on the song coming from it, which was muted but still there. It had been modified, and he wondered if he could shift it now.

      It happened slowly, but it worked.

      “We should go,” Eve said.

      “We should,” Haern agreed.

      They stepped outside, and Haern felt a bit guilty at leaving the coals burning like that. It was a lesson he’d learned so well growing up, not to leave coals unattended, yet what would it matter if this town burned?

      They pushed off on lorcith and reached the edge of the town. Galen was there, and the fallen man had another dart sticking out of his chest.

      Galen shrugged. “He started coming around again.”

      “What are you using on him?”

      “Terad.”

      It was a paralytic that would prevent most people from breathing, but Galen must’ve used it in a low concentration.

      “Where now?” he asked.

      “Now we go and get our questions answered.”

      Galen held on to the man, and they dragged him from the town toward the forest. By the time they reached the trees, the sun was shifting in the sky, and Haern was tired from everything. Still, he thought the walking had done him some good. He was feeling restored. After having used his connection to lorcith as much as he had, he was stronger than he had been before. They headed into the forest, and he waited to see what Galen might be looking for.

      “I want to find a tree to tie him to,” Galen said.

      “Why a tree?”

      “Several reasons. One, if he has some way of Sliding, I want to be able to minimize that. If I’d been thinking, I would’ve brought a few different poisons that might’ve been more effective.” His gaze drifted beyond the edge of the forest, toward the town. “I suppose I could find some supplies there that might be useful.”

      Haern had some experience with the type of toxins Galen was referring to. They were powerful and would strip people of their abilities. They allowed the subject to remain awake, which was both a blessing and a curse. He’d experienced it himself, and it had taken away his ability to See and his power with the lorcith. Haern thought they might need something like that if they were going to face someone able to use twisted lorcith.

      “I grabbed this,” he said.

      He pulled the chain from his pocket, and Galen nodded, using it to tie the man to a tree. He latched it with a dagger through the ends of the chain and stepped back.

      “You’ve done this before?” Eve asked.

      “When I’ve had to,” Galen said.

      “What kind of man are you?”

      “These days? I don’t know.”

      Haern made a circle of the trees but kept his gaze on the naked man bound to the tree. The moment he started to stir, Haern wanted to be ready, and he held on to one of his steel knives, prepared to throw it at the man.

      Galen joined him. “This is what I’ve trained you for.”

      “That was what I was thinking during the fight.”

      “I find this troubling,” he said.

      “The idea we’re facing someone with metal like this?”

      “The idea that we’re facing something other than the Ai’thol.”

      “Who do you think they are?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect this is who Della feared.”

      He couldn’t help but feel as if it were still somehow tied to everything that had happened with the Ai’thol and with Olandar Fahr.

      “I wish we had Carth,” he said.

      “There are limitations to even her knowledge.”

      “You don’t think she would’ve heard about anything like this during her travels?”

      Galen turned his focus on the man. “If she had, she wouldn’t have abandoned that search.”

      They watched as the man’s breathing began to quicken, and Haern and Galen approached. Eve watched them, her attention shifting from Galen to Haern and then to the captive.

      And then the man came around, his eyes slowly opening, and he looked up at them.

      There came pressure on Haern, and he pushed against it.

      Eve gasped, and Haern looked over to check on her, but she’d stabilized herself and was now focused on the man. She took a step toward him, anger surging in her eyes.

      “Don’t,” she growled.

      The man looked at her. “Does she lead?”

      “We all lead,” Haern said.

      “Interesting.”

      “Who are you?”

      “The better question is, who are you?”

      “We know who we are. Why are you here?” Haern flicked his gaze toward the town in the distance. “Why did you destroy that place?”

      “We didn’t destroy. We prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “The coming of the Mistress.”
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      Ryn looked around the top of the tower. From up here, the wind began to gust, and it carried with it the smells of the city. Situated as they were near the edge of the water, there was a sense of power, but there was also that of the sea, a reminder of how close they were to another source of power.

      It was something that Ryn had always recognized when she had lived in the village. The ocean was enormous and powerful, and with the waves rolling in and crashing along the shore, there was a steady sort of strength, an overwhelming sense that they were part of something greater.

      She breathed in the air, letting it fill her lungs.

      “You returned.”

      She turned slowly, not surprised that Olandar Fahr had managed to sneak up on her. He was dressed in a gray cloak, and the sword strapped to his waist suggested he’d been fighting.

      What had he been doing in the time they’d been gone?

      That troubled her. She wanted answers, but she also didn’t want him to be attacking until she better understood what was taking place.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I believe that you are my Emissary. You don’t get to question.”

      She frowned, watching him. “I think we’ve already established that I am no longer that person.”

      “You would reject your title?”

      “I would reject it until I understand what it is.”

      “You observe. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “What I wanted is not the same as what I want now.”

      He smiled at her. “Much has changed for you.”

      “Should it not have?”

      “Everyone changes over time, Ryn Valeron. It’s a matter of whether you are prepared for what you become.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “One of the benefits of placing the blessing is that I get to observe people transform.”

      Olandar Fahr took a step forward and reached the edge of the rooftop. He looked over it, and from here, Ryn wondered what he might be able to see. With his abilities being what they were, he was far more powerful than her. It was possible he could see other things down in the city, powers that she couldn’t fully understand.

      “In the time I have participated in placing blessings, I have observed many people change. Some of them accept it, recognizing the benefit to the blessing is such that it gives them abilities they didn’t have otherwise. Others fear it. Even though they’ve been given a great gift, they don’t embrace it and don’t use it the way that they should. Still others think it gives them a right, that power changes something about those around them, diminishing them.”

      “And which are you?”

      He turned toward her, a hint of a smile on his face. “What makes you think I’m any of those?”

      “You’ve taken a blessing.”

      “I have, and I lost it. I think in losing it, I began to truly understand the nature of the blessing, certainly more than I did before. When I had my first blessing, there was a sense of power that left me believing I was right, that any choice I made was correct, yet when I lost the blessing, I came to question whether those choices were right. Even now, I don’t know whether they were. I suppose that in losing it, I began to doubt myself.”

      It was a level of honesty she hadn’t expected from Olandar Fahr. Had he been like this before, she thought, she might have been less reluctant to come to him.

      “The only thing I’ve gained from the blessing is enhanced senses.”

      “You have always been trained to—”

      “I haven’t always been trained for anything. You trained me to observe.”

      He tipped his head, nodding. “I did, because of a gift I was given.”

      “The visions.” When he nodded, she shook her head. “And what makes you think the visions you were given were not malevolent?”

      He frowned. “Why would you question that?”

      “When I went to the Temple of the Mind, I visited with the priest. They gave you the visions. He shared answers with me.”

      Olandar Fahr frowned. “That doesn’t sound like the Temple of the Mind.”

      “I suppose he shared them in the form of questions. And what I could sense. There was a great darkness.”

      “What do you mean, you sensed it?”

      “The darkness began to move, pressing upon me. I was aware of it, and it was powerful.” Ryn closed her eyes for a moment, shivering with the memory. It was much more than she’d wanted, and the power of that vision still terrified her. Running from the darkness had left her thinking she would never be able to escape.

      “He called it an undoing.” Ryn turned back to him. “Everything that was happening was tied to this undoing. From what he said, he and others like him have been opposing this power for many years.”

      “I need you to take me there.”

      “I don’t think I can,” she said.

      “Ryn, you don’t understand. If you spoke to one of the Elders, that’s something that even I haven’t managed to do. In all the years I’ve searched for understanding, trying to know my purpose, I’ve never been able to find one of the Elders.”

      Ryn shook her head. “I can’t go back. If I do, I think we’ll be trapped. The darkness was trying to confine us.”

      “Ryn—”

      She shook her head. “I can’t do it, Olandar.”

      “Then we will fail,” he said.

      “He told me I need to do the same thing as you suggested. He wanted me to take my place upon the Council of Elders.”

      “Did he tell you why?”

      “Their power is beginning to fade. Others need to take their place. And if I don’t take my place, then another will be chosen.”

      Olandar Fahr frowned. “Who chooses?”

      “I don’t know. I get the sense that the Elders choose who replaces them, which means this woman who’s responsible for the undoing has some say in it as well.”

      Olandar Fahr stared out at the night. “And our time is limited.”

      “We don’t know how limited,” she said.

      “If the attack is continuing to press, and if what you were sensing at the Temple of the Mind is real, then our time grows short.” He turned toward her. “There have been other rumblings here.”

      “What sort of rumblings?”

      “The sort of rumblings that suggest that power is beginning to move.”

      “How is it moving?”

      “In a dangerous way. The longer we do nothing, the more likely it is that power will shift, and eventually, we may be unable to stop it.”

      Ryn shivered. It was the only response she could have at the idea of the darkness continuing to press upon them.

      “How am I supposed to take my place on the Council?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      She looked over. “After all this time you’ve been searching for answers, you don’t know?”

      He smiled tightly. “I think I knew at one time, but when that power was stripped from me, I lost much. It has taken me a while to regain it, and even with that, I’m not entirely certain I’m back to where I was before. So I don’t know.”

      Ryn licked her lips, finding them dry. If they didn’t do anything, and if this darkness continued to move, then they would encounter incredible danger. She could sense the darkness when she had been near the Temple of the Mind. If that began to move, if it began to threaten places where she cared about others, then what would they do?

      If she didn’t have any way of finding out how to sit at the Council, then there might not be anything she could do. As much as she was willing to serve, and as much as she thought she might be able to do, she had no way of understanding what would be asked of her.

      “That’s why you want to return to the Temple of the Mind.”

      “I don’t know how to find the Council otherwise.”

      “I thought it was only that you wanted to visit with the Elder.”

      “I must admit there is value in that, but that isn’t the only thing I want.”

      “The Elder suggested you have been influenced by this other.”

      Olandar Fahr nodded slowly. “It’s possible. My visions haven’t always made sense. There have been parts of them that don’t fit together, and I’ve tried to position myself so that I can protect my mind, to ensure I’m making the right choice, but at times I don’t know if that’s the case.”

      “Why you?”

      “What?”

      “Why were you chosen?”

      He smiled at her. “I’ve asked myself the same question over the years. I don’t know that I have any better answer than I ever did. I think somehow I was primed in a way that allowed me to hear what was necessary, and yet, perhaps it was more that I was willing to do what was necessary.”

      “What if what you’ve done hasn’t been necessary?”

      “You think I would have been used even in that.”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that what we have experienced, what we’ve seen, is enough to tell me the power that exists in the world is different than what we understood.” She thought about what Olandar Fahr had shown her over the years, and she couldn’t shake the sense that answer was correct. “You’ve tried to show me many things. Many places. And every place you’ve shown me has been about power.”

      “It has, but it hasn’t been about me trying to gain power for myself. It’s been about trying to understand the visions, trying to prevent what I’ve seen. I want nothing more than to stop that darkness.”

      “What exactly have you seen?”

      He looked away, staring out into the darkness. “Have you ever experienced night so black you can barely find your hand in front of your face?”

      “Occasionally.”

      “Have you been in a cave so deep and so dark that you don’t even know where you are?”

      She shivered at the idea of that. “No.”

      “Have you ever experienced an absence of senses? An emptiness, where there is nothing else around you?”

      That much she had felt. Every time she’d visited the priest at the Temple of the Mind and been surrounded by that white light, she’d felt that same way. It was a strange sensation, and it overwhelmed her, leaving her trembling with the sense she might not ever find her way free.

      The first time she’d experienced it, she’d been afraid of it, but each time she went, there was something more familiar to it. It wasn’t comforting. Ryn doubted it ever would become comforting, but at least it was familiar.

      “I have.”

      Olandar Fahr watched her, and his eyes narrowed. “Perhaps you have. What I fear is that this undoing, this darkness, is determined to change things for all of us. This being, however powerful they might be, intends to destroy, and in doing so, they will annihilate everything. There will be nothing remaining.”

      “She is an Elder.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “That’s what the priest said.”

      “I still find it hard to believe,” Olandar Fahr said. “The Elders work together. They formed the Council. That is the purpose of what we have been doing.”

      “They may have formed the Council, but one decided to use their power for themselves.” And she had to worry that the same thing would happen this time. What would happen if the Council were reformed and Ryn sat upon it? What if she did, and the others there were not trustworthy? She understood Olandar Fahr intended for Lareth to sit on the Council. Even though she didn’t know whether the things she’d believed Lareth responsible for were really his doing, she did believe that he was violent.

      What if he took a seat upon the Council? Would she be able to work with him? Would she ever be able to trust him to act in the right way?

      Perhaps that was the next challenge.

      The first order was for them to stop this woman, to destroy her power, but in order to do so, they would have to claim it.

      “That’s the key,” she whispered.

      “What is?”

      Ryn looked around, wishing she had Tessa, or the priest, or someone else here with her.

      The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that she was right. The key to all of this, to stopping the undoing, was replacing the woman responsible for the darkness. Once they did, that power would fade.

      Hadn’t the priest already said that time was different in their place? Hadn’t he told her their power was beginning to diminish, and that was why things were changing? If their power was beginning to fade, and if she was beginning to fade, they needed to prevent her from finishing what she wanted before she faded completely.

      And more than that, if they could find some way of replacing her, of taking her power, then they wouldn’t have to worry about her doing anything.

      “We need to seat someone on the Council to replace her.”

      “You’re getting ahead of yourself,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “Am I? You want me to take a seat on the Council. Though I’m willing to do so, I feel the other thing we need to do is tied to replacing this woman. If we can find some way to end her reign, then we wouldn’t have to worry about the undoing.”

      Olandar Fahr stared at her. His eyes rolled back, and his head twitched slightly. It lingered for a moment, then two, and then longer.

      Ryn couldn’t help but turn away. There was something disturbing about watching him like that, and she couldn’t stand the way he twitched, worried that something might happen to him.

      Eventually, it ended, and he blinked, looking over at her. “It might work.”

      “It might?”

      “Unfortunately, those visions are too difficult to make out. I think something influences them.”

      “I’ve told you it does. It’s her.”

      “I don’t know how she would be able to influence my visions.”

      “The Elders are responsible for your visions. That’s how they are influenced.”

      He sighed. “I only wish there was a better way for me to understand. If only we could go to this Temple of the Mind.”

      “I don’t know that I’m willing to go back. Even if we did, if we were trapped, then everything you intend will fail.”

      She watched him, taking a step back. Unless that was what he wanted.

      Was he so far gone with this other, so influenced by her, that she had to worry about him?

      She didn’t think so. But then, if he was, it was possible he wouldn’t even know; he could be acting on her behalf without being aware of it.

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t tell whether or not you’re working with her.”

      “Not intentionally,” he said.

      “Which means you might be.”

      Olandar Fahr shook his head. “I don’t think I am, but again, I don’t know. If what you’re telling me is true, it’s entirely possible I’ve been influenced. I still don’t think I am.”

      Ryn watched him, and if nothing else, she wanted to get into the back of his mind, to know exactly what he was thinking, if only so that she could ensure he wasn’t influenced in a way dangerous to them. The more she learned, the more certain she was there had to be an answer as to what they would need to do. If it was about finding the Council, taking some place upon it, she needed to do it.

      “There has to be some other way for us to find the answers we need,” she said.

      “There might be, but if time is growing short, then we need to go straight to the source. Unfortunately, the only source we have is access to the Elders, and if your priest is truly an Elder, then that is where we need to go.”

      She had barely recovered from the last time she’d visited, and she didn’t know if she would be strong enough to return.

      “If we’re trapped…”

      “I will go with you.”

      “It doesn’t quite work like that, Olandar. The priests decide who enters, and it’s not always who we think should be allowed in.”

      “When you went the last time, what happened?”

      “I went with Tessa, but we were separated.”

      “Then we need to find some way to ensure we don’t get separated.”

      “I don’t know if there’s any way to ensure that doesn’t happen.”

      “We can bring Tessa, if you would like.”

      Tessa could end up trapped as well. It might be better if it was just the two of them.

      “Fine. We can go.”

      “When?”

      It troubled Ryn that Olandar Fahr had so much excitement in his voice. She didn’t like that, and she didn’t like that she couldn’t trust him. But then, if he really did want answers, she thought she understood. With as long as he’d been chasing knowledge, searching for the power of the Elders, what better way for him to understand his purpose than to meet with one of them? And if the situations were reversed, wouldn’t she have done the same thing?

      “If our time is growing short, then we need to go now.”

      She held her arm out, and he took it, and they Traveled.

      As before, there was a sense of colors, more muted than she remembered. They emerged outside the city.

      “You need to take us all the way to the temple,” she said. In the darkness, the temple rose up above the rest of the city, and it seemed as if lights flickered in windows, though Ryn suspected much of that was an illusion. She no longer knew how much of this was real and how much was in her mind. It was possible that the entirety of this city was only in her thoughts.

      “Where?”

      “There’s an archway that leads into the temple. There’s a courtyard behind it, and the temple is behind that.”

      He took her arm, and they Traveled again, emerging right outside the archway. Ryn looked up, staring at the lettering. In the darkness, it was difficult to make it out.

      “Can you read that?”

      “Not well. It’s faded, and the language is unusual. It says something about entering a place of knowledge.” Olandar looked over to her. “What happens when we cross under?”

      “As far as I can tell, it’s when we cross under that we truly enter the temple.”

      “Not the temple itself?”

      “When we came the first time, I thought so, but each time since, it’s when I pass through this archway that I begin to have visions. I think that whatever else is happening, it’s tied to the archway.”

      “How did you stay with Tessa the last time?”

      “I told you, we didn’t stay together.”

      But for them to be successful, she wanted to stay with Olandar Fahr. She worried they would need someone like him, someone able to fight, able to oppose whatever strangeness they might encounter. Before, Tessa had managed to Travel them, to carry them to the archway. If they didn’t find the priest, and Ryn wasn’t certain they would, she wanted to have some way to escape and stay ahead of the darkness. Being able to Travel even within that space would be beneficial.

      She held out her hand, and Olandar Fahr looked at it before taking it.

      She started forward.

      As she did, she focused on what she wanted.

      It was something she had done before. She had come searching for the priest, looking for answers, but now she didn’t know if she needed to find the priest. What she did need was to figure out where they were would uncover the Council. If the answers were there within the temple, she needed to find them.

      She breathed out, squeezing Olandar Fahr’s hand. There was nothing reassuring about holding his hand. When they crossed through, she held on to the question in her mind.

      The Council. How to find the Council.

      There came a stirring sense of movement, the chill that washed over her each time she came through here, and once again, she was within the temple.

      Surprisingly, Olandar Fahr was there, still holding on to her hand.

      She glanced over. “Did you Travel with me?”

      “What was that?”

      “Is this your doing?”

      He shook his head. “I had nothing to do with this. This is the inside of the temple?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been here several times, and yet, when I get the answers from the priest, I seem to go to another place.” She looked around, searching for the sense of power. When she had been here only a short while ago, that sense of power had filled her, and she was certain it came from the altar, yet now she wasn’t sure if that sensation would return or if it was only in her imagination.

      “I’ve tried to come to the Temple of the Mind before, and I’ve failed.”

      Ryn hadn’t known that. “Have you been able to come through the archway?”

      “I’ve passed beneath the arch and crossed the courtyard, even reached the door, but it’s always been locked. Everything I try, even attempting to Travel beyond the door, has failed.”

      “I suspect you never even came close to the door,” she said.

      “Perhaps not,” Olandar Fahr said. He swept his gaze around the inside of the temple, and she couldn’t help but wonder what he was observing. Would it be different for him than it was for her?

      “When we were here before, there was a sense of power from the altar. I don’t feel it now.”

      “There’s something pushing on me,” Olandar Fahr said. “It’s faint, but—”

      “When I was here before, there was the sense of something pushing on my blessing like when you showed me the darkness.”

      He cocked his head, studying her. “That shouldn’t be. They shouldn’t have an influence here.”

      “She’s gaining strength,” Ryn said.

      “How do you know?”

      “A feeling, I guess. Probably nothing more than that. It’s tied to what I see when we Travel.”

      He studied her. “What do you see when we Travel?”

      “I see colors, but the last few times, those colors have been muted.”

      “Are you sure of that?”

      “You taught me to observe.”

      “I suppose I have,” he said.

      He turned away and began to make a circle on the inside of the temple, the same way Ryn had when she had been here last. She had a feeling he was doing something more than what she had done, and she watched him.

      At one point, he flickered and then reappeared.

      “Why are you Traveling here?”

      “I’m not. I’m trying to see if I can’t Travel from here to someplace else.”

      “Tessa was unable to do so.”

      “As am I.”

      “Which means we’re trapped.”

      “Perhaps, but I wonder about this place. There’s something strange about it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not certain, but this place isn’t quite what I was expecting.”

      “What is it, then?”

      Olandar Fahr shook his head and continued to Travel, though rather than flickering and reappearing in one place, he did so all around the inside of the temple, jumping from pillar to pillar to the altar to the door, barely pausing.

      And then he emerged near her.

      He frowned. “That is an unusual sense.”

      “What is?”

      “This place. I’m not at all certain where we are.”

      “We are within the Temple of the Mind.”

      “I know that’s where we think we are, but I wonder if perhaps we are someplace else.”

      “Where else would we be?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He took her arm, and they Traveled. There was no shimmering of colors—they weren’t muted this time but simply absent. There was a sense of movement, and a strange whooshing sound in her ears, but when that faded, she appeared deeper within the temple. She looked around, noting the bright light glowing from everywhere. Olandar Fahr was still there. He held on to her arm, and she was strangely thankful for that, appreciating the connection between them, glad he hadn’t abandoned her.

      “Are you seeing this?” she asked.

      “And what should I be seeing?”

      “The bright light everywhere.”

      “I see walls. I don’t see any light.”

      She frowned. How was he unable to see it? But then, maybe that was her gift in this place. With Olandar Fahr here, the priest wasn’t going to make his presence known. Somehow, she was certain of that. She could stay here for a long time, and she doubted the priest would ever appear.

      “How did you reach this place?”

      “I could sense metal here.” Olandar Fahr shook his head, looking around. “I followed it.”

      Ryn couldn’t see anything other than the glowing white light. “I don’t see any metal.”

      “You aren’t connected to it in the same way.”

      “We need to go back to the altar.”

      “There wasn’t anything there.”

      “There might not be, but I still think we need to return.”

      Olandar Fahr took her arm, and they Traveled. When they stepped back out, the light shifted, no longer glowing so brightly. Now she could look around and make out the shades of other colors around her. There was the altar, and yet, having been surrounded by the bright white light, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was some sense of power near her as well.

      Why should that be? What would the power come from?

      She looked over to Olandar Fahr, searching him for answers, but he stared straight ahead, focusing on something as if attempting to experience a vision. If he was, she doubted he would find anything here.

      “When I was here with Tessa, we were able to Travel to the edge of the courtyard and then beyond.”

      “We haven’t seen what we wanted to find yet,” he said.

      “I don’t know if we will,” she said.

      He looked over to her and seemed as if he wanted to say something. Somehow, they needed to uncover the secret to the Council if they were to stop this impending darkness. Then they had to find others who would be able to sit upon the Council.

      “There has to be an answer here,” he said.

      “I thought it would be tied to the altar, but now I don’t detect anything from it.”

      He stared. “I can’t shake the feeling there’s something.”

      “And there might be,” she said.

      He Traveled to the altar, and when he appeared, he flickered around, shifting from place to place, emerging briefly, as if he were trying to test each place where he appeared.

      Ryn ignored him.

      She knelt in front of the altar, bowing her head, resting her elbows on the table. Olandar Fahr was right that there had to be some answer, but it wasn’t going to come from the priest. It had to come from themselves.

      When she had passed through the archway, she had begged for understanding, asking the temple for knowledge and guidance, but now that she was here, she wasn’t sure if there was going to be any guidance.

      “Show me what I need to do,” she whispered.

      Her voice was soft, and she didn’t look up, focusing on the mental image of the priest. “I know you don’t like to provide answers, but I think I need them in order to know what you want from me. There’s something here for me, but what?”

      There was no answer.

      Olandar Fahr had trained her to observe, but there was nothing for her to observe. There was nothing for her at all, only the ongoing sense of the power she knew was here.

      “If I am to sit at the Council, I need to know how to find it.”

      There came a brief surge of light.

      There was nothing else around her. Just the light. It reminded her of being deeper in the temple when she had gone with Olandar Fahr.

      This was in her mind.

      “You have decided?”

      Ryn tried to find the source of the voice but couldn’t. Despite that, she couldn’t shake the sense that it was the priest.

      “I have decided. You wanted me to take a seat at the Council, and I’m willing to do it, but I need to know where to go.”

      “Your task will be difficult.”

      “Now you would talk me out of it?”

      The face of the priest suddenly loomed in front of her. He looked as if he had aged ten years since she had last seen him.

      “Your task will be difficult. You must continue to observe. You must continue to find it within you to fight.”

      “I’m not a fighter,” she said softly.

      “Yet you have survived everything else.”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t have any other choice.”

      “There is more choice than you know, Ryn Valeron.”

      “Why me?”

      “Why any of us?”

      “What happens if I do this?”

      “You will sit upon the Council of Elders.”

      She looked around, but there was nothing but the brightness. She couldn’t see anything. She couldn’t even see her body, and there was no sign of the rest of the priest, only his face.

      This had to be in her mind.

      “Will I become an Elder?”

      “When you take a seat at the Council of Elders, you take a position of power. Are you willing to do so?”

      “If that will stop this undoing.”

      “It is the beginning.”

      “We have to find someone to replace her, don’t we?”

      “As I’ve told you, you already know the answers.”

      She smiled. His face was becoming fainter, more faded.

      “How do we find where to go?”

      “You have already known the answer.”

      “Is it within the temple?”

      “Is it?”

      She wanted to rage at him, but her experience with this priest told her it wouldn’t matter. This was all part of his test, his way of proving that she was worthy, though worthy of what?

      Did he need to continually test her to determine whether she was the right person to take a seat at the Council of Elders? Why would he even have asked her if he didn’t think she was the right person?

      “I’ve already seen it, haven’t I?”

      “You have.”

      “When?”

      “When you were shown power. When you first began to question.”

      He began to fade. She wanted to grab for him, but she wasn’t sure that would even be possible.

      “Will I see you again?”

      “Our power is fading. It’s your time now.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You will. You always know, Ryn Valeron. You must lead.”

      With that, he disappeared completely.

      The light faded next, and she found herself kneeling once again in front of the altar.

      She looked up, and Olandar Fahr was flickering around as if searching.

      Power. That was what it was tied to.

      Only, she had a feeling that where she had seen the Council before didn’t have a store of power.

      Where, then?

      She closed her eyes, thinking through all the places he’d taken her.

      The answer was within her. That was what the priest had said. That seemed to be the key.

      Within her.

      Which meant it was tied to her. Could it be her home?

      Not Vuahlu, and unlikely to be Elaeavn, the home of her ancestors, but the home she’d had when she was born.

      She’d been there before, and it had been Olandar Fahr who had taken her, revealing a place of power she hadn’t known existed, though perhaps her parents had been aware of it. Maybe that was why they were there. Perhaps they’d been drawn and hadn’t even realized it.

      That didn’t feel right.

      When she’d first begun to question.

      Ryn thought of everything she’d seen with Olandar. There was one place that came to mind, but it wasn’t where she’d first questioned. It was where she’d first started to follow.

      But wasn’t that when all this had begun for her?

      Had she not followed, she would never have questioned. She would never have become what she was.

      That was it. It had to be.

      She looked up. “I know where we need to go.”
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      Lucy was tired. She felt as if she’d been awake for days, though it couldn’t have been that long. She glanced over to Rsiran, who looked out from what seemed to be the peak of a mountain, though in this place in between Slides, it was difficult to know if what they experienced was reflected on the other side. The longer she was here, the harder it was for her to understand how much of this was the same and how much was different.

      There were parts of it that seemed similar. Not only was there the changing landscape of rolling hills and forests and grasslands, but occasionally they came across cities and other structures that appeared to be man-made.

      At the same time, parts of it were quite different. They had come across sculptures different from anything she’d ever seen. She stared at those sculptures, wondering if there was something about them she should understand. There were no answers, and Rsiran didn’t know either.

      It was the one downfall of coming here with Rsiran. As powerful as he was, he didn’t necessarily care to understand. He wasn’t a scholar. He was a fighter. It would’ve been better for her to have come with Carth.

      It surprised her that she would feel that way. All these years, she had wanted to better understand Rsiran Lareth, and now that she had an opportunity, she wasn’t sure what she might be able to find with him.

      So far, they’d experienced many different places in this space in between Slides, yet in none of them had she felt as if she had any particular answers.

      The longer she spent here, the more uncertain Lucy was that she would find anything of use.

      What they needed was to come across another Council of Elders.

      There had to be some way of finding it.

      “I don’t know that searching like this is effective,” she said, turning toward Rsiran.

      The cloud of lorcith swirled around him, and every so often, he swirled it around her as well. She supposed she should be thankful for that. Rsiran used it to conceal them, and without it, she didn’t know if the Shadow Queen would have been able to find them. Rsiran certainly thought it was possible, though she was beginning to understand that Rsiran saw danger everywhere. In this case, though, perhaps it was appropriate.

      “I had always thought the Ai’thol were the greatest danger we would face,” Rsiran said, sweeping the lorcith cloud around them. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Perhaps I should say the Forgers. I didn’t know them as the Ai’thol until recently. And now it seems as if that has been a mistake.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “We don’t, but I’ve focused on the Ai’thol when I should have been looking for a greater danger.”

      She studied him. There was real remorse in his voice, and though she doubted he had any regret for the way he’d hunted the Ai’thol over the years, she could tell he wished he’d been able to do more to ensure the safety of the people of Elaeavn.

      There was real danger in the Shadow Queen reaching them. She had enough power to harm not only the surrounding lands but all of Elaeavn. If she succeeded, what would happen to their people?

      What would happen to her own?

      The longer she looked, the more she searched, the more she couldn’t help but wonder if there would be no answer to that.

      If she remained trapped here, she wouldn’t be able to find those answers.

      It was an effective prison. Realizing that surprised her. If she and Rsiran were held here, they couldn’t reach the rest of the world and help others; they’d be neutralized.

      Did the Shadow Queen know?

      It was possible that none of this was because of her. It was possible that she was attributing power to the Shadow Queen that she didn’t actually possess, but it was equally possible that this was all her doing.

      And if it was, then what purpose did she have in holding them here?

      It could simply be that she wasn’t able to imprison them any other way.

      There was another possibility. What if she wanted them to search for the Council of Elders?

      She looked up. “What if this is part of her plan?”

      “You think she would have us search for this?”

      “I don’t know anymore. Everything I’ve seen in the time I’ve been away from Elaeavn suggests others are far better at planning than I am. I was nothing more than a caretaker.”

      “What’s a caretaker?”

      “Essentially a scholar.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Lucy Elvraeth. I doubt you were only a scholar. You wouldn’t have survived what you did if you were.”

      Lucy appreciated the praise, though she wasn’t sure how appropriate it was. She had survived, but she had done so out of necessity. And yet, even though she had survived, she couldn’t shake the feeling there were others maneuvering around her, hands that influenced her, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      “What if it’s his plan? Olandar Fahr?”

      “I haven’t managed to find him again,” Rsiran said.

      “But he wanted to neutralize you.”

      “He has wanted that,” Rsiran said.

      “What if he knew he couldn’t capture you?” she said.

      The idea started to build in her mind, and the more she thought about it, the more sense it made. Olandar Fahr hadn’t been able to truly harm Rsiran, and as much as he might’ve tried to capture him, to mitigate any trouble that he might cause, he’d failed. He might’ve caught him, and it was possible that he had done so more than once, but Rsiran had always managed to escape.

      If so, then what if this was Olandar Fahr’s way of preventing Rsiran from influencing events? And if he’d found that it worked on Rsiran, it was possible he’d decided to use it on someone like Lucy.

      “In the time I’ve dealt with Forgers—the Ai’thol,” he said, his mouth wrinkling.

      She found it interesting that he had a hard time calling them Ai’thol, though perhaps it was because he’d referred to them as something else for so long.

      “They have known how to Slide. The one thing they haven’t known how to do is pause in between. I was surprised I detected you appearing. In all the time I’ve been Sliding, I haven’t found another person who was able to step off in between.”

      “It’s difficult to do, but once you understand it, it’s—”

      “It’s not difficult once you understand,” Rsiran said. “That’s the thing. I wonder if they uncovered the technique. I’ve tried to hide from them that I can do it. I don’t want the Ai’thol to possess this knowledge. It’s possible that being the only ones who know has provided us safety. There was always someplace I could go where they couldn’t follow.”

      “Why do you think they didn’t discover it?”

      “I think because they relied upon augmentations for this ability. They didn’t have it on their own. Had they possessed the ability to Slide without an augmentation, perhaps they would have been able to find it, but…” He shrugged. “I’m not sure that it matters anymore.”

      “You don’t think that Olandar Fahr is responsible for this.”

      “I think we give him credit where it isn’t warranted. Too often we fear him, and even that is unnecessary. He is powerful, and he’s done terrible things, but he isn’t all-powerful.”

      “He is powerful enough,” she said.

      Rsiran nodded. “Powerful enough, and he has been incredibly dangerous to us, but again, I don’t want you to give him more credit than he deserves.”

      Rsiran turned away and drifted off, though he didn’t go far. She appreciated that he stayed near enough that she was still able to see him despite the lorcith clouds spiraling around him. Every so often, an arm of lorcith would sweep toward her, swirling around her.

      She understood why Rsiran was focused on the Shadow Queen. In the time he’d been here, he had likely experienced other attacks, things that had made him uncomfortable, and yet, she wondered how much of that really was the work of the Shadow Queen.

      The idea that Olandar Fahr was responsible had more merit than she believed Rsiran was giving it. She understood his reluctance. He didn’t want to give any credit to the Ai’thol, but at the same time, he had experienced so much of their violence that if anyone should fear what they might do and what they might be capable of, it should be Rsiran.

      They needed to focus on more than just the Ai’thol, but while she believed the Shadow Queen was responsible for much of this, she also worried that Olandar Fahr still held a grudge against Rsiran.

      If she could figure out what he’d done and how he’d trapped them here, then it seemed to her they could find an escape. That was what they needed, wasn’t it?

      She also needed to use this opportunity. And regardless of anything else, it was an opportunity. She hated to think like that, but being trapped here gave her a chance to see if they might be able to uncover anything about the Council of Elders.

      What she needed was some way of connecting to what she already knew of the Council of Elders and discovering if there was any overlap. There had to be. There had to be something consistent between the two places, and yet so far, she hadn’t been able to come up with anything.

      Rsiran likely wouldn’t be any help. He was focused on getting out of here, and though he was willing to help her find other Councils of Elders, the longer she spent with him, the clearer it became that wasn’t his primary goal.

      Considering how long he must have been trapped, she understood that desire to escape. Rsiran had likely been here for months.

      “Rsiran?”

      “What is it?” He turned toward her, the lorcith swirling again. It was an interesting thing to see, and his control over it was impressive. She suspected he had even more control over it than Haern did, at least in this fashion.

      “With your control over lorcith, did you detect anything at the two Councils of Elders that might help us?”

      “What do you think I might have detected?”

      “I’m not really sure. I’m wondering if there was anything you might have uncovered with the lorcith in particular.” She had to think that would be connected somehow. With Rsiran’s ability with lorcith, if they were going to find something, it would be through that.

      “We can try,” Rsiran said.

      She focused and Slid.

      Rsiran followed, and they emerged within the tree. They had already tried to step out through the doorway, but the barrier prevented them. She wandered around while Rsiran stood in place, the lorcith swirling around him.

      He shook his head. “There’s not any lorcith. At least not with much consistency. I feel some lorcith, but what I detect isn’t significant.”

      Lucy frowned. Could there be an alloy here? If anyone would recognize it, it would be Rsiran.

      There was lorcith in almost everything. The metal was tied to power in some way, and the more experience she had with it, the more certain she was that it was used in ways that would grant that power.

      And if this involved the Council of Elders, it seemed to Lucy that it must involve lorcith as well.

      Only, she wasn’t sure how.

      She looked around the inside of the chamber. It wasn’t within the stumps; that much was clear to her. And there wasn’t much else in the room. The rest of the chamber was essentially empty, leaving the table and stumps as the only furniture.

      What about the walls?

      She studied them but didn’t come up with any sort of answer. If there was lorcith in the walls, she wasn’t sure how to detect it. She didn’t have Rsiran’s ability with the metal. Which meant there would have to be something else.

      Rsiran stood across from her, focusing on something. He held his head down, almost as if deep in thought.

      “It’s beneath us,” he said, looking up. “I’ve been straining to feel the lorcith. It’s subtle, as I said, but the more I focus on it, the more certain I am that it’s beneath us.” He frowned, pressing his lips together as he made a steady circuit, circling all the stools and frowning as he went.

      “It’s almost a perfect circle here,” he said.

      “How far does it go?”

      Rsiran glanced up at her with a hint of a smile. “I think that’s why I can only detect it subtly. It’s beneath there,” he said, pointing to the stumps. He stood at the edge of what had to be the barrier that kept him out. He pushed his feet up against that barrier, unable to go any further, though the more he tried, the more his jaw clenched.

      “I suspect there’s more lorcith here than I can detect.”

      “And you think if you were able to cross the barrier, you would be able to find it.”

      “Likely.”

      Lucy breathed out heavily. Haern would be able to do that, then, but how was she going to get to Haern without somehow escaping from this strange prison?

      It seemed an impossible challenge.

      “Is there anything you can come across that might allow you to help?”

      “I might be able to uncover something if I focus on this ring,” Rsiran said. “It’s possible I could use an aspect of it to search.” Rsiran stepped back and began to make a circle, working his way around the entirety of the chamber. As he did, he looked up at her. “It seems to me that whatever is here is subtle. Show me the other one.”

      Lucy nodded, and they Slid. When they emerged, she thought she caught a flicker of movement, but then it was gone. Perhaps it had been her imagination, but she didn’t think so. Had one of the Watchers been here? If so, why had they disappeared so quickly?

      She stepped into the middle of the circle and looked around. Rsiran made a steady circuit, dragging his foot all along the edge as if he couldn’t get any closer. She wished there were some way to bring him inside this clearing, but even Carth hadn’t been able to do that. Rsiran was restricted the same as everyone who wasn’t welcomed by the Council itself.

      When he finished his circuit, he looked up at her. “It’s the same, though there is a subtle difference. It’s difficult to describe, but it’s part of the nature of the lorcith itself. It’s as if it were tied to this place in such a way…” Rsiran frowned.

      “What is it?”

      Had he seen one of the Watchers? She hadn’t seen any other evidence of them, but it wouldn’t surprise her for one of them to suddenly appear. The longer she was here, the more convinced she was that they were watching her.

      Only, what were they able to see by watching her?

      “I question whether I might be able to find this another way,” he said.

      “What other way?”

      “By focusing on the lorcith surrounding us,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “There is a certain quality to the lorcith all around us, and I can focus on it. What I look for is the nature of its call. Perhaps I can use that.”

      He reached out, and she took his arm. When he Slid, he dragged her with him, and they emerged in a section where they been before. From here, everything stretched all around them. It seemed to slope downward, as if they were upon a mountain, though it was like no mountain she’d ever seen. She stared, searching for some answer as to why here, but Rsiran merely closed his eyes.

      “Did you figure it out?” she asked.

      “I figured out that I can focus on the lorcith, and though I don’t know whether it will provide the answers I want, I think it’s out there.”

      “What is out there?”

      “The absence of lorcith.”

      “The absence…” As she said it, she realized what he was looking for. If the circle of the Council of Elders prevented him from detecting lorcith, then it was possible he could focus on what was missing.

      It was the kind of thing Ras would have appreciated. He always told her to look beyond what she could see, to search for answers that weren’t obvious. In this case, the answer that wasn’t obvious was that he needed to search beyond the lorcith he was able to detect.

      His eyes blinked open. “I think I found it,” he said.

      “Where?”

      He reached his arm out, and she took it. They Slid, emerging in a darkened chamber.

      As Lucy looked around, she realized it was a cave. The ceiling arched high overhead, and heat emanated from some distant place.

      Had she been here before?

      In all her travels with Carth, it was difficult for her to know where the other woman had taken her. It was possible that Carth had taken her here, but why? There were no stumps, and no stones.

      But there were flat sections  of the wall that were smoother than others.

      Rsiran walked toward the flat section, meeting with a resistance. He smiled as he looked over to her. “It’s here,” he said.

      “I don’t understand. It’s nothing like the others.”

      “But the others feel the same,” Rsiran said.

      “They’re similar. It could be that they both are formed from trees.”

      “It could be, but it’s also possible that they are completely different. Much like this is completely different.”

      She stepped forward, wondering if she would be able to cross over whatever barrier was here, and found that she could, as in the other two places. And now that she was here, she had to wonder if she could bring one of the crystals. If she could, what would happen?

      “Wait here,” she said.

      She Slid, and when she emerged within the tree, she grabbed the three remaining crystals and Slid back to Rsiran. She stepped to the middle, holding the crystals, waiting. What would happen? Would any of them glow like the last time?

      Would it somehow empower her?

      Lucy didn’t know.

      One of the crystals started to glow more brightly. She held it out and looked for where to set it, finding a slight indentation in the ground. She put the crystal down and watched.

      What would happen?

      Would she somehow be given power? That was all she wanted, though she hated to admit it. She wanted nothing more than to have that power wash over her as it had Daniel, and why not? Didn’t she deserve it?

      But perhaps she didn’t.

      Maybe that wasn’t going to be her role. Maybe her role was to find these places. Maybe she wasn’t destined to sit at the Council like the others were.

      She took a seat on one of the flat platforms and looked around her.

      Much like the other two, nothing changed for her.

      Lucy smiled inwardly.

      “What is it?” Rsiran asked.

      “We need to keep looking.”

      “More than just this?”

      Lucy held the other two crystals out. “We still have two remaining.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucy

          

        

      

    

    
      Searching for the remaining Councils of Elders seemed to take them all over. The longer she traveled with Rsiran, the less Lucy believed that they would find any answers. He paused from time to time, looking around, and always he waited for a long stretch of time. With each break, there was no additional answer to the question she had.

      It was as if there were nothing more for them to find.

      Lucy thought of what she’d learned from the Watchers. If what they’d said was correct, they knew at least one other place, but the final one was lost to them.

      It was what made all this difficult for her.

      They stopped in what was probably a stream on the other side, but here in the place between Slides, it looked like a dry riverbed, the walls sloping on either side. The cloud of lorcith swirled around Rsiran; she kept waiting for him to refrain from using the metal in that way, but he never did. He continued to hold it outward from him, exerting a certain pressure with it that Lucy didn’t fully understand. She was more and more certain that it was doing little to mask them. Rsiran rarely used it around her these days. Most of the time, he sent the metal swirling around himself, which left her wondering if he was doing anything at all to conceal her.

      “I don’t know that we’re going to find anything,” she said.

      “You’re the one who wanted to keep looking.”

      Lucy closed her eyes, thinking of the crystals. They were back were they had been, stored within the tree and the Council of Elders there. At least there, she had to believe the crystals were somewhat protected—more than they would be if she were carrying them.

      She looked down at the streambed. It was strange that her stomach didn’t rumble, and she wasn’t thirsty. As long as she’d been here, she had to wonder why that was.

      Could it be that she’d died?

      It was something she hadn’t given any thought to, but what else would explain this strangeness? If she was dead, then this was the After. Anything happening in the After would be within her mind, which meant this search was only in her head.

      She got to her feet, looking toward Rsiran. “I don’t even know if this is real. How do we know that all this isn’t just our imagination? I can’t help but wonder why I’m not hungry or thirsty. I don’t know how long I’ve been here, but it feels like weeks.”

      Rsiran took a deep breath, and the lorcith cloud drifted away, the pressure lessening. “I’ve told you that time passes differently here.”

      “Time may pass differently, but I know how long we’ve spent on some of these searches. I would’ve expected to be hungry or thirsty by now, and I’m not.”

      “What are you asking?”

      “Are we dead?”

      Rsiran frowned. He took a step away from her, and more of the lorcith cloud swirled around her, stretching outward, sweeping far away before retreating back to him.

      She had wanted him to deny it, to tell her that she was alive, that all of this was real. That he hadn’t left her more concerned than she had been before.

      “You wonder if all of this is part of the After.”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Why are we together, then?”

      “I wonder if that’s because I always respected your ability to Slide.” She took a deep breath, looking into the distance. “Ever since I had my augmentation placed, I wondered what I might have been able to learn from you if I’d had the chance.”

      “Why would you be here for me?”

      She shrugged. “What if you aren’t really here?”

      “What if you aren’t here?”

      Lucy focused on the landscape and Slid a few steps. There was a strange shimmering sense, the same one she had always detected when Sliding, though in this place it was more pronounced. She emerged in the barren landscape, where there was nothing but brown earth.

      “Why aren’t there any other creatures here? Why isn’t there any water?”

      “There is water, but I don’t know that it makes a difference.”

      “There’s water?”

      Rsiran nodded. “I’ve come across water a few times, but…”

      “But what?”

      “You wouldn’t want to drink it.”

      “Why not?”

      He held his arm out. Lucy looked at it, debating whether to go with him, but why shouldn’t she? If this was the After, then she needed to complete whatever mission she was on to help her transition beyond.

      It was possible that her entire purpose in the After was to find the Council of Elders and place the crystals. So far, she’d completed all but two.

      But then, she didn’t think she was in the After. She could remember Sliding here, the way her body had felt torn as she had attempted to Slide, the way the pain had ripped through her. This was something else.

      She might not have the answers, but that didn’t mean she had died.

      She took Rsiran’s arm, and he Slid them.

      They emerged in a bleak and blackened landscape. Everything around her was broken. The air hung with darkness, and she glanced over to Rsiran and wondered if he was holding the lorcith cloud around him more tightly again or whether it was something about this place.

      The lorcith cloud spun around him, clinging to him, and he circled around her as well.

      “What is this place?”

      “I’ve found many of these places,” he said.

      “What are they?”

      “Places of darkness. Places of destruction.”

      “The Shadow Queen.”

      Rsiran looked over, but in the darkness, she couldn’t make out his features. He nodded.

      “Is it safe to come here?”

      “Safe enough, at least for a little while. I’m offering whatever protection I can, though I don’t know if it’s even necessary.”

      Lucy didn’t feel any pressure upon her the way she had before, so if she did need Rsiran here, she wasn’t aware of it.

      That could be good or bad. It was possible that whatever was happening here, whatever pressure she was feeling and whatever influence of the lorcith existed, she would be unaware of it.

      If so, she could end up in more danger than she imagined.

      “Where’s the stream?”

      “Over here about two paces,” Rsiran said.

      Lucy followed him, staying close. Part of her didn’t want to move away from him, worrying about whether this pressure upon her would be real. She glanced down, searching for signs of the stream.

      She found it. It was brackish water, the flow almost sludge. “What is that?”

      “I think that’s water.”

      “Why does it look like that?”

      “Why does anything look like that in this place?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Watch.”

      Rsiran took her, and they Slid again, emerging in a place very similar to the last. This time, though, they stood upon a tall mountain. A foul wind swirled around them, and she thought she heard the distant muted sound of crashing waves.

      Everything around her looked the same as in the last place. All darkness and decay, everything unsettling.

      Rsiran continued to hold on to the lorcith cloud. It occurred to her that he was able to do that while Sliding, and even when they emerged, as if he hadn’t lost any control over it during the Slide. His hold on the metal impressed her.

      “In this land, we can go many places, and all of them end up looking the same. I’ve traveled extensively, searching for answers, but haven’t been able to come up with anything.”

      “And they’re all like this?”

      “They’re all are something like this. The longer I went, the more uncertain I became. There seems to be a demarcation beyond which there isn’t anything further.”

      Lucy swept her gaze around her. It was difficult to see through the haze of the lorcith cloud Rsiran held on to, but what she could make out was bleak and filled with the same darkness. It was unpleasant. She took a few steps, and Rsiran followed her, staying close. He held on to her arm as if afraid she would Travel somewhere without him, but that wasn’t necessary.

      Glancing over to him, she realized he was sweeping his gaze around him, parts of the lorcith cloud pushing away from him as if probing for anything to be concerned about.

      “You don’t feel comfortable here,” she said.

      “I can’t feel comfortable here. There’s constant pressure on the lorcith. It takes everything in my power to maintain it.”

      “Then why did you bring me?”

      “Because you wanted to see what existed.”

      “I didn’t want to see this.” She frowned, staring. “What if one of the Councils of Elders is here?”

      “Since we started searching, I’ve begun to wonder if the remaining two are.” Rsiran turned back to her, watching her. “If they are, unfortunately I won’t be able to find them. It’s hard enough to maintain my connection to the lorcith shield. To search for anything more…” He backed up a step and solidified the lorcith cloud somewhat, forcing her to take a step back with him. “All this has continued to change. In the time I’ve been here, however long that is, everything seems to be moving. I can’t keep track of how far it’s going or how fast, but something is changing.”

      “Does it mean the Shadow Queen is gaining more power?”

      “Power. Influence. Whatever it is, she’s gaining something. And I have no idea how to stop her. Worse, I feel there’s nothing we can do from this place.”

      “Unless we manage to place the crystals on the remaining Council tables.”

      “If she or her people control the other two Council tables, who’s to say they won’t be able to use that power?”

      Lucy hadn’t considered that, but now she could think of nothing else. If that did happen, then placing the crystals would only empower the Shadow Queen—the last thing she wanted to do.

      Lucy sagged, and Rsiran took her, Sliding. They emerged back within the tree. The Council of Elders loomed in front of her, almost a taunt at power that she wouldn’t be able to attain. She sank to the ground, resting on her knees as she stared at the table and the stumps that surrounded it.

      “If this is real, if this is the After,” she said, glancing up at Rsiran, “then finding the other Councils of Elders and replacing the crystals might empower me enough that I could get us out of here.”

      Rsiran joined her, crouching next to her, and slipped a comforting arm around her. “One thing I learned during my time fighting the Forgers is that things don’t always turn out the way you think they will.”

      “That’s it?”

      Rsiran turned toward the Council of Elders. “I fought for most of my life to protect those I care about. I come to this place, and I see this, and I can’t help but wonder if I needed to do something more. I never knew such things existed.”

      He turned toward her, locking eyes with her. His eyes were an average green, not nearly as deep as she would expect given how much power he had at his disposal. He watched her, a soft expression washing across them.

      “I was so focused on destroying everyone I viewed as responsible for harming people I cared about that I didn’t consider that there might be something else for me to worry about.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “It is. It’s the reason I’m trapped here. I wasn’t captured in this place between Slides because I was trying to help others. I was captured here because I was searching for the Ai’thol, wanting to stop the Forgers. And I’ve done everything in my power to do that. Yet it’s left me here.” He laughed softly. “The ironic thing is that the Ai’thol have tried to capture me many times before. I told Haern about it, and how I’ve been caught several times, most recently the time I nearly died. None of them were like this. None of them left me with the sense that I was so close to escape, but still so far away.”

      “How are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Holding up so well. As long as you’ve been here, how are you able to tolerate it?”

      “It’s not easy. And to be honest, I don’t know that I would have been able to last much longer had you not arrived. Perhaps this is the After, and I willed you into existence to help maintain my sanity. But I don’t think so.”

      “There has to be some way for us to get free of this.”

      “Is that what you really want?”

      She stared at the crystals stacked next to the table inside the circle. “It’s not what I really want, but I can’t help but think there is something I’m missing. Some other place.” She got to her feet. “Can you wait here?”

      “You want to go somewhere without me?”

      “I think I need to.”

      Rsiran watched her, a hint of a frown crossing his face.

      Lucy focused and Slid, emerging at the outskirts of the strange stone circle, the other Council of Elders. The crystal glowed in the center of it, a bright bluish light. She approached slowly, looking around. There was nothing here, no movement and no sense of anyone else, and yet the longer she was here, the more certain she was that she needed to come here.

      Perhaps she should have come here before while trying to find answers and a way out, but she had been with Rsiran, and she doubted the Watchers would have shown themselves with him there.

      She took a seat at one of the stones, looking toward the center of the clearing. She stared at the crystal, wishing that it would wash over her, flow power through her, but it did not.

      “I know you’re here,” she whispered.

      Lucy waited. There was no purpose in doing anything else. The Watchers had to be here, observing, and with their ability to travel, they were likely held here.

      She found herself looking up.

      Held here.

      The same as for her and Rsiran.

      It was a prison for them.

      Lucy got to her feet, walking around. As she circled, a fear trembled through her. The Watchers were here. That was what the woman had said, and she had seen them all gathered at this table once before but hadn’t really understood what it meant. She still didn’t, and there was the possibility that they were dangerous. All she knew was that they were the only other people she had seen in this space in between Slides.

      Other than Rsiran.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      What did it mean that they were here?

      She stepped outside the circle, looking around.

      If they were trapped here, then who was responsible for trapping them? And why?

      Lucy stared, wondering if all of this had been a mistake.

      What if she was acting out a part of another plan and was only leading to a great danger?

      She felt so out of her element, helpless to do anything different. This was the type of power she didn’t fully understand. She needed Carth to help her, but trapped as she was, it was upon her.

      Lucy had to do whatever she could to try to understand what was taking place around her.

      Taking a step back, she looked around. What did she know?

      She knew about the Councils of Elders. She knew that the crystals fit within the tables, and then only one of them seemed to react. She knew that there were three such tables and suspected there were two more.

      And she knew that there were these beings—these Watchers.

      They were trapped here, as she and Rsiran were trapped.

      Lucy had no idea what that meant, no idea whether there was anything she should be able to understand, but she thought she could try to find the key to this place.

      If that meant finding the other Councils, and figuring out what she needed to accomplish, then that was what she needed to do.

      As she looked around, she focused on what she could See. She hadn’t attempted to use that aspect of her abilities. It was easy to neglect it, but now that her capacity to Slide had been neutralized, what else could she do but work on her other abilities?

      And if it involved her trying to find some way to See, to witness a vision that might be able to answer her question, then she needed to do it.

      Lucy stared all around her, focusing on what she could find, yet the longer she looked, the more certain she was there was nothing here.

      She closed her eyes.

      Visions came to her. They flowed through her, slamming into her one after another. The longer they did, the harder it was for her to pull out the relevant information. That was the challenge when it came to these visions. It was not so much in simply having them. Lucy was assaulted by visions the moment she focused on them, her capacity to See having grown significantly since her augmentation.

      How did anyone who had the ability to See use those visions effectively?

      Unless they didn’t have so many.

      She had to think through what she could grasp, find some way to peel apart the visions, to reach through them, to find answers. But where were those answers? The longer she looked, the harder it was.

      “Are you overwhelmed?”

      Lucy blinked open her eyes and found the older Watcher looking at her.

      “Are you trapped here?” Lucy asked.

      The woman turned away, heading toward the center of the Council of Elders. “You ask an interesting question.”

      Lucy chased after her, and when she reached the barrier that she should be able to cross over, she found she couldn’t.

      The Watcher glanced back, and Lucy frowned.

      How was she able to keep her out now?

      Lucy attempted to cross the barrier again, but there was nothing she was able to do.

      “You would hold me back now?”

      “I haven’t decided what I would do.”

      “Are you trapped?”

      The woman smiled sadly. “What would you know about it, Lucy Elvraeth?”

      “I know I’m trapped here. I know there’s another trapped in this place. Unless this is the After.”

      “If only it were.”

      The woman turned her attention back to the center of the clearing.

      “Why won’t you let me in?”

      “I have yet to decide.”

      Lucy focused and tried to Slide. There was a hint of resistance, and she pushed against it. She wasn’t allowed to cross over here, but she thought she might be able to Slide.

      She could feel the effort, the slow sensation as she attempted to push her way through, and then she popped free.

      When she emerged, she looked around. She was within the clearing, and seated atop one of the stones. Lucy didn’t remember having taken a seat, but now that she was here, it felt right. The height was good for her, and though she didn’t have any power here, no sense of anything washing over her, she thought she was meant to be here.

      “You are trapped here, aren’t you?” Lucy asked.

      “We are held here,” the woman said.

      “Why?”

      “To contain us,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Why else?” She turned her attention to the table, to the crystal glowing there, and stared at it, saying nothing.

      Lucy didn’t know what to say. All she could think of was that she needed answers, and they were answers that this woman—this Watcher—would be able to provide to her.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Time has little meaning here, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “How long?”

      “We have been here for a long time.”

      Lucy studied her. It reminded her of what Rsiran had said. He didn’t have any idea of how long he had been here either, but as far as Lucy knew, it had been months, possibly longer.

      What about these Watchers? How long could they have been trapped? And was there anything she could do to help them get free?

      “Who holds you?”

      “You already know the answer to that.”

      “The Shadow Queen?”

      “We have called her by another name, but I suppose that fits.”

      “What did you call her?”

      “When we knew her, she went by the name of Melanie.”

      “How well did you know her?”

      The woman swept her gaze around the table. When she was done, she met Lucy’s gaze.

      She thought about what she’d seen here, the difference between the various Watchers, and thought she understood.

      There had been four Watchers when she had come with Haern.

      “She was one of you,” she said.

      The woman nodded.

      “What happened?”

      “She chased power, but she couldn’t hold it. Not all of it. And so she held us here, thinking that she could trap our power here.”

      Lucy’s breath caught. “Are you an Elder?”

      The woman turned her attention to her, smiling sadly. “I’ve told you what we are.”

      “You called yourself Watchers, but—”

      “But nothing. We are Watchers. And when Melanie began to search for power she shouldn’t have, we began to move her strength.”

      “The crystals.”

      The woman nodded. “The crystals. It diminished her, but only for a little while. Eventually, she managed to overpower even that. She no longer needs that energy.”

      “What are they?”

      “The key to everything.”

      “How can I get out of here?”

      “You must find the power within you.”

      Lucy turned, looking around. “I’ve been trying to, but I don’t know how to find any additional power.” She rubbed the back of her head but didn’t feel any pressure from the augmentation. It was there, but she couldn’t sense it.

      “Then you will remain.”

      “If the crystals were safe, then why bring them here?”

      “The crystals were never truly safe. They were moved to a place where we concentrated power to prevent her from reaching them, but we have not been completely successful.”

      “Elaeavn,” Lucy said.

      “Is it still called that?”

      She nodded.

      “It was a place of our ancestors—a place where we thought we could hold power, and yet we have begun to fade.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Time passes strangely here, but it still passes. In time, we fade. Our hold has begun to wane. The power must return, and Melanie must be defeated.”

      “How?”

      “New Watchers must emerge.”

      “Watchers?”

      “There are five seats. Five Watchers. And if the wrong ones are chosen, the cycle will continue.”
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      Galen held a pair of darts in one hand and a single dart in the other, rolling it between his fingers. Haern wondered what poison Galen was prepared to use. Anything he might use on this man would incapacitate him, but then they would lose the opportunity to get answers.

      As he looked at the man, he couldn’t help but feel anger and hatred.

      Haern was forced to continue to push on his control over lorcith, holding it outward so the other man was unable to overwhelm him. The nature of what he did was significant. He had a tight control over the lorcith, and with each passing moment, Haern could feel the way he was pushing on the lorcith within him.

      Did the other man have lorcith within him?

      Focusing for a moment, he found it.

      It was faint, thin filaments much like he had within himself—and had detected within Eve. Haern concentrated on the nature of the song, as he had done with the women in the village, and realized there was no desire from the lorcith to change its song.

      It was the same as the captive in Elaeavn.

      The man watched him, as if knowing what he was thinking.

      Could he Read him?

      With metal flowing through him like this, it was possible, but nothing else about him suggested he was able to Read Haern. It was rare enough anyway, and there weren’t many people who would be able to Read him with his augmentation. Cael had been unique. Even Lucy had been unable to Read him.

      “You will find we have honed this technique far beyond what you can manage,” the man said.

      “We will see about that,” Haern said.

      He might not be able to shift the song—not with this lorcith—but there was another alternative. It involved something that might be painful to the other man, though. At this point, Haern wasn’t sure he cared.

      He began to pull on the metal, attempting to draw it out.

      The man’s eyes narrowed, and he fought.

      “What are you doing?” Eve asked.

      “I need to remove his ability to harm us so we can get our questions answered.”

      She watched him for a moment, and Haern worried she might refuse to help. He didn’t know if he’d be able to be overpower this man alone; the two of them seemed to be evenly matched.

      Then Eve joined in. Working together, they pulled. It happened slowly, but the metal began to shift, drawing outward.

      The man screamed, straining against the chains.

      Galen merely watched him. “It would be easier had you done this while he was still unconscious,” he said.

      “Then knock him out,” Haern said.

      “I think we might find more information if you use this therapeutically.”

      Haern glanced over. “Therapeutically?”

      “Fine. Torment. Let’s see what he will tell us.”

      Haern tapped on Eve’s arm, and she looked at him before nodding.

      The two of them released their connection to the lorcith, stopping their pull on it.

      The screams persisted for another moment, then abated. When they did, he could tell that the other man was pushing the lorcith back into place.

      “Why are you here?”

      The man looked up. Tears streamed down his eyes, and Haern didn’t have it in him to feel any remorse. The man would have killed him just as easily. “I’ve told you that we prepared for the Mistress.”

      “And who is this Mistress?”

      “She is one you cannot understand.”

      “Try me,” Haern said.

      “How can a mortal understand a god?”

      Eve glanced in his direction, and Haern shook his head. He’d been around others who believed they had the power of the gods, but the one he thought most of was Olandar Fahr.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      The nature of the metal in the man reminded Haern of what he possessed, and his augmentation was similar to what Haern and the women now had.

      “Who is this Mistress?” Galen crouched in front of the man so he could be face-to-face with him. There was menace in his words. He rolled a dart between his fingers. “I can assure you that whatever pain they inflicted, I have the capacity to do quite a bit worse.”

      The man sneered at Galen. “Go ahead and try. I will not betray the—”

      Galen flicked his wrist, and a dart stuck in the man’s shoulder. “This one is quite brutal. I’m sorry I had to use it, but I need this information. You will find it burns. Everything inside of you burns. It’s particularly unpleasant. And, unfortunately for you, almost universally fatal.”

      “I. Will. Join. The. Mistress.”

      The man tensed, every muscle in his body going stiff, and glanced up toward the sky as if he were waiting for his Mistress to come for him.

      Haern couldn’t help but look up to see if anything might be heading in their direction, but there was no movement.

      “Galen?”

      “Quiet,” the other man said.

      “I don’t like this,” he said.

      Galen took a deep breath and flicked another dart. When this one pierced the man, he stopped moving.

      “Did you kill him?” Eve asked.

      Galen shook his head. “I neutralized the fireflower and sedated him. I don’t know how long I could hear him scream.” Galen got to his feet, taking the two darts out of the man’s shoulders and stuffing them into his pouch. “Do what you were doing. Be quick about it.”

      “I thought you wanted us to see what information we might be able to get from him.”

      “Someone like that who believes in their god will be unlikely to share anything. I have encountered that often enough.”

      He turned away, heading into the forest and watching them.

      Haern took a deep breath, focusing on the man and the metal within him.

      Eve looked over. “Is he always like that?”

      “I don’t think he wants to hurt people,” he said.

      “But he’s an assassin.”

      “Retired.”

      “He doesn’t strike me as retired.”

      “I sort of forced him out of retirement,” Haern said.

      “All of this bothers me.”

      Haern nodded. “It bothers me, too. I don’t like harming people like this, yet I don’t know that we have much choice.”

      Then again, he knew there was always a choice. It was something his father had told him through the years, something his uncle had reaffirmed. They got to choose how they acted. They could either be as evil as the people they were facing, or they could be better. His uncle, Brusus, had always said he wanted to be better than those they were dealing with.

      In this case, Haern wasn’t sure he had the stomach to be better, yet he thought he needed to. If he couldn’t find it within him, then the people this man was working with, this Mistress he celebrated, would succeed.

      “It troubles me he has something so similar to what we possess.”

      “I think that’s where the Ai’thol learned it.”

      “Or they learned it from the Ai’thol.”

      Haern shook his head. “When I was growing up, the Ai’thol had dramatic scars on their faces that denoted where they had power placed. All of them had strange metal implanted under their skin.” Most of that was lorcith, though some were alloys. “I don’t know a whole lot about it, only that when we encountered them, it was clear when they were with the Ai’thol—what my people long called the Forgers. These people have no markings. There’s no sign of their augmentation.”

      “Sort of like us,” she said.

      “Exactly like us. We knew nothing about anything like that before.”

      “What if we’re doing what they want?”

      “Why do you say that?” Haern asked.

      “By placing these augmentations. They seem to have control over the metal beyond what most have.”

      “Most?”

      She started to smile. “Not you. And I would say not me soon enough.”

      Haern snorted. “I would say you already are at that point, Eve.”

      She brushed off the compliment and turned her focus back to the man. “What if they wanted us to gain that understanding? Then they could use their control over the metal and change those who had it.”

      “I don’t know what would happen if they did.”

      If they changed the song of the lorcith, would it change something about the nature of their ability? It might alter enough so they weren’t connected to it the way they had been. If that happened, Haern didn’t know if there would be anything they’d be able to do.

      It was more reason to question this man.

      “Let’s see if we can’t pull the metal out of him.”

      “It might kill him,” she said.

      Haern took a deep breath. “It might, but I think he won’t answer us until we do this.” He watched Eve. “If you can’t do it, I’m willing to do it myself.”

      “If they are responsible for what happened to me, I’m going to help you.”

      Haern focused on the lorcith within the man and started to pull. Eve added her touch, and together they pulled, straining, drawing filaments of power out of him. He tried to figure out the easiest way to remove them, and it seemed as if the metal guided him, seeping up through the skin, leaving tracings along the surface of the skin, threads of it.

      The metal itself tried to resist, but the more Haern worked with Eve, the more they were able to overpower that resistance, and those threads continued to be drawn out of the man. Haern squeezed, twisting those threads together and bundling them into little more than a tight ball, marveling at how little metal was within the man. It was quite a bit less than what they used when placing an augmentation.

      When it was done, he focused on the man again. Haern searched for lorcith but didn’t detect any still with him. It was possible there was still some, that they hadn’t managed to remove all of it, but he didn’t think so.

      “That’s disgusting,” she said.

      “It makes you wonder what would happen if they did the same thing to us.”

      “I tried to work with the metal, shifting it in such a way that it wouldn’t react like that if someone tried to draw it out of me,” she said.

      “I did too, but the fact that they were able to influence us suggests to me that what we did was incomplete.”

      He hated the idea that he hadn’t been strong enough, and that these others would be able to overpower them. The longer he focused on the lorcith, the more he realized he wouldn’t be able to stop them from overpowering him unless he could somehow meld the lorcith into himself. Would even that be enough that they could control it?

      He thought of alloys and how they were formed, and he couldn’t help but think there had to be some way to mix the lorcith with the rest of him more tightly so that he could essentially form an alloy with it. Doing so would likely merge him completely with the lorcith, and what would that do to him?

      It was possible that he could still be influenced by those who carried twisted lorcith, but it was equally possible he would find some way of overpowering them.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “There might be some way to create an alloy with ourselves.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When two metals are mixed together, the process changes something about them.”

      “Sort of like how the metal changed something within us.”

      “That’s just it. It was added to us, and it strengthened us, but it’s not a true alloy.”

      “Why not?”

      “A true alloy requires the metal to become something different. Take steel, for example. You take iron, and you add carbon to it. The combination is much more than what it was before.”

      “And you think you can do this with us?”

      Haern focused on the lorcith within him. He could feel those thin threads, the filaments that were stretched throughout him. It seemed as if he had already started the process, but could he merge it more tightly together?

      Doing so required heat.

      There was no way for him to do it, not that he could think of; he didn’t know if there was any way to create an alloy—a true alloy.

      “I don’t know. We might be as close as we can get.”

      “Then they might still be able to influence us.”

      Haern nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      He stared at the lump of metal they’d pulled free from the man and began to push on the lorcith, trying to shift it. As he did, he focused on the song within the metal and pushed. It started to change, but it seemed to fight him, as if the metal didn’t want to know a different song.

      He breathed out, drawing from a sense of lorcith around him. Strangely, there was lorcith throughout this place. It came from everywhere. Within the trees, within the ground, deep beneath him.

      It was faint, but it was there.

      Haern drew upon that connection, feeling that song, and added it to what he was using, pushing on the lump of lorcith. Slowly, it began to change. When it was done, he turned his attention to the trees. Why should there be lorcith within the trees?

      “Do you feel it?” he asked Eve when she joined him. “The metal around us.”

      “I feel the metal you just changed. I feel the metal within myself. I feel it within you, but…” Her eyes closed, and she began to focus, her breathing quickening. “It’s deep below us.”

      “It is.”

      “Do you think that’s why they chose this place?”

      It made a certain sort of sense. Why wouldn’t they choose a place that had lorcith? If their goal was to change lorcith, shifting the song, why not start with a place like this?

      Then again, this spot was isolated, and there weren’t enough people here to oppose them. That would be another reason for them to choose this location.

      From here, it would be easy enough to move on to someplace like Dreshen. Once they secured Dreshen, they could continue north and eventually reach Elaeavn—and Ilphaesn.

      There was lorcith all over the world, and he worried if they were trying to continue to push on that sense of lorcith. If they were using that magic all around them, then they were already too late.

      “I don’t know. We can ask him when he comes around.”

      “What happens if he doesn’t?”

      “If he doesn’t, then we continue on to Dreshen.”

      And when they went to Dreshen, they would have to be less concerned about proper clothing. What did it matter when so much else was taking place?

      And there was still the matter of the Ai’thol. Why worry that they existed, that they were out there looking to acquire power, when there was such danger out here?

      Haern turned his attention to the man and took a seat across from him. He wanted to be there to question him when he woke up.

      How much would he share?

      As he focused on the man, he decided to think about the lorcith within him. That seemed to be the key. If this was about an alloy, and if somehow he needed to merge the lorcith with himself in a better way, he needed to better understand it.

      Doing so might require coming to grips with what exactly an alloy was. It might require he find some way of understanding how to overpower any limitations he might have. But everything he knew about creating an alloy involved heat. When it came to this, he wasn’t sure heat was the answer. If it was, how much damage would it do to him and others?

      And yet, he was going to have to try it on himself first.

      He’d already stretched the lorcith into thin filaments, but could he stretch it even further? More than that, could he somehow join it with him, turning it into some part of himself that he could then use?

      He didn’t know.

      There had to be some way, though.

      The longer he focused, the more certain he was that was the key.

      If he could find that answer, if he could uncover what it took to merge the lorcith within him in a way that it couldn’t be influenced, then he wouldn’t have to fear these others.

      He tried stretching the lorcith into thinner filaments, but there was resistance to it. Haern focused on the song, attempting to share with it what he wanted, but it was as if the lorcith didn’t understand.

      How could it understand? What he was asking was something strange.

      Haern thought about the lessons his father had taught, the way he’d understood lorcith, and couldn’t help but think that Rsiran would be useful now.

      It was a shame his father was gone, that Haern didn’t have the advantage of that knowledge. With everything his father had done over the years, all the time he’d spent working with lorcith, having his father around would give them the opportunity to better understand what these strange people were doing.

      The lorcith continued to resist him. As much as he wanted to draw it out, to turn it into something more, it seemed as if it fought him. Haern focused on it, straining with it, but there was nothing within that lorcith that responded to his call.

      “What are you doing?” Eve asked.

      “I’m convinced there has to be something to the alloy that we need to understand.”

      “What about it?”

      “I’m not sure yet. The more I think about it, the more certain I am that the alloy is the key.”

      “If it works, do you think it will change something for us?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I hope it will change their ability to influence us.” That was the most valuable thing it could do. If it did change something about them, would they lose their connection to lorcith?

      As he looked over at Eve, he understood that was her fear. She didn’t want to lose her hold over lorcith, the power she now possessed, the same way he didn’t want to lose his. Without it, what would he be?

      He’d still be Haern. He’d still have a connection to lorcith, though it wouldn’t be as potent. He would still have his Sight. And that was enough.

      Everything else had been a bonus, a way for him to battle the Forgers, and yet, everything else had changed him.

      Haern had appreciated those changes, had embraced them, but if it all went away, would things be that much worse?

      He knew they wouldn’t.

      If everything disappeared now, he would still be Haern. He would still have some abilities, but then, Eve would not.

      There were so many others like her, others who had been given a gift through these abilities, and they would resent losing them. It was the same way he would feel if he were in that situation.

      He was going to have to test it on himself.

      And if it worked, if it changed something within him, he would have to decide whether it was safe to do to others.

      The man started to come around, and Haern turned back toward him, crouching in front of him.

      Eve stood off to the side, a troubled expression clouding her face. Haern completely understood. She worried that all of this could disappear, and more than that, she worried that all of this was in service to these strange people.

      “You will find the metal is missing,” Haern said.

      The man stared at Haern, and there came a sense of pressure, but it was faint.

      At least that answered Haern’s question. The man had some natural ability on his own, though what he possessed wasn’t nearly as potent as he had when augmented. It was the same thing for Haern.

      “And you will find that I’m still able to resist what you may try,” Haern said.

      He pulled on the ball of metal and held it out, hovering it in front of him. “It’s amazing that so much power can come from something so small,” Haern said.

      “You will pay for what you’ve done,” the man responded.

      “I won’t. And I need to know who you serve.”

      “I told you I serve Mistress.”

      “You told me about this Mistress, but nothing more. Who is she?”

      “You can’t understand her power.”

      “Why are you shifting the metal?”

      “We do nothing.”

      Haern looked around him. “You chose this place because of its connection to the metal. We call it lorcith. What do you call it?”

      He stared, waiting for the man to answer. If he didn’t, what would Haern do? How much would he push?

      “I can feel the way you’re influencing the metal. There are those in my land who have the ability to influence it as well. You won’t succeed.”

      “You think you understand it, but you are children playing at power you cannot conceive of.”

      “Really? We’ve dealt with others who chased power, and they have failed.”

      The man stared at him, and Haern wanted him to say something, to explain what he was doing and who they were, but he remained silent.

      “Where do you come from?”

      There was no doubt in Haern’s mind they came from some place beyond here, but it was far enough away he wasn’t sure he’d be able to reach it. Could it be the same kind of place Lucy had gone? Was that why she was unable to return?

      If so, then perhaps Haern should have gone after her. If she was in danger because of this type of power, then she might have needed his help.

      It was possible they might influence her augmentation in such a way that she would lose control over it. While Lucy had some gifts of her own, he didn’t think she had enough control to overpower anything they might do to her if they shifted her song of metal.

      “We come from everywhere. We are of the world.”

      “You aren’t of this part of the world. If you were, we would have seen you before now.” He leaned forward. “Unless you’re with the Ai’thol.”

      There was a slight tension around the corner of the man’s eyes. He recognized the term, which suggested he was aware of their abilities, but did it mean that he was one of them?

      “They are like you. They are children playing at power they can’t understand.”

      Haern held on to the ball of lorcith and twisted it in the air, letting it hover in front of the man, just out of reach. He did so as a taunt, but also to gauge the man’s reaction. If the metal reacted to him, then he would need to be more careful with it, and perhaps would need to melt it as he had done with the clothing. But if he didn’t have any control over it, that suggested that what Haern had done had succeeded.

      There was no pressure on it.

      Could it be that the man simply wasn’t trying?

      “We’ve dealt with the Ai’thol,” Haern said.

      “You have dealt with nothing. Like I said, you are—”

      Haern leaned forward. “Children. Yes. I’m a child who managed to defeat you.”

      “Do you think you’ve defeated us?”

      Haern frowned.

      “Do you think there were only two of us? The Mistress would not send so few on such an important task.”

      Haern got to his feet, backing away and pulling the ball of lorcith with him.

      “Galen?”

      Galen glanced in his direction.

      “I think we have a problem.”

      As he said it, an explosion thundered behind them.
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      Haern didn’t know where the explosion came from.

      He pushed on the ball of lorcith, slamming it into the man’s head, knocking him out. He didn’t want him opposing them or listening in on their discussion. He pulled the lorcith back, focusing on it for a moment to ensure that it was connected to him and that he could still hear the song within it. Satisfied, he turned back toward Galen.

      “There were others back there,” he said.

      “How many others did he say?”

      “He didn’t say. He only said the Mistress wouldn’t have sent so few for an important task like this.”

      Galen frowned. His gaze swept around the forest, and with his enhanced eyesight, Haern couldn’t help but wonder what the other man might be able to See. Galen was far more skilled at Seeing than Haern.

      “What about this place is important?”

      “Did you choose it for any reason?” Haern asked.

      Galen frowned, arching a brow at him.

      “I mean, did you know that this place had some value?”

      “All places have value, Haern.”

      “There seems to be some reason they picked this one, though. I can feel lorcith all over, but it’s not unique in that. There’s lorcith everywhere.”

      “Where is it here?”

      “Deep beneath the ground. When I focus on it, I can feel it all around.” He glanced over to Eve, who nodded. “And it seems to be within the trees, within everything.”

      That was the part he didn’t understand. He had no idea how or why the lorcith would be mixed like that and couldn’t help but think there was something about it he had yet to understand.

      “Maybe they came here because they knew of the lorcith,” Galen said.

      “And this place is isolated,” Haern said.

      “To answer your question, I did not choose this place because I thought it might have some significance. It just happened to be on the way to Dreshen, and large enough I thought we could get supplies and not draw too much attention.”

      If so, there might be other places like this—and if there were, they needed to see if the strange attackers were in other towns too.

      “We can’t stay here and face them,” Eve said. “We almost didn’t survive it the last time.”

      The last time had been luck more than anything else, and he didn’t like the odds that they would get lucky again. At the same time, if they left these people here and allowed them to continue their attacks, there was a real chance they would use their knowledge of lorcith and their hold over it to change something.

      The lorcith needed his help.

      Haern had to do anything he could to ensure the metal was unharmed. It was strange to think that the metal could be harmed.

      Haern breathed out heavily, turning toward the town. Galen watched him.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Probably something stupid,” he said.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “You don’t need to do this.”

      “None of us do, but I think you’re right.”

      “How many of those darts do you have remaining?”

      “Enough for what we need to do.”

      He looked over to Eve. “We can keep you safe. I’m certain we can. Listen to the song of the metal.”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s all around us, Eve. If we allow them to stay here, we run the risk of them doing something harmful to lorcith.”

      “This isn’t why I came.”

      “I know. You came to face the Ai’thol, yet we found something worse.”

      Worse than the Ai’thol. It was hard for Haern to believe that himself, yet, regardless of how much he hated the Ai’thol or how much he had suffered under them, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was worse. This was his fight. He had the ability to oppose them. And if he left them, did nothing, these people who had control over lorcith would continue to push, and there would be danger to others—and it would eventually reach people he cared about.

      “Besides, with all the lorcith around us, we can anchor to it.”

      Eve watched him and then shook her head. “This is a terrible idea.”

      “One of the worst,” Haern said.

      They started forward, and Haern pushed off, grabbing for Galen, ignoring his protestations as they swept toward the village. Floating high over the sky, he looked down. There had been an explosion, but where had it come from?

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

      “I don’t either, but—”

      Something streaked toward him.

      It reminded him of the lorcith bomb, and this time, Haern was prepared. He could feel the way the lorcith beneath him pressed upward, and he used that, listening to it, calling upon it. The song of the lorcith began to flow, allowing him to shift the metal coming toward him.

      As it did, he pushed outward.

      The combination of those two actions allowed him to stay in the air, and he was able to prevent the lorcith bomb and the nails from striking him or Galen.

      He looked over to Eve, who had her jaw clenched. One of the nails was close to her—almost penetrating her forehead.

      “Did you feel it?” he asked.

      “I did, but almost not fast enough,” she said.

      “We should keep moving,” Galen said.

      Haern circled over the city, looking downward, and straining as he tried to See anything that would suggest where these attackers might be.

      “We found darkness before,” Haern said.

      “Perhaps they learned they can’t conceal themselves in the darkness any longer,” Galen said.

      “They strike me as too arrogant to think they that.”

      Galen nodded. “That’s probably true.” His eyes narrowed, and he scanned before pointing.

      Haern followed the direction he indicated, and down below he was able to make out almost a shimmering quality. He could feel a sense of lorcith down there different than what he often detected. This was darkness, a song that cried against him. As he focused on it, Haern pushed.

      There came resistance, but the shimmering faded for a moment.

      “That’s it,” he said.

      They streaked toward the ground. Haern moved as quickly as he could, glancing over to see Eve doing the same, and they swept in, crashing down to the ground, pulling up at the last moment.

      As he released Galen, the other man rolled off to the side and landed in a crouch. Haern readied to flick a steel knife, but there was no sign of movement.

      Where had the other gone?

      He strained, searching for that sense around him, but even the connection to lorcith was failing him.

      Lorcith.

      He had enough of it around him to be able to use it. All he needed was to find some way to do so.

      As he focused on the lorcith deep below the ground, he listened, focusing, searching to see if anything there might be able to call out to him, might allow him to find where other lorcith might be.

      And it was there, deep beneath. It reverberated, answering his call.

      Haern listened, knowing that if the song responded the way he needed it to, he should be able to detect the strange presence of lorcith above.

      And then he saw the shimmering.

      It was nearby.

      Haern flicked out his steel knife.

      He followed by lunging forward, pushing outward, using the lorcith he detected in the ground below him, pulling on it and pushing together with that combination.

      He crashed into something.

      There came a cry, and he punched, pummeling forward. He rolled off to the side, pushing outward with lorcith, anchoring to all that he detected beneath him. He twisted, forcing the sense of lorcith he identified deep beneath him to respond, and he could feel the nature of the song as it shifted.

      He pushed again, and this time, a darkened figure emerged, clad in a lorcith cloak, much like the last one.

      Then there was pressure against him.

      It came from everywhere around him, as if they were trying to squeeze the lorcith that flowed through him, and he pushed outward.

      Somewhere nearby, Eve cried out.

      “Fight it!”

      “I’m trying.”

      “Remember to anchor.”

      He connected to the lorcith deep beneath the ground and was able to use that to help him hold on to that sense of lorcith. Together with the lorcith he was able to push, squeezing outward, and he fought against that sense straining to resist him, trying to shift the nature of the lorcith within him. He managed to overpower it. He held on, tying himself to what he felt deep beneath the ground, thankful this store of lorcith was here.

      Something began to rumble, and he realized where the explosion had come from.

      It reminded him of the erupting volcano.

      That was what they were trying to do. This place was rife with power, filled with the energy of lorcith, and they were able to use it in a way that would allow them to erupt. The uneasiness to the lorcith beneath him took on a new meaning.

      Haern had to stabilize it. First he had to stop these attackers.

      He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to do both at the same time.

      He focused on them, pushing, and felt resistance all around him.

      Haern found Galen scanning the street.

      He wasn’t going to be able to help. Somehow they’d managed to find a way to be invisible even to Galen and his enhanced eyesight. It was only through his connection to lorcith that Haern was able to determine anything. He continued to push, resisting that sense of lorcith out there, and could feel the energy against him.

      He had to hold on to his anchor. He had to shift their lorcith. Not just shift it, but tear it free of them.

      Could he be that brutal?

      Haern had trained with Galen, had learned how to fight, to use his talents, and had learned some of Galen’s torture techniques, but they were lessons he had never really mastered, nor wanted to master. As he looked around and felt the power pushing on him, he couldn’t help but think that he needed to.

      They would get control of the lorcith. If they were intending to explode this place, the land would be changed. The lorcith would be changed. Others would suffer.

      Haern focused on the person nearest him. There was lorcith within them. He anchored and pulled.

      He ignored the screams as he tore the lorcith out.

      It came free, and he balled up that lorcith, twisting it, and used the connection to the lorcith deep beneath him to shift the nature of the song from the lorcith he’d freed.

      He turned, finding Eve face-to-face with someone, and did the same thing, focusing on the lorcith within them, anchoring on to that lorcith deep beneath the ground. As he pulled, he ignored the cry erupting into the fading daylight.

      He couldn’t help but feel as if he were doing the same thing the Ai’thol had done. Was he going to become as cruel as them?

      If it meant saving his people, could he be this terrible?

      The rumbling beneath him persisted.

      There had to be another.

      Haern pushed off, searching throughout the village, and focused on the strange lorcith connection. It was there, and he dropped to the ground, unsurprised to see that it was near the forge.

      He pulled open the door and found the man he’d killed. At least, the man he thought he’d killed. Could this twisted lorcith give them power over death?

      He stood at the forge, pulling on metal, and as soon as Haern entered, he spun, and something came flying toward him.

      Haern reacted, pushing outward, using everything in his power to resist.

      Even that wouldn’t be enough.

      He dropped a lorcith coin, flew up to the top of the forge, and began to pull on lorcith.

      This man was powerful, as if dying had made him stronger, and he resisted.

      Haern continued to strain, drawing on that lorcith with everything he could, and felt a steady scream.

      He wasn’t sure if the scream came from him or from the man, but he ignored both of them, pulling on the lorcith, drawing it out of him. He anchored to everything below him and pulled with all his might.

      And then it was free. He balled it up, twisting it, and then shifted the rest of the lorcith in the room.

      He dropped to the ground, breathing heavily.

      The man stood across from him.

      “You should be dead,” Haern said.

      With that, the man collapsed.

      Haern stared at him, not sure what to make of the fact that the man had survived.

      Haern had questioned whether lorcith would allow them to survive even death, but from what he could tell from this man, it had.

      Would the same thing happen to him?

      Would he even want it to?

      He would never have said so, and having seen that, he wondered if perhaps there was something more to the way the lorcith influenced him than what he had known.

      He couldn’t help but think about the hounds and the way they had survived death. Would this man come back together? He’d pulled the lorcith out of him, and there should be nothing else that would allow him to survive, but what did Haern even know about the nature of the lorcith the man had?

      He balled up the lorcith, shifting it to the song surrounding them.

      He watched, waiting for the man to get back up, but he didn’t.

      Heading back outside, Haern pushed off, hovering in the air, focusing on any sense of lorcith he might detect, searching for anything that felt off. He didn’t pick up on anything unusual out in the city.

      When he was content everything had calmed, he made his way back to Galen and to Eve and dropped to the ground, looking around.

      “Are there any others?” Galen asked. He clutched a pair of darts and jerked his head from side to side, a dangerous level of focus on his face.

      Haern didn’t bother looking. His eyesight wasn’t going to show him anything he wouldn’t be able to see otherwise. What he needed was the addition of whatever he could detect through lorcith. He focused on it, connecting to the metal buried within the ground. There was nothing that suggested any others were here.

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “What were they after?”

      “The metal underground,” he said.

      “I don’t understand,” Galen said.

      “They wanted to use it, likely to turn it into a volcano similar to what they did farther south.”

      “There’s a volcano farther in the south made of lorcith?” Eve asked.

      Haern nodded. “When I was searching for the sense of lorcith, I encountered it. That was where I first came across men like this. They nearly overpowered me. It took everything I had to withstand their attack. I managed to hold them off, but that was when I almost died.”

      “Why do you think they want lorcith like that?” she asked.

      Haern shook his head. “All I know is that they seem to be shifting the nature of the song, but…” It had to be more than just shifting the nature of the song. He didn’t know why they would be after that, only that was what it seemed to be.

      “We can check for any survivors,” Galen said.

      “Do you expect to find any?” Haern asked.

      “Not anymore. I don’t know what happened to the rest of them. It’s possible anyone who was here has already run, and if they did, then we should be safe, but…” Galen frowned, looking around. “An entire town empty like this. I can’t even fathom how this happened.”

      “Did you ever see anything like this with the Ai’thol?” Haern asked.

      Galen swept his gaze along the street. “Not with them. They didn’t destroy most places. The only place they did that was in Elaeavn.”

      “It wasn’t even Elaeavn.”

      Galen met his gaze for a moment and nodded. “Not the Ai’thol. The attack there was something else.”

      Haern turned away. All this time he’d been blaming the Forgers, and while they deserved plenty of blame, he still wasn’t sure whether they were responsible for what was taking place. He doubted they were to blame for what had happened here, and the attack on Elaeavn had been in response to his father’s attacks.

      “We need to keep going to Dreshen,” he said.

      “Even after everything that has happened?” Eve asked.

      Haern nodded. “I think we need to get to Dreshen to see if we can figure out who else might know about these attacks.”

      He’d begun to suspect a different possibility. If it was true, he didn’t know how he was going to react to it.

      When he’d first encountered the strange man who’d controlled lorcith, helping him fight off these other attackers, he’d thought it might be his father. Now there was another possibility, but it made no more sense. Could he have been helped by one of the Ai’thol?

      This was the kind of thing he needed Elise for. With her ability to connect to others, she could help them understand, but he didn’t know if there was time to do so.

      Lucy, too, would’ve been beneficial. With her ability to Read, she’d be able to determine someone’s intentions.

      Regardless of what happened, there was danger in Dreshen. Haern had been prepared for that, but that was before they had faced an attack like this. Now that he had a better idea of the way these others wanted to use lorcith, he wondered if perhaps that was a mistake.

      “Come on,” he said. “It’s time for us to find out exactly who opposes them in Dreshen.”
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      The city of Dreshen was enormous. It was along the coast, far south of Elaeavn, and a place Haern never would have visited had it not been for his abilities. Much like in Elaeavn, the sense of lorcith flowed from within the city. It was a powerful sense that seemed to come from all over, an awareness of the metal. The people of Dreshen had exquisite control over lorcith, and they used it in many of their creations. Haern had experienced firsthand just how much they were able to use the lorcith, how well they controlled it, and he knew this place was similar to Elaeavn, but dangerous.

      They hadn’t changed their clothes. As they searched through the empty town, part of Haern was reluctant to grab any clothing from the possible dead or missing. Without knowing what happened in the town, he had been unwilling to go from door to door, searching for anything. Galen hadn’t had the same hesitation, but when Haern had refused to take anything, he had shrugged and moved along.

      As he approached Dreshen, he realized it didn’t really matter. In the darkness, no one would even know what they were wearing.

      “We need to find a place to stay,” Galen said.

      “I don’t want to stay here long,” Haern said.

      Galen laughed bitterly. “You might not want to stay at all, but after what we went through, we need to rest. It would be better to search during the daytime. Besides, I don’t know how long it will take you to find this individual you detected. We need a base to work out of.”

      Haern could only nod. Galen made sense, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. He didn’t want to linger any longer than was necessary, and yet, they’d only been gone for a day. It felt longer. After everything they’d gone through and the way lorcith had seemed to explode around him, the sense of power coming from those strange men, he couldn’t help but feel as if they’d been away for far longer than they actually had been.

      Traveling here hadn’t weakened him all that much, but he was more tired than what was sensible given the situation. They needed to recuperate and prepare for the next step. Whatever that might be.

      “Do you have any experience here?” he asked Galen.

      “My time was mostly spent in the northern regions. I don’t know any place around here.”

      “As far as I know, the Binders don’t have an operation within the city.”

      Galen grunted. “The Binders have an operation in every city.”

      “I went looking for them when we came the last time.”

      Galen chuckled. They had reached the outskirts of the city, and a few streetlights glowed in the distance, pushing back the shadows of the night. There were voices along the streets, and far away, he noticed movement. At least all of that was familiar to him. The smells of the city were different, though, and reminded him of Asador more than Elaeavn. Both were seaside cities, but Dreshen was more of an open city than Elaeavn, more like Asador in that.

      “Let me guess, you searched for them at taverns?”

      “That’s my experience with them.”

      “That might be your experience, but that doesn’t mean that’s where you can find the Binders most of the time.” Galen chuckled again. “If the Binders were only found in taverns, they’d be far more noticeable. While I wouldn’t be surprised if they do have some influence here, it’s just as likely they have a different network.”

      “And what is that?”

      Galen shrugged again. “I have no idea. When it comes to Carth and her network, everything is difficult to determine. I think our best bet is to find a safe place and settle in for the night.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then we look for any information we can find,” Galen said.

      “Why don’t you find us a place, and I’ll investigate the city?” Haern asked.

      Galen glanced at him. “How do you intend to find me again?”

      Haern pulled on the coin in Galen’s pocket. “I can use that.”

      “And if I lose it?”

      “Do you think you will?”

      Galen shrugged. “I don’t know. In a place like this…”

      “I want to know if there’s anything we need to worry about within the city,” Haern said.

      “You would rather do this by yourself?”

      “I can go places you can’t.”

      “You’d be surprised at where I can go,” Galen said.

      “I can stay with him,” Eve said.

      Galen glanced over to Eve, watching her. “Do you think I need a sitter?”

      “I thought maybe you’d be able to visit with me.”

      Haern frowned, glancing from Eve to Galen. What would she want to get out of him?

      “I can find both of you. If you lose your coin, I can focus on Eve and the metal within her.”

      “You can do that?” Galen asked.

      “It will be a bit more difficult in this place, with so much lorcith around, but I should be able to follow it.”

      “Don’t make me go searching for you,” Galen said.

      Haern smiled at him. “Do you think I need that?”

      “Not anymore,” Galen said.

      He turned to Eve. “Keep an eye out for him. If you detect anything funny, any sense of lorcith that seems off to you, let me know.”

      “And how should I let you know?”

      “Three pulls on this coin.” He took a coin from his pocket. It had a reasonable percentage of lorcith within it, enough he thought that she would be able to detect it from a distance.

      She nodded, and Haern took to the air. He pushed off, shooting as quickly as he could. It was smarter to move swiftly than to risk drawing attention. Once he was in the air, it was easy for him to focus on the lorcith he sensed all around him. There was quite a bit in the city, more than he had once known. Not only was it within the temple—a towering building that stretched high into the sky near him—but it was deep beneath the ground. He could use that control, that lorcith he detected, to hold himself in the air.

      Haern searched for any sense of lorcith, and for anything that suggested there might be Ai’thol present in the city. He knew they were here, so he didn’t doubt there would be a significant number of them. What he needed to know was how many he might have to worry about. As he turned in place, focusing on that sense of lorcith, searching for where it might be moving, he began to keep track.

      There were dozens. Dozens upon dozens. All of them were moving, and from this high in the sky, the movements were subtle, barely enough for him to recognize an augmentation.

      So many Ai’thol.

      As he focused on the lorcith, he thought he could anchor to it. He might be able to push, shifting the lorcith within the Ai’thol beneath him, and change something about them, shift the nature of their song.

      Or he could harm them.

      From here, it would be an easy thing to pin them to the ground. If he wanted to, he thought he might be able to pull on the sense of metal, tearing it from them the way he had done with those strange attackers.

      He had to wonder whether there was something more he needed to know about the Ai’thol. For as long as he’d lived, he’d known the Forgers as danger. When he’d come to understand the Ai’thol, he’d viewed them as the same sort of danger, a sense of violence from them that wanted nothing more than to harm his people.

      Now that he’d encountered these strange attackers, Haern couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was something he needed to better understand about the Ai’thol—and the man who led them.

      Could Olandar Fahr have known about these others?

      He didn’t think they were working together, but what if Olandar Fahr had been used by them? It wasn’t difficult to imagine that type of power getting manipulated, the Mistress, as the one attacker had called her, using Olandar Fahr as part of her task.

      From here, there was a strange sensation to the lorcith. There were different types. From what he could tell, some of them were humming, the song he heard within the augmentation perfectly content. That seemed strange—surprising—and as he focused on it, he realized it wasn’t a complicated alloy. Certainly nothing like what had pierced his hands or what had changed Lucy. That had to be the old augmentation the Ai’thol used.

      Why would he be aware of that?

      The more he focused on it, the clearer it became that there was something else to it. That song filled him, and Haern allowed it to carry him. Listening to it, he realized that it seemed content, as if the lorcith within these Ai’thol welcomed them.

      Could someone have shifted the nature of the song?

      There were others, and as he focused on them, he couldn’t help but feel there was something different there as well. The alloy buzzed against him, a vibrational sense that left him trembling.

      It was almost angry.

      Why should that be?

      The augmentations in these others needed to be shifted, but Haern wasn’t sure if he could do anything to help. He focused on that song, listening, and tried to count how many of them needed to have their augmentations changed. Quite a few, but not everyone.

      There was other metal within the city. Most of it was traditional, things like pots and pans, and it reminded him of the way the lorcith was used in Elaeavn, at least these days. It filled the city. There was a considerable amount of lorcith that didn’t move. The song of those lorcith items wasn’t nearly as strong and didn’t feel as if it had been forced. Whoever had worked with the lorcith had known and understood the nature of the metal.

      Here he had believed that the people of Elaeavn were the only ones to truly understand lorcith, but that wasn’t the case at all. He had viewed lorcith as one of the Great Watcher abilities, but the Great Watcher abilities were those of the Elvraeth, not of the guilds. The abilities of the guilds were different. Understanding lorcith, using it, was something that even the Elvraeth had never really claimed.

      Which meant others might be able to do it just as well.

      Haern continued focusing, looking around, searching for a sense of anything worrisome. Now that he had latched on to the awareness of lorcith within the city itself, he began to search for any signs of the twisted lorcith, to see if there was any evidence of the dangerous attackers.

      There didn’t seem to be any sign of that lorcith out in the city. At least Dreshen was protected. For how long, though?

      Could the number of people be a deterrent?

      As he focused on the Ai’thol down in the city, he couldn’t help but wonder if they had something to do with the fact that Dreshen had been left alone.

      Haern turned, searching for answers. From this high, he recognized that the song was similar to Ilphaesn’s, though not exactly the same. Had it been different in that town?

      He had been so focused on those attackers that he hadn’t paid any attention to how similar or dissimilar the song might be. Now that he was here, enjoying the peacefulness within the darkness, he couldn’t help but wonder whether there was something more he might have overlooked.

      All lorcith was not the same. Haern had known that from a very early age. Even within Ilphaesn, one lump of lorcith would react differently than another. His father had made that point clear. Some lumps of lorcith wanted to be used in a specific way, while others wanted to be used in another, and it was up to the forger to determine the best method of utilizing the lorcith.

      This was why those who were able to listen to lorcith were more skilled blacksmiths. The Lareths had always been expert blacksmiths, and even though his grandfather had denied listening to the song of lorcith, Haern wondered if he had done so unintentionally throughout the years. Rsiran had fashioned wondrous creations of incredible power with his connection to the metal, knowing just how to push and pull on it.

      Haern couldn’t help but wonder why lorcith would even need to be turned into an alloy. If the song was strong enough, if he found the right type of lorcith and knew what that metal wanted, he thought he should be able to utilize it in such a way that it would respond.

      The more he thought about it, the more he realized that was possible. It was another thing he wished he could ask his father about. Of all the people in the world, Rsiran understood lorcith the best. Though Haern was able to push and pull on it, his control, though considerable, wasn’t the same as what his father could do. He doubted he would ever be that strong with the metal.

      And he knew it was something of a shame. There was so much about lorcith he could have understood had he had the opportunity. Had he only had a chance to spend that time with his father, to better grasp the nature of the metal, he might have learned more.

      Anything he learned now would have to be on his own. Though he thought he should be able to gain the necessary understanding in time, he wondered if it would be too late.

      It was time for him to return to Galen and Eve. Now that they were within Dreshen, he could settle in for the night and relax, whatever that meant for him. Haern needed to sleep and replenish himself, to be ready for whatever they might face the next day, yet he wasn’t sure he would be able to unwind after everything they’d encountered. Every time he had a moment of quiet, he thought about the strange attack in that town, the way the attackers had used lorcith. He thought about the Mistress, and he couldn’t help but think of the emptiness, the destruction they wanted to bring.

      And he felt the trembling of the lorcith beneath the town. An eruption like that would have leveled everything. It would have destroyed everything within that town and covered the landscape with lorcith.

      At the volcano he’d visited before, the land all around it had been covered with dark silvery lorcith, and it had not been twisted, turned to a strange song. But for how much longer? At what point would these attackers change that? Haern couldn’t help but think that they were after destruction. It was the same destruction he’d always accused the Ai’thol of wanting, but as he hovered in the sky, focusing on the sense of lorcith below him, he wondered if that was even accurate.

      The Ai’thol had occupied various cities, and he’d seen them attack, but their attacks hadn’t been with the intention of destroying everything. This—these strange attackers—had been something else entirely.

      He had begun to lower himself back into Dreshen when a surge of lorcith caught his attention. It was on the far side of the city, but rather than being down near the ground, he noticed it high above.

      Haern hesitated. If only there was some way of masking himself, but with all the lorcith he carried both on and within himself, anyone with any real control would know he was here.

      Focusing on it, he started to make his way across the town. He didn’t need to drop coins. Within Dreshen—much like within Elaeavn and near Ilphaesn—there was enough naturally occurring lorcith that he was able to push and pull without needing to use anything additional.

      It was possible it was only Eve. As Haern focused, listening to the sounds of lorcith, he couldn’t tell. If it was her, though, why wouldn’t she have alerted him?

      As he listened to the lorcith in the distance, he realized it came from a different source altogether. The song was different, and though he could hear it, he didn’t know whether it was anything to worry about.

      He approached carefully, sweeping across the city. As he neared, he began to slow, listening to the sense of lorcith. He didn’t See anything, but up this high, with this much blackness all around, everything was a faded sort of gray.

      The only thing he was aware of was the sense of lorcith, and he focused on that, approaching as quickly as he could but still exercising caution.

      A part of him grew excited. Was this the person he’d detected before? If it was, why wouldn’t they have revealed themselves?

      There was lorcith, but as he focused on it, he realized the lorcith came from inside someone, the same way he had lorcith inside of him. They carried it on them as well.

      Haern pushed, shooting higher into the sky. It would be better to come from above. At least this way, if there was any danger to him, he would be prepared for it.

      Focusing on the sense of the metal far below, he hesitated.

      There was something familiar about that metal, as if he had detected that sense of lorcith before. It was the song. Haern hesitated, listening.

      That hesitation was a mistake. He started to drop.

      It wasn’t that he had lost control over the lorcith. It was what he’d detected. Not only had he sensed that lorcith before, but he’d shifted the song of it.

      He’d been the one to do something to it. He’d been the reason that song had changed. Now that he was closer, he wondered why he hadn’t recognized it before. The only reason he could come up with was that the song had changed since he had shifted it. Whatever had been done had been modified.

      Listening to the song, Haern realized it was not twisted.

      He was tempted to go streaking away from here, to return to someplace safe. Maybe find Galen and Eve, to have help if necessary, but curiosity struck him.

      They had helped.

      And he needed to understand why.

      Haern controlled the fall, descending slowly, and as he did, he came face-to-face with Olandar Fahr.
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      A fire crackled, giving off a warmth Daniel hadn’t known he needed. It radiated throughout the small room, and he pressed his feet upon the plush carpet spread across the floor. The chair was comfortable enough, though it didn’t seem as if it were meant for him to stay in for very long. The smell of bread and meat filled the air, his stomach rumbling.

      Daniel stared at Ras. The other man was gone. As far as he knew, he had died in the attack, destroyed by some method of the Architect, and yet, here he was.

      “Are we going to talk about this?” he asked.

      “What’s there to talk about?” Carth asked.

      “You knew he still lived.”

      “Of course I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Feigning death is one of our greatest strengths,” Ras said.

      Daniel looked over to Carth before turning his attention back to the older man. He was smallish, thin, and his white gown practically glowed. It reminded Daniel of what he’d seen from Carth in the chamber below the Shadow Queen’s palace.

      As far as he knew, Ras had great control over the flames. He was one person Daniel had believed would have been in the previous generation of those capable of holding an Elder Stone.

      And he was supposed to be dead.

      “Why did you feign death?”

      “Carthenne thought it would be necessary.”

      “Why?”

      Carth turned away from the fire, meeting his gaze. Shadows swirled around her eyes, her strength apparently already being restored. She was powerful, and the nature of her power was such that he didn’t understand how quickly she could recover. His own strength was coming back slowly. It was there, a sense of the shadows. He might be able to Slide, but only a short distance, and likely only by himself.

      “Several reasons.”

      “Several?”

      “Aren’t you the one who made a comment about making multiple moves?”

      “I was making a comment about the Shadow Queen making multiple moves. Not about us.” As he looked around, he wondered if they really were. “What are the reasons?”

      “Primarily because Lucy needed it,” Carth said.

      Daniel frowned. “Why?”

      “She needed the prompting,” Carth said.

      Daniel glanced to Ras, looking for answers before turning his attention to Rayen, who shook her head slightly. She hadn’t known.

      She didn’t seem nearly as upset as Daniel, but then, Rayen had lived through Carth’s supposed death. This sort of thing was new to him.

      “She was growing powerful, and yet she still questioned her role. She needed to be nudged.”

      “I’m not sure how Lucy would feel about being nudged in such a way.”

      “It doesn’t matter how she feels,” Ras said. He took a deep breath, turning toward the fire. “All that matters is she does what’s necessary.”

      “And what is necessary?” Daniel asked.

      “We’ve been searching for information about the Council of Elders for a long time. In all that time, we haven’t come any closer to gaining insight. The only one who truly seemed to learn anything was Olandar Fahr, and he wasn’t about to share his knowledge. And then she came along.”

      Ras turned back to him, holding a mug of some steaming liquid. Had he been holding it before? “And you, Daniel Elvraeth. The two of you suddenly appeared, and you have been able to uncover secrets that have been kept for generations. We’ve searched for information about the Council of Elders, how to find it, and have failed.” He shared a look with Carth before turning back to Daniel. “We’ve known about the Council of Elders for a long time, but it has been an esoteric understanding, not a real knowledge. And the more we have learned about it, the harder it has been for us to know where to find it. There is the power of the Elder Stones, but that power hasn’t brought us any closer to it.”

      “So when we found the tree…”

      “About that,” Ras said.

      “What about that?”

      “How did you uncover it?”

      Daniel looked over to Rayen. She leaned against one wall, seemingly relaxed, though he was aware of the tension within her. The shadows swirled around her, and her hand rested near the hilt of her sword. He had to think she wouldn’t attack Carth and Ras, but he also had to think that she was interested in defending him if it came down to it.

      “We found it. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      “You found something that has remained hidden from the C’than for generations,” Ras said.

      “I’m not one of the C’than.”

      “No.”

      “Why do you think we found it, then?” Daniel asked.

      “Because you were summoned toward it. I think you were always meant to find the Council of Elders.”

      “Why?”

      “Partly because the need has been there.”

      “Partly?”

      “There is much we don’t fully understand about the Council of Elders, and much we don’t fully understand about the Elder Stones. Not the least is the fact that they can be moved, as you have so recently demonstrated.”

      “I wouldn’t have done it if it weren’t necessary.”

      “I’m not debating that it was necessary.”

      “I’m still not sure that it was,” Carth said.

      “Why not?” Daniel asked. “You could feel what was happening.”

      “I might have been able to feel it, but I also don’t know that moving it was right.”

      “She had already tainted it once before,” Daniel said. And it had taken nearly all of their strength to restore it. If she had tainted it again, if she had twisted that power, then there was a danger in trying to restore it. It had weakened them once, and he had little doubt that it would weaken them again.

      “She had, but how much effort do you think it cost her?” Carth asked.

      “I have no idea,” Daniel said.

      “How much effort you think it was costing her to stay there and fight us?”

      “I don’t know,” Daniel said.

      “I don’t either. And now we won’t know.”

      “You wanted us to stay behind?”

      “I think staying behind would have provided a different sort of information,” Carth said.

      “And it would’ve involved sacrificing that power.”

      Now that he was inside the tower, he could feel the nature of the shadows swirling around it. They filled it, some the same way the shadows had filled the space beneath the earth, radiating upwards. This tower seemed ready-made to hold on to the shadows, as if it had been designed for such a thing.

      He turned to Carth and Ras.

      “You expected something like this.”

      Ras studied him for a moment before nodding. “There has always been the possibility we might have to move an Elder Stone. We have places set up throughout the world that are ready to accept one if it comes down to it.”

      “And why would that be necessary?”

      “Because of others who chased power.”

      “Like Olandar Fahr.”

      “Olandar Fahr. Others who have come before him.” Ras smiled. “Do you think Olandar Fahr is the only one who has ever chased power he shouldn’t have?”

      Daniel frowned. He hadn’t given it much thought, but he had to believe that wasn’t the case. With someone like Olandar Fahr, the power had to be compelling. And yet, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Olandar Fahr himself had been manipulated into playing a different game.

      “That’s the purpose of the C’than,” Ras said.

      “The purpose?”

      “We have always fought for a balance.”

      “And in this case, your balance was opposing Olandar Fahr.”

      “It had been, but now I wonder if the balance needs to be changed.”

      Ras turned back to the fire, and everything about him seemed to glow. Daniel was still amazed that the old man lived. And here he’d thought a piece had been sacrificed.

      He had to stop thinking like that. He had to stop considering others as pieces on a game board, and yet the more he thought about it, the harder it was for him to view them in any other way. That was what Olandar Fahr had done to him. He had trained him, forcing him to think in ways that made everything a game of Tsatsun.

      That was something his father would have approved of.

      “I’m not sure that your balance is quite what you think,” Daniel said.

      “What other answer is there?”

      “As far as I can tell, there are other players.”

      That had to be the answer. The players in this game had to be more than just Olandar Fahr and Carth and Ras and the Shadow Queen.

      “I believe there are,” Ras said.

      “Who are they?”

      “If I’m right, then it is the Elders themselves.”

      Daniel started to smile but realized Ras wasn’t making a joke.

      “Everyone agrees the Elders are gone.”

      “They are gone, but their influence remains.”

      “And you think they planned all of this?”

      “Do some of your people not have the ability to See?”

      “You know they do,” Daniel said.

      “And with that ability, do they not have the capacity to recognize possible futures?”

      Daniel nodded slowly. He was starting to piece together what Ras was saying, and if it was true that the Elders had anticipated various possible futures, that made a certain sort of sense.

      “Why me? Why was I allowed to sit at the Council of Elders?”

      “I don’t have that answer,” Ras said.

      Daniel smiled to himself. He didn’t have that answer either, and it was one he thought he needed to obtain. There had to be something that gave him the ability to take a seat at the Council of Elders. He was no one special. He’d been born in Elaeavn and gifted by the Great Watcher, but he’d abandoned that when he’d followed Lucy out of the city.

      Why would he be given the opportunity to sit at the Council of Elders? None of it made any sense, and he had to wonder if perhaps it had been a mistake.

      But then, what if the Elders hadn’t made a mistake? Could this have been destined?

      “What will happen to the shadows?” he asked.

      “Do you worry about them?” Ras asked.

      Daniel focused on the shadows he could feel within the tower. They were there, a power that swirled around everything, filling it. The more he focused on it, the more certain he was of what he was detecting.

      “I fear we need to defend them.”

      “Perhaps we will. And yet, by bringing them here, we have strengthened this position.”

      Daniel hoped that was the case. He hoped they hadn’t made a mistake by bringing the shadows here. As he considered it, he thought Carth’s strategy was wrong, too. She might’ve wanted to wait, to see what the Shadow Queen might attempt, but that would have allowed her to continue to taint the shadows, to twist them and control them. At least this way, she didn’t have the same power she could utilize. More than anything, he thought they needed to strip her of her power.

      And they needed to better understand the Council of Elders.

      “We still haven’t done what we came out to do,” he said to Carth.

      “We know she’s willing to fight for these places of power,” she said.

      “But we knew that already.” At least, he’d suspected it. Perhaps learning she truly was willing to fight was helpful, yet Daniel couldn’t shake the feeling that they hadn’t discovered anything useful, that the Shadow Queen had still somehow managed to outmaneuver them.

      If this was only about the Elder Stones, why wouldn’t she have defended them more effectively?

      He got to his feet and paced, glancing over at the fire every so often. He thought about the way Carth had set up the game board, the way Tsatsun had played out under her modified rules. If this was how the Shadow Queen was truly playing, he couldn’t help but think she would be positioned in such a way that she would want to protect power.

      That was the way Olandar Fahr had been playing. He’d been reaching for power, trying to gain the Elder Stones. The Shadow Queen’s strategy was different. The nature of her movements had been different.

      The power she wanted was different.

      He looked up, frowning.

      It wasn’t about the shadows at all. It wasn’t about holding on to that at all.

      She had been willing to sacrifice that for something else.

      A sacrifice.

      That sacrifice had to have some meaning, and some benefit to her.

      What benefit would the sacrifice offer?

      “Daniel?” Rayen asked.

      “There’s something wrong,” he said.

      Ras and Carth were talking softly, and he ignored them. He grabbed Rayen and Slid. They emerged within the trunk of the tree.

      “Why here?”

      “This is where it started.”

      “Where what started?”

      “Our search for something more.” He looked around the inside of the tree, making his way from stool to stool, circling the table at the center. The crystal glowed softly, giving a bluish light to everything. As he continued to circle it, he stepped through what he knew to be a barrier and took a seat on one of the stools. At this point, none of the stools were any different to him than the others. He recognized there was power in this place, but what was the purpose of that power?

      “I’ve been trying to think about what the Shadow Queen would do. It feels to me as though she wanted to hold on to the power of that Elder Stone.”

      “It would make sense,” Rayen said.

      “What if that wasn’t what she was doing?” He turned to her.

      Rayen frowned at him. “What else would she have been doing?”

      “Carth suggested a different way to play Tsatsun. I can’t help but think the Shadow Queen might be playing that same way.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Rayen said.

      Daniel circled the table, looking at everything. The groupings were the key.

      As he had been trying to work through the nature of the game, he’d been thinking about how those groupings worked, thinking a sacrifice of one player wouldn’t be that much of an issue. And now he’d seen it.

      The Shadow Queen had been willing to sacrifice the shadows.

      That seemed important.

      Something was off, but he wasn’t able to place it quite yet.

      “What if she wasn’t concerned about the Elder Stone at all?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she doesn’t need that power.”

      “But we know the Elder Stones are power,” Rayen said.

      “They are power, but there’s something else about them,” Daniel said.

      “What?”

      He got to his feet and began to pace again, circling the space.

      “She didn’t care about the Elder Stone because that wasn’t the goal.”

      “What is the goal?”

      “This,” Daniel said, looking at the table. “The Council of Elders.”

      “I thought we understood there was more than one Council of Elders.”

      “That’s the point. If there’s more than one Council of Elders, then she might be trying to acquire the others. What if her goal isn’t to worry about the Elder Stones themselves? As far as we can tell, there are many different Elder Stones, and the power is duplicated.” That had been the biggest surprise to him. “What if she’s trying to acquire the various Councils of Elders?”

      “Why would she want that?”

      He looked down at the stools. “Because she needs to control them.”

      That had to be it.

      That was what all this was about. It was about control of the Councils.

      As he stared at the table, he realized what bothered him.

      “Where are the other crystals?”
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      The air was warm, and strangely, there had been no restriction to Traveling here. Though they hadn’t been able to Travel anywhere else, and from what Olandar Fahr had said, they were unable to return to Dreshen, regardless of how much he might try, they had managed to reach this cave.

      “This makes me uncomfortable,” he said.

      Ryn glanced over. Heat radiated from the cave, and she knew it would open up into a massive chamber, though she couldn’t help but wonder why it would be here.

      “Only because you’re not in control.”

      “More because of my inability to take us out of here.”

      “We don’t even know where here is.”

      “We’re trapped, yet you don’t seem concerned.”

      “I’m concerned, but I don’t know if there’s anything we can do about it. If I’m right, and if we do find the Council, then perhaps we’ll find answers.” Perhaps the priest would reach them and free them from whatever trap held them.

      And if not, Ryn would have to find another answer. It might involve returning to the temple, heading through the door, traveling to the barrier and trying to race to the edge of it, something Ryn wasn’t even sure would be possible.

      Yet this needed to come first.

      She was certain of it, though she didn’t know what she was going to need to do.

      The first step was finding the Council; the next was claiming her place upon it. The priest hadn’t shared with her what would be required of her, only that she would need to do so.

      Even trapped as they were, she didn’t know if there was anything she would do differently. She wanted to understand what the priest wanted from her. The answer was here, and the more she thought about it, the more certain she was this was what she was meant to do and where she was meant to be. As she looked around the entrance of the cave, feeling the heat radiating from it, she knew this was right.

      “Why here?”

      “You showed this to me once,” she said.

      “I am aware,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I think there’s something here.”

      He frowned as he looked into the distance. She wondered if he was attempting to have one of his visions, though she couldn’t see whether he was trembling.

      “When we were here before, there was no power.”

      “You think there’s power here now?”

      Olandar Fahr looked over to her. “There isn’t, at least not much that I can tell.”

      “Come on,” she urged.

      Heading into the cave, she felt a tingling wash over her. She paused. That tingling reminded her of when she had passed under the archway while trying to reach the Temple of the Mind. She glanced over to Olandar Fahr, wondering if he was aware of it or whether he was even able to follow her. It was possible that whatever this tingling sensation she detected was would separate her from him. If so, she wasn’t sure what more would need to be done.

      She took a deep breath, letting that sensation work through her, and continued into the cave.

      There was no light, and she blinked, letting her eyes adjust. There were times when she wished she were somehow able to summon the bright white light that was present in the Temple of the Mind. Even though it made it difficult for her to see anything else, there was value in that light. At least with that light, she didn’t feel as if the darkness were pressing upon her. She didn’t know if she had to worry about that darkness here or if it was even possible for it to reach her, but the longer she was here, the more that she felt this was right.

      “There’s nothing here,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Ryn looked around the inside of the cave. There wasn’t anything here, though she knew there were symbols marked along the walls. She made a steady circuit, searching for answers, and came across nothing. Making her way to the center of the cave, she paused.

      There was something on the ground.

      “Do you see this?”

      “See what?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      She glanced back, and he stood about five paces behind her.

      “This,” she said, motioning toward the ground. There was a soft bluish glow, though it was difficult to determine what it was. The longer she stared at it, the more certain she was that it was real.

      “This light. Do you see it?”

      “I don’t see anything in here, Ryn.”

      She crouched down. The light seemed to be set into a recess in the floor. She reached for it, and a faint sense of warmth radiated from it.

      “Ryn?”

      “What is it?”

      “Be careful.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can’t move any further.”

      She glanced back at him. He was still standing where she’d left him, as if his face were pressed up against some sort of invisible barrier. He pushed, his muscles straining as if he were trying to push through some sort of wall but couldn’t.

      She got to her feet and stepped back, worried she’d somehow been trapped in another place. Could the priest have locked her in some sort of cell? It didn’t fit with what she knew of him, and yet here she was trapped in this space, somehow prevented from returning to Dreshen. They had come for answers and ended up with only more questions.

      As she headed toward Olandar Fahr, she found nothing was holding her back. She was able to pass beyond whatever barrier prevented him from reaching her.

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

      He watched her before swiveling and heading back toward the center of the cave. “Try again,” he said.

      She turned her attention back to the center of the cave. When she did, she found there was no resistance, none of the sense that had washed over her when she’d entered the cave in the first place. There was nothing other than the soft blue light.

      She backed up a few steps, returning to where Olandar Fahr waited, and realized that the blue light was absent there.

      And yet, nothing held her. There was no trap, no confinement. Whatever prevented Olandar Fahr from reaching the center of the cave did not do the same for her.

      Whatever it was was tied to the blue light.

      Ryn crouched down next to it again, running her hands across the surface, feeling the warmth there. A strange sensation came from it. Not only that, there was a sense of power emanating from it. She wanted to scoop the light free, but there didn’t seem to be any way to do so.

      She got back to her feet, looking around. The light had to have meaning, had to be the reason she was here.

      Ryn circled around it, looking at the ground. There was nothing else in the cave other than that blue light.

      That wasn’t quite true. There were sections of the floor that were different.

      They were flat, as if the stones had been shifted, as if the inside of the cave had been altered. She counted five separate stones, in a circle around the blue light.

      “Do you see this?” she asked Olandar Fahr, pointing to the nearest stone.

      He hurried toward her and tried to peer through the barrier, but he shook his head. “I can’t see anything. Whatever the resistance, it has clouded it for me.”

      She met his eyes. Could it be that the resistance was there to prevent him?

      What if it was the work of this other, the one responsible for the undoing?

      She stepped on one of the stones.

      Nothing changed.

      Making her way around the circle, she stepped on the next. As before, nothing changed. She studied the glowing light at the center, and nothing about it was different. That blue light was persistent, unchanging, yet she thought there was something about it she needed to understand.

      She moved on to the next stone, standing on it and turning her attention to the center of the clearing. As before, there was nothing.

      There only two stones left, and when she stepped on the next, she didn’t really expect anything to change.

      Instead, the blue light suddenly exploded.

      It washed over her, and with it came a sense of warmth, rolling through her.

      Ryn gasped.

      The sense was unlike anything she’d ever experienced before, a powerful sensation, an overwhelming awareness.

      With it came a strange connection.

      She could feel something else.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized it wasn’t just something else but rather someone else.

      Why should she be aware of that?

      Was it Olandar Fahr?

      She turned to find him staring toward the center of the clearing, oblivious to what had just taken place.

      Ryn stepped off the stone, and the light began to fade. She stepped back on, wondering if she could recreate it, but nothing changed.

      When she reached the fifth stone, stepping on it, there was nothing more.

      The blue light at the center of the clearing didn’t shift. It persisted, glowing softly, yet something about her had altered. Ryn wasn’t sure what, but it reminded her of when she had taken a blessing, the way the power had washed over her. And the more she felt it, the more certain she was that power was real.

      They had come here hoping to find answers, hoping to find this Council. As she looked at the five stones with the blue one in the middle, she couldn’t help but think that perhaps they had found the Council, though she had no idea what it meant for her. The fact that the Council was here and that it was real was probably enough.

      She backed up.

      For a moment, she worried that she wouldn’t be able to cross over the barrier, that whatever resistance was preventing Olandar Fahr from reaching her would stop her from going anywhere else, but she stepped through.

      “I’m not able to determine anything about this place. What did you see on the other side of that barrier? Something happened,” he said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You have a look upon your face.”

      Ryn turned her attention back to the barrier. She was unable to see it, but she could still feel the effect, as if the barrier were attempting to hold her back.

      “There’s a light at the center of the cave,” she said carefully.

      “What kind of light?”

      “A bluish light.”

      His back straightened, and he turned to her, suddenly stiff. “Are you sure?”

      “Why? What does that mean?”

      Olandar Fahr turned toward the center of the cave and pressed his hands upon the invisible barrier, leaning. It was strange to see him leaning like that, seemingly pressing upon air.

      “Where is it?” he asked.

      “In the floor.”

      “I don’t see it.”

      “It’s there,” she said.

      He breathed slowly, steadily, almost with a certain longing. “In Elaeavn, there is a set of five powerful crystals. I’ve never seen them, though I’ve tried, but they are reported to glow with the blue light. They grant incredible power, and they are what I’ve been trying to understand.”

      She watched him for a moment, noting the way he was pressing upon that barrier. There was more than just a desire to understand within him. The need radiated from him.

      “You didn’t want to just understand them. You wanted to acquire them.”

      He glanced over at her briefly before turning his attention back to the center of the clearing. “There was a time when I would’ve said I would do anything to acquire them.”

      “Not anymore?”

      “I can’t believe I’m so close to one of the crystals.”

      “You don’t know that is one of the crystals.”

      “I don’t know what else it would be. But then, I don’t know why it would be here either.”

      “This is the Council of Elders,” she said softly.

      He tore his gaze away from the center of the cave, turning toward her and frowning. “What do you mean?”

      “This is the Council of Elders. There are five stones. They surround the crystal. When I stepped on one of the stones…”

      Olandar Fahr stood up, releasing his pressure on the barrier. “What happened when you stood upon it?”

      “I don’t know. One of the stones changed something. Light exploded. Something washed through me…”

      “What happened, Ryn?”

      “The light exploded,” she said again.

      “I understand, but what did you see?”

      She turned toward him, locking eyes with him. “I didn’t see anything.”

      “You must have seen something.” He took a step toward her, and she backed away.

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      Olandar Fahr seemed to recognize that he was threatening her, and he took a deep breath, wiping his hand across his jacket. He turned toward the center of the clearing, his gaze on whatever it was he saw. Ryn wasn’t sure what he was able to make out, though he said he couldn’t see anything.

      “So close, yet so impossibly far.”

      “To the crystal?”

      “To understanding. To the Council. And, yes, to the crystal.” He let out a heavy sigh. “There was a time when I thought I was going to be the one to take a seat upon the Council.”

      “You don’t think that any longer?”

      “I think that time has passed me by. And, the more I think about it, the more I come to believe that was never my purpose. The visions have guided me to help others find the necessary power.”

      From the way he said it, she remained unconvinced. There was something about his tone that suggested to her his desire to find a way to still sit upon the Council. She could tell he still believed he was meant to sit there.

      As she looked toward the center of the clearing, she still felt the strange connections she had become aware of the moment she had stepped on that stone.

      That had to mean something, and yet, the more she thought about it, the less she understood it. There was some meaning, yet Ryn had no idea what that meaning was, nor was she aware of anything else.

      “Now that we found it, what do we need to do?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “We need to see if we’re still trapped.”

      He nodded. “It’s possible we were only trapped here until you found this place,” he said. “Now I don’t know what we need to do. What you need to do.”

      As Ryn turned toward the center of the cave, she thought she understood.

      She wasn’t going to have to do this alone.

      She was one who sat at the Council of Elders, but she wasn’t alone in it. If she could find the others, together they would be able to stop this attack.

      That was what she needed, only Ryn wasn’t sure what it would take.

      She stepped back toward the center of the cave, walking through the barrier that blocked Olandar Fahr, and looked down at the stones. Was there anything here that would help her understand where the others were?

      The only thing she had was that sense of connection.

      Could that connection come from the others on the Council? It was a strange sensation, but it was the only clue she had. If only she had the Elder to speak to still.

      But then, he had told her that his power was fading. He had warned her his time was coming to an end. He hadn’t been able to offer her anything else.

      Without him, what other answers would she find?

      She would have to go with Olandar Fahr, but she couldn’t help but wonder if he might still try to maneuver so that he could take a seat on the Council. Even if he wanted to, it was possible he wouldn’t be able to. The Council seemed to decide who was able to do so. With the barrier blocking his access, his desires might not even matter.

      She crouched down near the floor. As she looked at the glowing blue stone, she thought could make out details within it. It was recessed into the ground, and as she pressed her hand down, she was able to grab it. She lifted it, holding it in her hand. It was slightly larger than her palm, and the sides were irregular, smooth and slick. It emanated warmth along with the blue light.

      Holding it didn’t change anything for her. Regardless of how much she hoped that it might, she didn’t find anything different about herself as she held on to the stone.

      She breathed out, wondering what else she could do with it, before setting it back down into the cavity. It wasn’t for her to hold.

      Whatever power the crystal had in this place was to remain here. She would have to figure out how it came from Elaeavn another time, and perhaps it didn’t matter.

      She passed through the barrier again and joined Olandar Fahr. Holding her arm out, she looked over at him. “Now you need to see if we can go back to Dreshen.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “I was hoping that we might find more answers.”

      “You were hoping to visit with the Elder, but I don’t even know if that’s possible anymore.”

      He turned to her, studying her, and as he did, a smile came to him. There was something about it that unsettled her, though she couldn’t quite put a finger on what it was.

      “You’re right.”

      “About what?”

      “That I wanted to visit with an Elder. And I think I have.”

      She watched him, worried that he might try something, but he merely grabbed her arm.

      When they Traveled, there came a flurry of movement, a shimmer of colors, and for a moment, she thought they might be brighter than they had been the last few times.
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      “Are you sure they were all here?” Carth asked. They stood within the tree, and the bluish light glowed. Daniel remained near the table, the only one of them who was able to do so. Even Ras wasn’t permitted to come any closer.

      “All five of the crystals were here. We’d placed this one, and…” And Lucy had gone in search of another. Perhaps she’d found another, but if that was the case, then why were all of the crystals missing?

      It didn’t make any sense. Only a few of them knew of the chamber, and only he was able to approach the center of it, as far as he knew.

      Unless that had changed too.

      And if it had, then who else had been able to reach the Council of Elders?

      He felt responsible for protecting the crystals. He was the reason they were here, yet if others were able to reach them, the crystals were no longer safe.

      “The only people who know about this are here, and Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “Along with Haern,” Rayen said.

      “Does he know?”

      “Lucy mentioned something.”

      Could Haern have done it?

      More than that, could Haern have reached the Council of Elders? With his family history and his connection to Rsiran Lareth, Daniel supposed that if Haern were able to do so, it might be beneficial.

      “We need to find them,” Daniel said.

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start,” Carth said.

      “We need to find the other places like this.”

      Rayen smiled at him. “We’ve searched for generations, and this is the first place we found.”

      “It’s not the first,” Carth said.

      “Where else?”

      She glanced at Ras, and as they shared a look, he nodded.

      “Read me,” Carth said.

      Daniel focused, and a vision came to him. It was the same as when he had seen the tower for the C’than stronghold, and as it had then, that knowledge filled him, as if he had been there before. And as it flowed through him, he recognized how to get there.

      She nodded to him, and he swept shadows over all of them, engulfing them. They Slid, emerging near an enormous mountain. A snowcapped peak rose in the distance. Wind whipped around them, cold and biting. Carth and Rayen wrapped shadows around themselves, and Daniel mimicked them, shielding himself from the cold. It was surprisingly effective. Ras used another technique, pushing out with heat, practically floating above the ground.

      “Why here?” Daniel asked.

      “There was something here,” Carth said. “We have uncovered various artifacts over the years. One had a series of patterns that suggested an ancient knowledge. Some would refer to it as writing, but there was nothing to the writing that made any sense,” Carth said.

      Daniel looked at Ras, who stared up at the mountain.

      “Something’s off,” the old man said.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Daniel focused on the shadows, but in this place it was difficult for him to find many. The sky was overcast, and without much sunlight, there wasn’t any way for the shadows to shift around him. The bright snow reflected much of the light, making the shadows essentially useless. It was as if this place had been designed to rebuff any ability to use shadows.

      Carth shifted, power blasting off her, glowing with it.

      “We need to get moving,” she said, frowning.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked.

      “Now!”

      She reached for Daniel, who stared at the mountain, trying to understand what was going on and why she was suddenly upset. As he stared, he realized what it was.

      There were dimples appearing across the snow.

      Someone was out there—someone he couldn’t see.

      His breath caught, and he glanced over to Carth, who nodded. Daniel wrapped shadows around him and focused, trying to Slide, but he didn’t have enough strength. The shadows weren’t able to wrap around him, and every method he tried to escape.

      “I’m not strong enough,” he said.

      Carth sighed deeply. She unsheathed her sword, and Ras began to glow more brightly. Rayen unsheathed as well, and shadows swirled around her.

      “I can keep trying, but…”

      He would need to find some way to get closer to the shadows.

      The dimples across the snow continued toward them. They were going to have to fight.

      “Why would she be here?” Rayen asked.

      “She’s searching for the Council of Elders,” Daniel said.

      More than ever before, he felt that with certainty.

      And he frowned to himself.

      She had allowed them to take the shadows, and now she sent her attackers here?

      He looked over to Carth and then to Ras. “The tower. Is it somewhere near here?”

      “Why?”

      “Is it?”

      Ras frowned at Daniel. “It is off the coast.”

      It was tied together, and somehow she was using that power, coordinating it. She was searching for the Council of Elders—and using them to find it.

      He swore under his breath.

      “We were manipulated again,” he said.

      Somehow, they had to prevent the Shadow Queen from reaching this Council of Elders.

      Attackers reached him.

      He swept through with his blade. As he cut through them, the attackers became more visible. He might not be able to see anything before carving through them, but he was able to feel their presence and perceive the way they pressed upon the snow, the indentations they made. He had a faint connection to the shadows, and he focused on that connection and pushed outward, letting it flow from him. As it struck, he hit attacker after attacker, cutting them down. He tried not to think about what it meant that he was facing these invisible opponents, or about anything other than moving through the various techniques he’d learned from the tchalit, the Binders, Rayen, and Carth. All of them had been his instructors, and as all of their knowledge flowed through him, he fought.

      As he did, he wished that he had some way to reach for shadows.

      But didn’t he?

      There was a sense of them somewhere.

      They might not be around him, but he had carried the shadows, escorted them to the tower.

      He filled himself with the power of the shadows, and dragged them toward him. In doing so, he pushed outward, sweeping shadows forward, stretching across the snow.

      It illuminated all the attackers.

      Carth glanced over. She was in midswing, her body glowing with the energy of her flame magic. Daniel used the shadows, and Carth and Ras sent bursts of flame streaking along the shadows. Attacker after attacker disappeared in a flash.

      “Where are you gaining the strength?” Carth asked, joining him.

      “I can feel the shadows from the tower.”

      “You can feel them?”

      He glanced over. “They’re there. I think it’s because I helped carry the shadows to the tower.”

      Carth watched him for a moment before turning and sending another burst of flame away from her. As she did, several attackers exploded. It was disturbing, but as Daniel watched, he couldn’t help but notice that many of these attackers were moving strangely, lumbering.

      They were already dead.

      That left a chill within him that was separate from the cold.

      What type of person would use soldiers like that? What kind of person would the Shadow Queen be if she had access to that sort of magic?

      She needed to be stopped.

      At least the odds were different here than they had been in the palace where the Shadow Queen possessed her magic.

      “I held on to that power, and I don’t have a connection to it same way that you do,” Carth said.

      “I don’t how else to explain it. Maybe it’s because I sit at the Council of Elders.” He didn’t know if that was the case or not, and if that was the answer, then it was a strange one. Yet the more he pulled on the shadows, the more certain he was that he was drawing them from that distant tower, and that he was in control of them.

      He summoned that power, sweeping it around him. As he did, he found more and more of these undead attackers. There were swarms of them. It felt as if the entire field was filled with them.

      “There are too many,” he said.

      “We can keep fighting,” Carth said.

      “Can we?”

      “Do we have any choice?”

      “I can Slide,” Daniel said.

      Now that he had a hold of the shadows, he had to believe he could do so. But then, if he Slid them all to safety, he would be abandoning this other place. With all these attackers here, he couldn’t help but feel as if this were a move the Shadow Queen was making.

      And he couldn’t help but feel as if he had been manipulated.

      He needed to turn the game, but how?

      The only way he could think of was to secure a place at the Council of Elders. As he looked at the people with him, he wondered if any of them would be able to take that place.

      Carth and Ras might have once been able to do so, but more and more he thought they were the wrong generation. As much as he might want them to serve along with him, he didn’t know if they could be a part of it.

      It meant that they would need another.

      That other might be Rayen.

      Could she be one of the Elders?

      She had to be. She had been with them from the beginning, had been exposed to the various Elder Stones and had even held one of the sacred crystals.

      That had to matter, didn’t it?

      Somehow, she would have to be allowed access to it.

      He took a deep breath and knew he couldn’t abandon this. If they left now, they would never reach what they needed.

      “Where is this place?” he asked Carth.

      She pointed up the side of the mountain.

      Daniel stared at it and focused. Power flowed from him, and he swept the shadows toward him, using them to help him grab the others. He enveloped them, wrapping the shadows around them, and they Slid, emerging far along the slope of the mountain.

      At first, he thought they were safe, that they might be able to make it into the cave, but then he realized something was off.

      There were those strange attackers around him.

      He pushed out with the shadows.

      He held the assailants, latching the shadows on them, and Carth and Ras continued to use their connection to the flame, bursting the others. But there were so many. They swarmed, coming in far more waves than Daniel could even imagine, one after another sweeping toward them. He continued to push, drawing upon the power of the shadows to resist, yet he didn’t know if that would be enough.

      Ras and Carth stood back to back, flames sweeping out from them. The snow melted, and the ash from the burning bodies of the undead filled the air, leaving it almost a haze.

      Daniel continued to draw upon the shadows, unsure if he was going to be strong enough. He pulled, drawing from the tower, and a nagging worry built within him.

      What if he was doing exactly what the Shadow Queen wanted?

      He couldn’t tell if this was part of her plan or not, but he couldn’t deny that it was possible. He could easily imagine her using this attack to draw him and the others away, thinking to gain the tower. But he had to believe this was about more than just the single Elder Stone. He had to believe this was about the power of the Council of Elders.

      And if she could control the Council, then she controlled all of the Elder Stones.

      More than that, she would be able to maneuver, to manipulate him, and might be able to do even more.

      Somehow he had to find a way to get inside.

      Not just him, but Rayen.

      As he watched her, she pushed out with her shadows, her sword abandoned, no longer trying to fight the same way.

      He understood why she would abandon the sword. There was no point in using conventional weapons against these creatures. Even if they cut them down, they would come back. They needed Carth and Ras and their power, yet the undead were coming in such numbers that he wasn’t sure they would be able to survive.

      The flood of undead continued, and Daniel strained, pushing against them, fighting as much as he could, and felt something change.

      The power from the tower began to fade.

      As much as he might want to draw that shadow energy from the tower, he didn’t know if he would have enough strength.

      What choice did he have but to continue to fight?

      As far as Daniel knew, there was nothing else he could do. He had to continue to resist, to draw all the shadows he could. The problem was that he was drawing off too much. He was aware of it even now. He could feel the energy fading from him; before much longer, he would pull everything out of the tower and have no way to oppose these undead attackers.

      More and more of the undead continued to swarm, and Daniel realized that had to be part of the plan. The Shadow Queen was throwing as many of her soldiers at them as she could. With as many as she sent, it was more than they could withstand.

      He wanted to fight, and he wanted to resist, but they kept appearing.

      Which meant that someone who had control over Sliding was sending them here.

      “I don’t know how much longer we can fight,” he said.

      “We will hold out,” Carth said through gritted teeth.

      “If I wait too long, I won’t be able to take us away from here.”

      If he lingered, they would end up trapped here—and then what? The swarm of these undead soldiers would reach them, and Daniel would be brought down.

      That had to be part of her plan as well.

      She was clever. The way she strategized and the way she played would have impressed his father. And Daniel couldn’t help but think that she had some way of Seeing the future the same as the Seers within Elaeavn had been able to do.

      He had to do something unexpected.

      Or he had to do it some way that she couldn’t See.

      As far as he knew, there was only one method that obscured Seeing from the Elvraeth, but he had always had that ability to Slide. But then, those with significant abilities, like his father, had been able to look beyond that, and even with that resistance, they had managed to find answers.

      He pushed out with the shadows, and he grabbed for Rayen.

      As he did, he glanced at Carth and Ras to see if they were unharmed, and then he Slid. He emerged inside the cave and ran forward, dragging Rayen with him.

      “We can’t leave them,” she said.

      “If we don’t, then I will fall, and the Council of Elders will be claimed.”

      “Let me stay and fight.”

      Daniel looked over at her. “I need you here.”

      It seemed to dawn on her as they ran, heading deeper into the cave, and she shook her head. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “I don’t know that you have any choice.”

      “Daniel, I don’t…”

      She trailed off as he reached the interior of the cave. It had a sweeping ceiling and a smooth floor, and he strode forward, noticing that something seemed to illuminate the entire room. Markings along the walls caught his attention, but he ignored them as he headed toward the center of the chamber.

      A tingling washed over him.

      It was similar to what he had felt when he had reached the Council of Elders the first time. As he passed through it, he realized that was exactly what this was.

      It was another Council of Elders.

      It looked different than the last, and yet the feeling was the same. The energy within the room was the same, and… the sacred crystal was the same.

      Someone had brought one of the crystals here.

      How?

      Did it mean that somebody had already claimed this space?

      He made a circle of the inside of the chamber, looking down. Irregularly shaped stones were set on the floor, five of them arranged around the center, where the crystal was.

      He looked back to Rayen. “Can you join me?”

      She started forward, but she met the invisible resistance that others had encountered before.

      She looked up, shaking her head.

      He swore under his breath.

      That wasn’t the answer.

      How was he going to protect the crystal?

      How was he going to protect himself?

      A cry from the end of the tunnel caught his attention, and Rayen went running.

      Daniel hesitated, but if there was no way for Rayen to use this space, then there was no purpose in him staying here either. Anything else he did would only endanger her and the others. He needed to get back to the others and Slide them free, and then they could try to figure out what they needed to do.

      Tearing his gaze away, he headed back through the invisible barrier that left a tingle washing over him.

      As he raced down the tunnel leading out of the cave, something changed.

      A burst of light exploded behind him.

      His breath caught.

      He had seen something similar before, when he had taken a seat at the Council of Elders.

      He hesitated, debating whether to go back, and yet there didn’t seem to be anything else for him to do.

      If the Shadow Queen had already claimed it, then there was nothing for him. If there was someone else, then he needed to find who it was.

      Daniel hurried back and swept his gaze around, but he saw nothing. He turned away, heading back toward the entrance of the tunnel.

      When he reached it, he expected to find Carth and Ras still fighting the undead and Rayen needing his help, but they stood staring down the mountainside, completely silent.

      “What is it?”

      Carth pointed, sweeping her hand across the horizon. “They vanished. We were fighting them, and holding them off as well as we could, when they simply vanished.”

      Ras turned to him. “Did you do it? Were you successful?”

      Daniel took a deep breath, shaking his head. “I thought Rayen would be the one who could take a seat on the Council, but…”

      Carth looked to Rayen, and the other woman shook her head.

      “Then it’s not safe,” Ras said.

      “Someone else has taken their place,” Daniel said.

      “How do you know?”

      He turned back toward the tunnel leading into the chamber. He could still remember the way that light felt, the way it had swept outward, washing over him. He could remember the warmth he’d detected, and the belief that something had changed for him, yet he had no idea what it was.

      Standing where he was now, he still had no idea. He only knew that he had detected something here, and that there had been a newcomer to take a place upon the Council.

      As he tested his control over the shadows from the distant tower, he found he still possessed it. If so, and if they weren’t tainted, then perhaps it wasn’t the Shadow Queen who’d reached it.

      If not her, then who?

      “Daniel Elvraeth?”

      He turned back toward them, staring, and frowned. “I don’t know.”

      But there was another sensation, one that was unexpected. He might not know who had taken a seat at the Council, but a surge of understanding flowed through him.

      He could feel something.

      As he realized it, he recognized that power had been there before.

      He could tell who some of the others were. Not all, though.

      And there was more than one.

      “You need to get back,” he said.

      “We need to ensure this place is safe,” Carth said.

      “I think it is. And we need to get back because I need to figure out who the others are.”

      “Others?” Carth asked, studying him.

      “There are at least two, and I think I know what we need to do.”

      “What is that?”

      “In order to win, we’re going to need to take control over all the Councils of Elders.”

      And if he was right, then there would be five. How many of them would already be under the control of the Shadow Queen?

      Perhaps it didn’t matter. They had won this turn, stopping her.

      He would work, plan, and he would understand the nature of the Council of Elders. And he would ensure they would win the next turn, and the next.

      Whatever else happened, Daniel was determined to stop the Shadow Queen. He was determined to maintain control of the Council of Elders.

      And when they won, then they could figure out what that meant.
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      Lucy got to her feet, heading toward the table and staring at it. All of this was because of some ancient search for power? Here she had thought Olandar Fahr was the only one she had to fear, but there was something worse. She just hadn’t understood it.

      “What about Olandar Fahr?” she asked the woman.

      She held her gaze on the crystal. “He has been useful.”

      “Useful?”

      “He has understood the needs of power.”

      “He destroyed many.”

      “There is a price to safety,” she said.

      Lucy glared at the woman. “You used him?”

      “We allowed him his pursuit.”

      “No.”

      “I’m afraid, Lucy Elvraeth, you don’t fully understand. You aren’t ready.”

      Lucy got to the edge of the circle and could feel the power there, the way the woman was trying to hold on to her, to trap her here. She resisted. She wasn’t going to remain trapped, but at the same time, she also wasn’t going to allow this woman to use her.

      “You’re holding me here,” she said.

      “If only that were true,” the woman said.

      “If it’s not?”

      “It is not.”

      “Then who is?”

      “The same person who holds my prison.”

      “This Melanie. The Shadow Queen.”

      “I’m afraid you have drawn her attention. Otherwise, you would not be here. It’s a wonder you weren’t destroyed in the process.”

      “Why?”

      “She recognizes threats. She has changed her tactics. She seeks to remake the world with her control over power.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The woman turned her attention back to the crystal and stared at it. “She has the Council we’d lost. We are unable to find it, which means we cannot restore that place.”

      “Then the crystal can’t be replaced.”

      “It must be,” the Watcher said.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “If it’s not, the Council cannot be restored. Only when it is can the others serve.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Our greatest mistake was in removing the crystals. We delayed her, but we also gave her an opportunity to gain strength and grow in power. Had we opposed her then, we could have resisted what she was doing, and because we did not, we have suffered.”

      Lucy couldn’t imagine what it must’ve been like to be trapped here for as long as these beings had been. She wasn’t sure if they were Elders or something else, but whatever they were, they were powerful.

      “Why not act before now?”

      “There was no need.”

      “She’s been active.”

      “She might have been active, but there was no need to attempt to resist her. She has not had any influence on the outside world.”

      “That’s not true.” There was something the Watcher wasn’t telling her, though she wasn’t sure what it was, other than that it was more than just this Melanie not having an impact on the outside world. If that were the case, then they wouldn’t need to worry about her, and there would’ve been no need for the Watchers to use Olandar Fahr.

      What did it mean that Olandar Fahr was a part of what they were doing?

      She had viewed him as working on his own, but could he have been manipulated without even knowing it?

      Could she?

      She frowned, turning her attention back to the Watcher. Lucy didn’t know if she could trust what this woman was telling her, but it fit with what she had experienced. At least part of it.

      And if what she was saying was true, the crystals had been taken to Elaeavn by these Watchers.

      She stared at the woman. All her life, her people had celebrated the Great Watcher. All her life, the power of the crystals had been known, filling her people with power. And all her life, it had been a mistake.

      She had moved the crystals to protect them from the Shadow Queen, but at the same time, she had to wonder if doing so had been necessary for another reason.

      Restoring these Councils of Elders would be dangerous, but it wasn’t just restoring the three she had done—it was finding the remaining two. And if one of them was under the control of Melanie, she wasn’t sure they would even be able to reach it. How could they, when this woman was so powerful?

      She got to her feet and stepped outside of the ring of stones.

      “Where are the remaining two Councils?”

      “You already know where to find one, Lucy Elvraeth. And the other has been lost.”

      “What happens if we can’t find it?”

      “If it can’t be found, then even more will be lost.”

      Lucy waited, hoping the woman would say something more, but she simply sat there, staring. It occurred to Lucy that this must be her place, much like the space within the tree had seemed to recognize Daniel. Because of that, she had to wonder if the crystals would empower her in any way, but it didn’t seem as if they would.

      “The crystals don’t react to you anymore, do they?” she asked.

      “When we moved them, we gave up our hold over them.”

      “And that’s why you want them back.”

      “We want them here because it is necessary to defeat her.”

      “That’s not the truth.”

      “It is the truth, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “What happens to you when the crystals are all returned?”

      “Then our service is at an end.”

      “You’ll die?”

      “We will be able to rest. Others will have taken our place.”

      “Others. By that, you mean me. My friends.”

      “Others. Perhaps it won’t be you, Lucy Elvraeth. But know this. Whoever sits at the Council of Elders has great power over the world. Whoever chooses that must do so with the knowledge that their power will be wielded correctly. Otherwise a great darkness would come.”

      She shivered, thinking of the darkness she’d experienced with Rsiran, and she couldn’t help but think that was what the woman meant. But if it was, what were they going to do to stop it?

      Somehow, they had to find a way to uncover the remaining two Councils of Elders, and when they did, they had to find the people who were destined to sit at them, and then…

      Lucy wasn’t entirely sure. There were Daniel and Haern, and herself.

      Did that mean that everybody who was meant to sit at one of the Councils of Elders was from Elaeavn?

      Why wouldn’t they be? The people of Elaeavn were the Watchers’ descendants, and that was why they had such power. She turned to the Watcher, wanting to ask another question, but the woman was gone.

      Lucy frowned. Where would she have disappeared?

      In this place, she could have gone to many different locations, and it was possible she had departed to stay with the other Watchers. What Lucy needed to do now was to find the remaining Council tables, but how was she supposed to accomplish that?

      The woman claimed Lucy knew where one of them was.

      She thought about the places she’d visited throughout her travels with Carth. In none of them had she uncovered anything like that. There were the various strongholds, but there had been nothing there other than the C’than presence. Had there been anything more, she suspected the C’than would’ve known about it and researched it.

      What about in Nyaesh? Asador? Even Thyr? All were great cities, and all had power to them. That didn’t strike her as right, either.

      The only location that made any sense was the place where the crystals had been.

      Elaeavn.

      She Slid, grabbing Rsiran without saying anything, and Slid again.

      They emerged in the heart of the Aisl Forest, the trees towering around them. There was a strange pressure upon the trees.

      “Why here?” Rsiran asked. He paused at one of the trees, pressing his hand against it. The lorcith cloud swirled around him and touched along the edge of the tree before retreating.

      “I think this might be one of the Councils of Elders.”

      Rsiran glanced over. “We haven’t seen anything like that here.”

      “But we have.” She nodded to the trees. “They might not appear the same as the others, yet I think they are.”

      “But the others—”

      “The others didn’t have the crystals at the heart of them.”

      Now that she was here, Lucy couldn’t help but feel as if she was right in some ways. And yet, she was wrong, too.

      There was a difference between this place and the other places she’d been. The others had a barrier around them, something that prevented anyone else from reaching them, yet in the Elder Trees, there was nothing that barred anyone from reaching the heart of the forest.

      She wanted one of the Watchers to help, but she didn’t know how to find them or if they would even be willing to do so.

      “This is different, Lucy,” Rsiran said.

      “It’s different, but this has to be the same.”

      “There’s no lorcith here.”

      “There’s lorcith all around the forest. You’ve told me that.”

      “There’s lorcith from the mines.”

      “The lorcith is different. Just search for it,” she said.

      Rsiran started forward, and when he reached the heart of the forest, he stopped. He took another step but again was pressed backward.

      “That’s unusual,” he said.

      Lucy didn’t see anything, and she took a step toward him, Sliding. When she emerged, she looked to see what he might be motioning to but saw nothing other than the empty clearing in the heart of the forest. What was it that had drawn his attention?

      She took a step forward, and a cold chill washed over her.

      A barrier.

      “It is here,” she whispered.

      “It’s never been here before,” Rsiran said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I visited here enough times, pausing in between Slides. I would have known if there was some sort of barrier.”

      “Do you think it has anything to do with the change in the trees?” In this place, there was no evidence of what had happened, yet Lucy could practically feel it pressing off the trees themselves. It was a strange and subtle sensation, but the longer she was here, the easier it was for her to determine that it had to be real.

      “I’ve been here since that time. I’ve searched for it, but I haven’t uncovered anything.”

      “When was the last time you were here?”

      “It has been a while,” Rsiran said.

      What might have changed?

      She thought about what she knew from this place. The heart of the forest was considered sacred to her people, though not as sacred as the crystals themselves. The Elder Trees were known to have power, and when the C’than had attacked them, they had altered something about them.

      Not the C’than, though. Not if what she believed was correct—and if it was, the Shadow Queen had known and had attacked the trees.

      Of course she would. She would’ve wanted the crystals moved.

      Could she have wanted them taken back to the various Councils of Elders? It was possible. Perhaps she wanted to assume control of the Councils once again.

      There was so much she wished she could have asked the Watcher, but the woman had disappeared before Lucy had had the chance, and now she was left with nothing but questions.

      “From what I understand, Haern returned and restored the trees.”

      Rsiran stared at them. “Haern did that?”

      “I don’t exactly know what he did, only that he said there was something about the nature of the trees he was able to shift. They were restored by what he did.”

      Rsiran smiled tightly. “That’s more than what I was able to do.” There was a measure of pride in his voice.

      Lucy Slid, grabbing the two crystals from inside the tree, and returned, walking around the center of the clearing and holding them out. If one of them glowed, if one of them belonged here so that this place would serve as the Council, she wanted to see it.

      But nothing changed.

      “It’s not working,” she said.

      “It’s possible this isn’t one of the Councils of Elders,” Rsiran said.

      “She said I would know it,” Lucy said.

      Rsiran looked over, frowning. “Who said?”

      Lucy took a deep breath, realizing it was time Rsiran knew what she knew. He deserved to have the same information as her, especially if he was going to work with her, to help her figure out how to restore these Councils, and especially as they were trapped here together.

      The only problem was she wasn’t entirely sure how to start. How could she begin by telling him that she had met a Watcher—possibly a Great Watcher—when he was one of the only people within Elaeavn who had held each of the crystals and sat beside the Great Watcher?

      “We aren’t the only ones trapped here.” She took his arm and Slid, emerging near the circle of stones. “When Haern and I first came here, there were four others. They call themselves the Watchers. When I returned, one of them found me. She said the woman we’re facing was once one of them. She called her Melanie and claimed that she wanted to remake the world with her power.”

      “And you believed her?”

      Lucy shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe anymore, Rsiran. It’s possible she’s working with Melanie. It’s possible they’re all trapped here and are manipulating us to free themselves.”

      “You don’t think so.”

      “I don’t know.” She told him what the Watcher had said to him, sharing everything she could remember. As she did, Rsiran merely listened. He nodded, and every so often he would look toward the circle of stones, as if he might find some answer there.

      “They should be able to offer us answers.”

      “I thought the same thing, but they haven’t been the most forthcoming.”

      “When I held each of the crystals, I thought I sat beside the Great Watcher. I remember an enormous power, and I remember floating high above the world. While I was there, it seemed as if I was gifted with knowledge I didn’t have otherwise. The longer I was there, the more it felt as if that knowledge filled me. I don’t remember everything I glimpsed there, only that for a moment, I thought I had answers. I thought I could undertstand anything that I wanted to know.”

      Rsiran glanced toward Lucy’s pocket where the crystals were.

      “And we know the various crystals have granted abilities to our people over time. They might not be the Elder Stones, but they seem to store the power of Elders.”

      “They do,” a strange voice said.

      An image flickered into existence, and Lucy took a step back.

      It was a shimmering shape, nothing more than a translucent image, and she frowned.

      “Della,” Rsiran said.

      The other woman smiled at him.

      “How are you here?”

      “I have been searching for this one for a long time,” she said, looking toward Rsiran. “I hadn’t expected to find you, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “Can you help us? We’re trapped here.”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t see the answer to that.”

      “How are you here?” Rsiran asked.

      “Do you question whether it’s me?”

      “Somewhat. You’re only the second person I’ve seen in this space in the time that I’ve been trapped.”

      “It’s not easy to find you.” It seemed as if Della’s form began to shimmer, becoming more pronounced. She remained translucent still, not completely there.

      “You aren’t actually here,” Lucy said.

      “I have no ability to Slide, and I’m borrowing from others in order to do this.”

      “How are you borrowing?”

      “Power can be shared, Lucy Elvraeth. Haven’t you learned?”

      She frowned. “I haven’t been able to share another’s power before.”

      “Only because you haven’t tried.” She turned to Rsiran. “How long have you been here?”

      “Long enough,” Rsiran said.

      “It’s time for you to come home.”

      “You can tell Jessa I’m trying.”

      Della smiled. “I will.”

      Lucy turned to Della. “Do you know if there is a Council of Elders within the forest?”

      “It’s possible,” the old healer said. “The problem is that our people have changed it over time.”

      Lucy turned to look at the stones, thinking back to what she had seen in the other places.

      And she frowned.

      “What if we didn’t change it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what if we didn’t change the forest, but what if the other places were changed?”

      Rsiran watched her, and Lucy strode forward, heading to the center of the clearing. From there, she studied the crystal.

      The power flowed outward from it, reaching each of the stones. She studied the stones and thought she understood something.

      They had changed.

      It was a subtle change, but since she’d placed the crystal here, something about the stones themselves had begun to shift.

      It was possible they would continue to change. And if so, maybe there would be more she could do.

      What about in the tree?

      She glanced over to Rsiran, closing her eyes, and she Slid.

      The stumps there were no different, but she hadn’t really paid any attention to them, not looking to see if they had altered in the time since she had brought the crystal here.

      She turned her attention to them, staring at them, and wandered around, waving her hand above them. As she did, she could feel the vaguest sense coming off them.

      They were changing.

      She had no idea how or what they were changing into, but there was no doubt in her mind that something about these stumps was transforming.

      What about the other place?

      Lucy Slid and emerged within the cave. Here it was far more pronounced. The slight platforms she had noticed before were more elevated, and she slid her toe along them, feeling that ridge. She reached down, touching them. There was warmth radiating from them.

      They were growing.

      What if the difference wasn’t in the forest, but in these places? They needed to change, to grow, to return to what they had been. If so, then the forest was the only place that was as it had been.

      She Slid back there and found Rsiran and a floating, translucent Della.

      “What is it?” Rsiran asked.

      “I think we need for the others to grow and return.”

      “Grow?”

      “Like the trees.” She wandered around the trees. In this space, she could feel the pressure, but why should that be?

      She glanced over to Della.

      The answer lay in what she had said.

      Borrow power.

      “I need you not to fight me,” she said to Rsiran.

      “Why?”

      “Just let me work.”

      She focused on his thoughts. She hadn’t attempted to Read him since coming here, and now that she did, she feared he would resist everything she did. And if he did, she wasn’t sure what she might be able to do. She didn’t want to harm Rsiran, and she certainly didn’t want to anger him, but she also recognized that she needed his knowledge.

      Not just his knowledge, but his access to lorcith.

      Would she be able to use it?

      There was no reason she should be able to do so. She might be able to latch on to an aspect of it, to reach for some of that power, but to use it would involve far more than what she understood.

      She focused, thinking about lorcith, thinking about what Rsiran knew of it, and pulled from deep within his mind.

      The knowledge was there.

      It flowed through her. He was incredibly powerful, knowledgeable, and as she perceived that, an overwhelming sense filled her.

      Lorcith bloomed all around her. She turned in place, feeling all that power flowing from deep beneath the ground, from within the trees, and everywhere.

      She started forward.

      Rsiran called out, but she ignored him. What she wanted was to reach for that power, to better understand what she might be able to find. As she continued forward, she sensed the edge of the circle. There was a hint of resistance, nothing more than that, and it tingled across her skin.

      She continued forward, stopping in the center. Once she was there, she focused.

      There was lorcith everywhere.

      Still, there was a circle of it beneath her.

      It glowed, practically surging in her mind.

      She looked up to Rsiran. “Can you feel this?”

      He shook his head. “All I feel is you in my mind.”

      Everything about him was tense, and she could tell he hated that she was Reading him, but in order to do this, she needed to borrow what he could do.

      How many others could she borrow from?

      What about Della?

      The other woman wasn’t here, not really, was she?

      And yet, enough of her was present that Lucy thought that she could be able to grab on to some aspect of her knowledge.

      She took a deep breath, focusing on the old woman, and called upon her power.

      She attempted to Read, and though there was some resistance, it seemed as if Della knew what she was trying to do, and she pushed toward her.

      Understanding flooded her.

      It was a strange thing. Not only an understanding but what seemed to be a focused understanding, knowledge Lucy hadn’t known she needed. Della did. As she pushed that knowledge upon her, Lucy couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by the nature of it. She trembled, wanting nothing more than to step away, to crumple to the ground and try to grasp everything Della gave to her.

      Visions flooded her mind. At first, she thought they came from Della, but as they surged, she understood they came from herself. These were the visions she’d Seen.

      Never before had she been able to sort through them, and even now, Lucy wasn’t sure she could grasp what she was Seeing, but they started to slow, a semblance of organization to them, and the knowledge Della had forced into her mind began to make sense. The other woman was trying to allow Lucy to grasp what she was doing, and to understand the visions and control them.

      She got to her feet.

      One of those visions stuck in her head. She knew what she needed to do.

      Taking a place in the center of the clearing, she looked at each of the trees.

      The spacing was different than the other places, but as she focused on the lorcith, she realized why that was.

      The trees were shoots. They weren’t the original tree.

      Lorcith was the key. Why did it seem that was always the case?

      She could feel it within herself and focused on the metal, wondering whether this knowledge would stay with her or disappear the moment she released her control over Rsiran.

      She pulled.

      It wasn’t her knowledge of how to pull, yet it came to her easily. It was as if she had always been meant to pull upon lorcith. As she called upon it, drawing it forward, she could feel the way it rumbled, trembling within the earth, and everything began to shift.

      Somewhere, Rsiran called out, but she ignored him.

      This was necessary.

      She continued to pull, drawing on the lorcith.

      As she did, Rsiran attempted to sever the connection between them, and Lucy Pushed, forcing him to maintain it.

      She would have to apologize to him later, but for now she needed to hold on to it.

      There was a strain, resistance against her holding on to him, and the longer she Pushed, the more she could feel Rsiran rebelling.

      I’m sorry.

      She wasn’t sure if Rsiran would hear what she was sending to him, or whether it would even matter. All that mattered was that she held on to this metal.

      It began to bulge.

      It started as a platform beneath the ground, and as she pulled, she could feel it spiraling, that platform emerging, erupting from the ground.

      Rsiran no longer fought.

      She glanced over and found him lying on the ground. The ghost of Della floated near him and nodded to Lucy.

      Lucy continued to pull, drawing on that power. As it flowed through her, to her, she knew this was what was needed.

      A thought occurred to her. What would they be experiencing within the forest itself?

      Perhaps it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that she had Seen what she needed to do. She had Seen that in order for her to succeed, she had to pull upon this lorcith and draw it out.

      Could this have been the lost Council of Elders?

      Lucy didn’t think so. This one had never been lost. The crystals had been here, and the power of them had always been here, but it had been lost to others.

      And this place had been protected in some ways. The people of Elaeavn had defended it, keeping it safe. As she pulled, she could feel the shifting nature. The lorcith on the trees began to move.

      That was what she needed to do.

      With one more surge, drawing from Rsiran but, surprisingly, also from herself, she pulled on that metal.

      It twisted and fell free.

      As soon as it did, a different power exploded. Warmth bloomed in her pocket, and she found one of the crystals glowing.

      She held it out and glanced over to Della. The old woman smiled, and Lucy found a spot in the center of the ground, almost a hole that had been dug for the crystal, and she tentatively set it down.

      When she did, power and light exploded all around her.

      It washed over her. She felt a shifting.

      Power surged into her, and she gasped.

      For a moment, knowledge struck her.

      It reminded her of what she’d heard from others who’d held one of the sacred crystals. It was like a moment of power, a fleeting explosion of everything that filled her, and when it passed, she wasn’t sure that it had even been real.

      She held on to the connection to lorcith, but it wasn’t only that. It was the connection she shared to Rsiran. She released it, no longer wanting to Push on him, then let go of the hold on Della.

      “You did well,” Della said. “You found the Council.”

      There was an energy here, but not much had changed. Still, she had to believe something had shifted for her. Would she be able to see it?

      Were she and Rsiran still trapped?

      The one thing she had hoped for was that finding this place would allow her to Slide back across. But if the Watchers weren’t able to travel back across, what made her think she could?

      But then, they had said their power was waning, that anything they could have done had been lost. And if it had been lost, then there might not be any way for them to reclaim it.

      She grabbed Rsiran. “Is he injured?”

      “Probably shaken. As far as I could tell, you drew considerable power from him.”

      “I didn’t even know that was possible.”

      “Didn’t you?”

      Lucy frowned. How could she not have known? Everything she’d done up to this point had been about borrowing power, hadn’t it? She’d used the power from the augmentation, but she had also used Carth’s power, her knowledge, to help her Slide. She had used Daniel Elvraeth to help her find him and Slide. It didn’t seem like much of a stretch for her to be able to reach into somebody else’s mind and grasp for knowledge that would allow her to use a different type of power.

      And now she was here.

      She lifted Rsiran. Surprisingly, even without the connection, she still felt the lorcith. She had to wonder if perhaps she could use lorcith now. She could feel it, and she focused on the cloud that had swirled around Rsiran since she had found him. Perhaps she could control it.

      Drawing upon that power, she held it.

      She had some control, but not anything like what Rsiran had demonstrated.

      But then, why should she? She hadn’t been born to lorcith. It was a wonder she was able to do anything with it at all.

      Holding on to Rsiran, she attempted to Slide, fearing she wouldn’t be successful, that she would be trapped here. Then there would be nothing more for her to do other than to continue to search for answers. Perhaps she could find the final resting place of the Council of Elders, the one Melanie controlled, but even if she could, Lucy wasn’t sure it would be safe to do so.

      The other option was to abandon her search.

      Then again, with Della here, it was possible someone else would be able to reach them. Her spectral image seemed to be a way for her to find some information.

      As she Slid, she felt the same resistance, the same pain she’d experienced when she was trying to step free after being trapped while trying to go after Carth.

      As she had then, she strained with everything within her, using every bit of power she possessed to push beyond that resistance.

      And she could feel it.

      There was the resistance, but not much more than that.

      As she Slid beyond that resistance, she focused on where she wanted to emerge.

      And carrying Rsiran with her, she did.
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      Lucy sagged to the ground, every ounce of energy depleted. She had worked harder than she remembered ever having done when it came to Sliding, and yet this had been necessary.

      She leaned forward, clutching Rsiran tightly, worried that perhaps she had only imagined Sliding with him to freedom, but now that she was here, she was aware that she had succeeded. He was with her.

      And she looked around. The Elder Trees rose high overhead. The sense of the forest filled her, flowing with power.

      How long had it been since she’d been here?

      Probably not all that long. She had no idea how long she’d been trapped, yet she sensed it had been weeks. In that time, she hadn’t eaten a thing. Now her stomach rumbled, and her mouth was dry.

      She looked up, and Della was there.

      The old woman had a concerned look in her eyes. She hobbled toward Lucy and pressed her fingers upon Rsiran’s head, squeezing for a moment.

      “How?” she whispered.

      “Don’t speak,” Della said. “You are weak.”

      “How?” she asked again.

      Della shook her head. She grabbed for Rsiran and lifted him with more strength than Lucy would’ve expected from the old woman, carrying him away. They headed toward Della’s home, and when they neared it, Della glanced over at Lucy and frowned.

      Lucy could barely move, and she understood why Della had lifted Rsiran. She didn’t know if she would’ve had the strength to do so. Everything was difficult, and the longer she was back from the space between Slides, the harder it was to maintain her focus. All she wanted to do was rest.

      She got to her feet and tried to follow Della but found that she struggled.

      The other woman glanced back at her. “You should rest, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “I can’t here.”

      “No, but soon you will.”

      Della backed up and waited on Lucy, who got to her feet and staggered behind her, wondering how she was able to hold Rsiran so easily.

      More than that, she wanted to know why Rsiran wasn’t coming around.

      Then again, if he was anything like her, he was suffering. The effort of even moving was almost too much.

      “Why?”

      They reached the door to Della’s home, and Lucy’s senses weren’t as strong as usual. It seemed as if there should be others out here in the forest, others who were surrounding them.

      “Why are you so weak?”

      Lucy bobbed her head.

      Della hurried inside, and Lucy leaned on the doorframe, watching as Della set Rsiran down on a bed. Flames crackled in the hearth, and the air held a hint of a spice.

      Della shifted the cloak around Rsiran, setting it on either side of him, and pressed her hands down on his chest. She looked over at Lucy, deep green surging in her eyes. “Time is different there.”

      “That’s what I heard.”

      “I doubt either of you ate or drank anything while you were gone.”

      “We didn’t, and I don’t understand.” She licked her lips, trying to work moisture back into them but finding it difficult.

      “The moment you returned, you were struck by the needs of your body once again. When you Slide like that, you move beyond a place of your body.”

      “But my body was with me.”

      “Was it?”

      Lucy frowned. “I think so.”

      “Had he remained any longer, it would have been more than his body could bear. As it is…” Della trailed off as she looked down at Rsiran, holding on to him. She breathed out, and Lucy could feel pressure coming off her.

      Why should she even be aware of that? She had never known that sense before, and yet now that she felt it, she thought she understood.

      It was strange, powerful, yet she recognized what Della was doing. She was helping Rsiran restore himself, drawing power from everything around him, connecting him to others.

      Lucy’s breath caught. “That’s how you Heal?”

      Della looked up. “You are going to be a handful.”

      “Why?”

      “Take a seat, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      She staggered into the room, crashing off the walls, and came to rest on a chair leaning up against one wall. She had a hard time keeping her head up, and searched around the room. The carpet under her feet was soft, and she wanted nothing more than to lie on it, to rest, but she thought she needed answers.

      “Drink,” Della said.

      She had appeared in front of Lucy, pressing a cup into her hands. Lucy brought it up to her nose, breathing in the scent of the tea Della offered, and sighed. Taking a sip, she found it flavorful, but not overwhelming. With each sip, some part of her began to be refreshed, restored to what she had been. After a few sips, she already noticed her strength returning.

      “Is this some sort of Healing tea?”

      “Something like that,” Della said with a smile, turning her attention back to Rsiran. She traced her fingers along each side of his body and tapped periodically. Power pulsed as she did, and with each tap, the connections between him and others surged more strongly.

      Lucy couldn’t help but wonder how she was able to detect that. Could it be from what she had done to borrow from Della’s knowledge? Maybe there was more to it. Maybe it had something to do with Lucy herself, and the fact that something had changed for her.

      If so, then how? Lucy didn’t know what had been done and had no idea if there was anything she could do to recover, but the longer she sipped at the tea, the better she felt.

      After a while, she was able to sit upright, and she glanced over at Della. The old woman was behind her counter, mixing powders.

      “Will he pull through?”

      “I believe so. He’s going to be weak for quite some time.”

      “We were trapped.”

      “I understand.”

      “But I don’t understand how we were able to escape.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Because we placed the crystal within the Council of Elders?”

      “Because you were chosen, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “To sit at the Council?”

      “Yes. And had you not been, you would not have been able to return.”

      “If you knew where we were—”

      “I didn’t know where you were. I’ve been searching for Rsiran but found him difficult to uncover. That place is hidden to me.”

      “Then how did you find him?”

      “I felt things changing.”

      “What things?”

      Della joined Lucy, taking a seat next to her. “I have wondered about my purpose, Lucy Elvraeth. Ever since I held one of the crystals, I couldn’t help but wonder what role I was meant to have.”

      “I thought holding the crystals allowed you to Heal.”

      “That has been a part of it, and yet, there has been something else. I have long wondered whether the connections I have detected have been for a different purpose.”

      “What connections?”

      “The connections that bind all of us, Lucy.”

      Lucy took another sip of her tea, and she felt stronger with each passing moment. That couldn’t be only the tea. “I was gone for a few weeks, wasn’t I?”

      “Your perception of time is not changed when you are there. What changes is the needs you have.”

      “Then what about Rsiran?”

      “Rsiran would have experienced much the same as you.”

      Lucy sat back, staring straight ahead. If that was true, then the Watchers would have shared that same experience. They would have known about the passing of time and, trapped as they were, they wouldn’t have been able to do anything.

      “They can’t return, can they?”

      “No.”

      “What would happen?”

      Della sighed, shaking her head. “Unfortunately, they have been trapped there for centuries. Possibly longer. The moment they cross over, they will pass on.”

      That was what the Watcher had said. She was waiting for that opportunity.

      “Why?”

      “Why are they there?”

      Lucy nodded. “They were trapped, but…” She cocked her head to the side, focusing. They hadn’t been imprisoned at all. They were trapped there now, and they couldn’t leave, but it wasn’t that they were unable so much as they were unwilling.

      “They trapped me there.”

      “Possibly,” Della said.

      “Because they wanted to leave.”

      “I suspect it’s time for their power to pass on. They have been the Watchers of power for long enough. And now another must take that place.”

      “I don’t want to stay there and watch,” Lucy said.

      “I don’t know that that is your task. You will have to See what you must do. But then, I suspect you already know.”

      Lucy took another sip of the tea, glancing over to Della. “The Council of Elders.”

      “Yes,” Della said.

      “We have to find the others.”

      “How many do you know of?”

      “There are three of us, and there need to be five who sit at the table.”

      “Only five?”

      The answer to that was in what she had Seen.

      They had long believed there was the Watcher who sat over all of them, but that wasn’t it at all. They sat around the table, and together they were the Watcher.

      It was a strange idea, but at the same time, it made complete sense to her.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” she said.

      “I suspect to start you need to gather the others.”

      Which meant Daniel and Haern. Lucy was so tired, she wasn’t even sure if she would be able to find them.

      She could do that later. For now, she needed to focus on recovery.

      “Will you let Jessa know that Rsiran is back?”

      “I suspect she already knows.”

      “I wouldn’t have survived had it not been for him.”

      “I believe the same thing could be said by him about you.”

      Lucy swallowed. Her mouth didn’t feel nearly as dry as it had.

      “Aren’t you going to Heal me?”

      “Lucy Elvraeth, you no longer need it.”

      “Why?”

      “You will find out in time.”

      She wished that Della would share more with her, but perhaps she couldn’t. Perhaps there weren’t any answers for her.

      She leaned back, closing her eyes, and drifted off. Lucy lost track of how long she was asleep, and when she came awake, she found Rsiran sitting on the edge of his bed, Jessa clutching his hand, leaning toward him.

      She smiled to herself, getting to her feet. She was a little weak and wobbly, but she was able to stand.

      “You’re awake.”

      She nodded to Rsiran.

      “Thank you.”

      His voice was soft, thready.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect it’s going to be quite a while before I am feeling anything.”

      “Della tells me you almost didn’t survive.”

      “That is what she tells me as well.”

      Lucy started toward him, and Jessa watched. Lucy was all too aware of what the other woman was thinking. Her mind was filled with relief, but also fear. Jessa worried that Rsiran would leave again; yet as Lucy looked toward Rsiran, she was able to Read him as well and knew he had no intention of doing so. At least, not yet.

      How long would that last? Rsiran had been protecting Elaeavn for so long it seemed as if he didn’t know how to do anything else.

      “I think you need to stay in Elaeavn,” she said.

      Rsiran looked up, locking eyes with her. “This isn’t my fight anymore.”

      “Not entirely. You need to remain here. Protect the city as much as you can.”

      He could still have value doing that, but his mission to hunt the Ai’thol, to destroy the Forgers, was no longer necessary. Lucy wasn’t sure if it ever had been.

      “What about you?”

      She took a deep breath. She felt refreshed. Strong. There was a strange sensation, and she wondered how long she’d been asleep. There were others who needed her now. Then again, they had always needed her. She had been away long enough, and it was time for her to return.

      And from there, she needed to find Haern. Daniel. Whoever else was meant to sit at the Council of Elders. And they needed to defeat Melanie. If they couldn’t, she already knew what would happen.

      “There may come a time when I need to borrow your abilities.”

      Jessa cocked her head, frowning.

      Rsiran stared at her. “I didn’t care for it.”

      “I know. And I wouldn’t do it if it weren’t necessary.”

      “I trust you will do what you need,” he said.

      “And only that,” she answered.

      He glanced over to Jessa. “The last time I was here, I was dragged away. I don’t want the same thing to happen again.”

      “Then don’t get caught up in it again,” Jessa said softly.

      “I can’t sit back and do nothing.”

      At this, Lucy smiled. “Then don’t do nothing.” They both turned to her. “The people of this city view you the same way I do. They regard you as a leader, Rsiran. I know Jessa has served in that role, but the fact that you have never taken up that title leaves others wondering what it might be like if you did. You can be the voice they need.”

      And if he did that, Lucy wasn’t sure what might change. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps by Rsiran taking up leadership within Elaeavn, he would incite more fighting with the Ai’thol, but as she looked at him—and Read him—she wondered if perhaps that wasn’t true at all.

      She had a sense that Rsiran wanted something he hadn’t desired in a long time.

      Peace.

      “What about the Forgers?” Jessa asked.

      “You can ask Rsiran, but the Forgers aren’t the threat we thought they were.”

      “They’ve attacked us,” Jessa said.

      “They have, and we’ve attacked them. But we need to find common ground.”

      “Why?”

      It was Rsiran who answered. “Because there is something worse.”

      Jessa tipped her head to the side, frowning, and Lucy left them. That was a conversation for the two of them, and she didn’t need to be a part of it.

      She stepped outside of Della’s home and breathed in the smells of the forest. It surrounded her, an overwhelming sort of power, and she was thankful to be back here in the forest. She didn’t know whether she would be able to stay for long, but now that she was here, there was something she wanted to determine. She began to wander around the clearing, focusing on a sense of lorcith; it was there, though faint.

      Smiling to herself, she wondered if she would have any control over it the way Rsiran and Haern did.

      Even if she didn’t, would it matter?

      It wasn’t on Lucy to control lorcith. All she needed was to find it. And if she could, she had to wonder whether there was anything she could do to counter it.

      She reached a place just outside the Elder Trees. The metal was still there, answering her question about whether anything had changed while she had been in the space in between Slides. She looked around, searching for any sort of answer, but didn’t know if there would be any.

      A presence behind her filled her awareness.

      “I didn’t do anything here,” she said.

      “Are you so certain?”

      “I can feel something, but I thought I would see something as well.”

      “It’s not what you can see but what you can feel,” Della said.

      As Lucy looked around, she couldn’t help but think there had to be something more here that she could detect, but she wasn’t able to do so.

      The longer she focused, the more she was aware of it.

      It was lorcith, but it wasn’t the same sense of lorcith she’d had before.

      “It was a stronger sensation for me over there,” she said.

      “Because you were holding on to what Rsiran lent.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means possibilities, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “I feel different, but I don’t at the same time.” She turned, facing Della. The older woman watched her, the wrinkles in the corners of her eyes deepening. She leaned forward on a small walking stick, her hands bent and twisted. She had always been powerful, and even in this form, Lucy could tell that she was strong.

      Not a Watcher, and not an Elder, but still powerful.

      “It will take time for you to understand what’s changed, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “I don’t know that I want anything to have changed.”

      “In this case, it must change.”

      Lucy turned back, breathing in deeply. As she stood there, she sensed power, but it was faint.

      She couldn’t shake that sense, and yet, she had to wonder whether there was something more that she needed to accomplish here.

      “If I attempt to Slide to the space in between, will I be trapped again?”

      “It’s possible. I don’t know whether or not you will find yourself lost there, but I do doubt it will be possible to hold on to you like that.”

      “And if it isn’t?”

      “Then you must fight your way free, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      There was something she still needed to take care of. She held on to the crystal in her pocket, not wanting to linger here with it. The longer she was here, the more uncertain she was that it should remain.

      The safest place for it was in one of the Councils of Elders, but she feared taking it there. And yet, she needed to know if she could.

      Sliding, she carried herself to the one hidden within the trees. She found it empty, though she hadn’t expected otherwise. Most of the time when she’d visited this place, it had been empty in the same way. She set the crystal on the ground near the center. Leaving it there, she looked around.

      If she was going to get trapped here again, at least she understood the danger.

      Focusing on heading back to the Aisl, she Slid.

      And yet, the Slide didn’t carry her all the way.

      She shifted in the middle of her Slide, and when she did, she emerged in a familiar location.

      Wind whipped around her, and the air hung with a heavy note, almost a promise of rain. There was a scent of salt to the air, and the waves crashing far below were comforting.

      The last time she’d been here, she had promised to return. It was the same promise she made every time she visited, but this time, she felt as if she wouldn’t be able to make the same promise.

      She turned toward the village, listening for the thoughts of the others. With their augmentations, her ability to Read them would be limited, yet surprisingly, they flowed into her mind.

      Not just that, but she was aware of their abilities and the way they connected to them.

      Della’s comment came back to her. She could use that knowledge. She was connected to them, and she couldn’t help but wonder if it would help her defeat the Shadow Queen in some way. And regardless of what else happened, they would have to defeat her.

      She was powerful—probably too powerful. And she was coming.

      One thing she’d learned in the space in between Slides was that the Shadow Queen was moving. Rsiran had shown her that, and she had to wonder if there was anything she would even be able to do to stop her.

      At least now she understood the true threat.

      She started into the village. Once there, she paused, focusing on the minds all around her.

      “Lucy?”

      She turned, smiling at Elise, who stood with three other women who had come with Haern. The sense of lorcith—though faint—drifted off them. All of them had taken an augmentation. Had Haern been the one to place it? He must have been, but now that she understood the danger from the Shadow Queen and the way she was twisting lorcith, she couldn’t help but wonder if augmentations posed danger to her people.

      “Elise.”

      “Haern was worried about you. We all have been.”

      A strange sense tickled through Lucy. She cocked her head, studying Elise, and then Read her.

      “You can connect to the others,” Lucy said.

      Elise blinked, taking a step back. “How did you—”

      “Where is Haern?” As she focused, her ability to Read him was limited. She didn’t sense him anywhere, though she thought she should be able to. As she probed, searching for not just Haern but also Daniel, she found that neither of them appeared to her senses.

      That should trouble her, but perhaps it shouldn’t surprise her.

      Both of them were meant to sit at the Council of Elders.

      What they needed to do was find others who could.

      If she was right about who belonged at the Council of Elders, it involved those who were descended from Elaeavn.

      Were there any among her women who would be able to do so? Many of them were from Elaeavn itself, and the rest were descended from its people. With that connection, she couldn’t help but think there had to be some way to test whether any of them were meant to sit at the Council of Elders.

      And yet, shouldn’t the others be called the same as her and Haern and Daniel? But then, they weren’t necessarily called, were they? It was more that they were the first ones to reach it.

      Maybe this was all wrong. Maybe it wasn’t about reaching the Council of Elders but being the first to do so.

      If so, then who else could they find?

      “Haern went to investigate lorcith.” Elise took a step toward her, and strangely, the sense of connection between them surged, as if Elise were forcing a greater connection. Why would she do that? “He detected something off with lorcith. He went after it to see—”

      “The lorcith is dangerous,” she said. If he had gone after it on his own, then Haern was in danger. Lucy didn’t want anything to happen to him. He would likely be able to detect the strangeness within the lorcith, but with the Shadow Queen’s power, it was possible that Haern couldn’t keep her from attacking.

      “He knows. He’s felt the way it has shifted him.” Elise frowned, watching her. “You’ve experienced it.”

      “You can Read me?”

      The other woman shook her head. “It’s not so much Reading. I have some connection to abilities, but mine is more in connecting to those that I claim.”

      Lucy smiled at her. “And you claim me?”

      “I claim everyone here. And there is a sense of emotion coming from you. That’s what I can detect. If you’re happy or scared or worried. All of that flows outward.”

      “And what did you detect?”

      “Fear.”

      Lucy nodded. “I experienced what you described. Had it not been for Rsiran, I might not have survived it.”

      “You found Haern’s father?”

      “He was trapped, the same as I was.”

      “And he no longer is?”

      “No, but he will be weak for a while.”

      “You need to tell him.”

      Lucy looked around, focusing on the thoughts that flowed to her. There were dozens of different voices that all called out, the voices of the people she’d worked with, many of them voices she hadn’t heard in quite some time. Before Haern had shifted the nature of their augmentations, she’d been able to hear them more clearly, but since then, they had been shut off to her.

      And now they all surged through her, an awareness and an understanding. Surprisingly, Lucy realized she had missed it. Those connections had bound her to them in a way that nothing else had. Now she thought that not only could she share a connection, but perhaps she could use the power Della had suggested and borrow from their abilities.

      Having that opportunity would be powerful. It would give her the chance to be stronger, and perhaps that was what they needed in order to defeat the Shadow Queen.

      “I will find Haern,” she said. “But first, I need to make sure that everyone is safe here.”

      Elise looked around, and as she did, an understanding came to Lucy.

      Elise led in the village now.

      Good for her. It was good to have someone like her take a position of leadership, and the more Lucy Read from Elise, the more certain she was that she was the right person to do so. She had that connection, but more than that, she wanted to hold on to it. And the longer she did, the more certain Lucy was that Elise would be leading the people well.

      “You have already done that,” she said.

      “I’ve done what I can,” Elise said.

      Lucy smiled to herself. “You’ve done well.”

      She looked around. The others should know she was here, and she wondered if there was any way she could alert them, but at the same time, she didn’t know if it was even necessary. The others were well. She could tell that from Elise’s thoughts, and anything Lucy might be able to do or offer wouldn’t change things.

      “Will you let them know that I was here?”

      “I will. What are you going to do?”

      “What needs to be done.”

      “And what is that?”

      Lucy closed her eyes. As she did, she focused on Haern, thinking of her friend, wondering if there was any way she might be able to connect to him, to let him know she was out there, coming for him. As she thought about it, she Read Elise and reached through her. It was the same sort of borrowing of power she had done with Rsiran, and though she didn’t ask this time, she didn’t think it was necessary. It was possible Elise wouldn’t even know what she was doing.

      As she felt those connections, she searched for the one with Haern. It filled Elise. There was a powerful bond between them. Lucy smiled at the thought of it, and then she tried to reach for it.

      It was missing.

      She blinked open her eyes, cocking her head. “You don’t know where he is.”

      Elise shook her head. “I don’t. And if there’s anything you can do to bring him back, please do it.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “Dreshen. He believed there was someone there who could help.”

      “The only thing in Dreshen is the…”

      Elise watched her, and Lucy realized that she didn’t need to finish. The only thing in Dreshen had been the Ai’thol. And if there was someone there who had helped Haern—and from what she could Read, who had helped Haern control lorcith—it was one of the Ai’thol.

      Haern had gone looking for his father, but Lucy had found him instead. What had Haern found?

      Whatever it was prevented him from connecting to Elise the way he had before.

      Could it be Olandar Fahr?

      If it was, Lucy couldn’t help but think she needed to go in search of the man. They needed answers about the Council of Elders and the Shadow Queen, and until they had that information, there might be nothing more they could do.

      Lucy focused on the distant sense of Dreshen, thinking back to when she had last visited it. It was a dangerous city, but only because of the Ai’thol there. In this case, she wanted something else.

      And realized there was someone else.

      Smiling to herself, she latched on to Eve’s mind and Slid.
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      The other man was older, though it was difficult for Haern to gauge how old he was. He had dark eyes that seemed to be hollowed into his face. Shadows swirled around him—likely stolen—and strangely, a sense of power radiated from him. The lorcith within him hummed with energy, practically calling out with the song, as if it wanted Haern to be aware of the fact it had been modified.

      Every part of Haern trembled. What was he doing coming here, risking himself in front of Fahr? He didn’t know anything about this man or if he was putting himself in danger. All he could think of was that this man had been defeated once; he shouldn’t even be here, yet now that he was, Haern wondered if there was some reason for them coming back together.

      And with everything he had been through recently, he had a different type of question. It was one that had never occurred to him before, but now that he had seen the destruction that had been wrought, he couldn’t help but wonder.

      “Olandar Fahr,” he said.

      “Lareth. Though not the Lareth I thought I would encounter.”

      Haern hesitated, twisting in place. Wind whistled around them, swirling from all places, carrying with it the scent of the sea but also that of Dreshen far below. Haern remained fixed in place, focusing on his control over lorcith, prepared to push Olandar Fahr away, though he didn’t know if he would even be strong enough if it came down to it.

      “Why would you want my father? Did you want to harm him again?”

      Olandar Fahr surprised him by laughing. There was something almost musical and lighthearted in it. “Harm him? Is that what you believe?”

      Haern gritted his teeth. He needed to push away everything he knew and ignore all the anger he felt toward the Ai’thol. He’d blamed Olandar Fahr for his role in so many things, and though the other man was complicit in it, there was more to what was taking place here than he understood. He couldn’t help but think there was a reason for Olandar Fahr’s presence. If he could figure that out, he might be able to better understand what the man wanted from him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Olandar Fahr smiled tightly. “Seeing as how you came to Dreshen, I thought I would ask the same question.”

      One of Galen’s lessons suddenly flashed into Haern’s mind, and he focused on the sense of lorcith, checking to make sure there were no others near. What would happen if someone suddenly appeared? He didn’t think somebody could Slide and surprise him up here. That was one advantage of the way he fought and traveled. He could stay above them, avoiding their abilities in that way.

      But he didn’t remember Olandar Fahr having such control over lorcith. He shouldn’t be surprised by that, not from a man who had caused so much difficulty over the years.

      “You will find I came alone.”

      Had he Read him?

      Haern forced lorcith barriers into his mind, using the metal to create an almost invisible wall that should prevent anyone from Reading him, but even in that, he wasn’t sure if he was going to be strong enough. Someone like Olandar Fahr, who had experienced so many of the Elder Stones, was likely to have power beyond what Haern could comprehend.

      Then again, if he had such power, how had Haern managed to defeat him?

      “You would do well not to try to Read me.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “It is.”

      Olandar Fahr chuckled. “I suppose if the situation were reversed, I would feel the same way. But, no, I’m not Reading you. You are much like him, you know.”

      “Like who?”

      “Your father, and yet, you’re like another I have encountered.”

      “Who is that?”

      “I believe he is one of Carth’s favorites. He has eluded me over the years.”

      Galen. He hadn’t realized Olandar Fahr had wanted to capture Galen. But then, why wouldn’t he? Galen had insight into Carth’s mind, so there would be quite a bit of benefit for someone like Olandar Fahr to capture him. It would allow him to know the way Carth might operate and respond. More than that, Galen was one of the few people Haern suspected Carth would actually come after.

      “You helped me.”

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      There was a part of Haern that was disappointed it hadn’t been his father.

      “You encountered something you’ve never faced before,” Fahr said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I understood the fear. When I first came across them, I felt much the same way. They destroyed everything I knew and swept through, leaving nothing in their wake. I had no idea why and have spent my days trying to ensure it didn’t happen again.”

      Haern blinked. He didn’t have any sense that the man was trying to make any threatening moves against him, and with the lorcith within him—and on him—he thought he should be able to push him away if it came down to it. With the lorcith beneath Dreshen, Haern thought he should even be able to draw Fahr closer to the ground, to remove him as a threat.

      But there were questions.

      First of all was the fact that something had changed within the metal.

      When he had encountered Olandar Fahr before, the metal had been not quite right. Haern had used his connection and his knowledge of it and had been able to overpower the nature of the augmentation Olandar Fahr carried.

      He wasn’t sure he’d be able to do that now. It was possible that Olandar Fahr had learned how to listen to the metal.

      “You want me to believe everything you’ve done is to stop them?”

      “Do you know anything about them?”

      Haern took a deep breath and shook his head. “I don’t.”

      Olandar Fahr watched him. “That wasn’t the only time you encountered them.”

      “No,” he said.

      “Where?”

      “A town not far from here.”

      The other man closed his eyes and tipped his head to the side as if he were trying to Listen, or… See.

      That was it, wasn’t it?

      He was a Seer. It was a rare enough gift, but in someone as powerful as Olandar Fahr, an ability like that would have allowed him to maintain his position.

      And it would have given him insight into how others might react to him.

      Everything made a twisted sort of sense. Of course Olandar Fahr was a Seer. And more likely than not, he was incredibly powerful.

      The other man opened his eyes. “Show me.”

      “I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that,” Haern said.

      “I will go alone. You can bring others with you if you feel it’s necessary.”

      “Why?”

      It was a strange request, and he couldn’t help but feel as if Olandar Fahr worried about what Haern had seen.

      “Because it’s something I had not expected.”

      Haern took a deep breath. “How strong is your control over lorcith?”

      The other man offered a half smile. “Strong enough, though perhaps not as strong as yours. I could Slide us.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I didn’t think you would agree to it, but it would be faster.”

      “Not that much faster.” Haern pushed and streaked as high into the air as he could. Once he was up in the clouds, he focused on where the town had been. He used the connection to lorcith and then pulled.

      The sudden shift sent him streaking through the air. He started to close his eyes but looked over and realized Olandar Fahr was traveling alongside him. A hint of a smile crossed his face.

      As he neared the town, Haern reversed, pushing, and slowed so he could hover once more above it. It had taken very little time, but then traveling by himself was far easier than trying to give Eve a chance to keep up and holding on to Galen. Haern wasn’t sure if he would have been able to keep hold of the other man while rocketing through the air like that.

      “That was unexpected,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “You haven’t traveled like that before?”

      “There hasn’t been the need. It’s something I haven’t experienced in quite some time.”

      Haern frowned at him. “What’s that?”

      “It was almost fun.” The other man shook his head. “When were you here?”

      Olandar Fahr looked down at the remains of the town. It was as they’d left it earlier in the day, and thankfully, the sense of lorcith deep beneath the ground hadn’t changed. Every so often, Haern became aware of a tremoring, and he realized he’d made a mistake by leaving when he had. They should have remained a bit longer, long enough for him to stabilize the lorcith there, to ensure that nothing erupted.

      He focused on it for a moment and then pushed.

      It took a moment, but the lorcith began to calm. As it did, Haern focused on the song within the lorcith and linked the agitated metal with that which was not.

      When he was done, he found Olandar Fahr watching him. “The level of control you display is remarkable.”

      “I don’t need your praise.”

      “I was just saying—”

      “I know what you’re just saying. I brought you here. I showed this to you. What did you want to see?”

      Haern had no idea why he was even willing to show this to Olandar Fahr. This was a man who had fought his people, had killed those he cared about, a man who had caused great devastation. Because of Olandar Fahr, so much had been lost, so much power of the Elder Stones had been twisted, taken. If he was a Seer, perhaps they had always been destined to fail.

      Carth had believed she was playing a game with Olandar Fahr, and yet if he was able to See the moves ahead of him, any game she might’ve been playing was very different than the one he was engaging in.

      How could they ever have thought they had a chance of defeating him?

      There had been none. He had been playing at something far different than what they were.

      “I told you what I needed to see.”

      “Why did they attack here?”

      “For the same reason they’ve attacked in other places. To prepare.”

      “Prepare for what?”

      Olandar Fahr gritted his teeth and dropped down to the ground. Haern hesitated, floating in the air, watching the other man. Once on the ground, any advantage he might have would be mitigated. With Olandar Fahr’s ability to Slide, he would be able to react more quickly than Haern could. It was possible he would even be able to do something more, something dangerous.

      Haern had seen plenty of people with the ability to Slide so quickly he couldn’t even track it. With the right preparation, Olandar Fahr could Slide, returning in the blink of an eye and bringing others with him.

      And yet, Haern couldn’t shake the sense that what he detected from Olandar Fahr was a desire to do something different.

      There was no sign of him trying to harm Haern. Everything he’d seen so far suggested that Olandar Fahr wanted to gain understanding, and he seemed to think that coming here would allow that. Why was it?

      Haern wouldn’t know until he dropped to the ground, joining the other man. It was risky, but in order to better understand, he thought he needed to take the risk.

      Taking a deep breath, Haern dropped next to Olandar Fahr. He remained on edge, prepared for the possibility that he might need to push the other man, and ready with any lorcith he could summon, worried he might need to attack.

      “We never had much of a presence here,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “By we, you mean the Ai’thol.”

      Olandar Fahr glanced over at him. “I do.”

      “If you’ve been fighting these others, why haven’t you asked for help?”

      “Ask?”

      “Yes. Ask. If these others are dangerous—and from what I’ve seen from them, they are incredibly dangerous—why not ask for others that might be able to help you?”

      Olandar Fahr started along the street, and a sense of pressure built from him. It took Haern a moment to realize he was trying to use his connection to lorcith. It was more than just lorcith, though. The shadows swept away from him. What other Elder Stones had he claimed the power of?

      “Who would you have me ask?”

      “Those you have been opposing.”

      Olandar Fahr paused, turning back to him. “Carthenne?”

      Haern nodded. “I know you fear her.”

      A slight smile twisted his face. The shadows around his eyes swirled, deepening for a moment. “I’m not sure fear is quite the right word.”

      “You respect her.”

      “I do.”

      “What about my father?”

      “Your father posed a very different challenge.”

      “Why?”

      Olandar Fahr took a deep breath. “Do you think we are the only ones who have operated?”

      “Operated?”

      “Searching for power.”

      Haern stared at him. “You mean the Hjan.”

      “The Hjan. Others like them. All of them played at a search for power rather than trying to understand it.”

      Haern laughed this time. “You would have me believe you wanted to understand power?”

      “I would try to understand it so I could—”

      “Control it.”

      The other man shrugged. “Someone has to control it.”

      “Why you?”

      “Because I can See what needs to be done.”

      He made his way through the streets and stopped where Haern had dropped the first of the strange attackers, where he’d thought he had killed the man, but the body no longer remained. Olandar Fahr crouched down and stared. Haern approached slowly, looking over the other man’s shoulder, and waited.

      “You killed one here.”

      “I thought I did.”

      “They don’t die easily.”

      “They do not.”

      “Did you face him again?”

      It was a surprising question, and Haern might have thought it ridiculous, but having faced a man who had died and then come back to life, having faced the hounds that Haern had struggled with killing, he could only nod.

      “He did. It wasn’t until I pulled the lorcith out of him that he stopped fighting.”

      Olandar Fahr got to his feet and wiped his hands on his pants, taking a deep breath. “We don’t have very many with the necessary strength to fight like that.”

      Haern cocked his head. “You knew?”

      “Knew that they couldn’t be killed? Of course.”

      “How? Why?”

      “For many reasons, but mostly because they have been given a gift.”

      “The lorcith.”

      “The gift they were given is different. The one who gifted them has a different sort of power.”

      “Power over death?”

      “Power over many things, and death is but one of them. Unfortunately, the more I’ve faced them, the more I’ve come to realize anyone we might kill runs the risk of returning. It wasn’t until I realized we had to strip them of the augmentation that they were able to be stopped.”

      “How long have you been facing them?”

      The other man looked along the street. “A long time.”

      He continued walking, sweeping along the street with a hesitation that troubled Haern, who hurried to the other man. “If you’ve been facing them that long, why haven’t you procured any help before?”

      “What makes you think I haven’t?”

      “Other than your Ai’thol.”

      “The Ai’thol are best equipped to oppose them. You might not believe it, but we have prevented a greater danger from reaching the shores for many years.”

      “That’s what you do?”

      “That is what I have done.”

      “And searching for the Elder Stones?”

      The other man looked over at him. He seemed to study him, as if trying to Read him, or maybe he was attempting to See something about Haern. Regardless, Haern wasn’t sure he liked the way the other examined him.

      “There is much to know about the Elder Stones. That power exists throughout the world, and we aren’t the only ones who have access to it. It’s not the power of the Elder Stones that matters. It’s something else.”

      “I was in Nyaesh when you attacked.”

      “Were you?”

      “I saw what you did.”

      “You saw my people claim power.”

      Haern nodded.

      “What else did you see?”

      “I saw…” Haern wasn’t sure exactly what else he had seen. He had been so focused on trying to stop the Forgers from gaining any real power in Nyaesh that he hadn’t paid much attention. Carth had been there, and she had done something.

      She had moved the Elder Stone.

      “You wanted the Elder Stone there.”

      Olandar Fahr tipped his head. “It needed to be there.”

      “So that you could steal power from it?”

      “If I wanted to steal power from that Elder Stone, I would not have needed to go to Nyaesh. And yet, there is value in having gone there. Others of my people were strengthened by exposure to it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I never expected you to.”

      Olandar Fahr started off down the street and paused at another place where one of the bodies had been. Haern had pulled the lorcith from this one, and the man lay motionless. The cloak and all of his clothing had been removed, and as Olandar Fahr crouched down next to him, he glanced over his shoulder, cocking a brow at Haern before turning his attention back to the man.

      “You took quite the precautions.”

      “I didn’t know how much of the strange lorcith would be able to be influenced once they were dead.”

      “I’m not saying you made a mistake.”

      He got up and continued down the street, heading directly for the blacksmith shop. How was it that Olandar Fahr knew where to find these bodies? It was as if he were aware of what had happened.

      “Did you Read me to know where these were?”

      “You believe that Seeing allows only looking one way.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      “Not for me.”

      When he reached the smithy, he paused, resting his hand on the door much the way Haern had. He pushed it open, stepping inside, and took a deep breath.

      Haern hesitated at the doorway, looking within. It wasn’t so much that he feared going in; it was more that he wasn’t sure what was happening.

      How long had they misunderstood Olandar Fahr?

      Unless this was all some other maneuver in a game of his.

      If he was able to See, and if he did have visions like that, Haern wouldn’t put it past him to use them. This could all still be part of his game. It was possible Haern was still playing into it, doing anything the man wanted of him. If so, he was making a mistake.

      “You are lucky to have survived,” Olandar Fahr said. He stopped near the forge and held his hand above it, pulling on the metal. It floated in the air, spinning, and then he slammed it down, forcing it into a flat sheet. When it was flattened, he rolled it back up, twisting it, and then something about the metal changed.

      Haern had already modified it, but what Olandar Fahr did was greater. Haern could hear the song of the lorcith, and throughout the entirety of the song, something was there, and then it changed.

      “He didn’t pose any threat to me here.”

      “Didn’t he? You removed the metal from him.” He motioned to the fallen remains of the strange attacker.

      “I didn’t have any choice.”

      “I don’t think you did either.”

      Haern breathed out, stepping back into the street and focusing on the sense of lorcith all around him. The metal within the ground had stopped trembling, so at least that much had been soothed, but he wondered if perhaps there was something more he needed to be doing. Perhaps he needed to offer more protection to this place, but he wasn’t sure what it would take. He might have that kind of control over the lorcith, but even so, he didn’t know if he could shift the metal well enough to keep these others from influencing it again.

      Olandar Fahr stepped back out into the street.

      “Why now?”

      “Why what?”

      Haern grunted. “If you’re the Seer, you would know what I’m asking. Why work with us now?”

      “Because there is no choice.”

      “And there was a choice before?”

      “What do you know about those who can See?”

      Haern frowned. His ability to See was with eyesight, not at all like what Olandar Fahr described. There were others who were Seers. With their visions, they could catch glimpses of the future. From what he’d understood, they were little more than snippets, possibilities, yet there were some who were said to be incredibly powerful, who could See so far into the future that they knew what would take place weeks or months or even years down the road.

      “I don’t have that ability.”

      “Well, my ability to See has been focused over the years. I was born with the gift, and it has only strengthened over time. Because of that, I have been able to See many things. I know that in order to defeat this threat, one must gather the Councils of Elders. I know that I must find those who should sit at the Councils of Elders. And I know that someone must guide them.” He looked at Haern, meeting his eyes. “Everything I have done has been in an attempt to gather the Councils of Elders—to find a way to gain the necessary power to defeat this threat and understand who needed to guide it.”

      “Guide it or control it?”

      “You’re from Elaeavn.”

      “What does that matter?”

      “You believe in the power of the Great Watcher.”

      “So?”

      “Who else do you think guides the Council of Elders?”

      Haern shook his head, laughing. “You would like to be the Great Watcher?”

      Olandar Fahr let out a heavy breath. “There was a time when I thought that was my task. I had trained, I had focused, and I had maneuvered pieces in such a way I thought I was going to take on that role. The longer I worked, the more uncertain I became. It wasn’t until I encountered you, Lareth, that I truly began to question.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because of the power you control.”

      “I have no intention of becoming the Great Watcher.”

      “And I doubt you could be. No. You serve a different role on the Council of Elders. One thing I have Seen is that a Lareth needs to sit upon the Council. For many years, I believed it to be your father.”

      “Why attack him, then?”

      “It wasn’t so much that I attacked him as that I tried to position him so he would take up the mantle.”

      “You could have talked to him.”

      “Do you know your father?”

      The comment was jarring, and so unexpected that Haern laughed.

      He did know his father. Approaching him and telling him he needed to use his power in a specific way was unlikely to get him to do it. His father could be difficult, and regardless of how powerful he was, he saw it as his task to protect those he cared about. For much of Haern’s life, that had involved protecting the people of Elaeavn and nothing more. He had gone after the Forgers, trying to keep them from getting too close to the city, and he had helped maintain Elaeavn’s isolation.

      How would Rsiran have reacted had Olandar Fahr come to him?

      Perhaps they would never know.

      He had to think his father would have at least considered the possibility that there was something more than what he knew, would have at least given thought to the existence of a dangerous power out there. If Rsiran had known about the twisted lorcith, he would have gone after it.

      Could Olandar Fahr be lying to him?

      That he even had to question troubled him. Haern knew better than to believe Olandar Fahr; everything he’d experienced since leaving Elaeavn told him this was not a trustworthy man but a man who served his own purposes.

      Yet as he stood here, looking at him, he couldn’t help but think that perhaps Olandar Fahr did tell him the truth. And if so, why shouldn’t he listen? He began to wonder if perhaps he had to.

      Not just him, but the others.

      “Who do you think will guide the Council?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t See it.”

      “Why not?”

      Olandar Fahr nodded to the smithy. “They have discovered a way of obscuring my visions.” Haern tensed. That was the same thing Della had said. “Everything has a film over it that makes it much more difficult for me to recognize what I need, and so I am no longer as certain as I once was. All I know is that this danger must be stopped.”

      “And if it’s not?”

      “If it’s not, they will prepare for her coming.”

      “You said that before. What does it mean?”

      “It means destruction.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she represents the opposite of the power of the Council of Elders. She is the reason the Elders existed. And if she succeeds, she will unmake everything they did.”
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      Haern chased Olandar Fahr down the street, and as he reached him, he couldn’t help but feel a shiver of fear.

      If only Galen were here.

      No. He needed more than Galen. He needed Carth.

      Then again, were Carth here, would she even be willing to listen to Olandar Fahr?

      He doubted it. She was much like his father. At this point, his father probably wouldn’t even pay attention to anything anyone else said, so stuck in what he believed that he would fight Olandar Fahr at the first opportunity.

      It was reason enough for Haern to at least consider what the other man was saying.

      And it fit with what Haern had seen himself. It was about more than just the attack. It was about what he felt of lorcith, what he had been feeling for a while.

      “She’s coming now, isn’t she?” he asked Olandar Fahr.

      The other man took a deep breath. He seemed to glow softly, and shadows swirled around him. It reminded him of what Carth did, the type of power she possessed, and yet when he was around Carth, there was no sense that she needed to display her control.

      Was Olandar Fahr afraid?

      Carth had targeted him for decades, viewing him as the principal threat, and it was because of Carth that they had gone after him. Then again, it was because of what Olandar Fahr and the Ai’thol had done that they had felt the need to do so. Haern had seen the way they had operated; their methods were violent and destructive.

      “She’s been pushing for a long time.”

      “I’ve felt lorcith changing in the distance.”

      “You’ve felt it?”

      Haern nodded. “When you get high enough in the air, you can focus on the sense of lorcith all around you.”

      Olandar Fahr frowned. He pushed and took off. Haern followed, using the lorcith deep beneath the town to guide him, and they quickly penetrated the clouds. With all the lorcith he’d used throughout the day, Haern was tired, but holding himself like this was not difficult; he had enough control over the metal to hover in this way.

      “Where?” the other man asked.

      “Focus in the distance,” Haern said. “The first time I was aware of it, I had taken to the sky above Ilphaesn. I used the mountain to gain enough altitude and wanted to detect other stores of lorcith.” Haern could still remember what that had been like, the awareness of so many deposits of lorcith all around. This town was one of them, but when he had hovered above the ground, it had not been one of much significance. Even now, up here, he was aware of Dreshen and Ilphaesn and even Asador far to the north, and all of them had far more power and a sense of lorcith. This place had plentiful lorcith, but not in the quantities of these others. It left him curious why the strange attackers would’ve chosen it.

      “I have never attempted this before,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “When you have only a singular ability, you learn to use it to the greatest extent possible.”

      The other man glanced at him and then turned his attention back to the south. He stared, but then his eyes closed.

      Was he attempting to See something?

      It was possible Olandar Fahr was trying to reach with his sense of lorcith, straining against the distance, the same way Haern was able to do. As he focused on lorcith out there, he could feel it against him. It was soft and subtle, but it was definitely there, and the strangeness he had detected so many times before pushed against him once more.

      And as it did, he could tell that it was encroaching more than it had been.

      “How much has it moved?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      “Since I started noticing it? Quite a bit.”

      “It shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Why not?”

      “I have positioned myself as a deterrent. She shouldn’t be able to push this far and this fast.”

      “Could something have changed?”

      The man frowned. “The only thing that has changed is our understanding of the augmentations. We learned from the C’than, much like we learned from the Hjan before them.”

      Haern hadn’t known that. He’d thought the Ai’thol had been originally responsible for placing the augmentations. As he tried to think through things, a distant sense caught his attention.

      He shifted his focus, drawing it closer, thinking about the sense and awareness of the lorcith that he felt. It was near, and there was something wrong within it.

      The strange buzzing.

      It was as if the lorcith were trying to call to him, telling him something was changing.

      This was in a place he had visited before.

      The volcano.

      “Do you sense that?” he asked Olandar Fahr.

      “Sense what?”

      “Focus on the volcano.”

      “Volcano?” the other man asked.

      Haern nodded. “There’s a volcano to the far south. I don’t know what it’s called—”

      “Maunial.”

      “The volcano is where I first encountered these attackers. I…” He trailed off before revealing he had any ability to cause the volcano to erupt.

      He could feel something trembling deep within the earth. It was mixed with that strange sensation, that vibration, the shifting of the song.

      The lorcith was growing unsettled, and the longer it did, the more likely something was going to change.

      “They are attacking here,” Haern realized.

      “They shouldn’t be here yet,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “They are.”

      Olandar Fahr streaked away from him, and Haern hesitated for a moment, worried he might completely disappear. If he did, Haern could return to Dreshen, find Galen and Eve, but if he did that, he felt he’d be abandoning something else he needed to do. He needed a better understanding of what was happening here, and he wanted to do whatever he could to stop this volcano from erupting. The change in the lorcith was dangerous, and he needed to intervene.

      He pushed, following Olandar Fahr.

      “We need to get help,” he said to the other man.

      “What kind of help do you think you can get in time?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      “I don’t know. But I do know we can’t do this ourselves.”

      The shifting and trembling within the volcano continued, and it was obvious to Haern that they were already too late.

      In the distance, the sense of the volcano drew him. It was powerful, and that sense of power continued to build. More than that, the unsettled sensation within the volcano continued to rumble and tremble, growing with each passing moment.

      The volcano was going to erupt.

      He pushed, realizing he needed to get closer. He reached the top of the volcano and found the ground below him unsettled, already beginning to shift.

      He pushed, using the sense of lorcith deep within, focusing on it. What had he done when he had been in the town? He had focused on the song, trying to call to it, to use it to help bring the lorcith back together and ensure that the metal didn’t explode. He needed to do the same thing here, but as he focused on it, he wasn’t sure he had enough power. Olandar Fahr was there, and his pressure pushed out from him, surging and joining what Haern was doing.

      He glanced over at the man. “Can you feel what they’re doing?”

      “I can feel enough of it, but the challenge is stopping it.”

      “I’m not sure how. There are others pushing against us.”

      “I’m aware,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “We need to find them,” he said.

      This pressure against him would be far too difficult for him to overwhelm, and they didn’t have the necessary strength even together.

      Which meant that he was going to have to fight.

      He should have done this earlier in the day. Haern was growing tired, weak. Then again, he wasn’t going to have to fight alone. He had Olandar Fahr here, with his control over the metal.

      This was going to be his test.

      If Olandar Fahr had been telling the truth, if he really was fighting to protect things from the coming of the Mistress, then he would have to prove it now.

      “How do you propose we find them? We’ve struggled with that. They have some way of concealing themselves.”

      “It’s not shadows,” Haern said.

      “No. If it were, I would have been aware of it before. This is something else.”

      Haern took a deep breath and focused on the lorcith within the mountain. It was unsettled, growing increasingly so, and the longer he hovered in the air, the more certain he was that the volcano would explode if he wasn’t careful. And if he was caught up in it, he didn’t like his odds of surviving what was on its way.

      Still, he had to continue to focus, pushing downward, straining against that sense. There was something within the lorcith he could find. If he could use it, if he could borrow the power of the lorcith from within the mountain itself, could he find a way to reveal the presence of these others?

      As he focused, listening to the lorcith, he felt a strange unsettled sense from the mountain itself, and he shifted his focus.

      “Follow me,” he said, pointing. He dropped to the ground, reaching for one of his steel knives.

      Even that might not be helpful.

      The other option was anchoring to the mountain before it shifted. He had to focus on the song within the volcano, and use that to draw the lorcith away from these attackers.

      He landed, and there was a strange cloud of darkness near him, within it the twisted song. And Haern held on to the song of the volcano and began to pull.

      At first, he didn’t know if he was strong enough. This other was a powerful attacker, and the way he drew upon lorcith was almost more than Haern could resist. As he pulled, using his connection to lorcith, he found himself straining against this other.

      He cried out, and there came a matching cry, from the other.

      He realized Olandar Fahr was next to him, fighting. Shadows swirled away from him, and he glowed with a soft light, a combined effort of two types of magic, the shadows and the flame. Now, not only was Haern able to see this other attacker but Olandar Fahr had immobilized him, holding him in place with those shadows.

      “Do what you must,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Haern continued to pull, anchored to the mountain, feeling the flow of the volcano, the song within it. The agitation built, swirling around him, the mountain crying out to him, angry at what was happening. Haern wanted to soothe the volcano, but there was no way he could calm it.

      Instead, he needed to focus on using that power, anchoring to it. He could pull the lorcith free, and then he could fight what these other attackers were doing.

      He used everything in his power and pulled, ignoring the man’s scream. It wouldn’t kill him, but he didn’t know what Olandar Fahr might do once he pulled the lorcith free.

      Haern felt the metal tear free. He wasted no time, balling it up and focusing on it, using his connection to try to twist the metal, to shift it so that it wouldn’t pose any more danger. He pushed on it, slamming it into the man’s head and knocking him out.

      “That’s an interesting technique,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “He’s down, isn’t he?”

      “Down, but what do you intend to use that metal for?”

      “A weapon.”

      Haern closed his eyes, focusing on the sense of lorcith from elsewhere. He used the volcano, searching for where the unusual sense came from, and could feel another location near him. Pushing off, he circled the mountaintop, glancing over to see Olandar Fahr following him, and came crashing down.

      This time, Olandar Fahr reacted quickly, wrapping the other man in shadows and pushing out with a surge of heat, allowing him to glow, penetrating the darkness that surrounded the attacker.

      Haern quickly anchored to the mountain and began to pull on the lorcith, drawing it free. He used everything within him, holding down on the sense of lorcith and ripping it free from the man. As before, he quickly balled it up, shifting it to match the song of the lorcith within the mountain, and sent it streaking toward the man, crashing into his skull and knocking him out.

      Olandar Fahr smirked at him. “Are you afraid to kill?”

      “I think there’s been enough killing.”

      “They will return to their Mistress.”

      “Without any powers.”

      “You’d be surprised. They have some power of their own.”

      “The power to Slide?”

      “Traveling is not one of their gifts, at least not that I’ve seen. Then again, it’s possible they have other gifts that I haven’t been able to See.”

      “Regardless, I wasn’t about to destroy them if it wasn’t necessary. We’ve immobilized them, and there’s nothing more they can do.”

      “You’d be surprised at what more they can do.”

      They made their way around the mountain and came to land near another attacker. The system worked, and when Olandar Fahr had wrapped the next attacker, Haern pulled.

      This time, the anchoring was more difficult.

      “You must work quickly,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I’m trying, but something’s different.”

      The difference came from the sense of the attack. It was the influence on the mountain. Whatever the attackers had done had already begun to change the nature of the volcano, making it more difficult for Haern to anchor to it.

      He needed to tear free the metal, but while he continued to pull, there was resistance.

      The other man grinned at him.

      “I’m going to need you to help pull on this one,” Haern said.

      Together, they pulled. The force of it ripped the lorcith free, but it was far more violent than before. The metal tore out of the man, exploding from his chest, and he collapsed.

      So much for any attempt not to destroy.

      Olandar Fahr released his hold over the lorcith, and Haern squeezed it together, balling it up. When he was done, he began to shift it, but this time, the song of the volcano was off. He couldn’t use that. Doing so would only turn it into something that could be used by these attackers.

      He needed a different approach, but anything else he might be able to do would still be dangerous. He continued to twist, holding on to the lorcith, and he focused on it.

      There was one song that he knew wouldn’t be influenced.

      It was his song.

      Haern focused on the metal within himself, on every bit of it he could find, and twisted the lorcith. When he was done, he checked the other two metal spheres he’d formed and found they had changed a bit, so he modified them as well, twisting them so that they were joined with his song. They would be attuned to him, and he could ensure they wouldn’t be used as weapons against them.

      “We’re running out of time,” Haern said. “They’ve done more than I can continue to resist.”

      “Can you at least tell how many more remain?”

      Haern strained to see how many he could count but found the lorcith within the mountain no longer provided him the same information as it had before. While he was able to perceive something, there were limits to what he was able to uncover.

      There was power out there, and he needed to use it, but how?

      As he focused, he listened to the rumbling of the volcano.

      It wasn’t all the lorcith within the volcano that had begun to shift. It was like what he’d uncovered in Ilphaesn. There was enough difference there that he could detect the subtle variations within the types of metal, and he used that connection, the variations, and tried to latch on to what he could. There was something within it that he needed to borrow to help him trail these attackers.

      The metal would have to help. The song was there. Buried. He strained to uncover it.

      Haern would have to fight through it, searching for anything to help him gain the answers he needed.

      Pressure pushed against him.

      Haern pushed off on the lorcith. It carried him beyond the peak of the mountain, and from here, he found himself near the ground. He looked around, searching for the sense of power he knew was there.

      Haern started to pull, and he felt pressure against him.

      He’d made a mistake.

      There was more than just one attacker here.

      Olandar Fahr began to push near him, sending shadows streaking away, swirling with brightness.

      Haern glanced over to see the other man had his jaw clenched, focused on something Haern couldn’t see. Even the brightness radiating from Olandar Fahr wasn’t enough for Haern to make out his assailants.

      “How many are there?” Haern asked.

      “Too many,” Olandar Fahr said, far calmer than Haern felt. “I count five.”

      Five would be too many. It was more than Haern could manage on his own, and with the mountain having changed, Haern wasn’t sure even the two of them would be able to overcome five of these attackers.

      He looked around. If they didn’t do anything, the volcano would shift, and he had little doubt it would explode on them; when it did, the destruction would be incredible.

      Not only that, these soldiers would continue their preparations for the coming of the Mistress. Haern had no idea what that meant, only that the idea left him troubled.

      “We need to fight,” Haern said.

      “I am fighting.” With that, Olandar Fahr disappeared.

      Haern’s breath caught.

      The other man had Slid, leaving Haern alone. What had he been thinking, counting on Olandar Fahr to fight alongside him?

      Now he was trapped. He thought he might be able to push, but even if he did, could he get away before anything happened to him?

      Pressure continued to build on him, and he understood the source of it. They were trying to use their pressure to twist him, to torment him, to shift the nature of the lorcith within him.

      No. That wasn’t what they were doing at all. That might have been what they had tried to do before, but now they were trying to tear the lorcith out of him.

      He strained and fought, pulling against them, but he wasn’t going to be strong enough. Haern could feel the filaments of lorcith he had stretched out to nearly nothingness, and fought to hold them in place.

      He used everything within his power to do so, but even so, he could feel them overwhelming him. They didn’t even try to approach, not coming any closer. Haern tried to push against them, to use the mountains to help him, but they had shifted enough within the volcano that his control was altered.

      Haern strained, trying to hold on to that sense of self. The moment they ripped the lorcith free from him, he would be weakened.

      But he would still have a connection to lorcith. They couldn’t take that from him. His own hold over lorcith was such that he’d be able to survive it. He’d been born to a connection with lorcith, and the augmentation had only added to it. Without the augmentation, he would still be Haern.

      Haern cried out. He screamed against the attack, trying to fight. As he did, he could feel the shifting of the lorcith within him.

      He could no longer push against them.

      Instead, he tried to use everything he could to hold on to the sense of lorcith within him, and he focused on the song.

      The lorcith knew him. It knew the song within him, and he knew he could hold on to that song. Would the lorcith be willing to stay with him?

      It had to resist.

      There had to be another way.

      An alloy.

      Wasn’t that what he had needed to uncover? It was an alloy of something more—something greater—than what he had been given. Somehow, he needed to find a way to merge the augmentation within himself so they couldn’t remove it.

      The metal within him began to vibrate. It was painful, almost more than Haern could bear. The vibration was too much. They were not only trying to tear it free from him, but attempting to shift the nature of the song within him. The moment they did that, they would change something about him.

      Haern couldn’t allow them to do that.

      The vibration persisted, buzzing, humming with power and pain.

      Heat.

      That was the key, wasn’t it? Heat was always the key when it came to creating an alloy. You had to mix the metal with enough strength and intensity to overcome any resistance to the formation of the alloy. Haern had enough experience with creating alloys that he understood what was required.

      As he focused on that, he felt the nature of that alloy building and decided he didn’t need to fight the vibration. He needed to increase it.

      It would be painful, and he might not survive it, but if he did nothing, they would succeed regardless.

      He focused on the lorcith within him, and rather than trying to shift it, to make it recognize his song, he focused on that vibration and allowed it to intensify. He cried out, the pain that came with doing so almost more than he could bear. Haern felt the metal changing, getting hotter, and the filaments he’d pulled through him, those narrow bands of metal he’d used as he’d shifted the modification within himself, began to alter; as they did, he could feel them vibrating.

      Had it been a larger lump of lorcith, Haern wouldn’t have been able to tolerate it. As it was, stretched out like this, these tiny threads vibrated with almost more intensity than he could bear. He continued to increase the power of that vibration. They grew hotter and hotter. He screamed, dropping to his knees, no longer able to even hold himself up.

      There was a sense of lorcith all around him, and he could feel it pressing in on him. These attackers were coming closer and closer, and if he failed…

      Elise drifted into the forefront of his mind.

      She was there somehow. Probably imagined, but he could feel warmth from her—a connection to her.

      That was Elise’s gift. She connected to others. He’d been vaguely aware of it before, but now he was far more aware, and it seemed as if she took on some of the pain he was suffering. Not just the pain, but the heat. It was dissipating, but the vibration persisted.

      A voice drifted into his mind. Finish this, Haern.

      It was Elise. He could hear her. He could feel her. And she connected not only to him, but to everyone she had claimed. In doing so, she was able to use her power.

      And her power was considerable. How had he ever thought otherwise?

      The augmentation had changed something within her, such that she could connect to everyone, know them, and take on some of their burden.

      As she absorbed the heat, Haern was able to push with greater intensity. The pain was still there but had begun to fade, retreating until there was little more than a faint awareness of it.

      The longer he pushed, the more certain he was that Elise was there with him, almost as if fighting alongside him, taking on that burden.

      He pushed, and he could feel that power flowing through him. The lorcith began to change, the metal increasingly hot within him, but not unbearably so.

      And then something surprising happened.

      As a blacksmith, Haern knew what happened to metal as it grew hotter, but he had never expected to experience that within himself.

      The metal melted.

      As it did, it flowed through him.

      The pressure on him suddenly increased. Not only that, but his understanding of the lorcith changed.

      Power filled him.

      It was all around him.

      He got to his feet, pushing outward on the sense of lorcith.

      The attackers fell backward. The pressure upon him faded.

      He pushed again, and whatever influence they had over the volcano disappeared.

      What was this? How was he able to do this?

      An alloy.

      That was what had happened. He had become an alloy of lorcith.

      It was amazing. He experienced so much more understanding of the lorcith than he had before, and as he pushed on that sense of lorcith, he knew what he needed to do.

      The volcano remained unsettled, and he used that sense of lorcith flowing through him—that was now a part of him—and pushed.

      It took very little to shift, but it wasn’t so much about the song. What was the song but the vibration, the energy within the lorcith?

      All he needed to do was alter that energy.

      As he did, the volcano began to settle. The trembling all around him changed, and everything shifted.

      He took a deep breath, focusing on these attackers. They had metal within them, and that metal had been twisted, used in a way that the lorcith cried out. Still, it wasn’t as if the lorcith had been misused. It hadn’t been forced like this. It was simply different.

      And it shouldn’t be here.

      That much Haern could feel.

      He continued to push, sending his connection to lorcith through these attackers, and in doing so, he pulled on the metal within them, drawing on it. He didn’t have to pull with nearly the same ferocity as he had before, and he could feel it gradually easing, being freed from them. They cried out, but Haern wasn’t sure if that was because they were losing their ability or because it hurt.

      Regardless, he managed to pull that metal free from them.

      And then they lay there, looking up at him.

      Power filled him, and it seemed to come from everywhere—within the mountain, within everything. Haern focused on it for a moment, letting that awareness flow through him.

      “Enough.”

      One of the men scrambled to his feet, racing toward Haern, and Haern reacted, sending a sphere of lorcith he’d pulled free slamming into him. It crashed into his skull, and he fell backward.

      The others got up, as if they needed to attack. Haern did the same thing, using the lorcith to overwhelm them.

      And then they were all down.

      He took a deep breath, letting that sense of lorcith flow through him.

      What had he done?

      He knew how he had done it. It was because of Elise that he’d managed it. It was her connection to the others that had given him the necessary power.

      And he had to wonder if others could be given the same connection, which had granted him an awareness of lorcith he didn’t have otherwise.

      What would it do to others?

      Would it change them into something they weren’t meant to be? Or would it change them so that they couldn’t be influenced?

      Movement near him flickered, and with it came the sense of lorcith, leading Haern to turn.

      Olandar Fahr appeared.

      He stood in front of Haern, three others with him. One of them was a young-looking girl. She looked around, her eyes wide.

      “What happened?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      “You left me.”

      “I went for help.”

      “Help?”

      Haern studied them and wondered how they would have been helpful in protecting him. How could they have been enough to defend him against the attackers?

      And yet, Olandar Fahr had returned.

      “We weren’t going to be able to stop them on our own.”

      “I did.”

      The other man watched him, and he pushed on Haern.

      For the first time, Haern was aware of what he was doing. He was using his connection to lorcith in order to push on him. He could feel the energy as he did so.

      Why should he be aware of it like that?

      “Enough,” Haern said.

      Olandar Fahr frowned at him. “How?”

      “An alloy,” Haern said.

      “An alloy?”

      “You were a blacksmith.”

      “Of a sort,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “You understand an alloy.”

      “I understand an alloy, but I don’t understand what you did.”

      “I might have found a way to stop them.”

      As he looked around, Haern focused on the sense of lorcith. From here, even without pushing, he was fully aware of that distant sense, the strangeness that came from someplace nearby. It was encroaching upon them, and he wondered if his newfound connection would be enough to put a stop to what they were doing. If it wasn’t… he would have to find another way.

      “What now?” one of the others with Olandar Fahr asked.

      “Now we must finish forming the Council,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Although Haern didn’t know whether he was meant to serve on the Council, he couldn’t help but think that Olandar Fahr was right. And more than that, he had to wonder who else was meant to sit upon this Council. Somehow they needed to find them. They needed to stop this attack.

      They needed to defeat this Mistress.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            40

          

          

      

    

    







            Ryn

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryn looked up at the slope of the mountain. There was power here, and an energy she was not accustomed to detecting. It was a strange thing for her to see the mountain as it was, to feel the way it was threatening to explode. And yet, thankfully, the mountain had not erupted. She had known the power and destruction of it well enough to realize that if it had, there would have been great damage.

      But that wasn’t the reason she was worried. Standing here, she could feel something else.

      It was pressure.

      It was the pressure she’d known two other times before, possibly more. It was the pressure that came from the awareness of whatever this darkness was, that came from the way something was shifting near them. The more she felt it, the more certain Ryn was that the pressure was more than she would be able to bear.

      And yet, some part of her rebelled. As much as that pressure continued to build, squeezing upon her, and as much as she feared it, she felt some part forcing outward.

      She glanced over to Olandar Fahr, who looked all around them.

      “I thought we would have to do more,” he whispered.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I’m not certain.”

      In the distance, a man standing on the side of the mountain caught her attention, and she stared at him. There was something unexpected: a connection.

      She felt it deep within her.

      And the more she stared, the more she could feel that connection building, that power rolling through her, the more that she recognized it.

      It came from the Council of Elders.

      More than ever, Ryn was certain that was the purpose of her going to the cave, of standing on that stone, feeling the surge of bright light. It had connected her to the other councilors, and now, standing here on the side of the mountain, she recognized another.

      Ryn started up the slope. When she reached the man, she felt a strangeness from him—a strange sense of power that seemed to push against the darkness. There was control within this man. He had a rugged face, a strong build, and eyes of a deep green that looked back at her.

      He was from Elaeavn.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      He cocked his head, looking past her and toward Olandar Fahr before turning his gaze back to her. “Why?”

      “Who are you?”

      The more that she stared at him, the more certain she was that the connection was real. She needed to understand it, and yet, as she felt it, she knew there was something more to it.

      “My name is Haern Lareth.”

      “Lareth?”

      The name filled her, flowing through her, and some deep part of her rebelled, and yet, hadn’t she come to terms with the fact that Lareth wasn’t the one responsible for what happened to her people?

      Seeing this person standing in front of her, claiming the name of her long-believed enemy, she had a hard time pushing that past her.

      “Yes. Haern Lareth.”

      She looked back toward Olandar Fahr before turning her attention back to the man. He had the right size and build, but he was too young to be the one who’d attacked her father.

      “There’s something about you…,” he started.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Are you…?”

      “Yes.”

      He reached out his hand, offering it to her.

      Ryn hesitated. Was this what she wanted? She’d wanted to understand her purpose, to know the power of the Council of Elders and why she had been summoned to it. She had wanted to know more about herself and her ancestors, and standing in front of her was someone she thought might be able to offer that to her.

      Still, she hesitated.

      The man watched her, cocking his head, staring at her. Ryn couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling that filled her. And as she felt it, she couldn’t help but wonder if it didn’t come from her at all.

      What if that unsettled feeling, that blame that she was detecting, came from the darkness itself? The more she came to know about the darkness and the kind of things it was responsible for, the more she believed it was responsible for all of this.

      Which meant it was to blame for what had happened to her parents.

      That was what Olandar Fahr was trying to show her.

      Perhaps he’d had some hand in it, more than he had admitted, but even if he had, it was likely he’d been influenced by this Elder, the same as his visions had been influenced by the Elders.

      Regardless of all that, she knew that she needed to accept this man.

      She was one who now sat at the Councils of Elders. If she was right, so was he.

      The other man simply watched her.

      Slowly, Ryn stretched her hand out, reaching for him reluctantly, yet when he took her hand, shaking it, there came a surge. Power exploded, and it washed over the two of them. His eyes widened and locked onto hers, and in that moment, Ryn knew their purpose.
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      Click now for the last book in The Elder Stones Saga: The Council of Elders

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      The Shadow Queen begins her attack. Can the Council learn their purpose in time?

      The four members of the Council begin to work together as they search for the fifth. Finding that person might be the only way to stop the Shadow Queen. They’ll need all the help they can get, but the remaining Elders have disappeared, leaving only those they’ve chosen to replace them.

      As the Shadow Queen’s nearly unstoppable attackers begin to move, the four new members of the Council are all that stand between her gaining the power she’s sought for centuries. Each of them has a roll to play, but the game is not what they have thought. Anticipating what she might do requires finding one who knows her mind, but that way opens each to her machinations.

      Enemies must put aside differences. Beliefs are shattered. And sacrifices must be made.

      The thrilling conclusion to the Elder Stones Saga!
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Threat Revealed. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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