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      The man staring at Ryn from across the table had a dark pointed beard and eyes as black as night. It was almost enough to make her shrink away from the table, fearful that he had control over the shadows, as she had seen that some who served the Great One did. And yet, she didn’t dare shrink away from this man. There was something about him that she needed, and yet he didn’t know she needed him.

      He rested his hands on the table, sliding his fingers over each other, even his knuckles massive. The hint of a smile on his face was enough to make her skin crawl, but she needed him. Not only that, she needed his people. If she was to ensure the security of Lexa, she would need to work with this man.

      “I’ve come as you requested, emissary. Are we going to sit in silence, or do you intend for us to have meaningful conversation?”

      Ryn was aware of the pounding of her heart. With her enhanced senses, she noticed that first. What did it mean that she focused on that more than anything else? Her breathing quickened, and the longer she sat here, in front of this man—his breath smelling of ale and rotten meat—the more she found the panic washing through her.

      And here she thought she’d moved past that.

      In the weeks since she’d come to Lexa, securing the temple and searching for the disciple, she had established herself here. The only problem was that she had established herself only within the temple, and nowhere else. What she needed now was to secure her position outside the temple, in the city itself. From there, she could continue to exert influence. She wasn’t the Great One, and she didn’t have his gifts, but she had something. That was what the Great One had wanted for her, and in taking her from place to place as he once had done, he had shown her aspects of what he did and the power he controlled.

      “How long have you served the Great One?”

      Her voice was stronger than she felt, and Ryn was pleased it had come out as solidly as it had.

      “I have served ever since he first came to Lexa.”

      “Then you recognize I serve him, too,” she said, making a point of shifting in her seat so the marker she wore, the pendant that denoted her service to the Great One, flashed in front of him.

      His gaze dropped to the pendant, a brief movement, but enough that it gave her confidence. “I’ve served the Great One long enough to recognize his marker.”

      “Then you know that I’ve come to Lexa as his representative. Where is the disciple?”

      She leaned forward. As she did, she inhaled unintentionally and caught a whiff of the man. It was more than just the stench of his breath, it was also his own foul stink. It wafted off him, nearly overpowering her. It was times like these she wished she didn’t have such powerful senses, though she never thought like that for very long. Having the enhanced senses made her more—much more—than she could otherwise be.

      “As you’ve undoubtedly heard, there was an attempt to unseat the Great One.” She said it carefully, watching his face as she did.

      “Was there?”

      Was it only a twitch around the corners of his eyes? It seemed there should have been more, especially as this man had been complicit in what had taken place. He might deny his role, but Ryn had searched a long time and had uncovered his ties. Regardless of what he claimed, he was among the conspirators.

      “Unfortunately, there was. The Great One has many responsibilities, which is why he sends his disciples to ensure the stability of places like this. It is why he has sent me.”

      “What exactly is your role, emissary?”

      “I speak as his voice. I serve in his stead. I ensure the followers of the Great One recognize his power is not absent even though he may be.”

      She watched him again, half expecting him to react more strongly, but he did not.

      Then again, why should she be surprised? He was known to be a skilled negotiator. And his influence had been subtle enough that she had struggled to uncover his role in everything that had taken place. Now that she had him sitting across the table from her within the palace, she was tempted to have the others of the Ai’thol hold him. It would take little more than raising her finger, and the others would surge forward, grabbing him, confining him in place. And then she could place him within the cells the same way others had been. She could stabilize her position within Lexa. It was what the Great One would have done.

      At the same time, though it might be what her mentor would’ve done, she wasn’t sure it was what she needed to do. If she were to play that move out, it involved her potentially unsettling all those who followed this man. In order to secure Lexa, she needed his help. She was determined to have Lexa back, and to have the city whole. It was the first step in what she intended to do on behalf of the Great One.

      “If you speak as his voice, you would be able to tell him that those of us who have served in Lexa have grown weary.” He squeezed his knuckles, and his jaw clenched slightly, but the implication was clear. “When he visited, we understood the value in our service, but with his absence…”

      Ryn had discovered several years had passed since the Great One had visited Lexa and made his presence known. In all that time, he’d allowed the disciple to serve within the palace, to rule, and to instill the presence of the Ai’thol in the city. Despite that, there had begun to be others who didn’t necessarily appreciate the role of the Ai’thol, others who wanted to remove them from their home.

      “The Great One may have been absent, but his presence has not been. Do you know the power of the Great One?”

      “I have met the man, if that is your concern.”

      “That isn’t my concern, but if you have met him, then you understand his power is more than just what you can see. Have you ever observed the Great One arriving in Lexa? Have you seen him on a horse or within a carriage?”

      The man frowned. “I understand the Great One has other ways of traveling.”

      Ryn allowed herself to smile, just the barest of emotion. Traveling. That was what the Great One called it, and it was an impressive ability, one that enabled him to move from place to place so rapidly he could be here even now. It was part of the reason she served as diligently as she did. There was always the possibility the Great One might appear.

      It was always her hope.

      Ryn wanted the Great One to return. The idea that he would always filled her with a sense of hope. For as long as she’d known, she’d been running, hiding, and because of the Great One, she had been given an opportunity to do more, to be more, and because of that, she had found herself in a position where she served him more directly. She would not fail him.

      “Have you ever traveled with the Great One?”

      “I serve in Lexa.”

      “I have traveled with him. It is a wondrous thing. You could be standing within Lexa one moment, and then in the next, you could be standing on the rocky shores of Vuahlu. Another moment and you could be atop the highest peak. And another, you could be within the palace here.”

      As she said it, she remembered the times she had traveled with the Great One, the way he’d transported her, carrying her. At the time, there had been an aspect of challenge to it. How could there not? Hadn’t the Great One told her the destination wasn’t always the goal? Sometimes the journey was enough. It was why she questioned whether this was a test even now. Another part of her journey.

      “He isn’t here.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Yes.”

      That at least satisfied another question. There had been rumors that they had some way of detecting whether the Great One was here, and the certainty with which he spoke suggested the rumors were true.

      And if they were, then she would need to be even more careful. She had to make sure she said nothing that was not correct. She didn’t want to give him any reason to try to remove her from her position. If he did, they would face considerable challenges. The Ai’thol would react, and she knew what would happen. There would be fighting. Bloodshed. More would suffer. There had been enough suffering within the city as it was, and she was determined to see it over.

      The only problem was that she didn’t know whether that was something she could accomplish. It was possible others would be needed. Perhaps the Great One himself, or if not him, then a disciple—a real disciple. She was not one, and as far as she knew, the Ai’thol reacted better to the disciples than they did to her alone.

      “Perhaps he is not. And yet, I am here. In that case, it means the same. It means the power of the emissary exists in Lexa.” She looked up, sending her gaze around the room. It was the first time she had looked away from him, the first time she had felt comfortable in doing so. Before now, there had been a danger in looking away from him. He would view it as a sign of weakness, and she was determined not to appear weak before him.

      The others within the room were a mixture of his men—dressed in black leathers, the hint of chain mail underneath a suggestion of their readiness for whatever might occur—and of the Ai’thol. For their part, the Ai’thol wore nothing more than the wool jackets and pants that marked them. Some had pins on their shoulders, an indicator of rank. All were people she had visited with, spoken to in her time since coming here, and all were Ai’thol she trusted. She had to trust them, knowing her life depended upon them.

      “I seek to ensure the stability of Lexa,” she said, her gaze scanning the inside of the room for a long moment before finally coming back to rest on him. “And I am all too aware of your role in trying to unsettle the city. You will cease your attacks on the Ai’thol.”

      “I have not attacked the Ai’thol.”

      She nodded. “Perhaps you have not, but people who serve you have. Because of that, you have demonstrated your willingness to disrupt the role the Great One has taken within the city. Do not think it has gone unnoticed.”

      “If the Great One does not care for my method of serving, he could—”

      “He could, but he has no need. I am his emissary. I speak with his voice. You will cease your activities.”

      The man watched her for a moment, the amusement in his eyes angering her. “You are nothing but a child. Do you think I don’t see that? You might have spent some time with the Great One, but you are nothing more than his servant. His lapdog. I suspect that marker was stolen. It doesn’t mark you as anything other than that. These others might be convinced you’re his emissary, but if you really were, you would be more like him.”

      “What makes you think I’m not?”

      “I’ve seen the others who serve, who have his touch upon them. They wear it with pride. If you have that touch, you keep it hidden. That isn’t the mark of anyone who serves the Great One. That’s the mark of a coward.”

      Ryn resisted the urge to reach to the back of her head, to touch the metal that had been placed. At this point, there was nothing of it visible, not like there was with so many who served the Great One. Many of the Ai’thol had scars, their way of proving their service. Not Ryn. Her lack of a scar made her a target, but it was that same lack which made her stronger. The implant used on her was so different than the ones used on others, and yet, she couldn’t expect him to know this.

      More than that, his ignorance made him weak. It gave her an opportunity to push, to know there were things he could have no awareness of.

      “Not all who serve are marked the same,” she said carefully.

      “Are we done?”

      Ryn flicked her gaze around the room. How much was she willing to push this?

      In order for there to be peace within Lexa, she had to be strong. And it seemed to her that he would only respond to that strength. If so, then she would be strong for him. It might not be natural for her, but it was a role she thought she could take.

      Her gaze darted to the other Ai’thol. Not only would she be strong for this man, but she would be strong for them. They needed her strength to show them that the Great One had not abandoned them. Was that not her role as well? She had to help them recognize he was still here, even though he might not be physically present.

      “We will be done when you have agreed to stop your attacks on the Ai’thol.”

      “I haven’t been attacking them, as I said.”

      She nodded. “Perhaps you haven’t. Perhaps you have no influence on what’s been taking place. And if that’s the case, then your grip on Lexa is not nearly what you would have others believe. And if that is so, then you are not the person I need to speak to.”

      She got up and took a step back from the table. The others with him all turned to him, as if they needed his permission before they reacted. She wasn’t entirely sure how they might respond, only that this was the danger in her coming here. She trusted the Ai’thol to protect her if it came down to it, and yet she didn’t want to have to trust them. If there were some other way for her to ensure her safety, she would’ve taken it, but in the case of needing to stabilize the city, she had to take this gamble.

      “I think you’re mistaken.” He nodded, and the men with him all reached for their swords. “You should not have played at strength you don’t have.”

      “You do not want to make an enemy out of me,” Ryn said.

      “I don’t fear a child.”

      “It’s not a child you should fear. It’s the emissary of the Great One.”

      She took a step back and surveyed the room, ready for the attack. Everything she saw suggested to her that there would be one. Not only were his men ready to fight, already unsheathing their swords, but there was the calm way that he sat at the table.

      That calmness was unsettling. It reminded her of the way the Great One trusted others would take care of what they needed to do. She had to wonder if perhaps he didn’t have an augmentation.

      Before, she would have believed any augmentation would have left some visible reminder of it, a scar like those of the Ai’thol, but now that she had her own subtle and hidden augmentation, and now that she had met the Blacksmith and others like him, she knew there were other ways of placing augmentations. Unfortunately, that made it more difficult to know who was augmented.

      “The moment you do this, you will make yourself an enemy to the Ai’thol,” Ryn said.

      “What makes you think I haven’t already?”

      She flicked her gaze to Roland, the nearest Ai’thol, and nodded to him.

      They surged forward, moving almost as one. The Ai’thol were well trained, but the ones she had chosen to accompany her were more than just well trained. They shared in something of the Great One’s gifts, and because of that, they were able to travel, moving in little more than a blink of an eye, and they shimmered. And with her enhanced senses, she was better able to make out the movements of the Ai’thol, tracking them as they traveled.

      They reappeared, some of them behind their enemies, all with swords now unsheathed and ready to attack.

      They had been given instructions to halt, not to kill, but they were also prepared for the possibility they might need to use lethal force if it came down to it.

      Ryn could only stand off to the side and watch. She didn’t have any control over the nature of this fight. That was not her ability. Hers was to stand and observe, nothing more than that. Yet as she did, she knew there was something she might be able to do here.

      It was this man. He was the real threat. He still had not gotten up from the table. She didn’t know whether that signified his faith in his men or something else, but either way, it made her more concerned. She had expected him to have responded in some way by now.

      The Ai’thol flickered again, traveling from place to place as they worked to combat the soldiers. Despite the protection of their chain mail, it didn’t take very long for all of them to fall, collapsing with a loud thud. Soon it was only the Ai’thol standing, surrounding the table, leaving her staring at the man as he sat, his hands clenched, a hint of amusement on his face.

      “What now?” she asked, curious what he might do.

      “Do you think I’m concerned because you had your servants take down my men?”

      “You are alone now.”

      “That does not worry me.”

      Ryn didn’t know much about this man—only that he had rapidly accumulated power throughout Lexa over the last years, time the Great One had not visited the city. In all that time, this man had managed to stretch his influence and had grown stronger, his people working against the Ai’thol. In her mind, such resistance was dangerous. It meant the Great One was not being served the way he should be.

      She nodded at the Ai’thol.

      They surged toward him, some of them traveling, some simply walking.

      As they did, she realized that things were shifting.

      “Wait!”

      It was too late. They continued their attack, but he was prepared.

      The darkness she’d seen around him was not her imagination. It swirled suddenly, mixing with something else, and built.

      In the blink of an eye, that power exploded.

      Ryn was thrown back, slammed into the wall. The Ai’thol who had been approaching were tossed aside, some ripped apart, others knocked back the same way that Ryn was.

      Only now did he get up from the table.

      He made his way toward Ryn, crouching down in front of her. She tried to move, but everything hurt. She felt helpless, the same way she had when her village had been attacked and she had lost everything. In the time she’d been serving the Great One, that feeling of helplessness had faded, and she had allowed herself to believe she might be able to do and be more.

      Had that been a mistake?

      She didn’t think so.

      “As I said, I don’t fear a child.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I intend to ensure that Lexa has a strong ruler. Perhaps I will use the palace as my base.”

      He reached for the marker the Great One had given her, and Ryn managed to grab it, to squeeze her hand around it, anything to keep him from getting it. She wouldn’t allow that. It was her gift from the Great One, his way of proving to others that she served. It was the one thing she possessed that she cared about.

      “Even now you protect it? If you stole it from him, you should know he will not protect you.”

      “I am his emissary,” she said.

      “Then you will die for him.”

      He brought his hand back, and Ryn took stock of everything in a heartbeat. The way his muscles tensed. The way his foul breath quickened for the killing blow. The way something close to eagerness flashed within his eyes. She could no more stop him than she had been able to stop Lareth from killing everyone in her village, cutting down everyone and everything she cared about.

      She would be forced to watch as her own death came at his hands.

      His hand started to move forward, and then he gasped.

      Ryn looked past him. One of the Ai’thol—Jonah—had managed to grab a sword off the floor and stabbed it into the man’s side. Heat and shadows exploded from him, but Jonas kept the sword in place, twisting it.

      Ryn wanted to move, to crawl away. She wanted to do something—anything—to get away from here, but where could she go?

      As the heat and shadows continued to build, she waited for them to explode upon this man, but they didn’t.

      Jonah held on to the sword. The other man pulled it free, turning his attention to Jonah, focusing the shadows and the heat upon him. With a burst of power, he exploded them upon Jonah.

      She couldn’t take her eyes away from him. Jonah deserved that much, and as he disappeared, sadness rolled through her. He had served the Great One well, even with his death.

      The other man turned back toward her, and she waited for another strike.

      The wound in his side continued to bleed, pouring from him. It was more blood than she would’ve expected from any normal wound. Jonah would not have added anything to it. That wasn’t his ability. His gift was in traveling, and he was a skilled fighter, one of many of the Ai’thol who had trained as soldiers, preparing to defend the ideals of the Great One. There were many like him, but she had appreciated much about him, including his devotion to the Great One, his willingness to serve, and even to the end, his sacrifice.

      It would not go unforgotten.

      The fact that the bleeding continued so heavily suggested to her that they had poisoned the blades. Why would she be surprised by that?

      Heat and flame began to build, swirling around him, and she readied for him to attack. Instead, he staggered back a step, barely able to keep on his feet. When he crashed toward the door, grasping at the handle, power continued to build from him.

      Ryn managed to get to her feet, watching him as he pulled the door open. The moment he stumbled outside, heat exploded.

      Ryn stared after him. She had not thought that stabilizing Lexa was going to be easy, but she had not expected it was going to be nearly this difficult.

      Not only did she have to figure out what this man was after, but she also would have to move beyond here, to find a way to stabilize other places.

      Considering what she now saw of how this man had been augmented, she knew what else she would need to do. She would have to stop the Blacksmith.

      She would have to go back to Dreshen.
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      Wind whistled around Ryn as she stood on the rooftop looking down upon Lexa. The city was illuminated with hundreds of lanterns, their dim flickering lights looking like stars in the night. With her enhanced eyesight, she saw everything as if it were daylight, including the lantern light. The wind carried with it the scents of the city, and it was a pleasant mixture of aromas. She detected the fragrance of flowers from the garden around the temple, along with that of the smoke from dozens of fireplaces, a welcoming sort of sense. There were others, foreign odors that she had not yet placed, but all of them reassured her. As she stood there, she searched for evidence of Thornton but came up with nothing.

      He had disappeared.

      Ryn shouldn’t be surprised that he had managed to escape her, but he had disappeared completely, fading into the city. She needed to find him, if only so she could ensure no others were injured. He had cut down so many of her followers, and of the Ai’thol who had been with her during that meeting, only two survived. They had been seriously injured, broken, twisted, and it would take them months to recover, if they ever fully did.

      Of the men he had brought with him, most weren’t able to share anything. She was left with more questions than answers. It was as if he had known they wouldn’t speak. For the most part, they couldn’t. Several of the men had had their tongues removed, so they could say nothing that would reveal plans.

      “Emissary?”

      Ryn turned away from the view of the city and looked back at Dolan. “What is it?”

      “You’ve been standing there for quite some time.”

      “I am just trying to get a sense for how I might best serve the Great One.”

      “You think you will find that staring out over the city?”

      “Understanding comes from many places,” she said.

      “Even from watching the city?”

      She nodded. “The Great One would have me look all around to see how I might best serve.” He had always wanted her to observe and then assess. That was what he had instructed her to do, the way he had trained her, and she had continued to develop her skill, though she felt as if she had disappointed him. In this case, she should have identified Thornton as a greater danger. Here she had thought him nothing more than a man who was working within the city to overthrow the Great One. She would never have expected him to have an augmentation of his own. She should have investigated more before calling him to the palace. She had been far too eager to resolve his role within the city, to ensure that he wouldn’t harm any others, and she had opened herself up to the attack.

      It would have taken very little for her to have gone out into the city and listened for rumors of strange powers from him. His overwhelming confidence should have been warning enough, and yet she had dismissed that.

      It was a mistake, one she was determined not to repeat.

      “Have we heard anything?”

      “There has been nothing, emissary.”

      “We need to keep looking. Lexa must remain secure.”

      “The Ai’thol have been out in the city, and we have more than enough to ensure you can leave the palace safely.” He cocked his head to the side. “If I may offer a suggestion?”

      “What is it?”

      “Perhaps Lexa isn’t safe for your presence.”

      “You would have me leave?”

      “I’m not trying to get you to leave the city, emissary. It’s just that I worry with their willingness to attack, you would not be safe.”

      She turned her attention back to the city, looking back out over it. “I suspect that’s what they want. They would remove me. When they do that, the Ai’thol will fall in Lexa.”

      “The Ai’thol have held Lexa for many years, emissary.”

      She nodded. They had, and she wasn’t going to be the reason they failed. She wasn’t going to be the reason this man would suddenly exert some influence that changed things, that removed the strength and stability the Great One had offered. She wasn’t going to be the reason Lexa fell.

      There might not be much she could do otherwise, but she was determined to ensure the safety and stability of the city.

      “How many Ai’thol do we have?” It was something she should have asked before, and yet, she had not worried about the numbers. The day-to-day operations within Lexa had not been her concern. She had been more focused on getting situated within the city. As she had, she had thought she would be safe. That was another failing of hers.

      “Perhaps one hundred,” Dolan said. “Not all of them have taken a gift, but many of them have.”

      One hundred within the city was not going to be enough. She had barely survived the last time, and that had been out of luck more than anything else. She wouldn’t be able to count on luck again. Then again, Thornton wasn’t going to be able to count on surprise again. She suspected he hadn’t expected her to survive to know he had powers.

      “I need to speak to someone who can discuss the gifts of the Ai’thol.”

      Dolan nodded. “I can take you to the head Forger within Lexa.”

      “I don’t want you to take me to anyone. I want you to bring them to me.”

      Dolan nodded quickly. “I will have them come immediately.”

      She turned away as he disappeared, heading back down the stairs below. Ryn would need to get a better sense of where the head Forger spent his time, and the longer she was here, the more certain she was that she needed to understand the others’ role within the Ai’thol, making certain they served in the way they should.

      She counted off how long she had been here. Several weeks, long enough that she should have taken these steps before.

      There was nothing about Lexa that was particularly remarkable from this vantage. It was like so many other cities she’d visited with the Great One. In the time she’d served him, she’d seen many places like this, and all of them had served the Ai’thol, staying compliant. This was the first one that had not.

      Perhaps that wasn’t even correct. Dreshen had fallen as well, though that was a different situation. It hadn’t even fallen completely, but the influence of the Blacksmith made it much less reliable. And it wasn’t even as if Lexa was the first place where she had been attacked. Much like here, that place had fallen.

      It was possible that the Great One had been absent for far too long. It pained her to think that, but his presence and his visibility would be enough to ensure that others didn’t rebel in the same way. Having him around, and having him make certain that the citizens knew he was around, would have ensured their safety.

      “Look at you,” a voice said.

      She spun around and frowned. “Great One?” she whispered, shocked at his presence. She lowered her head, keeping her eyes upon him.

      “You have served me well,” he said.

      “I have done what you asked.”

      “You have done more than I asked.”

      Her heart started hammering. Why did it always do that when she felt this way? She tried to control it, to steady her nerves, to ensure that her breathing was regular. She had been serving the Great One, hadn’t she?

      “Lexa is in danger,” she said.

      The Great One joined her at the edge of the rooftop, guiding her to come close to him. There was something off about him. Perhaps it was in the weariness at the edge of his eyes. Perhaps it was in the slight stoop to his shoulders, the strength that she was so accustomed to seeing having faded only a little. What had he experienced?

      When he had left her, he had warned her that he would be gone for a while, and yet, she hadn’t expected him to be gone this long. She hadn’t expected to need his help and hadn’t expected to have experienced—and suffered—quite what she had, either.

      “Lexa is in no greater danger than it has always been,” the Great One said.

      “I was attacked here.”

      He glanced over at her. “Were you?”

      She nodded. “I was. There is a man within Lexa who is accumulating power. He’s trying to unseat the Ai’thol.”

      “I imagine you have plans to ensure that doesn’t happen.”

      She swallowed. “I’m trying.”

      “Good.”

      “Now that you’re here—”

      The Great One shook his head. “They can’t know I’m here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Unfortunately, I have faced a danger I had not expected. Soon enough, it will be resolved and I can rejoin you, but until that time, I need those who serve me best to maintain our work.”

      “He used shadows and heat,” she said.

      “Did he?”

      She nodded. “There is another, a man by the name of the Blacksmith, who has been adding gifts to others.”

      The Great One fell silent, clasping his hands together as he stood at the edge of the rooftop. “That explains much.”

      “You encountered him?”

      “Not him, but I begin to wonder if I have encountered his work.” He shrugged. “Perhaps it doesn’t matter, but it is an unexpected maneuver.”

      “You still think this is some sort of game?”

      The Great One turned to her. “Not a game at all. This is real, my emissary. Unfortunately, there are those who think that they can work around me. I will need people like yourself, people who are faithful, to ensure that we maintain our hold until I complete my tasks. You will be one of my stronger pieces. Are you willing to do that for me?”

      She nodded quickly.

      “Good. I have something for you.”

      “What?”

      The Great One reached into a pouch at his waist and pulled out several small objects. At first, she wasn’t sure quite what they were, but then she realized what he was pulling out.

      “Why are you giving me these game pieces?” she asked.

      “Because you might need them,” he said.

      “I don’t play the game.”

      “Not yet, Ryn Valeron, but you are a part of it, even if you don’t realize it.”

      She studied the pieces. They had been carved to look like creatures. One of them was something like a wolf mixed with a man, and the level of detail was exquisite. Another reminded her of the Great One, a muscular figure with large arms, holding a sword, but surprisingly, the sword was pointed down toward the ground. Another was like an enormous cat that sat on its haunches, its jaws opened as if it were roaring.

      The pieces were all made of different metals or stone. In all of them, she could feel strange textures. Some were smooth, such as the cat, though there was almost the hint of fur working along the surface of it. The wolflike man was similar, though it was dimpled rather than having the sense of fur. The man was completely smooth, as if he had been polished.

      They had different weights as well. That surprised her considering how alike they were and how similar in size. Why should they be of different weights?

      “What am I to do with them?”

      “You are to hold on to them for me.”

      “Why?”

      “Do I need to provide a reason?”

      “Perhaps not,” she said. “It’s just that you have been gone for so long, and now you return and you bring these to me?”

      “In time, you will understand. You have served me well, Ryn Valeron. I wish that my assignment for you could be easier, but unfortunately, there is more I need to ask of you, and more you need to do in order to serve.”

      “Of course,” she said. “I’m here to serve as you need.”

      He smiled. “I know you are.”

      He made a circle around the top of the rooftop, and as he did, his gaze darted out around the city. “Did you know that Lexa was one of the last places in this part of the world to come under my control?”

      “I did not.”

      “The people here are proud. They are strong. They are the kind of people we need among us. It’s why I wanted Lexa to serve the Ai’thol.”

      “I thought you wanted all places to serve the Ai’thol.”

      “And I do, yet there is something about Lexa I find even more important than other cities. I suspect you might be able to find the reason for that where I could not.” He turned back to her, winking. “They fear me, you see.”

      “I imagine them fearing you makes it easier for you to do certain things.”

      “Easier for some, harder for others. While fear is beneficial when it comes to ensuring they do as we need, that same fear also gives rise to challenges. Unfortunately, you have begun to experience those challenges.”

      “They don’t fear me.”

      “Not yet, Ryn Valeron.”

      “Why would they?”

      “Because they don’t know you, not like I do. When they understand who and what you are, they might fear you.”

      She snorted but looked away. There was nothing she could do that would make others fear her the way they did the Great One, and she wasn’t even sure she wanted them to do so. She willingly served the Great One, and she would continue to do so, but she wanted to do it in a way that allowed her to do what she thought was necessary.

      “How long will you stay?”

      “Not long.”

      “There are some who don’t believe that I am your emissary.”

      “Then make them believe. Show them who you are, Ryn Valeron.”

      “Why would that make a difference?”

      “You would be surprised.”

      She frowned. She wasn’t sure that it would, and she wasn’t sure whether there was anything she could show them. All she knew was that she had forced her way into a position of authority in order to serve the Great One, but others didn’t see her as serving the same way. If the Great One agreed with what she was doing, then she would need to find some way to continue to convince others. While she had managed to convince those within the temple of her service, she hadn’t yet persuaded others outside the temple, those who were out in the city. That was her next challenge.

      “You came back here just to talk to me?”

      “To talk to you. To provide you with those,” he said, nodding to where she held the figurines in her hand. “And to remind you that you are more than you realize.”

      “You’ve been saying that.”

      “Because it is true,” he said.

      She turned away, looking down at the city. He had always told her she was more than what she believed and that, in time, she would come to know just what that was, but she had never really believed him. It always seemed to be something he said to make her feel better.

      “You will be needed, and as I said, you might be the only one I can trust in this part of the world.”

      “What about the disciples?”

      “Right now, the disciples have been threatened.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look at where we are now. Unfortunately, the disciples who should be here have been removed. As much as I might want to say otherwise, my influence has begun to change. There is more at play than I have seen.”

      Ryn turned her attention back to him and realized that the Great One was troubled. Maybe that was the reason he seemed off, though perhaps it was more than that. Either way, he looked at her with warmth in his eyes, no differently than he had when he first had found her on the road. How could she do anything other than help him?

      “What am I supposed to do with these?”

      He smiled. “Hold them with you until you are called. When you are needed, then you can bring them with you.”

      She stared at the figurines. If that was what he wanted from her, then she would do it. How could she do anything else?

      She looked back up, and the Great One was gone.

      There was so much more she would have liked to ask him, more that she would’ve liked to tell him. He needed to know more about what she had experienced. Then again, perhaps the Great One already knew everything she thought to tell him. He was the Great One, after all.

      Dolan reappeared on the rooftop and looked around. There was a puzzled expression on his face. “Were you talking to someone?”

      “The Great One visited.”

      The old servant looked around, his eyes widening slightly. “He was here?”

      She nodded. It was good that others would know. It was important that they see her as the emissary, but she had to be more than that. She was going to have to be strong somehow, which meant she would have to get out into the city, to take an active role, and to ensure the Great One did not lose Lexa.

      That was what he wanted from her, and that was what she was going to do.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said that he wanted me to continue to serve,” she said. “And he said you need to assist me.”

      The other man bobbed his head in a quick nod.

      No longer was she supposed to observe. Now she had to take on a more active role.

      The only problem was, she wasn’t sure what exactly that role should be.
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      The Slide carried Lucy rapidly. Each time she Slid, she was aware of how fast she traveled, especially considering the much slower speed with which she had once done so. There was something along the Slide she could follow, but she didn’t dare pause as she’d heard Rsiran once had done. If she did, she didn’t know what she might encounter. Supposedly there was something in between, a place apart from where she Slid, yet the speed made it difficult for her to determine.

      She stepped out, emerging on a sandy shore.

      In the distance, the sun shone high overhead, beating down on her with its warmth. She was overdressed for the weather, and yet it was difficult for her to dress appropriately for this place. She had been here before, but the weather changed. Sometimes it was sunny and warm like it was now, and other times it was cooler, rainy and unpleasant. She was happy it was sunny today. Slipping her shoes off, she stepped onto the sand, letting it squish between her toes. There was something comfortable about the sand, and the water lapped at her ankles, giving her an opportunity to relax. One of the things she’d been taught repeatedly was that she needed to find a way to relax. It had taken her a long time to realize this was what it took for her to find relaxation.

      Something moved behind her, and Lucy Slid, spinning and emerging behind where she had stood.

      There was nothing there.

      Had it only been her imagination? There was emptiness around her, and that was the other reason she liked coming here. There were no other voices that threatened to intrude. For all her ability to Read, there was benefit in not having those voices pressing in upon her mind, in separating from the chaos.

      She focused on whether she could Read anything, but she picked up on nothing. If there was something here, it was hidden from her. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had managed to mask their thoughts. Carth was particularly skilled at it, and there were others who had an equal ability to do so, including Ras. Then there were those who only thought they had the ability to conceal their thoughts from her. In some ways, that was worse. They allowed themselves such horrible thoughts, thinking their minds were protected, and they carried with them a certain arrogance.

      Lucy returned to the shore, letting the sand work between her toes and the water roll over her ankles. She needed a moment of peace, though whether she would be able to claim that peace for very long was another question.

      As she stood there, she couldn’t shake the sense there was something else around her.

      She grabbed her boots, standing with them, and the strange presence behind her continued. Every so often, she would pause, turn and look, but she came up with nothing.

      It became unbearable. As much as she wanted to linger, she didn’t care for the sense that someone was nearby, watching her, and hidden from her ability to detect them. That might be the worst thing of all.

      Sliding, Lucy carried herself to Elaeavn. She had taken to coming here frequently, always at times when she wouldn’t be observed. She paused within the palace, then made her way into the library and looked around. For some reason, it was always the library that drew her. Perhaps it was the fact that she felt as if she had unfinished business here. When she had been here before, she had thought she was going to be a caretaker, and that she would become something more than what she was. Since leaving Elaeavn, she had become a scholar of a different sort. Her time with the C’than had taught her much, training her mind, helping her focus and learn to master her abilities, but the more she worked with Ras on learning to master herself, the more she began to wonder if there was something within Elaeavn she might be able to uncover.

      She wasn’t alone today.

      There was another caretaker here, an older man whom she didn’t know well. He had his nose buried in one of the books and barely seemed to notice she’d emerged from her Slide in the midst of the library. She needed to be more careful, but then, her connection to Sliding had taught her there was no need for her to take caution. She could Slide nearly anywhere. It had been a long time since she had been restricted in her Sliding, and now she found it easy to Slide beyond the heartstone placed around the palace in order to prevent people like her from Sliding inside.

      Maybe one of the caretakers would provide the answers she’d been seeking. It was something she’d never tried, preferring to look on her own, but maybe that had been a mistake.

      Clearing her throat, she looked over at the man. “Caretaker?”

      He looked up and rubbed his eyes. “What is it?”

      “I’m wondering if perhaps you might be able to help me find a particular book I’ve been looking for.”

      The caretaker studied her. He had pale green eyes, much paler than would be expected for someone who spent considerable time in the palace. Then again, the caretakers were unique within Elaeavn and within the Elvraeth. As there were not many who wanted to spend time in the library, those who did were given a bit more latitude. It enticed some people into service in a way they probably should not have been. Others took on service for different reasons.

      In the case of Lucy, she had trained to become a caretaker because she had enjoyed it, not because she had no alternatives. When she’d made her choice, she had been moderately powered, at least compared to many others within Elaeavn, and among the Elvraeth.

      “What might I help you find?”

      “I have been wondering about the founding of Elaeavn.”

      He frowned, resting his head on his hand. “Indeed? The city is nearly a thousand years old.”

      As far as Lucy had been able to determine, parts of the city were even older than that. And even before the founding of Elaeavn, their people had lived within the trees, making their people much older than the city itself. That seemed to be the key she needed to understand. If she could uncover why they’d always lived apart, perhaps she could figure out what it was that had isolated them. As far as she knew, they had been isolated since the founding of Elaeavn. The city had been built for this purpose, the buildings constructed along the rock wall created to hide them from ships passing by. It wasn’t until someone was within the city that much more became evident.

      “I’m aware of how old the city is, caretaker.”

      “What in particular are you looking for?”

      “I thought perhaps there might be something here that would help me uncover aspects of the founding of Elaeavn and why we chose this location.”

      As soon as she said it, she realized that was a mistake. The reason Elaeavn had been founded here was not so much because of its location next to the water, but because of the proximity to the sacred crystals. Their people had long had a relationship with the crystals, which gave them their connection to the Great Watcher.

      “As far as I know, we don’t have any works that have lasted that long,” the caretaker said. “Most are from the last five hundred years.”

      “What about those that came from the founding of Elaeavn?”

      “Anything that came from the time before has been lost.”

      Lucy frowned. That seemed unusual. “Do you know why?”

      “Seeing as how I am not that old, despite all appearances, I don’t know that I can answer that for you. Perhaps you would be content with seeing some of our scholarly works upon the founding of Elaeavn.”

      That might have to suffice. A shame. There hadn’t been anything in the C’than library either.

      He got up from the table and began to weave among the stacks of books. Lucy followed for a moment, trailing behind him before changing her mind and heading off. She knew the library well enough from her time here that she didn’t need an escort as she made her way through it. She headed to the section of the library where the books were a little older. Even the ancient books were only three or four hundred years old. It was something she’d wondered about, and something she should have given much more thought to before now.

      The caretaker disappeared from view and Lucy waited for him to return, but he didn’t. She could search on her own, but was there even anything here that would be useful for her?

      She wandered back, glancing throughout the library, but decided that if there was nothing of much consequence here, she wouldn’t gain any benefit in remaining. Instead, she Slid, emerging on the rocky shores of the C’than stronghold.

      Stepping into a Slide quickly, she emerged in a small room within the stronghold. A row of bars blocked her from Sliding any further. In all the time she’d come here, she hadn’t been able to Slide beyond them, something about the way they were configured preventing her.

      Not that she would want to. She wanted nothing to do with the Architect, other than watching him suffer.

      Thankfully, she didn’t think that he could Read her from where he stood.

      He looked out at her through the bars, smiling at her. “You’ve come again?”

      “I thought we could talk about how I can reach Olandar Fahr.”

      He laughed, looking beyond her.

      “She’s not here, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      The Architect turned his attention to Lucy, shooting her a dark stare. “I’m not concerned about anything.”

      “It seems to me you’re concerned about Carth.”

      The Architect chuckled softly. “She thinks she has power, but she only plays at it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” As she often did when she was here, Lucy attempted to Read him, but she found it difficult. It was possible that the bars restricted it, but it was equally possible that he maintained his ability to prevent her.

      It was the reason she was always so cautious, afraid he might be able to Read her—or worse, Push her.

      So far, she didn’t think he’d done so, but the longer she was here, the more uncertain she was of whether he had some way to Push on her. There had to be something she could uncover.

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “You aren’t going anywhere,” she said.

      “You won’t keep me here.”

      “I think you’ve already seen what we will do to you.”

      He lunged toward the bars, gripping them and pushing his face toward the front of them, glaring at her. It took everything in Lucy’s power to avoid taking a step back, knowing doing so would only embolden him. She wanted nothing more than to diminish him but feared that even captured, the Architect still had some sort of hold over her.

      “Run along back to your master.”

      “You’re only saying that because you’re disappointed it’s no longer you.”

      “You could have been so much, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “I still am so much.”

      “You will be trampled under powers you can’t even understand.”

      “Help me understand.”

      “You’ve already proven you are unwilling to grasp those powers, so why should I want to help you know them?”

      He had said something similar the previous times she’d been here, and each time, she couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more he intended, but she wasn’t able to Read it.

      And if there was something, then Lucy wanted to try to learn what that was, to understand, mostly so that she could stop him.

      “I’ve seen powers you don’t even understand.”

      He sneered at her. “I have been active far longer than you can conceive of. I have explored the nature of the world in ways that you cannot even comprehend. There are few who do.”

      “Other than Olandar Fahr?”

      He released his hold over the bars, stepping back, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “You don’t want to say anything more? You fear him.”

      “You’d be mistaken if you don’t fear him,” he said.

      “I don’t fear him.”

      There came a slight pressure, and Lucy feared he was attempting to Read her. When the pressure retreated, he smiled slightly. “You recognize how powerful he is. And even he isn’t the one you need to fear.”

      “And who is that?”

      “Pray that you never find out.”

      He turned away from her, and she stared at him, attempting to Read him, trying to Push on him, to force him to share more, but the answers weren’t there. She thought she might be able to Slide into his mind to enable her to Read him better, but she knew better than to try.

      Instead, she thought continuing to meet with him, trying to encourage him, to find some way of forcing him to share more, would be the best option. Eventually he would slip up and they would learn more from him.

      Focusing for a moment, she Slid again, emerging in the main part of the tower.

      Ras found her quickly. “I hadn’t expected to see you again so soon.”

      “Am I not welcome?”

      He stared at her. Ras was old—impossibly so. She found it difficult to determine just how old he was, though with his wrinkled brow and silver hair, he could be anywhere from sixty to one hundred. Despite his age, Ras still had considerable power, and she was acutely aware of it every time she found herself in front of him. Like now.

      “Of course you’re welcome, Lucy Elvraeth, I was just surprised at your sudden appearance.”

      “Every appearance I make is sudden.”

      “Perhaps it is.”

      The tower was dimly lit today, but she didn’t need much in the way of light to fully make out what was inside. She followed Ras to a comfortable room where they could sit. It was down the hall from the library, and she wondered as she often did whether Ras chose it by chance or whether he knew where she’d been.

      “You are pensive,” Ras said, taking a seat on a chair situated before the crackling fire. Lucy wondered whether the fire had been burning before her appearance. When it came to Ras, it was difficult to know. It was possible that he was able to ignite it before she appeared. He was another one who could mask his thoughts from her, leaving him nothing more than a blank slate. It would be so much easier if she were able to Read him. Then perhaps she wouldn’t have to return and spend so much time asking questions. It would be so much easier for her simply to Read everyone.

      “What do you know about Elaeavn?”

      “You have questions about the city itself.”

      She nodded. When she’d been here last, he had wanted her to Read herself. While she’d been trying, there were times when she still struggled with answers. “I have questions about the founding of Elaeavn.”

      “Your people have been around a long time. The history of Elaeavn is complicated, at least from an outsider’s perspective.”

      “I’m thinking about what prompted the founding.” She still didn’t fully understand why their people had left the forest and made their way into the city. It was something they had never completely explained, and perhaps there would be no explanation for it. Perhaps it had taken place so long ago that there would be no way to know what reason her people had had for leaving the forest. But then, she had to believe there was something she could uncover.

      “You wonder whether it has anything to do with the crystals.”

      “We’ve always been isolated. And the more I think about it, the more I wonder why that is. Why have my people chosen isolation rather than pushing for greater power?”

      “Perhaps not all of them did.”

      “I know some of my people were exiled.”

      “And what happened to them when they were exiled?”

      Lucy frowned, looking at Ras for a long moment. “Why?”

      “My experience with those exiled from Elaeavn is that their abilities tended to fade over time. They believed that the Great Watcher stopped smiling upon them. Is it so different than what happens when others leave the land of the Elder Stones?”

      “Carth hasn’t lost her abilities even though she has not been around Lashasn and Ih.” At least, she didn’t think that Carth had been visiting her homeland.

      And others who left Elaeavn didn’t lose their abilities. It was only subsequent generations. It was as if they needed the exposure to the crystals in order to be born with those abilities. It seemed strange to her that such a thing would be necessary, but she had seen it often enough that she knew it was real.

      “What of others?” Ras asked.

      “You suggest the isolation was so that my people didn’t lose their abilities.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps the isolation was more so others didn’t gain those abilities. Or perhaps there was another reason.”

      “The Council is responsible for making decisions about our people.”

      “Councils change over time,” Ras said. “Do you think the Council now views their responsibility the same way as those who originally founded your city?”

      Lucy shook her head. “No.” She knew the Council, though not as well as Daniel did. Her experience with the Council suggested the people who served did so because they wanted power. “Most of them are more concerned about maintaining their position on the Council.”

      “That is not uncommon. Some find it difficult to reach for power, and when they achieve it, they struggle to maintain it. Others never reach for power but have it thrust upon them.”

      Lucy offered a hint of a smile. “And then there are some who have power but don’t know what to do with it.”

      “That does not fit you, though, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      It didn’t really fit her. She knew what she wanted to do with her abilities. The more she’d seen, the clearer it was that Olandar Fahr had to be stopped, though it wasn’t always for the same reasons as Carth tried to show her. She was no longer certain he was simply trying to gain power for the sake of power. It was his use of it that troubled her more than anything else.

      “If you can find anything within the C’than archives about the founding of Elaeavn, I would appreciate it.”

      “You are welcome to stay and search with me,” Ras said.

      “I’m sure I am.”

      “You won’t.”

      “You know why.”

      “I do.” Ras steepled his hands together, watching her. “I must admit to a curiosity as to why you continue to keep them apart from us.”

      “They’ve had enough experience with the C’than to last a lifetime. They don’t need to be forced into a different type of service.”

      “I had no intention of forcing them into service.”

      “You might not, but there are others who would. And I would protect them from her.”

      “You worry that Carth might misuse them?”

      Lucy looked at Ras, meeting his eyes. Today they seemed more silver, though as usual, it appeared almost as if a light burned behind them, practically glowing with a heat and intensity. There was always something about Ras that was connected to fire and flame, almost as if he were holding one of the Elder Stones continuously. If Carth didn’t have the power with the shadows, would she glow in such a way? It was something Lucy wondered about. She didn’t know if the shadows diminished Carth, reducing her.

      “I think that Carth would try to pull them into the confrontation.”

      “They already have been pulled into it, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “Maybe. Which is why I’ve brought some here to work with you.”

      It was a start. She trusted Ras as much as she could, but it was difficult to know just how much she should share. Still, she had the sense that he wanted her to find her own path, regardless of whether that path served the C’than the way he would.

      “They are welcome. As are you.”

      She stood, feeling the warmth of the fire for a moment before turning. “If you find anything, let me know.”

      Ras watched her, his gaze lingering as he studied her. There always came the sense he was able to find something out about her, almost as if he were Reading her, the same way she felt about Carth—though the longer she’d been around Carth, the more certain she was that the woman didn’t have the ability to Read. It was merely her understanding of people that gave her the appearance of it.

      “Of course, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      With that, Lucy Slid, disappearing from the C’than stronghold.
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      Wrapping the cloak around her shoulders, Lucy looked down at the water below. Sliding down to it would be a simple matter for her, but working with Marcy, she understood the difficulty in what she was asking. Like most of the women she’d been working with, Marcy had had very little ability prior to having the augmentation placed. It had taken Lucy quite some time to determine what abilities she might have, and discovering she could Slide had come accidentally.

      “The key is to focus on your destination,” Lucy said. “When you can see it, you can pull yourself toward it.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Marcy said.

      The dark-haired woman had an implant in the back of her head. Much like Lucy’s and so many of the other women’s, it had gradually been absorbed into her flesh. Trying to remove it had been an exercise in futility, not that she would want to put her through that.

      “Then you need to find what works for you,” Lucy said. “My technique might not be effective for you, but I do know it’s possible for you to find one that does work.”

      Somehow, there had to be a way for her to instruct Marcy on Sliding. It was different growing up with the ability rather than suddenly acquiring it. Then again, Lucy had also been surrounded by people who had that capacity, and so she had constantly been instructed on the nature of Sliding, the way she had to open herself to each new location. It should be relatively easy, and yet, she thought about what it had been like when she had first gained her increased abilities, and how difficult it had been for her to parse through the ways she used them. In some ways, she still didn’t have full control. She had an augmentation to her hearing, as well as to her ability to See, and yet, it was one she needed the most control over, leaving her struggling to understand the visions that flashed before her when she tried.

      “When I was first learning to Slide, I would take a step toward a place. This allowed me to travel between the locations I was trying to reach.” That seemed as accurate a description as any.

      “It’s different for you now.”

      Lucy nodded. “It is different. I’ve changed with how I Slide.”

      “I think that’s why I’m not able to control it.”

      Lucy knew that Marcy could do this, and having found her a considerable distance from the village, she was certain the woman had the potential. Now it was more a matter of control. Lucy struggled with trying to teach. That had never been her strength. But then, there weren’t many who could teach how to Slide. It was something even the guilds had not been able to explain well enough for her to master. Once she had learned she had the ability to Slide, she’d been forced to try to get a handle on it on her own.

      “Maybe we are trying too much,” Lucy said. “Think about taking two steps and only take one.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.” Marcy shoved her thick hair back behind her ears, squeezing it. A pained expression came to her face, and Lucy wondered whether the headaches that plagued her—the same way they plagued so many—had gotten any better. She was able to Read Marcy, but only to a certain extent. The implant limited that. It was part of the reason Lucy found coming here so rewarding—and challenging. It would be much easier if she could Read them all. While she could Read most of them, it wasn’t the same as how she could Read others.

      “How do you expect me to take two steps by taking one?”

      “Focus on a distance several steps from you. Take one step, and try to travel to that location.”

      Marcy frowned, the small scar across her forehead wrinkling as she did. She took a step. There was a hint of color swirling around her, but then it faded.

      “That was good,” Lucy said.

      “Good? I didn’t do anything.”

      Lucy smiled. “You did more than you realize. I could See that you are starting to get it. I think a little more practice and you’ll master it. Just continue to focus on taking two steps by only taking one.” Lucy turned away from her. It frustrated her almost as much as it did Marcy that they couldn’t get it. Eventually, she knew Marcy would master it. She had to. The potential was there, and now that the implant had fully seated, her abilities should become more permanent and they should be able to uncover what those abilities would be.

      Turning away, Lucy strode into the village. The women were all active at this time of day. She made a point of coming regularly, though she didn’t spend as much time here as she would have liked. There were too many other things she needed to do, and until she had a handle on how to organize herself, she wasn’t able to commit to visiting more than once or twice each week.

      “You’re back,” Eve said. She glanced over, her deep green eyes blazing. There always seemed an edge to her, and today was no different. She was a hand or so shorter than Lucy and had taken to wearing a jacket and pants, a style that made her seem as if she were ready to fight. The only thing missing was a sword.

      “I wasn’t gone long this time,” Lucy said.

      “Long enough. You do realize most here need to see you more often.”

      “They don’t need to see me.”

      “They view you as their savior. They need to see you.”

      Lucy breathed out. That wasn’t what she had wanted. Though she had saved them from the C’than, she didn’t want to be viewed as their savior. And if she had any control over what had been done to them, she would remove the implants so they wouldn’t have the permanent reminder of the way the C’than had tormented them. Unfortunately, Lucy was not able to do that.

      “I come as often as I can.”

      “Some of us would like to go with you when you leave.”

      Lucy paused, glancing over at Eve. She was the one who had gained control over her abilities the fastest. Her abilities were far more similar to the Ai’thol than many of the others, giving her a control over lorcith. Eve often used that control, sending metal flying throughout the village, practicing as if she were targeting something. Before taking her anywhere, Lucy thought she needed to help Eve get rid of that edge.

      “I’m not sure it’s the right idea for you to go with me when I leave,” she said.

      “Why?”

      Lucy looked around. “For one, I value you too much here. You have a role that helps others.”

      “You said for one,” Eve said.

      “The other is I don’t know that you’re ready.” She knew this was harsh, but it needed to be said. Regardless of anything else, Lucy didn’t want Eve or the others to go running off into danger. They had already experienced too much, and she didn’t want them thinking they had to push themselves in order to prove something.

      “What if we want to be ready?” Eve said.

      Lucy held her gaze. Eve had not come from Elaeavn. She had lived outside of the city, and she knew the dangers of the world, so when she offered to go and fight, she had a very different understanding of what was involved than the women from Elaeavn had. Those from Elaeavn didn’t really understand the dangers—the real dangers—of the world outside of the city like Lucy did, or even as well as Eve.

      “You came from Chyisn, didn’t you?”

      Eve frowned. “Why would that matter?”

      “I’m just trying to have a conversation with you about it.”

      “I did.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “My parents weren’t from Elaeavn, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      Lucy attempted to Read Eve. As with so many of the women, her attempt was met with a sort of fuzziness. There was something there, but not enough for her to make out details. It was mostly emotions, and in Eve’s case, those emotions simmered very close to the surface, close enough that Lucy was able to understand just what motivated her.

      It was part of the reason she was so reluctant to have Eve go with her. Someone with her skills would be valuable when confronting the Ai’thol, but Lucy worried about how reliable the other woman would be. It was possible she would be far too eager. Worse, it was people like Eve who made Lucy reluctant to reveal her connection to the C’than. They couldn’t know that she had joined with them, which was part of that reason she had prevented Ras from learning the location of these women. If he were to know, their reaction would be unpredictable.

      “I’m not particularly concerned about whether your parents came from Elaeavn, though you do have ancestors who come from there.”

      “Why, because I share your eye color?”

      “You are unconvinced.”

      “You seem to think everybody with your eye color is from Elaeavn, but I don’t think that’s likely,” Eve said.

      “Perhaps not, but you share something else.”

      “What is it?”

      “Think about your abilities.”

      Metal began to swirl around the other woman. She preferred shards of lorcith, and while she didn’t have the same control over it as Rsiran did, she had grown in strength and used metal like a wall. It was enough for Lucy to want to avoid approaching her, partly because she had no control over the metal herself.

      Lucy allowed herself to smile. “I wonder if you realize how powerful you’ve become with that ability.”

      “If I’m so powerful, then why—”

      Lucy held her hand out. “I’m not commenting on that, but I am looking for you to find a sense of calm.”

      Eve glared at her. “You can’t understand what it was like.”

      “Can’t I? When I was captured, I fought for as long as I could. I had friends who rescued me, but that didn’t last very long. When I was recaptured, they started to use me, forcing me to serve, to do things.” Lucy closed her eyes and tried to remember. It had been so long now that she no longer thought about it the same way she once had. She tried to forget that time, to ignore the things she might have done, but every so often, images would intrude, memories that she knew were incomplete. She had no idea of the source of them, or whether there was anything real to them. They could be nothing more than dreams, and if they were, they were nightmares.

      “What sort of things?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I don’t remember all of it. Only snippets. Enough to know it was horrible. They used me, wanting my abilities, thinking they could turn me into something else.”

      “Is that what they would’ve done with me?” Eve’s tone had softened a little, and Lucy appreciated that.

      “I don’t know. You were captured by different people, and they had a different purpose in mind for you.”

      “Is that why you keep us here?” Eve asked.

      “Is what why I keep you here?”

      “Because you don’t want us to know more about who captured us. You’re trying to make sure we don’t get exposed to that.”

      Eve and Olivia knew the truth and had been with her to the C’than stronghold, though Eve hadn’t wanted to remain long. Olivia had stayed, and considering the nature of her growing ability to Read, she understood the reason behind it.

      “It has nothing to do with that. I have you here as a way to offer a certain sense of protection. If you would prefer to go somewhere else…”

      Lucy felt she had to offer that, though if Eve did want to go somewhere else, she worried about the anger that still simmered within her and what the other woman might attempt to do. It was possible Eve would react in a way that would force Lucy to intervene. It was better for her to stay here.

      “I just want others to have the opportunity to know what happened to us.”

      “And I intend to give them that opportunity,” she said.

      “By putting them in the village. Making them learn to cook and sew and—”

      “And learn how to control your abilities.” Lucy met Eve’s eyes for a moment. “I understand the anger you feel. I really do. The people responsible have been dealt with.”

      “You tell me that, and you showed me one part of it, but how do we know?”

      “Because I have dealt with them.” Lucy took a step forward, ignoring the metal Eve held, forcing herself to get closer to the other woman, preparing for the possibility she might use it against her. It was one aspect to her own augmentation that she wished she could change. If Lucy had some connection to metal the same way as Lareth, she thought she might be even better equipped to oppose the Ai’thol. Without it, her primary defense was Sliding. “I’ve ensured they wouldn’t hurt anyone else.”

      “I want to do more than just that,” Eve said.

      “I know, and that’s part of the reason you need to stay here.”

      “Not Olivia.”

      Lucy shook her head.

      “I’ll stay. For now,” she said.

      Lucy took a deep breath, turning away from Eve. The other woman started off down the street, and shards of metal shot away from her, streaking in the sky before coming back down to the ground. Lucy would have to deal with her eventually, and somehow she would have to help Eve find a way to maintain calm, though Lucy wasn’t certain what that would involve. It was hard enough for Lucy herself to maintain a sense of calm when it came to what had occurred, and she’d had time to process it and had been working with Carth and the others to know what it meant. These women had been struggling to adapt to the augmentations that had been placed, and not all of them would adjust so well.

      “She’s full of anger,” Tracy said.

      The other woman slipped out of the shadows between a pair of buildings. She moved almost as Carth did, the shadows seeming to drift around her as if she had some ability with them, though Tracy made it sound as if she did not. Lucy wondered whether Tracy had some connection to the shadows, and yet, so far, there had been no proof of that. Instead, she was a Listener, her ability focused, so different than many of the others. Then again, her augmentation was different, too. The metal used on her had been small, placed directly behind the ear, and it had been absorbed rapidly. It was as if the C’than were trying to experiment with developing highly specified abilities.

      If she could find the notes of the C’than, then maybe she would understand what it was they were doing and how they were proceeding, but she had not—at least, not yet.

      “She is, but it’s justified,” Lucy said.

      Tracy looked down the street, cocking her head as she did. It was a position Lucy understood. She had done something similar many times before, straining to see if there was anything she could Hear, though it didn’t always work nearly as well as she wanted. As much as she tried to Listen, there were times when she could do so more easily than others. Partly that was her focus. Though her Listening had been augmented, Lucy hadn’t worked with it enough to gain a full understanding of how to control it. Not the way Tracy could. There were things she could Hear that Lucy simply did not.

      “She wants revenge.”

      “That’s something I can understand,” Lucy said.

      Tracy turned and glanced back at Lucy. “Do you?”

      “I understand the anger she feels.”

      Tracy took a deep breath, studying her. She had a sharp nose and a narrow chin. Her skin was almost olive in color, and her dark hair hung down to the middle of her back. Her eyes were a pale green, lighter than those of any that would have ever lived within Elaeavn, and from what Lucy had learned about her, with her parents having been exiled, it wasn’t altogether surprising that she would have such pale eyes.

      “I don’t know that you do understand it. Everything I’ve seen from you tells me you appreciate what they did to you.”

      “I don’t know that appreciate is quite the right word,” Lucy said.

      “You certainly aren’t angry about it.”

      “Because anger doesn’t serve any purpose.”

      “And anger means you don’t want to maintain your connection to his abilities,” Tracy said.

      Lucy looked over at her. “What are you trying to get at?”

      “I guess nothing. You just have to remember that some of us are having a harder time with these changes. These aren’t anything we asked for, and despite how it might appear, having power thrust upon us is not easy.”

      Lucy found Eve halfway down the street, metal still streaking away from her before she pulled it back down. Her control over the metal was growing rapidly. She did it without paying any attention to anyone else around her. She never hit anyone, which suggested to Lucy that either she avoided doing so by chance—and if that was the case, then it was only a matter of time before someone was struck—or she had another way of detecting others around her. She didn’t fully know all of Eve’s abilities, only her control over the metal, but perhaps there was something more to it.

      Lucy flicked her gaze, looking at the others along the street. Of course Eve would know where the others were. With her augmentation, she could probably feel where they were, which left them in no real danger of harm.

      “I realize it’s not easy for all of them,” she said.

      “I don’t know that you do. But then, I don’t know that you need to. Others of us can take a larger role. Not all of us feel the same way as Eve does.”

      “What do you want?” she asked Tracy.

      “I want understanding,” she said. “Since I’m stuck with this,” she said, tapping the back of her ear, “I think I need to come to terms with what it means for me and how I can best use it. I’m getting better at it. I don’t Hear everything now the way I did when I first gained this ability, but still I Hear too much, far more than what I want.”

      “You’ll learn to ignore it.”

      “I don’t know how you can ignore it. There’s so much… noise.”

      “It starts to fade, and eventually you can push it all the way to the background. With time, you won’t even notice most of it unless you want to focus on it.”

      “Is that what it’s like with you?”

      “I’m not as skilled a Listener as you, but the ability of mine that became more pronounced was Reading. When I was first augmented, it seemed as if dozens of voices were trying to intrude upon my mind and my thoughts. It took me a long time to learn how to ignore them. Eventually, they all drifted into the background, a sort of steady murmuring that’s always there, but I only pay attention to if I want to.”

      “Is that what it’s like for you here?”

      Lucy shook her head. “Different here. Something about the augmentations makes it difficult for me to Read. I get a sense of emotions and not much more.” There were some she was able to Read better than others, and it was how she knew Tracy could be trusted. Though she had a handle on the other woman’s emotions, she had a better handle on her thoughts, and she recognized within her a desire for understanding—and more than that, a deep desire to help. And it was that which Lucy needed.

      “What was it like to live with that your whole life?”

      “With the ability to Read?” When Tracy nodded, Lucy shrugged. “In Elaeavn, most people have the ability to close their minds. They create barriers to prevent others who can Read from reaching within their minds and taking their thoughts.”

      “So rather than having mental barriers, we have a physical one?” Tracy ran her fingers around the back of her ear, working in a small circle. Her implant had faded, leaving barely any scar.

      “I suppose that explains it,” Lucy said. “I never would’ve put it that way.”

      “I don’t know if that’s good or not,” she said.

      “It’s good for you, and it makes it harder for me.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve come to rely upon my ability to Read. I know it’s invasive, but it also allows me to quickly make a decision. And I can use those thoughts—especially those of someone I know well—to Slide to them.”

      “You’ve been here before,” Tracy said.

      “I have, but if something were to happen…”

      She didn’t like to think like that, and yet she couldn’t help but feel there remained some possibility that someone might come across her people. But she’d always been able to find them if it came down to it.

      “It’s nice that you worry about us,” Tracy said.

      “You didn’t think I did?”

      Tracy tipped her head to the side, and her eyes went unfocused for a moment. Was she able to Listen to Lucy’s breathing and determine something? Could she find something in the way her heart was beating? Maybe it was the way she was moving, shifting her feet.

      “It’s not so much that I didn’t, it’s that others need to know it.”

      “I will see you when I return.”

      “You’re leaving again?”

      Lucy pulled her cloak around her shoulders, glancing up at the sky. “I wish I could stay, but unfortunately, there’s something I need to check on.”

      “How long will you be away this time?”

      “Not long. A few days at most.”

      “Will it be dangerous?”

      Lucy pulled her gaze away and looked over at Tracy. “Unfortunately, most things are.”
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      There was a distinct energy to the chamber inside the tree. The flat table took up most of the inside of the circle, with smaller stumps ringing it. A strange glow emanated from somewhere, though Daniel wasn’t able to find where, despite searching for it each time he came. There was nothing else within the chamber other than that energy. The longer he stood within the chamber, the clearer that energy became.

      It was strange. He had spent considerable time here now, but he understood no more about the table and the stools situated here. This was a place of the Council of Elders, and yet it was a place he didn’t fully comprehend. Perhaps he couldn’t fully comprehend it.

      “How long do you intend to sit there?”

      Daniel spun to look at Carth. The dark-haired woman remained near the wall, her jaw set in something of a look of agitation, and shadows swirled around her. Strangely—or perhaps not so strangely, given what he knew about this place—the shadows ceased when they reached the edge of the circle. Nothing passed beyond that, other than him.

      “I can’t help but feel as if there’s something we should know about this place.”

      “We aren’t going to find it staying here.”

      It wasn’t the first time she’d said that to him, but then Carth had been trying to coax him into leaving the city for quite some time. She felt as if he were wasting his time, that they needed to continue their search for Olandar Fahr. They had almost captured him—and failed.

      Daniel turned his attention back to the main part of the chamber. It was this part that occupied so much of the space within the tree. It was still strange to him that he was standing inside of the tree, and that it was open enough for him to do so. The wooden stools created a circle, five of them in all, and in the center of that was the perfectly circular table that was the centerpiece for the Council of Elders.

      It was this place that Olandar Fahr had wanted to reach. Daniel was certain of that, and considering how much effort Olandar Fahr had put forth, finding this place was important to him. If they had failed at capturing him, at least they had prevented him from reaching it.

      “Do you remember when you were first teaching me about Tsatsun?” he asked.

      Carth approached, but she could only go so far. She wasn’t able to take a seat at the table the way Daniel could. Charlanna, one of the keepers within the city, had claimed that meant he had been chosen to sit upon the Council of Elders. Daniel still didn’t know what that meant, or whether he should be pleased.

      “I remember the lessons,” Carth said, watching him.

      Being around Carth was interesting for him these days. Ever since his exposure to the shadows, the Elder Stone within the remains of Ih, he had felt a very different affinity for shadows. He couldn’t use them the same way as Carth and Rayen, but he could now see the shadows. It was because of those shadows that he had managed to reach the city in the first place. He was the first one to have done so in centuries.

      “We’ve been playing a game all this time,” Daniel said.

      As he sat there, he tried to envision what a game board would look like on this table. If it involved the Council of Elders—and if that was the entire purpose of what Olandar Fahr maneuvered—he had to try and view it in those terms. It seemed important to do so, though it also remained a struggle to him.

      Shadows swirled away from Carth, probing at whatever strange resistance prevented her from passing beyond an invisible barrier. She didn’t say it, but he had the sense it bothered her that she could not reach the table.

      It seemed that Carth, of any of them, should have been given that ability, chosen to take a seat upon the Council. Despite her exposure to so many of the Elder Stones, she was not able to do so.

      Others had tried, including Rsiran Lareth, but even he hadn’t been chosen.

      Why?

      That was something Daniel very much wanted to understand.

      And that was the part of the game he thought Olandar Fahr already knew the answer to.

      “Olandar Fahr is unfortunately playing a very different game than any of us. I’ve been trying to determine if we can replicate his moves, but I have been unsuccessful.”

      Daniel dragged his attention away from the table. There was nothing else on it anyway. As he looked over to Carth, it seemed the shadows swirled around her eyes, making the darkness deeper there. Maybe that was nothing more than his imagination.

      “We blocked his move,” Daniel said. “I can’t shake the feeling that whatever else he was trying to do, acquiring this place and this chamber was a part of it.”

      “Unless we are making the very move he wants us to make,” she said.

      Daniel glanced down. He tried to play out various scenarios, using the strategies Carth had taught him. As he did, he wasn’t sure if what he could come up with would even make a difference. As far as they knew, Olandar Fahr was playing a very different—and advanced—game compared to the rest of them.

      Daniel got to his feet and stepped away from the stool. As always, there came a strange shimmery feeling when he did, the separation as he pulled away from it, and he was left with a desire to return, though he suspected that was only his yearning to understand more.

      “I still think there are things we can uncover,” Daniel said.

      Carth nodded. “You can certainly try,” she said. “Unfortunately, Fahr has trained him well.”

      Letting out a heavy sigh, Daniel grabbed for Carth, and then he Slid, carrying them away from the table and the stools all around it, away from the city and far out over the ocean. They emerged on an island that Daniel never would have known how to find were it not for Lucy. More than that, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to Slide here without the power of the shadows. The combined powers mixed together in such a way as to strengthen him, the same way the metal strengthened Lucy, and the same way Rsiran Lareth had his own strengthening.

      A tower of stone loomed overhead, the only building on this island. Now that Lucy had shown him this, he knew there were others like it—quite a few others. They were buildings that had taken on various purposes over the years, but now they were strongholds of the C’than.

      In this case, it was a prison.

      Daniel didn’t have the strength to Slide inside the tower, though Lucy had shown him that she did. He wasn’t even sure he would be able to approach the tower without someone like Carth or Lucy, someone who’d been welcomed by the C’than. It was as if they had some way of preventing him from reaching it. He suspected it had to do with trapped power of the Elder Stones. This was the C’than, after all.

      “You did mean now, didn’t you?” Daniel asked.

      Carth stared over at the tower. Her entire body was stiff, and shadows swirled around her in a tighter configuration.

      “Now is as good a time as any, though I don’t know that you will find anything new, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “We’re looking for information about the next move, nothing more than that.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. They were trying to find more than just that, but it was the next move, and then the next, that they needed to uncover. And now that they had this man captured, someone who had played a significant role in what had happened to Lucy, he had to believe there was a way for them to find something.

      It would be easier if they could Read him, but with his augmentations, he managed to obstruct even Lucy, the strongest Reader he had ever known. If she couldn’t break through whatever protections he had placed on his mind, there would be no way of doing so. It meant they had to find an alternative.

      So far, the alternative had been questioning him, but Daniel no longer knew if that was the right strategy. Simply waiting and questioning him allowed him to continue to resist. They posed no danger to him, and without danger, it seemed to him this Architect would continue to oppose their attempts to understand what had happened.

      “It’s a shame,” Carth said.

      “What is?”

      “That you don’t have more time to master Tsatsun. I do think in time you could be a formidable opponent.”

      “Even though you held the Wisdom Stone?”

      “I may have held it, but you had proximity to it. As we’ve seen, the Elder Stones influence everything near them.”

      Daniel grunted, realizing that might be true, but also wondering whether his having been near the Wisdom Stone was the reason he could be a skilled Tsatsun player, or whether it was potential he had on his own. It would be better for him if it came naturally, though whatever ability he had came from what his father had taught him when he was younger.

      “Come on, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      Carth grabbed his arm. It seemed a physical connection mattered, allowing him to pass through whatever C’than protections were around the perimeter of the tower. It was similar to whatever had formed around the table for the Council of Elders, though in this case, Carth knew exactly what was needed to move beyond the barrier, while he didn’t know what was needed for others to reach the table.

      Pressure pushed upon him, a surge of heat and cold, a strange duality that passed just as soon as it started. As it cleared, Daniel blinked, and the strange haze that had surrounded the tower lifted.

      He glanced over at Carth. “How much control do you have over this?”

      “I have none. It simply is.”

      “You wonder whether it’s the same with the table.”

      Carth tilted her head in a nod.

      “As far as I can tell, the barrier around the table exists without any influence. I’ve done nothing to make my way through it, and I’ve done nothing to try to reinforce it.” He wasn’t even sure where to begin if he were to try to do either of those things. Daniel doubted he had any ability to consciously move through the barrier. He simply had. And because of that, he also wasn’t sure if he had any power to add to the protections that prevented others from reaching it.

      It seemed to him that others would try to reach it.

      What they needed was an understanding of why—and who.

      When they reached the door, Carth pressed her hand up against it, heat and shadows swirling off her and touching the metal of the door before fading. The door clicked open. There had to be some trick to that, but without having any capacity to use or even understand the flame, Daniel wasn’t sure he could know.

      Then again, because of Carth, he had been close to the Lashasn Elder Stone—even closer than the Ai’thol who used power to steal it. At this point, Daniel had been near several of the Elder Stones, though the only one that had seemed to change him in any meaningful way had been tied to the shadows. Before having encountered the stone with Rayen, he’d had no ability to see or use the shadows, and since then, he’d had an incredible ability to do so.

      They made their way into the tower, and Daniel was all too aware of a sense of power around him. He still wasn’t sure whether it came from the shadows or the flame, though when it came to places like this, places that Carth had fortified, he suspected she had a hand in them somehow.

      The tower itself was barren, stark, and other than the stone running along the walls, there was nothing here that signified this was a place of considerable power.

      He had been here with Carth before, but only when he had come to see whether he recognized the Architect. Since he had not, Daniel had not remained. There had been no point in him doing so. Lucy, on the other hand, had considerable experience with the man. He had thought she might be angry, or perhaps hurt by him, but it seemed to Daniel she was mostly relieved they had captured him. Stranger still, if he didn’t know better, he would think that Lucy had a certain affinity for the Architect.

      At the top of the stairs, another doorway blocked their passage. A pair of soldiers stood on either side, both carrying long sharp swords. It amused him that Carth would use sellswords as protection, though he suspected they would be as reliable as anyone. At least with sellswords, there was no question about their motivation.

      One of the sellswords nodded to Carth, a hint of a smile on his face. “You come again, Carthenne?” the man asked.

      “Until we get the answers we need,” she said.

      “What if there are no answers?”

      Carth studied the man for a moment. “There will be.”

      The man shrugged and stepped off to the side. As before, Carth used a combination of her abilities, shadows mixed with flame, and the door opened.

      Inside, there was another layer, this one just as difficult to pass through. This layer came from a series of doors, all of them made from metal, and all of them carrying a certain energy, the kind that reminded him of when he had been in Elaeavn last. That couldn’t be a coincidence, which suggested to him that whatever power Carth had access to gave this place even more strength.

      After unlocking a series of locks, each of them slightly different, and each of them with a key on the outside, they came to one more door.

      Carth glanced over at him. “I still question whether you need to be here for this.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I need to be here to know if there’s anything I can do.”

      It was more than that, though. It was knowing whether there was anything he could uncover. When it came to the Ai’thol, he needed to know what Olandar Fahr might be planning. He wasn’t entirely sure he could figure it out. The longer they’d spent trying to uncover his plans, the more Daniel thought he needed to be a part of it.

      When they pulled open the door, angled bars created the prison. It was a place Lareth had created long ago, simply forming it with his control over the metal. Daniel still didn’t know where he had come across the metal used in the creation of the prison, though he supposed that didn’t really matter. When it came down to it, all that really mattered was having some way of holding the Architect.

      The man sat at the far side of the prison. Bars like the ones in front of Daniel worked their way around the entirety of it, angling overhead. Standing in front of these bars, he had an awareness of the fact that he wouldn’t be able to Slide beyond them. Whatever Lareth had done would prevent anyone from escaping.

      “Rel. You’ve come again to torment me?” From where he stood at the edge of the cell, only the Architect’s silver hair was visible. He lingered in the shadows. Something about the bars seemed to prevent him from piercing the shadows to see beyond them.

      “I didn’t come to torment you,” Carth said. “I came for answers. You can decide whether or not you provide those answers.”

      “Can I?” He sneered, turning his attention to them. A long, jagged scar along his face left Daniel wondering what had happened to him during the attack. It reminded him of the Forgers’ scars, the kind tied to whatever ability they possessed. “Seeing as how I can do little else, perhaps you would choose to question me?”

      “You know the terms,” Carth said.

      “Your terms. I won’t betray him, if that’s what you believe.”

      “I don’t believe anything. I look for fact. In the case of you and your captivity, the facts tell me that you are at my mercy.”

      “If this is mercy, I would hate to see what you do when you torment someone,” the Architect said, waving his hand around him. He had flat-colored eyes, and it was difficult for Daniel to tell if they contained a hint of blue or silver or perhaps even green. He wondered if it was the latter, especially given his augmentation.

      “Regardless of what you think, this is mercy. We could have killed you.”

      “It might have been better if you had,” he said.

      “I still can,” Carth said.

      The calm, almost cold way she said it was unsettling, but at the same time, did he deserve anything else?

      “Do you think I fear death?”

      “You fear him.”

      “Do you now equate yourself somehow to him?” The Architect smiled again, the darkness in his face unsettling. “Perhaps you do. Seeing as how you hold such a high opinion of yourself, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if you viewed yourself as some arbiter of who should live and who should die.”

      “It’s not being an arbiter of that at all. Your Great One,” Carth said, the mockery in her tone evident, “has already proven the only thing he is interested in is power.”

      “If that were all he was interested in, then he would have it by now.”

      “You don’t think he does?”

      “I think you’re chasing answers I won’t provide.”

      “And I think you will.”

      “Should I fear your attempt to Read me?” He turned his attention to Daniel. “I recognize you as from Elaeavn, so I’m not at all surprised you would think you could do so, but you have no particular talent, do you? Perhaps if you had given yourself over to us, I might have been able to provide you with an augmentation as I did your friend.”

      Daniel refused to allow him to goad him. It was what the Architect wanted. All of this was for show, a way of trying to manipulate him into reacting in a specific way, and it was almost effective.

      Almost.

      Then again, Daniel had played enough Tsatsun, and had enough of an understanding of what he might hope to accomplish, that he had very little doubt as to what this man intended.

      “I don’t need your augmentation in order to be enhanced,” Daniel said.

      “Have you come up with your own way? I didn’t think those in Elaeavn were so willing to use such gifts.”

      Daniel shook his head. “Again, I don’t need your type of augmentation.” His gaze paused at the scar. He thought he understood the reason behind it, though if Rsiran had managed to remove his augmentation, he wouldn’t have needed such protections around the Architect. It suggested to Daniel that whatever attempt they’d made had been ineffective.

      Which was really too bad. If they had been able to remove the augmentation, they might have been able to Read him. If they were able to do that, they could have ended all of this.

      The Architect cocked his head to the side, and for a moment—only a brief one, but enough that it troubled him—there came a fluttering in the back of his mind, the kind of fluttering that suggested to Daniel the man was trying to Read him.

      Here he had thought himself protected against that. He needed to be more careful with this one. The bars might prevent him from Sliding, but they didn’t do anything to diminish his other abilities.

      And why was that?

      It seemed to Daniel it would be far more sensible to remove those abilities from him, to limit any danger he might pose. By allowing him to hold on to his abilities, they gave him an opportunity to try to work out information from them.

      He didn’t worry so much about Carth. It was highly unlikely that anyone, even the Architect, would be able to Read her. Even Lucy, for all her abilities and augmentations, had not been able to Read Carth. But what about the others who came before the Architect? What about the various guards and others of the C’than?

      Unless there weren’t any others of the C’than who came to him.

      Knowing Carth, there had to be another reason for her willingness to allow him to retain his abilities. What advantage would there be in letting him hope he might escape?

      Perhaps that was it. The hope he might escape. It could make him careless. It was a risk, and it was predicated on the idea that the protections Lareth had placed would be effective in holding him. If it worked, they might be able to prevent him from whatever he was up to.

      “Ask your questions and then be gone,” the Architect said.

      “What makes you think you get to dictate the terms of this conversation?”

      “Seeing as how I am the one captured, I think I can decide how much I say.”

      Shadows snaked away from Carth, stretching between the bars of the prison. “You’d be surprised at what you might be able to do.”

      The Architect glared at her, and Carth only cocked her head, smiling.

      “Why did you attack?” Daniel asked.

      “A new strategy, Rel? I must admit I wasn’t expecting you to let this one question me. He seems so weak.”

      “Sometimes strength isn’t as apparent as what you believe,” she said.

      “And sometimes it is every bit as apparent,” the Architect said. He suddenly lunged forward, racing toward the bars of the cell, slamming up against them. Daniel resisted the urge to wince and look away, and Carth barely moved.

      The Architect gripped the bars, staring at them. “If you think this will hold me indefinitely, you are mistaken.”

      “It doesn’t need to hold you indefinitely. It only needs to hold you until you have told me what I want to know.”

      “And then you will release me.”

      “No. Then you will die.”

      Carth turned away, leaving Daniel staring at the Architect. She made her way back out through the series of doors, and he considered following, but now that he was here, he wanted to ask more questions. Besides, he suspected Carth wanted him to do so. Her hard stance had been set up in such a way that it would leave him the one in the right position to ask to ask the other questions.

      “Why don’t you go chasing after your master?” the Architect said.

      “You make this more difficult than it needs to be.”

      “I’m a captive. How much more difficult do you think it will be?”

      Daniel frowned. “You’re the reason that my friend Lucy was altered.”

      The Architect blinked. “Lucy Elvraeth. Ah. You were the one with her in Eban. Now I understand. This is about revenge for you.”

      Daniel stood with his arms crossed. “This isn’t my revenge. If anyone were to want revenge, it would be her, and yet she has expressed no desire for it.”

      “Because she has embraced the power she was given.”

      “I’m not sure if it’s that or not.” Despite everything, Lucy had come to appreciate the enhancements she had been granted. It was a strange thing, but if he had been given the same sort of enhancements, how would he feel?

      It had overwhelmed her at first, but as Lucy had worked with those enhancements and her abilities had begun to settle, she had no longer been filled with the same edge. The only thing he remembered having upset her was the fact that they had controlled her, using the Architect’s ability to Push, forcing her to have a very different set of thoughts than she would otherwise.

      “You didn’t know how to use the metal before her.”

      The Architect frowned. “We have been augmenting our people for decades.”

      “Perhaps,” Daniel said. “None of them were quite as effective as what was done to Lucy. You borrowed from the knowledge of the C’than.” He shrugged slightly. “It wasn’t even your discovery. I’m sure that displeased Olandar Fahr.”

      “You do not get to say his name.”

      “I don’t fear him.”

      “You should.”

      “He might kill me.” With everything they had gone through, Daniel knew it was entirely possible that Olandar Fahr would be the reason he died. There had been times already when he’d questioned whether he would survive. Each time he managed to survive, he was thrown into something more dangerous. Despite that, he felt as if he was doing what was necessary. “Then again, he might fail. I suspect he underestimates Carth.”

      The Architect smiled. “He has played against Carth long enough that he knows her tendencies. He knows what motivates her. How else do you think he was able to draw her back out? Yes. Though Rel wanted others to believe she was gone, he knew she was not. She was far too easy to draw back out, and though she thinks herself a skilled gamer, she is wanting.”

      “Will he come for you?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “But it does. Do you think he will come for you?”

      “I am but one who serves him.”

      “You are a sacrificial move, then. I see. I suppose that’s the difference between his style of play and Carth’s. She doesn’t like to sacrifice those with her. She considers them friends, not pieces.”

      The Architect stared at Daniel. “You don’t know her at all.”

      “I’ve been around her long enough to know she wouldn’t use people.”

      “You should ask about what she has done in the past. She can be just as ruthless as the Great One.”

      “All because he wanted to sit on the Council of Elders.”

      “What makes you think he does not already?”

      “Because he continues to try.”

      Daniel watched the Architect quietly, waiting to see if he might reveal something. He had to wonder if perhaps he’d overplayed his position. This was the kind of person who would likely know what he was trying to do. If he did, it was entirely possible he would try to use that to manipulate his own position.

      Realizing he wasn’t going to be able to do or say anything more that would convince the Architect, Daniel backed away. The Architect tapped on the bars, watching him.

      “You’ve made a grave mistake, Elvraeth.”

      Daniel tensed. He hadn’t shared his name, which suggested that either the Architect had somehow Read it, or he was guessing. It was possible it was nothing more than a guess on his part, but if it was, it was a successful one.

      “And what is that?” Daniel asked.

      “You made him aware of you.”

      Daniel held the Architect’s gaze for a moment before turning and making his way back through the door.
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      Haern had grown to hate the bouncing of the wagons. The longer he rode, the more it caused his entire being to throb, leaving his body aching. He sat upon the top of the lead wagon, Elise at his side, looking into the distance while focusing on lorcith, using whatever he could to try to recreate the strange sphere and push the pieces back together.

      “I still can’t get it,” he said, letting out a frustrated sigh.

      “You can let it go. Didn’t you already tell me it wasn’t put together like that?”

      Haern glanced down at the sphere. The cloudy sky let enough sunlight through that it reflected off the dull metal surface. “It wasn’t, but I still feel like I should be able to figure something out.”

      Elise took his hand, squeezing. “I’m sure you will, but for now, stop beating yourself up and ignore it.”

      “I’m not beating myself up. The wagon is doing that well enough for me.”

      “Didn’t you tell us we didn’t have much farther to go?”

      Haern wasn’t sure anymore. They’d been traveling for quite a while now, and every so often he would slip off, carry himself into the distance using lorcith to get a sense of how much further they had to go, but they still hadn’t come across Asador. Eventually, they had to find one of the major thoroughfares leading toward the city, didn’t they?

      “If you had asked me that a few days ago, I would’ve told you we were getting close. But the longer we go, the more I begin to wonder if we’ve gotten off track.”

      “I thought you had the ability to ensure we don’t.”

      He glanced over to Elise. It amused him that she would give him a hard time about this, but then again, he had been the one to proclaim his ability to find which way they needed to go. In all that time, Haern had continued to wander to the north, following the shoreline, but as he’d gone, he hadn’t uncovered anything that would help them understand where they were or what else he might be able to find. There was nothing but the rocky coast.

      “If that’s your way of sending me off to try to find out more, I will go.”

      Elise only shrugged. “If you think that you need to,” she said with a hint of a smile.

      Haern set down the sphere. It appeared inert, and because of that there was no real danger to anyone else on the wagon, though he still didn’t know if there was the possibility it might explode. Belarra was trapped, held captive, and though she didn’t have any way of triggering the spheres, he didn’t like the possibility that there was anybody with them who might betray them. It was almost enough to make him want to look elsewhere.

      Pushing on a coin, Haern went soaring into the air. He hovered above the wagons, pushing higher and higher, the sight of the wagons snaking along the ground growing ever more distant. There was a certain peace and calm in floating like this. He felt the wind pushing against his face, trying to force him off his path, but he ignored it, using the coins to keep himself focused. He had enough experience that he no longer struggled to maintain his position the way he had when he was first learning how to use the coins in this way.

      He glanced behind them, tracking the way they had come. Because of what he had uncovered, they had generally followed the coastline, choosing that rather than the possibility of going off course. There wasn’t any real road here, and the longer they went, the more he began to wonder if following the coastline was a mistake. It was possible they’d taken longer than they would have otherwise. There were sections that jutted out, and it was simply easier for them to follow those rather than worry about making a mistake with their course.

      In all the time he had been using the coins, flying above the ground, he hadn’t uncovered anything that would help him know whether there was another city in the distance.

      Now wasn’t any different, either.

      Haern went quickly, jumping from coin to coin, using them to push off. The sense of lorcith flowed through the coins, though he had avoided using too much within them. It was just enough that he could connect to it, and because of the metal embedded in his hands, he was now able to control it far more powerfully than he ever had before.

      When he ran out of coins, Haern switched and started using the lorcith nails. It was just as effective, and using the nails gave him the opportunity to continue to flow along the rocky landscape below. Every so often, he would pause, looking down at the water as it splashed far below. There were parts of it that reminded him of Elaeavn, though he hadn’t spent much time near the shores of Elaeavn. Haern preferred the forest, the green and the comfort of the trees, and yet he could see the appeal of the water. The salty spray drifted up toward him, enough of a sense of it he could feel the power of the waves.

      Every so often, he caught sight of a ship out in the water, though always distant—far more distant than he could reach. Perhaps if he had the ability to Slide, he might be able to navigate out to those ships, but without that ability he was shore-bound.

      He had often wondered if he could use the nails to push along the water, piercing deep underneath the sea, but he wasn’t sure he had the strength to pull them back to him. When things slowed down, when he had more time, it was something he wanted to try. It was better to train for that before it became essential, much like it was better to train for any sort of situation before it became a real issue.

      Haern continued to make his way quickly, the sense of lorcith from the nails and everything else he was using considerable, and he left the metal behind. He would gather them back up when he returned, but for now, leaving them along the ground gave him a trail back to the wagons, not that he really needed it. There was enough lorcith in those wagons that he wouldn’t require the trail to detect them.

      He pushed himself farther than he had in some time. As he went, he kept an eye out for anything of interest. With his enhanced eyesight, it was possible he could find something, though so far, there had been nothing. Haern passed a section of the rocky coast he didn’t recall passing before and continued further, watching for anything else.

      Haern allowed himself the freedom to continue to fly across the ground, hovering high overhead, higher than many of the birds. It was thrilling to travel like this. The longer he went, the better he felt about it. His father might have been able to Slide, but he never had allowed himself to feel the wonders of traveling in this way. There was something freeing about it. It left him feeling almost as if he were truly flying.

      And as long as he had lorcith, he wasn’t at any risk of falling.

      He continued along the contours of the coast, weaving along the rocks, leaving his nails behind. If there were anyone down there who could detect lorcith—the Forgers or someone with them—then he would be discovered, but then, it might not even matter.

      As Haern went, he felt a faint stirring deep within him. It took a moment for him to realize what it was.

      Lorcith.

      It was the first time he’d detected lorcith in the distance while traveling like this. Always before, the only lorcith he’d perceived was that which he had on him along with any lorcith back with the wagons. The farther he went, the more distant that sense of lorcith became, to the point where he was only vaguely aware of it. It was there, but as a sort of distant sense.

      This stirring of lorcith grew stronger the further he went.

      Haern paused. Was there something more he could detect that might help him understand where they were heading?

      Surging forward, he continued onward and noticed the faint outline of buildings in the distance, following the contour of the shore. He couldn’t tell with any certainty whether this was Asador or not, but given its location along the shoreline, he had to think it was.

      Relief swept through him. It was about time they found Asador. He felt several pieces of lorcith within the city, enough that he knew he would need to be somewhat careful when he arrived, but not so much that he worried there would be weapons that might cause him difficulty. Besides, he didn’t know how many people within Asador would even know how to push and pull on the metal. Carth would have removed any threat of the Forgers, and the only people within Asador who likely had lorcith would be the Binders, the very people he intended to find.

      Focusing on that sense of lorcith, making sure he knew where it was, he spun, turning back toward the wagons. He went quickly, following his trail, pulling back up on the nails as he went before changing his mind and leaving them. He wanted to have that trail to follow with the wagons, thinking he might be able to uncover something more by traveling in that way. It was possible he could use the nails to gauge how far they had to go. By the time he reached the wagon, he was much more excited than he had been in many days.

      When he landed next to Elise, she looked over at him. “You found something,” she said.

      “I did.”

      “Is it Asador?” Elise glanced behind her, looking at the line of wagons. All of them were filled with women they’d rescued, some of them from Dreshen and some from the wagons where they had captured women intending to do harm to them. All were hoping for the safety of Asador, and for the possibility of the Binders providing their protection.

      “I didn’t go into the city to find out, but I detected the lorcith there. I think it is.”

      “What if it’s some other city?”

      “Rayen didn’t tell me there were other cities along the coast,” he said. Once again, Haern wished he had spent more time studying his geography. He might have a better understanding of whether this was Asador or nothing more than an outlying village. Then again, why would there have been as much lorcith as he had detected? Even in Asador, lorcith wasn’t common. When he had been there before, he hadn’t detected that much of the metal.

      “How many days away do you think it is?”

      “Maybe two, faster if we can get the horses moving.”

      “If we push them too hard, we risk losing them.”

      Haern breathed out a heavy sigh. As much as he didn’t like it, taking their time was to their benefit. It was better for them to pace themselves than to drive the horses too quickly. Besides, they had enough food and water, and there was no hurry. It was wiser to take a reasonable time reaching the city. Yet, as they went, the women would experience some increasing excitement.

      When they camped for the night, word quickly spread about the distance remaining before they reached the city. Haern overheard the steady murmuring of dozens of excited voices. Some were concerned, not knowing what they might encounter and what it might mean for them. It was possible they would feel as if they had to serve in a different way, but he knew Carth and her people would welcome them into the Binders, greet them as if they were a part of them. The Binders would take over the training of the women, giving them a place, granting them their protection.

      And then Haern would be free.

      “You look as if you’ve lost something,” Elise said.

      Haern looked up. He’d been staring at his hands, lost in thought. The fire crackled near them, providing some warmth. The farther north they traveled, the cooler the air had become. It gave off a hint of smoke, a pleasant aroma that mixed with the meat cooking in the massive pot. Several of the women were excellent cooks, and they had taken it upon themselves to provide food for everyone else within the camp, not arguing over that assignment. Others had different roles, including seamstresses who were content stitching up torn clothing or some who had taken on a more maternal role, providing comfort to those who still mourned the loss of their loved ones. In the days and weeks they had been traveling, the entire caravan had become something of a family. Everybody had taken on some responsibility. All of those roles were important, and Haern hoped they understood just how significant they were.

      “I’m just thinking,” he said.

      “I understand why you would be concerned, then.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Doing something as dangerous as thinking?” She smiled at him. “What are you thinking about?”

      “When we reach Asador. I worry about those with us.”

      “Why would you worry about them?”

      “I probably shouldn’t, but…” Haern looked around the campsite. Through the steady murmuring, there was a sense of anticipation, and there was something more, too, though he couldn’t put his finger on what. “I can’t help but feel as if we have something good going on here.”

      “And you’re worried we’ll lose it?”

      Haern nodded.

      “Some will want to be away from the stress of the travels,” Elise said, taking a seat next to him and handing him a bowl of stew. He spooned at it, releasing some steam, and took a bite. They had restocked their supplies long ago, and the meat was dry, but still flavorful. The vegetables were only tolerable, but somehow, the women who had cooked it had made it quite tasty. It rivaled anything he’d had in Elaeavn, other than what he ate at his uncle’s tavern. “Others will take on other responsibilities. But all will be appreciative of the fact that you brought us to safety.”

      “It wasn’t just me,” Haern said. “We all brought each other to safety.”

      Elise smiled. “That’s one of the things I think most of the women appreciate about you, Haern.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re quick to give credit to them. Oh, I think most of them know they served some role, but at the same time, most also know that they wouldn’t have made it this far without your help.”

      “Then again, we wouldn’t have suffered the same attack were it not for me.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for Belarra. She has been working on behalf of… whoever… for as long as we’ve been away.”

      Haern took a few bites of his stew, staying quiet. “It’s more than just that.”

      “I know,” Elise said.

      Haern looked up, meeting her eyes. “What about you?”

      “Are you worried I’m going to leave you, too?”

      “If you want to train with the Binders, you’re going to need to.”

      “What if I don’t want to train with the Binders?”

      “They can help you. There are things you can learn from them you can’t learn from anyone else.” Haern didn’t know that much about the arcane knowledge Carth had access to, but he’d seen the Binders’ incredible skill. Not all of it came from natural abilities like his, but it wasn’t as unnatural as the powers that the Forgers claimed. The women who worked with Carth acquired their abilities through herbal means, similar to how Galen had once taught him. It was something Haern wished he had more time to understand.

      “I suspect they can help me, but that’s not what I want.”

      “What is it that you want?”

      “For a long time, I didn’t know. I suppose I still don’t know entirely, but I think… I think I want to be with you. The longer we travel, the more I’m sure I want to continue to travel with you, Haern.”

      “I don’t know where I need to go after we reach Asador.”

      “Why do you have to know?”

      “What’s that?”

      Elise set down her bowl of stew, and she took his hand, squeezing it. “Why do you feel as if you need to know? Isn’t it enough to simply be?”

      All his life, he had thought there was benefit in knowing certain things. And yet, for all of his life, he’d remained ignorant. Partly it had to do with the way his father had searched, trying to find everything he could about the Forgers, preparing for the inevitable attack, planning for the next step, which forced Haern to plan in the same way, moving from one attack the next. The idea that he could simply be, and not plan, was appealing. At the same time, there was something taking place he needed to be a part of. At least he thought he had to be a part of it. Whatever Olandar Fahr, the leader of the Ai’thol, was after involved him in a way he didn’t fully understand quite yet, but he thought he needed to try to understand. The more time passed, the more certain he was that there was some role for him.

      “What would you suggest?”

      “Why don’t we get to Asador, and then you can see what you come up with?”

      Haern took a deep breath, turning his attention back to the stew, taking another few bites before looking back up. “You’re probably right.”

      “I know I am.”

      The night passed as many of the nights did, a few women taking up song, others whispering off to the side, some of them telling stories of their home. It was late by the time the fire started to burn down, and he and Elise made their way back to the wagon, settling into the back as they had most nights since Belarra had attacked. Haern sealed off the wagon with lorcith, keeping them locked inside. It might be paranoia, but it was better for him to be careful. He drifted off to sleep, a dreamless slumber that left him feeling mostly refreshed by the time he awoke.

      The next day passed quietly. He resisted the urge to travel ahead to visit the distant city, content with following the trail of the nails he had left. As they went, he realized they were making good time. They would likely reach the end of the trail by the end of the day. He elected not to say anything to anyone other than to Elise, who simply prodded the horses a little faster so they could reach the city by dark.

      Haern played with the sphere, trying to piece together the nails that went into the holes. There was some secret to it, and though he had yet to piece one completely back together, he thought he eventually would. He still didn’t know what he would use it for.

      “You really are worried,” Elise said.

      “I can’t help it,” he said.

      “I thought this was what you wanted.”

      “It is.”

      The final nail he had left came into his awareness. Haern looked up, focusing on it. He called it back to him the same way he’d called back all the nails they’d passed, adding to his growing pile. The pathway topped a small rise, and then, in the distance, he started to make out buildings. Candles flickered in the windows, and it wasn’t long before many of the women realized they were nearing their destination. A murmuring came from behind them, and excitement began to build, almost a palpable sense.

      “I thought it would be larger,” Elise said.

      “What was that?” Haern asked, looking up from the sphere.

      “The city. When you described it, I thought it would be larger.”

      “It’s a large city. It’s larger than Elaeavn, and that’s a large city. Situated on the shore—ships from all over come in and out of the port.”

      “Look at it. It doesn’t seem that large.”

      Haern looked down at the city, really examining it for the first time. As he did, he realized that something didn’t feel quite right. The lights in the windows twinkled, but there weren’t nearly as many as there should be given the size of Asador—or at least, the size Asador should be.

      “Oh. No.”

      “What is it?” Elise asked.

      “That isn’t Asador.”

      And if it wasn’t Asador, where had he brought them?
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      Haern floated above the ground, pushing off on one of his nails, drifting toward the village in the distance. It certainly wasn’t a city, and the further he went, the more certain he was that it wasn’t where they were hoping to have reached. The buildings he’d seen, the buildings he’d thought represented the outskirts of Asador, were nothing more than a collection of homes, and not even that many of them.

      He should have taken more time and gone to determine whether they were heading toward Asador.

      Haern circled around the outside of the city, looking for signs of movement. It wasn’t large—probably large enough to house several hundred people, but no more than that. There was no sense of movement. Despite that, he picked up on the lorcith within the city, dozens of distinct senses of it. For a place this small, it seemed surprising there would be that much lorcith within it.

      Was he missing something?

      Haern lowered himself to the ground and approached slowly. He had the wagons waiting behind and was prepared to push off and return to them at the first sign of trouble. He wasn’t sure whether he would find any trouble here, but he wanted to be ready for it.

      As he approached, he continued to focus on the sense of lorcith. It was there, filling the city, but none of it made much sense.

      Part of it came from the fact that it seemed to move.

      His breath caught.

      There was only one reason lorcith would move like that.

      Forgers.

      He prepared to push off, and yet he hesitated. Why would there be Forgers in a place like this? That didn’t really make much sense, but then, with the Forgers, there was much that didn’t make sense.

      It would be an ideal location to conceal themselves. They could remain separate and hidden, near enough to other places where they could attack. From a coastal city like this, they could reach Asador or Nyaesh or even Elaeavn by Sliding.

      There were too many for him to approach, but at the same time, there were too many for him to leave alone. He needed to find out what was taking place here to know if there was anything he could do.

      Pushing off on a coin—not a nail, with as much lorcith as was in them, if there were Forgers around—he floated, looking for any sign of movement. He stayed in the sky, hoping he remained concealed in the shadows, though if any of the Forgers had augmentations that granted them control over the shadows, he might not be as hidden as he hoped.

      There still was no movement.

      Haern dropped to the edge of the village. He had a pocket full of nails, and if any of the Forgers had an awareness of the lorcith, they would know he had appeared. It was possible they’d known he was floating overhead.

      Cursing to himself, he prepared to push off again when a door opened and a figure stepped out into the night.

      It was a long-haired woman, slightly older than him, and she paused, looking at him.

      The pause lasted barely a moment, and she flickered.

      Great Watcher!

      She Slid, and Haern tried to push off, but his control over lorcith slipped, suddenly keeping him from using it the way he was accustomed to doing. He tried to push himself into the air but found he could not control that as well as he should either.

      Turning toward the edge of the village, Haern raced back but met with a resistance.

      That was strange. It wasn’t as if there was a physical wall, but something held him in place.

      Haern spun around, prepared for someone approaching, but no one was there. The only person he saw—or had seen—was that woman, and she was nowhere to be found.

      Checking his control over lorcith, he felt for the nails in his pocket, worried he might not be able to use them, but the control was there. He swirled them within his pocket, thankful he was able to do so. He paused, ready to shoot one of the nails at whoever might approach, but there was no one.

      If it was Forgers—and he increasingly thought it was—they were somehow restricting his access to lorcith, and he might need to try a different approach. He still had the coins, and they had much less lorcith within them than the nails did, so hopefully he would be able to use them to attack if it came down to it. They would have a harder time influencing the coins.

      He had faced the Forgers many times now and no longer feared them as he once had.

      Nails swirled around him, a tight and carefully controlled pattern he projected outward, pushing them in a way that would provide him protection. He wasn’t sure whether the Forgers would have some ability to push on the lorcith, but he was ready for the possibility they might overpower his connection to it.

      Another figure stepped out, this one with shorter hair. He couldn’t be certain, but it looked to be another woman. That was unusual. For the most part, the Forgers were men.

      “You might as well come out,” Haern said. “I can tell you’re there.”

      He wasn’t sure if he was making a mistake calling them out. Forgers might not appreciate him calling to them, and it might induce them to attack. Then again, how many individual pieces of lorcith had he detected? He focused on it, realizing that there were several dozen, then focused on the lorcith directly in front of him, the lorcith that was implanted in this woman. He thought he could push on it if it came down to it. He didn’t like the idea, worried that he might cause her pain, and until he knew if she was truly a Forger or someone like Lucy who had been accidentally augmented, he didn’t want to do anything that might harm her.

      Another person appeared at the doorway. And then another.

      Within moments, the doors all around him opened, and women poked their heads out before stepping out onto the street.

      All of them had metal upon them. All were women.

      It was unusual, but could they all be Forgers?

      One woman near him took a step toward him. “Who are you?” she demanded. He didn’t recognize her accent.

      “My name is Haern Lareth. What is this place?”

      The woman stalked toward him. She seemed unconcerned about the lorcith swirling all around him, and with a wave of her hand, the nails dropped to the ground.

      That at least explained why he wasn’t able to use the lorcith to push off. It was someone like her who might have even greater control than he did.

      He readied the coins, pulling them toward him, keeping them all arranged around him in case he needed to push off and send them streaking outward, but something about these women gave him a pause.

      All of them had implants. He was certain of that. That was the reason for the lorcith buried within them, but the implants were different than he had seen with other Forgers.

      It reminded him more of what happened to Lucy.

      “How did you find us? Who did you follow here?”

      “I didn’t follow anyone here. I was traveling to Asador and—”

      The woman suddenly Slid and appeared right in front of him, two daggers pointed at the base of his neck. Both were only slightly tinged with lorcith, and Haern pushed on them, bending the tips of the blades backward. She resisted him, and Haern found himself pushing as hard as he could against her pressure.

      “Are you with the Ai’thol?” he asked.

      “Are you?”

      “I don’t have the same augmentations as you do. Who gave them to you? Forgers?”

      “C’than,” the woman said, practically spitting out the word.

      Haern frowned. The only C’than augmentation he knew about was Lucy’s, but it made sense there would be others.

      “Are you with the C’than?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, glaring at him.

      “How are all of you here?”

      “I brought them here.”

      Haern spun around. When he did, he started to smile. The person standing across from him had an implant, but it was one he recognized, much like the woman with it. “Lucy?”

      Lucy frowned. “If you are Haern Lareth, then prove it.”

      Haern cocked his head to the side, looking over at her. Lucy had changed. Her hair was pulled back in a long braid. Her eyes blazed a deep green. She was leaner than he remembered, far more muscular, and she was covered by a thick green woolen cloak. There was something powerful about her, and it reminded him very much of what he saw every time he looked at Carth.

      “Lucy, if it is you, we grew up together. You spent your days within the forest with me before returning to the palace. You hated your time within the palace, and you and I always talked about exploring the world.”

      He hesitated. If it was Lucy, why wasn’t she able to Read him? She had always been a decent Reader, but since her augmentation, that ability had increased. And he would expect Lucy to be able to determine that he was who he said he was.

      Then again, he had changed since he’d last seen Lucy. With the metal implanted into his hands, perhaps she couldn’t Read him. If so, then there might be a secondary benefit to that.

      “You aren’t Haern Lareth.”

      “And you aren’t Lucy Elvraeth.”

      She took a step toward him, her hand reaching for what appeared to be a dagger at her waist. “Who are you and why are you here?”

      “I’d ask you the same thing, Lucy.” Haern was ready to push off with one of his coins, but he would not do anything that would harm Lucy—if this was Lucy. Then again, as he glanced around at the women gathered here, he had to wonder why they were all here. What purpose was there in it?

      “I had an accident in Dreshen,” Haern said. He held his hands up, and the scars caught the faint moonlight. If this was Lucy, she would be able to See the scars as well as he could. In the moonlight, he could make out the scars quite well. “The Ai’thol attacked me, piercing my hands with bars of some strange metal. It changed me.” He lowered his hands. “Sort of like you were changed when you had the metal implanted in the back of your head. I wasn’t there for you then, and you had to leave Elaeavn with Daniel Elvraeth, and you ended up abducted. I wasn’t there for you then, either.” He held her gaze. He hated admitting his failings, especially when it came to what he had not been able to do for Lucy, but there was nothing in her eyes that suggested she was upset with him.

      “You have no responsibility to protect me, Haern.”

      “Now you believe me?”

      “I didn’t really doubt it,” she said. She stepped toward him with a flicker of movement, Sliding faster than he could follow. She grabbed his hands, holding them up. “Do you really have metal implanted in your hands?”

      “Unfortunately.” He looked down at his hands. Shaking his head, he said, “No. Not unfortunately. As painful as it was, the implants allow me to control lorcith far better than I ever could before. Because of it, I’ve helped many others who needed my assistance.”

      “Who have you helped?”

      Haern looked around the village. “That’s why I was heading this way. I was trying to get to Asador and to the Binders. There are fifty or more women with me who need their protection.”

      “Why so many?”

      “There were some within Dreshen who claimed they were the Binders. They were not.”

      Lucy’s brow furrowed, and she stared at him for a moment. “What did they try?”

      “They were going to try to harm the women. I stopped them. From what I could tell, they were using people to run experiments on. They were working with the Ai’thol.”

      “The Ai’thol wouldn’t work with someone else,” Lucy said. She frowned, looking around the village. “You said this was in Dreshen?”

      Haern nodded. “I know what I saw.”

      “And I know Dreshen. Where are these women?”

      “Not far from here.”

      “Interesting. If you would like, they may come here.”

      “Will your people harm them?”

      Haern looked back, searching along the street, but all the women were now gone. They had all disappeared, fading away.

      Where had they gone?

      “I doubt they will do anything to harm them,” Lucy said with a hint of a smile.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because they are all like us,” she said.

      “How so? Augmented?”

      “Augmented, but it’s more than that. All of them are from Elaeavn. At least, they once were.”

      “What?”

      “Unfortunately, the C’than decided to experiment on our people, Haern.”

      “How many?”

      “How many do you detect?”

      “What makes you think I can detect them at all?”

      “If you have been augmented as you say, then you should have the ability to detect the lorcith used in their change.”

      He focused on the sense of lorcith, counting them quickly. “I think there are thirty-nine people here.” He blinked. “Thirty-eight. One of them just left.”

      Lucy smiled at him. Within that smile there was a hint of the woman he had known, a woman that a part of him had thought he might eventually strike off with, perhaps pursue a relationship, become something more than what they were, though Haern suspected they would never work as a couple. He and Lucy both thought they wanted to experience the world together, but neither of them wanted to do so in a way that would lead them on the path they had taken.

      “You really have increased with your ability.”

      “I told you,” he said, holding his hands up.

      “There are thirty-eight women I have uncovered. There probably have been more, but these are all who have survived.”

      “Why are they the only ones who’ve survived?”

      “Not all survive the placing of an augmentation, Haern. In my case, I suspect I was lucky. Darren was there, and had I started to reject the augmentation, it’s possible I would have been able to be Healed. Then again, I don’t know if I needed it.”

      “And these women?”

      “Some of them come from Elaeavn. You’d be surprised to recognize probably a dozen of them, but most of them were from outside of the city.”

      “Exiles?”

      “Not as many as you would think. Perhaps their parents were once exiled, and because of that, they have stayed outside of the city, but many of them never knew Elaeavn. The only thing they knew was that they were a little different from those around them. Most of them didn’t even have much in the way of abilities prior to their augmentation.”

      “Why are you here with them, then? Why not take them to the Binders?”

      “The Binders can’t help them.”

      “And you can?”

      “I understand what it’s like to take an augmentation like this. I understand what it means to have the abilities that we have had and then to have them suddenly change.”

      “That’s still not an answer.”

      “I’m not sure that the Binders are the right fit for them.”

      “Does Carth know?”

      “Carth knows that they haven’t joined the Binders, though if it were up to her, I would have brought them to her by now.”

      Haern smiled. “I can imagine she is disappointed.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You can’t Read her?”

      “Even after all this time, I can only Read Carth when she wants me to. It’s become something of a game with us. She allows me to know only what she wants, and while I suppose it doesn’t matter, it does frustrate me.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “I don’t know that you can, Haern. You don’t know what it’s like to be around people and simply know their thoughts. Other than yours.”

      “I guess it’s good that I was augmented.”

      “I’m not sure that it’s good, but it did change you. Much like it changed me. Much like it has changed these women.”

      “Are all of them women?”

      “Unfortunately, most of the men didn’t make it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I think the men were pushed harder by the C’than than the women. They tried more aggressive augmentations. The one that was placed on me was in my skull by chance, and I don’t think they knew the locations that were most effective at that point. The longer they worked at it, the clearer it became to them what was needed.”

      “Where else have they placed augmentations?”

      Lucy tapped her temple. She tapped under her chin. She tapped each of her shoulders. Then she swept her hands up and down her body. “The C’than experimented with placing them all over. Some were more effective than others. Part of it depends upon the person’s natural abilities, and part of it depends upon the type of metal they used.”

      “It’s not just lorcith,” Haern said. There was lorcith in it, but there was more as well.

      “No. It’s not just lorcith, and we haven’t uncovered the key to what it is.”

      “Why would you want to uncover the key?”

      Lucy stared at him.

      “You want to use it?”

      “We considered it,” she said.

      “Lucy—”

      “I don’t need you to lecture me, Haern. It’s the same thing I told Carth. I’m not trying to recreate what Olandar Fahr has done. We’re trying to offer people an opportunity to defend themselves. If that involves using the same tools he does, then so be it.”

      What would happen if he brought the women here? Would Lucy want to try to augment them?

      And yet, didn’t he trust her? He’d been looking for someone he could trust, and he knew he could and should be able to trust his oldest friend.

      “I need a place for my people to stay.”

      “Your people?” she asked, a hint of a smile crossing her lips.

      “They are my people.”

      Lucy continued to smile at him. “They are welcome to come here, but you should know that some may choose to stay and you won’t be permitted to prevent them.”

      “Then I will continue on to Asador.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I don’t want you to harm anyone who has come to trust me.”

      “What makes you think I would do any harm to them?”

      “I don’t know, Lucy. Maybe it’s the way you tell me that they can come and stay but they might not want to leave.”

      “All I mean is that I won’t let you force them to go along with you.”

      “I would never force them to do anything,” he said.

      Lucy twisted her head to the side, watching him. “I’m sorry, Haern. I think I’m distracted by the fact that I can’t Read you. You’re right. I know you well enough to know you wouldn’t force somebody to go with you.”

      “How much longer will you be here?”

      “What makes you think I would leave?”

      “Considering your ability to Slide? I suspect you won’t be here too long.”

      Lucy shook her head. “Unfortunately, I can’t stay. There’s something more taking place. I suspect you could be a part of it if you wanted to be.”

      Haern thought about it but shook his head. “I have my place.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      He nodded. “You can tell your women to release their hold on the lorcith.”

      Lucy smiled. “If you have the control you claim, you won’t need me to.”

      Haern focused on his coins and pushed, sending one of the coins down to the ground. He soared into the sky and swept away from the village, back toward the wagons. As he pulled the coins back to him, he couldn’t help but wonder if it might be a mistake. Could returning to Lucy and her people put those who had come to trust him in danger—a danger that he didn’t know how to protect them from?
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      “Are you sure you trust her?”

      Haern sat on the edge of the wagon, glancing over at Elise. He’d returned and explained to Elise what he had experienced, but she wasn’t sure what to make of it. For his part, Haern wasn’t even sure what to make of it.

      “This is someone I’ve known my entire life,” he said. “I can trust her.”

      “Then we will,” Elise said.

      He took a deep breath, worried that perhaps he was committing his people to something more than what he should. At the same time, there was a general excitement among the people here, all of them thrilled with the idea of reaching Asador, regardless of whether that idea was real. They didn’t know that Asador was not the city they’d neared. In their mind, they had reached their destination.

      “I don’t know how much we can trust her,” Haern said.

      “Why?”

      “Mostly because of what has happened to her.”

      “Do you think she’s changed so much you can’t rely upon her?”

      “The augmentation has altered her in a way I can’t fully account for.”

      “Much like yours.”

      Haern smiled. It was the same sort of thought he had. Any change had only added to his ability, granting him an increased connection to lorcith.

      “As much as I care about Lucy, this is different.”

      “How much do you care about her?”

      “I’ve known Lucy my entire life. There was a time when I thought Lucy and I would be more than what we are, but…”

      He closed his eyes and looked forward. The village was not far off, and he thought he could reach it fairly easily. All it would take was for him to push off on the lorcith and let the metal carry him. The wagons would take the better part of the night, long enough for him to have an opportunity to gather his thoughts, to be prepared for what they might encounter—long enough for him to know whether he should be worried.

      He understood why the others with him were excited, and he recognized that all they wanted was a sense of normalcy. In their minds, finally reaching a village, even if it wasn’t Asador, was nearly as important as anything else they had experienced.

      “It’s much like the boy I once thought was so pretty,” Elise said.

      “We were friends. Good friends, and there was a time when the two of us worked together. I think the two of us thought we might get out and explore the world, and yet that never happened. Instead, we found ourselves separated. I went after my father, looking for information as to what happened to him, and she was changed and went looking for help.”

      It was almost enough for him to believe she couldn’t be the same person he had known. It was almost enough for him to believe she could harm those he cared about, the people he vowed to protect. Lucy wasn’t that person, was she?

      “You still care about her.”

      “She’s a friend.”

      “Is that it?”

      Haern took Elise’s hands, squeezing them. “She is a friend, and that’s it. I want to know what she experienced and if there’s anything I can do to help her, but she is just a friend.”

      “Then it’s safe for us to go.”

      Haern hoped it was. He hoped he wasn’t bringing people he cared about, people he had promised to keep safe, into a situation where they would be placed in danger.

      “Why do I get the sense that you’re unsure?” Elise asked.

      “She’s keeping something from Carth.”

      “And this Carth is a person you trust?”

      “This Carth is a person of considerable power. For Lucy to be keeping things from her suggests to me she’s thinking she now has enough power that she can look beyond Carth.”

      That troubled him, and it suggested that Lucy had an arrogance about her that she had never possessed before. Lucy had always been almost subservient, and during the time she’d worked within the palace, training to be a caretaker, she had never behaved in such a way.

      There was something about Lucy that was different. She was powerful now. She was choosing for herself, and how could he want her to do anything different? In some ways, she was more powerful than Carth, and he could understand why she would behave in such a way. Why would she need to stand back and wait for Carth to tell her what she wanted for her?

      “If you would prefer us to go on to Asador, we will, but if you would like us to see if there’s anything we can learn from your friend, then we will do that instead.”

      “I don’t like the idea that you—or the rest of them—are leaving this to me.”

      “Everyone here trusts you, Haern.”

      Haern gripped the edge of the wood, looking out over the wagon. The horses were guiding them forward, moving slowly. The wagon creaked, and the clumping of the horses’ feet along the stone seemed loud in the night. He didn’t think there was anything else for him to do. They could take a break for the night, but the people within the wagons all wanted to continue onward, to see what it was like when they reached the village. A place of rest. None knew that it was a place where they would find others who had been augmented, people who might have abilities like his, or like Belarra’s. None of them seemed to care.

      Haern cared.

      The horses made their way steadily onward, and Haern remained silent.

      They reached a part of the shoreline that led down toward the village. From here, the village lined the shore, the flickering lights illuminating it, and the sense of energy behind him, from the people within the wagons, continued to build. He could no longer try to restrain them from what they were about to encounter.

      When they reached the village, he pulled the wagons to a stop.

      Lucy came out, leading others. He hadn’t been sure whether she’d even be there, and the fact that she was left him with a mixture of emotions. Part of it came from the fact that he was with Elise, but he loved that he was with Elise, and he appreciated that she understood him. More than that, he appreciated that she wanted to understand him, that she wanted to know more about him and get a sense for what he had experienced in his life before coming to know her.

      Elise stepped down from the wagon, approaching Lucy with a confidence he wasn’t sure he would have in her place. Elise knew how much power Lucy had, and despite that, she continued to make her way toward Lucy, holding her hand out. Lucy glanced at her before turning to Haern.

      “Who is this?”

      “This is Elise, Lucy. This is—”

      “She cares for you.”

      Haern nodded. “She does. And I care for her.”

      Lucy stared at Elise for a long moment before turning her attention to Haern. “Have you spoken to your mother?”

      It was a strange comment, and one he would never have expected from her. “Not yet.”

      “I think she will like her.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t Read much about her yet, but I think the more I discover about her…”

      “Lucy—”

      Lucy turned her attention to Haern. “If you would prefer I not try to Read her, I won’t.”

      “I would prefer that.”

      “Why?”

      Had she changed so much that she really couldn’t understand why she shouldn’t be Reading people? Haern was even more thankful that she had a difficult time Reading him. It seemed impossible to believe that Lucy had transformed so much, and yet there it was.

      “Can you just not?” he said.

      Lucy nodded. “She seems to be a good woman.”

      With that, Lucy turned away, leaving Haern standing next to Elise for a long moment. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Why? Are you sorry I’m a good woman?”

      “You know that’s not it.”

      Elise smiled, squeezing his hand and pulling him along. As they made their way into the village, he found himself watching where they went. As he had told Lucy, there were dozens of women, and they came out despite the late hour, greeting their new guests. It didn’t take long for the greeting to become a party, and from there, it was almost a festival. They were guided toward a section of the village that overlooked the rocky shore, and the sound of waves crashing far below drifted up, steady and pounding. Salt spray mixed in the air, and the occasional calling of seagulls mingled with the sound of the waves. Someone had started a fire, which crackled brightly, burning against the night sky, and there was food and drink and laughter and song.

      Haern stood along the back, leaning against one of the nearby buildings, watching.

      Elise mingled with the others, and he was thankful she did. She needed to be there, and watching her, he understood her purpose. She was one who helped the others feel more at peace, though she didn’t always realize this was her responsibility.

      “Do you usually just watch?”

      Glancing over, Haern realized that Lucy had Slid to join him. She was dressed differently than the last time he’d seen her and wore a thinner cloak. “There isn’t a usually,” Haern said.

      “How long have you been traveling with them?”

      “Two months.” Could it have been longer? With everything they’d gone through, Haern had begun to lose track of time, but he didn’t think so. The wound in his hands had been inflicted about that long ago. “Ever since I tried to find my father.”

      “Tried?”

      Haern nodded. “I found Olandar Fahr.”

      Lucy turned toward him. “How?”

      “I forced one of the Ai’thol to bring me there.”

      “How?”

      “I used lorcith.” With that, Haern sent a pair of small coins spinning, hovering in the air, letting them swirl around him. Lucy watched, seemingly unconcerned.

      “I didn’t stop him, though,” Haern said.

      “I knew that. We’ve faced him since then.”

      “Where?”

      Lucy studied him for a long moment. “Do you really want to know?”

      Haern wasn’t sure. He thought he did, but the more that he came to understand what he was supposed to do, the more he wondered. “I do.”

      “It’s a place far from here. On the opposite coast. There’s a forest that is nearly impenetrable.”

      Haern glanced over. “Even for you?”

      Lucy nodded. “Even for me. With Sliding, you generally have to know where you intend to Slide.”

      “I know. I’ve been around my father long enough to understand that, but he doesn’t need to have been there. He can use lorcith and anchor to it, pulling himself.”

      Lucy smiled slightly. “Is that what he called it?”

      “Anchoring?”

      Lucy nodded. “It fits. There were times when I was trying to get a handle on my new abilities that I wished I could anchor and Slide the way your father could. And yet, I wasn’t able to. The longer I attempted to Slide, the more that Carth pushed me, the better I got at it.”

      “You still have to have been somewhere in order to Slide there.”

      She shook her head. “Not anymore.”

      “How do you Slide, then?”

      “Sometimes it’s a matter of holding on to the thoughts of someone I know. I suppose I anchor to them the same way that your father anchored to metal.”

      “You Read someone and can Slide to them?”

      “Is it so different than what your father did?”

      Haern supposed it was not. Whereas his father used his ability and his ties to lorcith to anchor, he could see how Lucy would use her ability to Read. Even in that, she still had to know someone in that location. “You aren’t telling me something.”

      “Carth has demonstrated another way that I can Slide. If I can Read a person, I can learn of a location.”

      “That’s how you found Olandar Fahr?”

      “Surprisingly, no. We found this city near the forest, but I wasn’t able to penetrate it. It was Daniel Elvraeth who did.”

      “He isn’t as talented at Sliding as you.”

      “Not generally, but since he was exposed to the shadows, his ability to Slide has changed.”

      “What do you mean, he was exposed to the shadows?”

      “I suppose it’s no different than either of us. We were around the power of the flame in Nyaesh.”

      “I guess so, but I wasn’t changed by that.”

      “That you know of.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that sometimes the effects of the Elder Stones are slower than we realize.” She turned and looked toward the gathering, all of the people lined up, singing and dancing and talking. Most of them were his people, and they all seemed relieved by their arrival here. “The shadows changed Daniel. Now he can use them in a surprising way. Because of him, we found a city that even Carth had not managed to locate.”

      “What’s there?”

      “We don’t know yet.”

      There was something more she wasn’t telling them, but Haern didn’t know that it mattered to him enough to push the issue.

      “When I found Olandar Fahr, my father was gone. Galen told me he doesn’t think my father is dead, but I don’t know whether that’s true or not.”

      “It’s not.”

      “What?”

      “Your father. He’s not gone.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve seen him, Haern. I fought alongside him.”

      “When?”

      “When we faced Olandar Fahr. I think your father and Carth played a different game than what Olandar Fahr knew. They tried to expose him, to draw him out, and to push him off what he was planning. It was a risky gamble, and from what I can tell, it was intentional.”

      Haern frowned, thinking about that day when his father had been lost, captured by the Forgers, nearly killed. His father couldn’t have been playing at it then, could he?

      But then, knowing how easy it was for his father to overpower Forgers, he realized his father could have been. He had enough control over the metal and over his ability to Slide that he wondered if perhaps he should have realized that before now.

      “Why wouldn’t he have told me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      With this new Lucy, uncertainty was unusual. Most of the time she had been confident, and seeing her like this, the way she looked not quite sure of herself, he found it a little bit unsettling.

      “Did it work?” he asked.

      “I’m still not sure. Carth managed to prevent Olandar Fahr from reaching some goal of his, but it’s possible that was his plan all along. The longer I’m around Carth, the more certain I am that the things happening to her aren’t always as she plans. Much of the time, it seems to me that Olandar Fahr has her outmaneuvered. As skilled as she is, she struggles against him.”

      Haern closed his eyes. His father wasn’t gone. Once again, his father had nearly sacrificed everything in order to stop Olandar Fahr. This time, he had gone willingly. He doubted his father had done that before, though he now knew it wasn’t the first time his father had been captured.

      What must it be like for him to go willingly into such situations? He remembered how awful Rsiran had looked when they had found him in Asador, how weak he’d appeared. In that case, it hadn’t been the Ai’thol who’d captured him, but the effect was the same. They had tormented him, preventing him from reaching his significant abilities, and yet he had survived.

      What did it say about his father that he had been captured as many times as he had? For all his powers and abilities, his father wasn’t unstoppable. Perhaps that was the takeaway for Haern. He had always believed his father was this unstoppable force, and that he would always return, but the nature of his abilities might have made him too arrogant.

      “It would be easier if I could Read you,” Lucy said.

      Haern turned to her, smiling slightly. “It’s better that you can’t.”

      “Carth says the same thing. I think otherwise.”

      “How have you been? I mean, how have you really been?”

      Lucy took a deep breath. “I think back to when we were growing up in the forest,” she said. “Do you remember the things we talked about?”

      “How could I forget? The two of us had always planned on leaving and exploring. You would Slide us and take advantage of my Sight.”

      Lucy nodded. “I think of how naïve we were.”

      “Were we naïve?”

      Lucy smiled. “We had no idea about anything. Elaeavn was designed to prevent us from understanding anything more. The Council was set up in such a way that it isolated us, and we did nothing to resist that.”

      “There really wasn’t much we could do,” he said.

      “No, but the more I’ve experienced of the outside world, the more I question whether there is value in us remaining isolated.”

      That was one thing they had both agreed upon. Both of them had felt their people should know the world around them, that they should have the opportunity to experience more than just what they did within the borders of Elaeavn. Then again, since leaving the city, Haern couldn’t deny that perhaps remaining ignorant of what existed outside of it would be better. How much more peaceful would he have been had he simply stayed?

      But then, he wouldn’t have seen what he had. He wouldn’t have known about the suffering that existed. He wouldn’t have known there were those who needed him to take a different stand.

      As he watched Elise making her way through the crowd, he couldn’t help but realize that he had done something important. Remaining ignorant wouldn’t have changed what happened outside Elaeavn. The only thing that would change would be diminishing those who could act and stop it.

      “How long will you stay here?” he asked Lucy.

      “Not long. I try to visit regularly. Most of these women have come a long way, but they have quite a ways still to go.”

      “How have you been training?”

      “Look at them, Haern. I know you can See them.”

      Haern did. He could See the tension along their eyes. The way they held their shoulders. There was hesitation in many of them. They might have been healed, and they might have augmentations, but they weren’t fully restored.

      “How long do you think it will be before they fully recover?”

      Lucy took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I’ve begun to wonder if any of them can fully recover. They show flashes of it, and when I first encountered them, brought them away, I thought that perhaps I could work with them, help them come to understand the nature of their abilities and the augmentations. But the longer I’m around them, the more I question whether they will ever really be useful.”

      “That’s pretty harsh.”

      “Harsh or not, it is the truth. Many of these women have struggled, Haern. I think of what I went through during my captivity, and how lucky I was to have escaped. When I was captured, I had Daniel and Rayen coming after me, and because they released me once, it gave me hope when I was captured again. It took me a long time to realize that was what got me through. It was understanding that hope would save me. Many of these people have not had that same hope. When they were captured, they were tormented, broken, and it is a gradual process to try to build them back up.”

      “You still intend to build them back up, though.”

      Lucy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She shifted her feet, and it seemed as if she were preparing to Slide, the slight shimmering that swirled around her, but then she stopped. “Unfortunately, I begin to wonder if we have much choice.”

      “They aren’t part of your plan?”

      “Everything is part of the plan,” Lucy said. “Until we know what Olandar Fahr is up to, and the steps he’s taking, everything and everyone is a part of what we might need to do in order to stop him.”

      “Not everyone has that ability, Lucy.”

      “Some don’t know their ability until offered an opportunity to try, Haern.”

      Haern continued to watch, and as he did, he realized that what Lucy said was right. He thought about Elise, and how she hadn’t known what she was capable of until she had been given the opportunity. Now she was strong, powerful in ways he recognized, and he wondered if she even realized.

      “What about you?” Lucy asked. “How long do you intend to stay?”

      “I don’t know if I can stay very long.”

      But the women needed the opportunity to rest, to relax, to have the sense of peace they could get by staying here. And maybe his people joining with Lucy’s for a little while might provide them with an chance to do something more.
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      “You don’t seem particularly excited to do this,” Carth said.

      The other woman sat on board her ship, the steady waves rocking it slowly, her elbows resting on her knees as she stared at the game board. Lucy joined Carth, and looked at the board, wondering if there was anything she might be able to determine from the board. She didn’t have the same skill with Tsatsun as Carth, nor did she have the interest. Daniel had proven he was far more skilled at the game than she was, but then, he’d always had an affinity for strategy, so it wasn’t surprising that he’d developed those skills.

      “You know what I would rather be doing,” she said. She took a seat across from Carth and found the rocking of the ship no longer bothered her as much as it once had. When she first had taken to sailing with Carth, using the ship as their home base, there had been something unsettling about being aboard the ship. Perhaps it was the ongoing creaking of the boat under the sound of the waves, or perhaps it was the steady rocking that caused nausea to roll through her almost as much as the waves pounded against the ship. Either way, she struggled with finding a comfortable place.

      Not any longer. Now she found it no more unpleasant than any other place. For her part, Carth always seemed to enjoy being back on board the ship, as if she were far more comfortable there than anywhere else. From what Lucy had been able to determine, that was the case for Carth.

      “I know you would rather be off working with these women you rescued.”

      “I tell you again that I’m not going to reveal their location.”

      Carth grinned at her. “I suspect that if I wanted to, I could find it.”

      “And if you do, I will move them.”

      Carth frowned. “Why so determined to keep them from me?”

      “They need the opportunity to be trained.”

      “Trained in your way?”

      “They are from Elaeavn,” Lucy said. Many were what those in Elaeavn referred to as the Lost. Though Lucy had offered to take them back to the city, none had taken her up on that offer. She wasn’t sure what to make of that other than that she wasn’t entirely surprised.

      “Not all of them.” Carth slid a piece across the board and then spun the entire board so that she could look at it. She frowned as if disappointed with what she saw. Lucy had seen her playing like this before, taking turns against herself, and she always found it interesting to watch.

      “Just because they didn’t grow up in the city doesn’t mean they aren’t from Elaeavn.”

      “And just because you want them to be from Elaeavn doesn’t make it so,” Carth said, smiling at her.

      “Where will you have us go this time?”

      Carth pushed a piece forward and looked up. “Unfortunately, I don’t have any grand ideas. We’ve been chasing Olandar Fahr for the last few weeks, and we haven’t come up with anything.”

      Seeing him fight, seeing the power he possessed, had left Lucy marveling. The ease with which he’d dealt with Carth’s power had impressed her. And yet Carth wasn’t afraid to go after him again. She wasn’t sure what that meant.

      Carth glanced up, watching her a moment. “I don’t fear him.”

      “I know you don’t.”

      “Now that we have the Architect, we should be able to determine more of his plan. You could help.”

      Lucy shook her head, looking down at the game board. “I’m not so sure that I can.”

      “You still fear him.”

      “I don’t know if I fear him or respect him. And I’m not sure the Architect has the answers we want anyway. There’s more going on than what we know.”

      “Possibly,” Carth said.

      “Is there anything we can learn from the city? The stone—”

      “As far as I can tell, there is no stone there. Whatever Fahr is after is something else. Rayen and Daniel are looking into it, though I don’t know that they have discovered anything, either.”

      “You trust them?”

      Carth glanced up. “Should I not?”

      “I don’t mean to challenge your person.”

      “I wasn’t thinking you were. I was thinking that perhaps you were challenging your person.”

      “All I’m asking is whether or not you trust Rayen to do this.”

      “Rayen is highly skilled, and she understands the Elder Stones as well as almost anyone else.”

      “Still, she’s not one of the C’than.”

      “She is not,” Carth said.

      “Which is why you have me working with you.”

      “Until we understand the nature of what Olandar Fahr plans, I think it’s best. Besides, we have begun to position our pieces in such a way that it forces him to act. This was the first time he was forced to react, rather than him goading us to react. That is progress.”

      Lucy shook her head. It had taken considerable effort. “We still don’t understand enough about who else the C’than had been working with.”

      Carth frowned. “I have been questioning them as much as I can.”

      “I know.”

      “Of course you do. It’s irritating to me that they have withheld from us any additional information. When we can uncover the secret to how they have begun to control the metal, then I think—”

      “Do you intend to use that knowledge?”

      “I think we need to, in some way.”

      “If we do, we become more like them.”

      “I don’t know that we become more like them, but we certainly do end up borrowing their knowledge. Think of how much it might benefit us if we have others who can control the metal the same way as they can. Think of how much it would benefit us to be able to add the same augmentations to those who request them—not forcing them, not experimenting on others, but in a way that would allow us to level the playing field.”

      Her gaze drifted back down to the game board, and she stared at it, mentally moving the pieces around as she often did. Lucy wondered what Carth was thinking, wishing she could Read her better. But it was only when Carth allowed her to Read her that she came up with anything.

      “I do think you would be a skilled Tsatsun player if you would take the time to learn the game,” Carth said.

      Lucy could only smile. “Ras doesn’t push it.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t learn.”

      “I know it doesn’t. It also doesn’t mean I want to learn. Besides, I don’t know that now is the time for me to be trying to learn anything,” she said.

      “We are dealing with a threat that views things in terms of gamesmanship. It seems to me you should want to try to understand why Olandar Fahr sees things in that way, and to view it in a similar fashion yourself.”

      “And it seems to me that there is no value in it. I don’t have any interest in trying to view the world in the same way as Olandar Fahr does. I view people as people, not assets that can be moved around the game board.”

      “When you say that, I get the sense that you accuse me of the latter.”

      “Is it not true?”

      “Perhaps it was, but… well, perhaps I still do. I recognize that we need to find a way of overpowering him. If that involves us thinking in the same way as he thinks, strategizing in the same way that he strategizes, then in my mind, that’s what we need to do.”

      “I’ve been wondering whether or not he intends for you to do that.” Lucy glanced down at the board. “What if all of this is his way of merely allowing you to play things out, to view this as nothing more than a game while he is playing an entirely different game?”

      Carth took a deep breath, pushing her piece across the board and then setting it down. “I’ve questioned that as well, but the more I learned about Tsatsun, and the more I learn about Olandar Fahr, the more I realize there’s something about that that drives him.”

      “Does the game somehow tie to the Elder Stones?”

      Carth blinked. “What was that?”

      “The game. Is it somehow tied to the Elder Stones?”

      Carth frowned and began to pick up the various game pieces, putting them back into place, as if resetting the game board. Lucy rarely saw her end a game early. As she worked, she stared at the board, her jaw set and tension seeming to build within her.

      Despite Carth’s control over her mind, she allowed Lucy to Read something. Enough of her thoughts drifted forward that Lucy had an opportunity to know what the other woman was thinking. It was a strange thing.

      “What is it?” Lucy asked.

      “Your comment. It was something I haven’t considered before. I’ve thought about Tsatsun in terms of how it might tie into the Elder Stones, but I haven’t thought about it in terms of the stones themselves. I’ve always viewed it as his strategy in acquiring them, trying to view winning as the acquisition. What if I’ve been looking at it wrong?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Carth began to move her pieces around, resetting the board again. As she did, she set up several of the pieces on various sections. Many of them were similar, though they weren’t the same. Carth began to cluster them, arranging them on the board. “These pieces.”

      “Again, seeing as how I’ve never played the game, these pieces don’t mean anything to me.”

      “These pieces are all important in various ways. Many view some as of greater or lesser importance. That’s a mistake many novice players make. They see some of them,” she pointed to several of the strange-looking figurines, “as sacrificial. And when I was first learning, I did the same. How could I not when that was the way that Ras taught me? Yet, the more I came to understand the game, the more I had to wonder whether those pieces were truly sacrificial ones. I began to play differently, holding on to them, trying to use them. I find it more effective if you have one from each of these clusters,” she said and indicated the various clustered pieces that she had set aside.

      Lucy looked at the pieces, but there was nothing about them that helped her. She didn’t know enough about the game to be able to be of much use. Her knowledge of Tsatsun started and stopped at knowing there was a strategy. As much as Carth played—and Daniel, now—Lucy simply didn’t have a desire to do so.

      Oh, she agreed with Carth that there was probably some benefit in trying to grasp the strategies Olandar Fahr played, but at the same time, it didn’t seem the best use of her time. Learning—and mastering—it would take far more time than Lucy thought she could give.

      “You’re going to have to help me understand why you’re so focused on this,” she said.

      “Partly because I haven’t paid much attention to it before, but partly because these pieces share a similarity.”

      There were five pieces in each grouping, and each of the pieces looked quite a bit different from each other. As far as Lucy could tell, there was nothing similar between the pieces.

      “I suppose you aren’t going to tell me what it is that they share?”

      “Part of it’s the style of play.” Carth frowned, moving the pieces back around and arranging them on the board. As she did, Lucy realized something. When Carth set up the game board, each section of the board had a piece from one of the clusters. With five clusters and five pieces, they were arranged around the board, giving twenty-five pieces to either side. The center of the board carried the tallest piece, what she knew Carth called the Stone. In order to win the game, the player had to capture the Stone, though it was about more than capturing it—it was about controlling it.

      “If they’re related, then what is it?” Lucy said.

      Carth frowned. “I’m not sure. I think I need to give it more thought.”

      A hint of her emotions drifted to Lucy’s mind, and she was able to Read enough to realize there was stress rising within Carth.

      A singular thought drifted to the forefront of Carth’s mind, one that she either wanted Lucy to know or didn’t have the ability to conceal. It focused on the fact that Carth had been playing the game for her entire life, and despite that, she was only now seeing a pattern she’d never noticed before.

      Lucy understood that bothered Carth, and she thought she even understood why. When it came to the game, the patterns were everything. They had dictated the play, and it came down to how the pieces were maneuvered, the patterns that formed when they did, and who was in control of more pieces.

      Carth set the game board up again, hurriedly moving the pieces, sliding them across the board, making move after move, rapidly switching the table around until she stopped doing even that.

      Finally she paused, sitting back. “Could that be what this is about?”

      “I take it you have uncovered some great secret.”

      “I’m not sure it’s some great secret, but…”

      Lucy waited for Carth to expand on what it was, but the other woman didn’t. Instead, she reset the board, positioning the pieces back around as she had before, and finally stood.

      “It’s time for us to go,” Carth said.

      “Just like that?”

      “There’s not much more that we can do here. Besides, I need to check on something, and then I need to visit with Daniel Elvraeth.”

      “Why him?”

      “I’m curious if he’s noticed something about Tsatsun.”

      “You’d rather go to Daniel than to Ras?” The one thing Lucy knew about both Carth and Ras was that they valued the game, almost as much as anyone did. They valued Tsatsun almost as much as Olandar Fahr did.

      “I have a feeling I will need to go to both of them, but for now, I think Daniel Elvraeth might be the one we need to check with.”

      Lucy wasn’t quite as sure. It could be that Daniel would be able to provide something for them, but it could also be that he wouldn’t manage to uncover anything. When it came to Tsatsun, she deferred to Carth. It was better for the other woman to decide on her own what she thought would be necessary.

      “Is that where you want to go now?”

      Carth took a deep breath before shaking her head. “I’m not sure of the strategy we need.”

      “I’m ready when you are.”

      Carth smiled at her. “I know you grow weary of me making this request of you,” she said.

      “The only thing I grow weary of is the time we spend on the ship,” Lucy said. When she got to her feet, the ship hit a particularly potent wave. She had taken to trying to ignore the movement, and yet, as the ship struck the wave, she rolled along with it, trying to avoid staggering forward.

      Carth barely moved. It was as if she anticipated the wave, as if she had some way of Seeing there would be a disturbance.

      It was something Lucy needed to get a better handle on. Not only did she need to better understand how to Listen, if only so that she could be of more assistance to someone like Tracy, but she needed to fully grasp the nature of all her abilities. She had to stop depending upon the ones like Reading and Sliding.

      “I quite like my ship,” Carth said.

      “Only because you’ve known it your whole life.”

      “I enjoy the fact I can’t be found so easily,” Carth said.

      “Well, until you had me, you weren’t able to travel easily, either.” That wasn’t entirely true, but for Carth to travel on the shadows took considerable energy on her part, so she usually avoided it.

      Carth smiled. “And now that you are here, I can.”

      “What if I left you here?”

      Carth shrugged. “I would make my next move.” She glanced down at the board, and Lucy wanted to knock the pieces over, but Carth turned her attention back to her. “I’m prepared for the possibility you won’t be able to Slide us someplace. If your abilities fail us, or if for some reason you are too weary, I am prepared.”

      “I thought you said that everything depends upon the timing, and when it comes to Olandar Fahr, we need to keep up with his pace.”

      “That is true. Yet I also recognize that, were I not to appear as quickly as I want, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. If for some reason it took me time to make my next move, I must be prepared for that.”

      Lucy could feel another powerful wave building and was ready for it as it was just about to slam into the ship. She Slid, grabbing Carth, and Slid again. When she was done, she emerged on a rolling hillside. A warm breeze gusted around her, and the air hung with a floral fragrance. The sudden jarring change, the loss of the salty air and the shift to the fresh and floral fragrance was startling, but not so startling as the change from the steady groaning of the ship underneath the pressure of the waves. Now there was only the sound of the wind as it whispered among the grasses and the flowers, ruffling them as if to caress them.

      “Why here?” Carth asked.

      “We’ve been making a steady circle outward from the forest,” Lucy said. “I thought it might be helpful for us to determine if he might have come here.” It was difficult to know if Olandar Fahr would even visit to a place like this. He wasn’t predictable, and that was part of the challenge. Beyond that, there was his ability to Slide. She needed to better understand what he could do so that she could counter him.

      “There isn’t anything here,” Carth said.

      “Not that we’ve found, but I have a feeling about this place,” she said.

      “Is it a vision?”

      That was one thing Carth had been encouraging her to work on. Carth wanted Lucy to have more of her visions, to be better able to know what might happen, to anticipate the things Olandar Fahr might do. She suspected he had others with him who had that same ability, though Carth had never really explained why.

      “Not a vision, just… a feeling.”

      Carth nodded. “There’s nothing in this area.”

      “Nothing other than the comfort of the landscape all around us.”

      “While I won’t argue with that assessment, I do think we need to be more aggressive moving through here.”

      “We still haven’t uncovered the person who was enabling the C’than,” Lucy said. “It’s not just word of Olandar Fahr that we need to find.” That was something she and Carth differed on. Were it up to Carth, they would continue to press, searching for word of the possibility of an attack, but Lucy understood there was a different sort of danger. The C’than were not completely removed as a threat, and they hadn’t unearthed who was responsible for the group learning what they had of the augmentations.

      They needed to find this person. They weren’t done with whatever they planned.

      The lorcith bombs they’d uncovered proved that. She didn’t know as much about them as Carth, but she had heard from many of the other women about the bombs and how they were placed throughout much of the northern continents. Someone had to be responsible for their creation and their placement. They would target those from Elaeavn, but they would also target the Ai’thol.

      “I have my network looking into it,” Carth said.

      “I’d like it to be more than just your network looking into it,” she said.

      “What more would you have us do?”

      Lucy hesitated before answering. There wasn’t really a good answer for Carth when it came to this. In order to uncover more, they would have to shift around the focus of the Binders, and that wasn’t something Lucy had the capability of doing. What she really needed was to enable some of the women she was training to begin searching, but who would she trust?

      It had to be someone who could Slide and who could travel great distances, but also someone who didn’t have the same temper as Eve. Who among her people had the temperament necessary to do what Lucy suspected needed doing?

      When she was done with Carth, she would go and search.

      “Why don’t we…?”

      A strange sense came to her. It was one she’d been searching for ever since the battle with Olandar Fahr. She’d uncovered patterns within his mind from being near him, and it was those patterns she thought she could track, the reason she’d spent so much time following him. Now that she had been close to him and had some proximity to his thoughts, tracking them again should be easier. It was why she had agreed to continue going with Carth, but she still hadn’t managed to follow it. Every so often, she thought she caught a hint of those thoughts, enough that it might lead her back to him, but never with much significance. She was careful not to go too quickly after him. She worried what would happen if she did. If he knew they were chasing him, he might move more rapidly. They wanted to lull him into believing he could stay ahead of them. Then again, he had stayed ahead of them for the better part of his entire life, ahead of Carth and even Rsiran.

      As the sense struck her, she couldn’t help but feel as if it came from Olandar Fahr. There was some familiarity to it, a way of thinking, and a haze over it that reminded her of him, but not him.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. I can almost Read something, but I’m not sure what it is. It seems as if it’s similar to Olandar Fahr, but it’s not the same.”

      Carth began to pull on shadows, and heat built from within her. “Take us to it.”
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      They stepped free from the Slide, and Lucy felt a surge of thoughts all swirling around. It was an enormous city, situated in the middle of what appeared to be nowhere, though it did seem to her that a river flowed through here, much like it did in Nyaesh. The thoughts clamored for her attention, thousands upon thousands of them, all of them pressing in on her consciousness, weighing upon her. Lucy had to force them away to avoid being overwhelmed.

      “Do you recognize this place?” She glanced over to Carth. They stood on a hillside, and in the distance, the city swept out below them. It was situated in a valley, and the river ran through the entirety of the city, the valley leading up on the other side. Far to the south was a chain of mountains. It must’ve been near enough to where they had been for her to detect the hazy nature of the thoughts coming from Olandar Fahr, and as they stood there, she was even more aware of those thoughts.

      The problem was she wasn’t sure that they were his. They were similar, and she had to believe that it couldn’t be merely chance.

      “This is Landon.”

      “I’m not familiar with it.”

      “Not many are. This is an island off the western coast.”

      “This is an island?” Lucy looked around. It didn’t appear to be an island.

      “It’s different than many islands. It’s quite large, and in some ways, it’s similar to Nyaesh.”

      “You’ve sailed here, then.”

      “I have. I wonder what it means that you were able to detect something here. Why were you drawn here?”

      “Because it had a sense that was similar to Olandar Fahr.”

      “You think the Architect could’ve planted that?”

      Lucy focused her thoughts inwardly, trying to Read herself. She had learned that when the Architect influenced her, she could find his touch, but she had to be careful when she did.

      “I don’t know. It’s possible.”

      And it was the kind of thing the Architect would do. That didn’t change that they had to search for answers here. If there was something here they could understand, then she wanted to know.

      Lucy held on to Carth and Slid them down to the city. When they emerged, she looked around and waited for Carth to suggest they had found someplace she knew, but Carth did nothing. She stood and stared, as if there was something here she worried about.

      “What is it about this place that troubles you?” she asked, glancing over at Carth.

      “This isn’t a place of Olandar Fahr,” Carth said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve been chasing after Olandar Fahr for the better part of my life, so I would know if this was one of his places. I’m quite certain it isn’t.”

      “Maybe he came here to avoid things.”

      “He never does anything to simply avoid. He has a purpose and plan. This isn’t his place. I don’t know what plan he might have either coming here or…”

      “The Architect sending me here.”

      Carth nodded. “It’s possible.”

      Lucy looked around. The buildings were all tall and made of a gray stone. The roofs were high and peaked, far different than the ones within Elaeavn or even Asador. They were squished together, one upon another, and the streets were packed with people. The air hung with a more intense energy than it did in other parts of the world, but it had something that was familiar to her as well. A horn sounded from somewhere nearby, and she looked back to see a ship making its way along the river, narrow-bodied and quite different than the ones she and Carth had taken.

      People weaved around them as if unable to see them, but then they wouldn’t be able to. Carth had placed her shadows around them, creating a barrier that prevented others from coming across them. It was safer that way, though if anyone had the ability to look beyond the shadows they would find them. As far as Lucy knew, there weren’t many who had control over the shadows in that way. While Lucy could Slide them anywhere, Carth had the ability to conceal them.

      “Let me know if you pick up on anything,” Carth whispered.

      They started through the street, and she had to twist from side to side to avoid crashing into the crowds. Every so often, someone pushed through the shadows as if they were able to overcome them, though she didn’t think that was the case. More likely was that they simply didn’t know what they were coming across, and they were forced back, the same way Lucy was sort of forced into the crowd, the throng of people making it difficult to pass. Every so often, they came across a horse and carriage, though they were rare. The streets really weren’t designed for such traffic.

      “It’s incredibly busy,” she whispered.

      “Landon is a city of many different peoples. There is quite a bit of trade here off the southern coast.”

      “It’s dirty,” Lucy said.

      Carth glanced over and smiled. “Not all cities are as clean as Elaeavn.”

      “I’m not even comparing it to Elaeavn,” Lucy said. Though, to be fair, there were parts of Elaeavn that weren’t that clean. In the Upper Town, near the palace, the city was much nicer than down in Lower Town, though throughout the city there was a sort of cleanliness that was different from other places she’d been. “It’s not even as clean as Asador or Nyaesh.”

      “Those are newer cities,” Carth said.

      “How old is Landon?”

      “Old. It’s one of the oldest independent cities.”

      “Independent?”

      “Well, to hear them speak of it, you would think they were a budding empire, and while they do have a hold over the entire island, they haven’t spread their reach very far beyond that. There’s a king, a structure we don’t see as often in the mainland.”

      Lucy smiled. “Most of the places in the north have free cities.”

      “They do, and then you move beyond there, closer to Nyaesh, and you end up in places that try to have a greater hold over an entire land.”

      “Which is what Olandar Fahr is trying to do.”

      “He is attempting to solidify his grasp, but he’s doing more than that.”

      They reached an intersection, and Lucy paused, focusing on the voices all around her. She ignored the actual conversations she heard; that wasn’t nearly as interesting to her as the voices that came within the back of her mind, the steady sound of the people all around her. She let herself be overwhelmed by all of the minds here. There was something strange, and it took her a moment to realize what it was. When she was listening to the conversation, she didn’t recognize the language. The only difference was when she focused on what they were thinking, she had a much easier time of knowing their minds, and in doing so, she was able to understand them.

      She continued to focus on that. As she did, she thought she picked up a certain buzzing sort of energy. It came to her faintly, but the longer she focused, the more certain she was of what she detected. Most of these minds were clear to her, not closed off. As she listened and focused, she was able to make out the way they were thinking.

      Most people here were concerned about food and getting to loved ones, and some were thinking about carnal needs. Having spent as much time as she had listening to other people’s thoughts, she had grown accustomed to hearing those things. It was not unusual for people to think like that, and it always seemed to be men, it was not uncommon for her to detect them thinking like that. It was what made the Binders so effective. They played upon that desire of men.

      The faint humming, that haziness she was picking up on, came from somewhere near her. She focused on it, knowing if she could track it, she might be able to figure out where the mind that reminded her of Olandar Fahr could be found. He was near her, somewhere.

      Lucy paused.

      “Is there anywhere in the city you think Olandar Fahr might be?”

      “There is the king’s palace,” Carth said. “Though I doubt you will find Fahr there. If anything, if there is something there, they will have wanted you to be aware of it.”

      An image appeared in her mind, and Lucy smiled to herself. Once again, it was only when Carth wanted her to be aware of her thoughts that they came so clearly. In this case, she could use the image and head to the palace without having known it herself.

      Grabbing Carth’s arm, she Slid them, traveling through the city and to the palace. They emerged with a wall surrounding them. It was all of the same gray stone that many of the buildings seemed to be comprised of. Ivy or some sort of vine worked its way along the stone. Men patrolled along the tops of the wall, carrying bows with arrows nocked at the ready. There were other soldiers around, many of them wearing chain mail, all prepared for the possibility of an attack.

      “There are quite a few soldiers here.”

      “They have a standing army,” Carth said. “I think that’s part of the reason why Fahr hasn’t attacked Landon yet.”

      “You think he will?”

      “He will come after every place, eventually. He intends to conquer, Lucy.”

      “Is that what your understanding of the Tsatsun board tells you?”

      Carth smiled at her. “My understanding of the Tsatsun board has helped me anticipate the way he might attack, though I’m not so certain that I do anymore.”

      “What have you learned?”

      “Now isn’t the time.”

      Lucy thought about pushing Carth, but a line of soldiers caught her attention. She focused on them. Within their minds, she became aware of a sense of focus and determination. They were fixated on an assignment, ready for whatever task they had. Could she delve deeper in their minds and determine what the task was?

      She tried, but the ideas started to slip past her.

      Instead of focusing on them, could she focus on the strange sense that was similar to Olandar Fahr?

      She closed her eyes. It allowed her to push out all of the noise, all of the chaos she Saw all around her, and everything, including Carth. She tamped it all down, forcing it away from her, trying to find a place of solitude and silence. She strained, looking for another answer, something that would help her understand where the sense came from, why she had been drawn here of all places.

      Gradually, that sense came to her.

      It was vague, faint, but it was distinct and she knew she wasn’t imagining it. The more she became aware of it, the more certain she was that it wasn’t Olandar Fahr, but it was someone she had been sent after. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Grabbing for Carth, Lucy anchored to the thoughts she was picking up on, and they Slid.

      It was a strange Slide. Normally there was a sense of rapid movement, but in this case, there was not.

      The Slide brought them through some resistance, and without her augmentation and her attachment to her abilities, she wasn’t sure she would have been able to bridge that distance as easily and rapidly as she was. Even as she did, the sense grated against her, almost as if it were trying to fight her.

      Lucy pulled, using that mental image she was able to detect, and dragged them forward. If she let Carth go, it would be easier, but she needed Carth with her in case they met with an attack on the other end of the Slide.

      Then they emerged.

      It reminded her of so many other places she’d been, the stone walls rising around them, banners hanging along those walls with strange crests she didn’t recognize. A pair of soldiers blocked one door, and another pair were at another door. Lucy held her breath, but Carth acted quickly, sending streamers of shadow away from her, and the soldiers all collapsed under the sudden surge, with Carth twisting the shadows in such a way that the men suffocated. Lucy thought that she could have Slid to them, snuck them out another way, but Carth’s method was far faster and neater.

      It left two others in the room.

      One was a young girl, probably no more than twelve or thirteen—and surprisingly, it was her mind Lucy had detected—and another was a woman with deep green eyes who could be only a little older than Lucy.

      The pair didn’t seem to be bothered at all by the fact that Lucy and Carth had simply appeared. It was almost as if they had known that they would.

      “Who are you?” Lucy asked.

      She stood cautiously, ready for the possibility they might need to Slide at any moment. The woman’s mind was difficult for her to Read. There was nothing more than the hint of emotions, the same way there were hints of emotions from the people she’d helped from the C’than. It was the same effect she noticed from the Ai’thol, at least those who had taken on an augmentation. Then again, not all of them were closed off to her. It was only those who had certain augmentations that she had a difficult time with. For some reason, the metal that the C’than used was far more effective at preventing her from reaching and understanding what they would do.

      “You come into my home and question me?”

      Lucy glanced over at Carth. Her home? In a place like this, with the soldiers that were guarding her, it suggested that this was the queen.

      The queen stepped forward, seeming to shimmer. It was a Slide, and it happened quickly, almost more quickly than Lucy could track. Her ability was exquisite.

      More than ever, she believed that this woman was augmented, and more than ever, she believed the augmentation was different than the ones the Ai’thol had used. This was a C’than augmentation.

      “How long have you been in Landon?” Lucy asked.

      The woman paused in front of them. She ignored Lucy, focusing instead on Carth. “You are she.”

      Carth cocked her head to the side, frowning. “Am I?”

      “I have waited for you to come to me.”

      “I didn’t come to you.”

      Shadows swirled around Carth, and Lucy wondered if she was the only one able to See them. The other woman seemed to ignore the fact that Carth was using shadows in such a tight pattern, swirling them around her so that she could be prepared for whatever she might need to do.

      Almost too late, Lucy realized the girl had been ignored. She was young, but youth didn’t necessarily make someone innocent.

      Lucy spun, Sliding to the back of the room, and took a quick survey, realizing the girl was there, dagger in hand.

      Lucy Slid, grabbing the girl, and then Slid again, stepping out on the empty meadow where she had been before with Carth, leaving the girl before Sliding back to the room. When she emerged, barely a few heartbeats had passed.

      Carth remained fixed in place. The other woman stood across from her. She suddenly turned, looking at Lucy.

      “What have you done?”

      “I would have answers.”

      “What have you done?”

      A pair of unseen knives appeared and shot toward Lucy.

      She Slid, twisting off to the side, and emerged behind the woman. She pushed, but the woman was no longer there, having Slid away.

      Carth stretched out her shadows, sweeping them away from her, with increasing power rolling off her. The shadows raged around them, but Lucy ignored them, looking instead for where the woman had gone. She focused on the strange mental imagery she was able to detect from the woman, but it had retreated, as if she were hiding it from her.

      “Where did she go?” Carth asked.

      “She has an augmentation.”

      “Obviously.”

      “That’s not it. She has one like those from the C’than.” She Slid back to Carth and grabbed her. “It’s time for us to—”

      Lucy never had the opportunity to finish. The doors slammed open, and dozens of soldiers stormed in.

      Lucy attempted to Slide, but her ability failed her.

      “Carth?”

      “I assume that you are unable to Slide?”

      “What happened?”

      “Unfortunately, I suspect we’ve been played.”

      “He wanted us to find this place?”

      “I don’t know if he wanted it or if it was simply another preparation he made. Regardless, he was prepared for the possibility that we might find it,” Carth said, shadows streaming away from her and pressing outward, creating some sort of barricade. It gave them some room to move, but the soldiers continued to file in. Lucy found that any attempt to Slide failed her. It was one of the few times she’d experienced that.

      Could she overpower it?

      “It might not be for us.”

      Carth glanced over. “Why?”

      “If he was trying to prevent someone from Sliding, the trap might be for Lareth.”

      Carth turned her attention back to the soldiers. “That’s possible.”

      “If they were prepared for Lareth, it might only be about his connection to lorcith.”

      Carth nodded. “Do you think you can overpower it?”

      “I don’t know. I could anchor to someone and see…”

      If she could, it would have to be someone she had enough of an attachment to. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to overcome the barrier around her.

      There was one person she had anchored to often enough that she thought she could do so again, but would Daniel Elvraeth understand?

      “Are you ready?” she asked Carth.

      Carth glanced over. “This will be just you.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I presume you intend to go for Daniel Elvraeth. Bring him, Rayen, and any of the Binders who might be with them back here.”

      “Carth—”

      “Go. We need to understand why he set up Landon in this way, and who has been helping him.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, focusing on Daniel Elvraeth’s mind. It was always a faint buzzing in the back of her mind, partly because she anchored to it often enough that she kept a constant connection to him there, in case she were to end up in a situation just like this. She had never really expected to need it, but he was the one person she thought she could anchor to, drawing across a great distance, though she had no idea how great a distance it would be. Surprisingly, awareness of him surged into her mind, and she could practically see what he was looking at. Thankfully, she could tell that he was with Rayen, though these days, he was often with Rayen. He was near the edge of the forest.

      Latching onto his mind, Lucy attempted to Slide.

      She met with resistance, and she pulled. It was the same thing she had done when she had tried to reach the queen and her mind, and as before, there was pressure against her. But like last time, Lucy thought she had a way of overpowering her. It was the anchor. Holding on to that mind allowed her to dig and pull in a way that she wouldn’t otherwise have been able to do. She continued to pull, letting the sense of Daniel Elvraeth’s mind draw her. As she connected, there was something within that bond that she realized she could use.

      It was his ability to Slide, almost as if, by connecting to his mind, she bridged something between them, sharing abilities in a certain way.

      She’d have to think about that later. For now, she Slid, trying not to cry out, and then emerged at the edge of the forest.
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      The room was small, much smaller than he was accustomed to when he had lived in Elaeavn, and there was a strange fragrance from the flowers set in vases all around it. The bed was little more than a pallet stacked on the floor, though it was surprisingly comfortable despite that. The window let in the breeze from outside, carrying the current of air from the city, which rushed across his cheeks, keeping Daniel awake.

      He leaned over the table set up in the middle of the room, staring at the position of the pieces. Since leaving the Architect, Daniel had been focused on trying to improve his skill with Tsatsun. He played the way Carth had taught him to play, positioning his pieces on one side and imagining his opponent on the other. It wasn’t nearly as easy as he would’ve liked. Partly because he knew what moves he might make, which took away one aspect of playing an actual game. He understood why Carth found this valuable. Using an exercise like this allowed him to imagine various alternative strategies, and if he did that, he might be able to come up with some way of planning if those strategies were used against him in the game. Carth had other reasons for playing like that, though. From what she’d told him, playing in this manner gave her a different understanding of her opponents. She claimed it would allow her to know them—and to know their minds—in a way that she couldn’t otherwise.

      What he wanted now was to play out the strategy here. It wasn’t so much that he wanted to win—playing against himself guaranteed that—but he needed to calm his mind, to have an opportunity to think through what was taking place and whether there was anything he could do to get through it.

      A soft knock at his door caused him to look up, and Daniel finished shifting his position in the game before getting to his feet and heading to the door. As he pulled it open, he readied himself for whoever might be on the other side. Within the city, there were many possibilities of who might come, but the person he found made him smile.

      “Rayen.”

      She pushed past him, shadows swirling around her as they so often did. She flashed a smile and then looked down to see the board he was playing, pausing for a moment.

      “Playing again?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I needed to do something to pass the time,” he said.

      “You’re trying to come up with some way to feel better about things. The only problem is that there might not be any way for you to feel better.”

      He nodded. “I know. It’s just…” He turned back to the board and took a seat, staring at the pieces. He had left himself with a reasonable move, and from here, there was another that he could make, and then another. With each of them, he could anticipate what would follow. The only problem was that he didn’t have the same challenge as he would if he were playing against someone. When it came to Olandar Fahr, the game he was playing was far more complicated.

      “How long have we been here?” he asked without looking up.

      “A few weeks. And in all that time, you haven’t uncovered anything,” she said to him.

      “I’ve been trying.” The people of the city had insight, but it was hard for them to grasp what they needed, partly because of how isolated they’d been over the years.

      “No. You’ve been sitting at the table, pondering, but the answers aren’t there.”

      He glanced over to her. “I know they aren’t there, but—”

      “There is no but when it comes to this. You’ve continued to search for insight in a way you won’t be able to find it.”

      “How would you suggest I look?”

      “I’m glad you asked.” She took his hand and pulled him up from where he was sitting, grinning at him again. “Sitting here isn’t the answer, Daniel Elvraeth. To understand what matters to these people, the reason they’ve protected the table for the Council of Elders, we need to be out among them.”

      “They haven’t been the most welcoming,” he said.

      “Not yet, but my experience when encountering people who have been closed off is that they often need time to adjust to their new reality. You have shown them something different, and they aren’t quite sure where they fit with it.”

      Could that be all it was? Daniel wasn’t sure that was the case, but there was a certain logic to what she was saying. Perhaps he had been holed up too much in his room in the chamber with the Council. If he got out and found something that might explain more about the Council, then perhaps he would better understand what he needed to do.

      “When would you have me go out and visit with them?”

      “How about now?”

      Daniel glanced down at the game. “I’m busy.”

      Rayen glared at him, taking a seat on the opposite side of the board. “Then let’s finish it.”

      He started to smile at her. She was growing in skill and had played Tsatsun for far longer than him, but she never challenged him the way Carth did. It wasn’t a failing of hers. It was more that she remained so fixated on her target, making quick moves rather than thoughtful ones. It was one of the reasons he bought into the things Carth told him about the game. It fit with her claim that playing Tsatsun gave him an opportunity to understand how someone else would think. When he played against Rayen, he was able to get a better idea of how she thought.

      “I’m not so sure you want to do this.”

      “Are you afraid you’re going to lose this time?”

      “Have I lost yet?”

      “Not to me, but you’ve lost to Carth enough.”

      He smiled, amused at the fact that she would taunt him in such a way. Even more amusing was that he knew just how much Rayen hated to lose. She despised it.

      “I think we can both agree that Carth is different.”

      “And I think we can both agree that you have become too arrogant for your own good.”

      Once again, Daniel smiled. “Do you want to reset the game board or do you want to play it out as it lies?”

      “Why don’t we finish the one you started? Besides,” she said, taking one of her pieces and slipping it across the board, “this way I won’t be the one losing. You’ll just be losing to yourself. No differently than you had been otherwise.”

      Daniel chuckled and responded by moving another piece, reacting to the move she made. She hesitated, watching where he placed his piece, and slid one of the Archers along the perimeter of the board. It was a decent move, but nothing about it put him in any danger. She had to know that, too. It was almost as if she were trying to let him capture her pieces—which he supposed she was. This was all her way of forcing him into getting done with the game.

      “You know, I could just let you win.”

      “You would never let me win.”

      “Never?” He moved a piece, sacrificing one of his stronger ones. It was one of the Obelisks, a piece designed to help ensure he had a solid next move. Sacrificing it opened him up to a whole other series of plays.

      But then, Rayen would know that. The logical next step she could take would be grabbing that piece, moving it out of the way, and from there capturing more of his. It wasn’t completely damaging. He could still come out of it ahead, but it would require far more gaming than it would otherwise.

      Rayen ignored his move. She left the piece alone, sliding her Archer further along the perimeter. Daniel shifted his piece again, opening himself up further. Once again, she ignored it.

      “We aren’t going to finish the game if you aren’t willing to play,” he said.

      “What makes you think I’m not willing to play?”

      Daniel looked over at her. “If you were willing to play, you would be more aggressive.”

      “Playing aggressively isn’t the only way to win at Tsatsun,” she said.

      Daniel smiled. “That’s unusual for you.”

      “What is?”

      “Your new style of play.”

      “If you think you can play it differently…”

      She slipped another piece along the side of the board, and he smiled. She was basically playing out along the periphery. Once again, there wasn’t anything to this technique that would pose a challenge to him, but there was no way to win, either.

      Did she realize that?

      Normally he would say she didn’t, but only because Rayen didn’t play like that, which suggested she was playing some strategy Carth had taught her to her.

      Daniel could be more aggressive with his play, but he would open himself up to an attack. Keeping her pieces along the perimeter of the board was a delaying tactic, and he almost smiled at the realization that he’d done something similar when playing with Carth early on. He’d thought it was better not to lose than to be completely outmatched. Perhaps that was still true, but what point was Rayen trying to make in showing him?

      Daniel moved his piece again, leaning back and watching while she made the next move. She brought another piece along the others, stacking them two deep, keeping them around the edges of the game board so there was nothing he could do.

      “A draw,” he said.

      “I didn’t lose,” she said with a smile.

      “But you didn’t win.”

      “Is winning the only thing you want?”

      Daniel sat back, watching her for a moment. “What is this about?”

      She smiled. “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

      “You do. Carth sent you here, didn’t she?”

      Rayen shrugged. “She might have. And if she did, so what? The fact remains, you have been focused only on Olandar Fahr ever since the attack.”

      It wasn’t so much that he’d been focused on Olandar Fahr, though he had. It was how close they had gotten to him. Daniel might not have had the opportunity to capture him, but Carth had. And she had failed.

      It troubled him. More than that, it angered him.

      If they could find Fahr, stop him, then all of this could be over.

      Worse, it seemed that the one person he thought would have been strong enough to do it actually wasn’t. Perhaps Lareth would be strong enough, or perhaps not.

      It was possible Fahr had become so powerful that even the strongest of them wouldn’t be his match. It was why he wanted to find some way of outmaneuvering him. They might not have his strength, but they could find a way to isolate him.

      “Carth is trying to caution me on being overly aggressive about my pursuit of Olandar Fahr?”

      Rayen shrugged. “I think she recognizes what she did, and how far she went, which makes her more concerned about what you might be doing. Not that I can blame her. You have been fixated on him.”

      “We need to understand what he knows.”

      If anyone should understand that, it was Carth. She’d been pursuing Olandar Fahr for so long that she should know why Daniel was determined to find him.

      “We can go out and see what we can find in the city,” Daniel said. He wasn’t sure why he had been reluctant, though perhaps part of it was because he didn’t know what they might encounter. Mostly, though, it was because he’d remained busy with other activities. There was the attempt to understand the Council of Elders, along with trying to figure out what the Architect had been up to. Partly it had been because he’d been Sliding elsewhere, not necessarily confined to the city. Now that he knew how to reach it, it was an easy enough thing for him to return, though perhaps he should have taken more time within the city to better understand what he was doing here and whether there was anything more he might do. “You’ve made your point,” he said.

      “Good. I was worried I was going to have to force you to see my point even better.” She flashed a smile.

      He wouldn’t put it past Rayen to actually force him. He could easily imagine her using her control over the shadows to do so. Not that he would refuse, anyway. It was Rayen, after all.

      They stepped out of the small room, and he Slid, emerging in the street. Because of its isolation, the city looked so different than many of the cities he had visited. There was the massive tree at the heart of it. It towered over everything, a place almost sacred to these people. Now that he knew about the Council of Elders and what was inside, he understood. Other buildings were different. They were nothing like those within Elaeavn, though surprisingly, they did remind him somewhat of the buildings found within the forest.

      As far as he knew, their people had once lived within the forest, before moving to the city and staying there. It was only recently when some had begun to return to the forest. Before he had left Elaeavn with Lucy, Daniel had never been able to understand how—and why—others had been willing to live within the forest and among the trees. Even after getting a sense of the power within the Elder Trees, he still wasn’t sure he completely understood. It wasn’t as if that power were granted to them, though perhaps it was similar to having exposure to one of the Elder Stones, in that it changed something about the people, giving them something more than what they would have otherwise.

      The streets were narrow, though there was no reason for them to be wider. It wasn’t as if there were carts or wagons or merchants that moved through here, and the only reason the streets existed was for pedestrians to make their way from place to place. As far as Daniel had been able to tell, none of the people within the city had the ability to Slide, though he wasn’t sure if they had any abilities. He suspected there was an Elder Stone here, or perhaps there had been, though for as long as they had visited, he had seen no evidence of it. It seemed impolite to ask about it, though the more time passed, and the clearer it became that he was somehow connected to this Council of Elders, the more he felt as if he had to get a better understanding.

      Most of the buildings were what he would’ve considered huts, though their construction was strange. They seemed to be all stacked dirt, but the closer he got to them, the less it seemed as if it were only dirt. Rooftops were covered with the massive leaves from the tree at the center of the city. Each leaf was nearly as large as his upper body, and they were layered over each other in a way that made them watertight. Considering the rains he’d experienced in his time within the city, rains he suspected were coming again with the thunder rumbling distantly, it was a wonder they managed to offer as much protection as they did.

      Everything had a connection to the forest, a sense that made him feel as if he were still within the trees. Most of the buildings had treelike shapes, with narrower bases that created the homes, and wider rooftops, almost like mushrooms, but covered with those enormous leaves. Even though he’d been here for a little while, he still felt a sense of awe at what he saw.

      “There has to be an Elder Stone here,” he said.

      “That’s what Carth believes as well.”

      “But we don’t have any idea which one.”

      “That’s one of the things Carth would like to uncover. If possible, she’d like to know what Olandar Fahr knows about the Elder Stones.”

      “We’ve been trying to find out, but the Architect has been resisting our attempt to uncover what he might know.”

      “I doubt you will be able to convince the Architect to share.”

      Daniel paused. They were in the middle of the street, in front of a row of similar buildings. The only difference was the positioning of the windows, and occasionally the type of coverings on the houses. All of them had greenery sprouting from the sides of the houses, though some appeared more like shrubs whereas others were more grasses and still others had rows of flowers. It seemed as if the growth from the homes was what gave each of these buildings their unique flair.

      “He will talk,” Daniel said.

      “Is that because you want him to, or because you will continue to torment him?”

      “I haven’t been tormenting him. I—”

      Rayen smiled. “I know you haven’t, Daniel Elvraeth. I think you need to learn more about the Architect.”

      “What’s there to know? He’s responsible for what happened to Lucy.”

      “Perhaps not the implant,” Rayen said, “but he was responsible for what took place following that.”

      Even thinking about it irritated him. It was the fact that the Architect had abducted her, holding her against her will. How terrifying must it have been? It was something Lucy didn’t talk about, though he wished she would. There was much she’d experienced that she kept to herself, and with her growing abilities—and the longer he was around her, the more certain he was that her abilities continued to grow— she grew more and more reserved.

      There were times when she would go off with Carth for long stretches, Sliding wherever Carth had her going, likely exploring and searching for the Elder Stones. When she returned, she rarely shared what they had done or seen. It seemed to Daniel there was a role for him in it, but at the same time, Lucy had not spoken much. It was almost like Carth had wanted to keep some of the details to herself.

      “Rumors about the Architect have existed for many years,” Rayen said, grabbing his hand and guiding him along the road. Daniel didn’t resist the contact and felt thankful for it. “We’ve known about him and his role within the Ai’thol for a long time. He has been known to have a brilliant mind, and it’s because of him the Ai’thol have continued to develop many of their implants.”

      “But it wasn’t until they learned from the C’than that they were able to be successful.”

      “That is correct, but I think there is something more to it. All we know about the Architect is that he has long been close to Olandar Fahr. So close that he’s been rumored to be one of his most trusted allies. We don’t know much about the structure of the Ai’thol.”

      “You could question him about that,” Daniel said.

      “What makes you think I haven’t?”

      Daniel blinked. He hadn’t realized Rayen had been a part of any questioning of the Architect, but it made sense. Carth would want people she trusted to question the Architect, and people who had a way of protecting their minds against someone like him.

      “What have you uncovered?”

      “Unfortunately, he remains tight-lipped about the organization of the Ai’thol. We know there are those that Olandar Fahr refers to as disciples. They are the most heavily augmented, men—and for whatever reason, they are always men—he’s trusted to receive augmentations, and most of them are incredibly powerful. Then there are those below the disciples, and they go by a similarly priestly type of name.”

      Daniel frowned. “I didn’t realize Olandar Fahr was trying to set the Ai’thol up to be a sort of religion.”

      “He wants followers, and that involves showing them a way to power. For some, that’s enough. Others want more. They want something to believe in. Whether it’s a higher power, something like your Great Watcher, or something more, there are people who believe they can gain much by their service to Olandar Fahr. That’s why those below the level of the disciple are referred to as acolytes.”

      “Which was the Architect?”

      “That’s the thing. The Architect has never been referred to as an acolyte or a disciple, and yet through it all, he’s carried a level of autonomy that rivals only Olandar Fahr’s.”

      Daniel frowned, glancing over at her. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know. It means he has an autonomy few others do. At the same time, he’s overseen the people you refer to as the Forgers.”

      They reached the edge of the city, and she paused, turning around, letting Daniel look down upon it. The city was nestled into something of a concave valley, where the circle of trees all around rose high overhead, almost as if the forest itself had grown up to protect and hide the city. Then again, he supposed that was the case. He wouldn’t have been able to find the city were it not for his connection to shadows and to Sliding.

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “If you intend to continue to question him, I want you to be prepared for the kind of information he might have and what he might share with you. If you uncover anything about the organization of the Ai’thol, it could be valuable. The kind of information we need to know.”

      Daniel nodded. “You know I’ll share what I uncover.”

      She smiled and shadows swirled around her. “Now, since it’s just the two of us, I thought we could wander along the edge of the city and see if we can find anything that would help us understand what this city’s Elder Stone might be.”

      “I’m beginning to think you just wanted to get me alone.”

      She winked at him. “Would that be so bad?”

      Daniel shook his head. “You know, it would’ve been easier for you to have done so while we were still in the room. At least there would be a bed there.”

      Shadows swirled almost playfully. “I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “I know you’re not,” he said. They started around the edge of the forest. “Tell me more about your home.”

      “Ih?”

      “I thought it was destroyed.” At least when he and Rayen had visited, there had been nothing remaining. He hadn’t thought there was anything left of it.

      “Ih was destroyed. I think Carth was there for a little while, though from what she says, she was too young to remember much about it. I was born after our people left. They took on another name, calling themselves the Reshian, but still holding on to their affinity for the shadows.” As she said it, the shadows swirled around her. They streamed toward Daniel, touching him briefly before retreating. There was something very intimate about the way she used the shadows like that. “There weren’t many who were shadow born at the time I developed my abilities. In that, I was considered rare. Perhaps I’m still considered rare.”

      “Where are the rest of the Reshian now?”

      Rayen shook her head. “For the most part, the Reshian are gone.” She closed her eyes briefly, swallowed, and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, she smiled. He could tell it was forced, but he understood the reasoning.

      “It was part of the Ai’thol’s play for power. They attacked the Reshian, wanting to remove any threat to their power. That was how I knew they weren’t nearly as altruistic as Olandar Fahr was trying to make them out to be.”

      “I didn’t realize he was trying to make them out to be altruistic at all.”

      “It depends on which people he’s approaching. When it came to your people, they remained isolated, so for the most part, they were no threat to him. It wasn’t until Lareth began to press that he responded, countering them and pushing back. The Reshian resisted the Hjan, and because of that, they were viewed as a threat. It took a while, but the Reshian were removed as a threat. Any who remain are like Carth or myself. Scattered. Landless.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “It’s not your fault. It’s not Carthenne’s fault. All of this is because of what Olandar Fahr has done. He’s the one who’s made us into this. And if it were up to him, he would continue to destroy those with the power to oppose him. Think about what he did in Nyaesh. He was all too eager to remove the A’ras.”

      “He wasn’t trying to remove them.”

      “He was using the C’than, no differently than he has used others. In that case, they were his move.”

      Daniel wasn’t entirely sure about that. When he thought about how the Ai’thol had attacked, he didn’t know if it was because of a desire for power or because they were responding to the branch of the C’than that had attacked.

      “Tell me about the C’than.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know much. Carth has always been a part of the C’than, at least as long as I have known. Because of it, she has been connected to their network, one that rivals even the Binders, though they have always served a different purpose.”

      “What purpose is that?”

      “It depends on who you ask. To hear the C’than speak of it, they claim they serve peace, but others aren’t certain that is the case.”

      “What do you believe?”

      “I’ve tried to join the C’than, so that should tell you.”

      “But you don’t want power.” If there was one thing he knew about Rayen, it was that.

      “I have power. I don’t know that having more power will change anything for me.”

      It was almost enough to make Daniel smile. There was something he loved about having conversations like this with Rayen, but they were so rare, partly because they so seldom had quiet time like this to gather, but partly because it was difficult to get Rayen to open up to him. It had gotten better lately, but she still was reserved, as if whatever traumas she had endured when she was younger had changed her. It was certain there were traumas in her past.

      “Is that something Carth has cautioned you against?”

      “Carth recognizes there are those who seek power for the sake of power, and there are those who seek power to protect.”

      Daniel knew which one Carth was. He’d known it from the very first moment he’d met her. She cared about those within her network, doing everything in her power to ensure they were safe, protected. With everything he’d seen in the world, he understood it was a rare trait to have. Carth had so much power, was so magically gifted, and yet she never abused it the way he had seen from Olandar Fahr.

      What would he do?

      He smiled, realizing why Rayen had brought him out here. “And here I thought Carth had only wanted you to play Tsatsun with me.”

      “She did.”

      “She’s still a skilled player.”

      Rayen tilted her head, nodding. “She is.”

      “What next?”

      “None of this is over,” she said. “We continue to face whatever it is that Olandar Fahr plans, but…”

      But they didn’t know quite what that was, and even when they learned, it still might not be enough. That wasn’t necessarily Carth’s lesson, but—

      A shimmering appeared in front of him, and he stepped back, reaching for his sword. Shadows swirled around Rayen, and when the shimmering resolved itself, Lucy stood in front of them.

      “You’re both here. Good. I need your help.”
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      Daniel looked at Lucy. She was dressed in a thin cloak, and a dagger was stuffed into her belt, though it seemed almost as if she ignored it. Sweat beaded along her brow, and her hair was pulled back into a tight braid. Despite that, he couldn’t help but realize how lovely she still looked.

      Then again, these days, he no longer felt the same way as he once had, no longer compelled as he had been by the desire to be with her. He had come to terms with the fact that the two of them were no longer compatible. Lucy had become something else. But then, so had he.

      “Daniel?”

      He shook away the thoughts and blinked, looking over at her. “What is it?”

      “It’s Carth.”

      Rayen immediately stiffened, and shadows began to swirl. She reached over, grabbing for Daniel’s arm, and studied Lucy.

      “What happened to Carth?”

      “We found something, though it involves danger.”

      Daniel glanced over to Rayen. “What sort of danger?”

      “A fight.”

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

      “You don’t want to test your ability against several dozen soldiers who might or might not have augmentations?” Lucy asked.

      Daniel reached for the hilt of his sword. Carth needed him, and he had to think he could help. “You will Slide us there?”

      “I think we both will.”

      “What?”

      As soon as she said it, he felt a strange surge within his mind. It was an awareness of Lucy working through his thoughts, and though he no longer felt nearly as upset by the intrusion, this was somewhat different than what he had experienced before. This came as a burst of power, and he was all too aware of the fact that it stemmed not just from him but also from Lucy, as if the power flowed between the two of them.

      He had never experienced anything like that before. It was almost as if they shared some connection and were able to use each other’s abilities.

      And then they emerged.

      He didn’t have enough time to fully grasp what had happened, but as soon as they stepped free from the Slide, he quickly surveyed where they were. It was some sort of massive chamber, stone all around them, strange banners hanging overhead. Carth was there, shadows swirling away from her, and heat was starting to build from her. Within moments, she would be exploding it, and he understood why she was holding on to as much power as she was.

      Lucy hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d claimed there would be several dozen attackers. He noticed at least thirty, and all of them converged, trying to push in against Carth’s shadows. All were armed with swords or crossbows, the kind of weapons that meant deadly force.

      “What is this?” Rayen asked, adding her shadows to Carth’s. As she did, something solidified, and it gave Carth a chance to relax.

      “Lucy uncovered a connection to Olandar Fahr here. We came to investigate when we were attacked.”

      “Where is this?” Rayen asked.

      “Landon.”

      Rayen frowned. “There’s nothing in Landon.”

      “We thought there was nothing in Landon. Apparently, Olandar Fahr has been concealing far more from us than we realized.”

      Rayen nodded, unsheathing her sword, and her shadows began to swirl around her even more than they had before.

      “What’s the plan?” he asked.

      “Are you asking for permission to kill, Daniel Elvraeth?”

      “I want to know how aggressive you want me to be.”

      “We need to find the queen,” Carth said. “There’s something about her I need to understand.”

      And there was something about the way she said it that told him Carth was troubled. “What does she look like?”

      “Don’t tell me you intend to chase this woman,” Rayen said.

      Daniel flashed a smile at her. “A beautiful queen? What young man doesn’t have interest in that?”

      “The young man who wants to live.”

      “Why would I want to live if there’s no fun in it?”

      “Trust me when I tell you that you want nothing to do with this queen,” Carth said.

      The shadows started toward him, swirling around, and he grinned. Preparing to Slide, he looked around. This was going to be a difficult fight, which meant he needed to focus on the shadows, letting them carry him. There was some technique he might be able to use, but it involved working with Carth and Rayen.

      “Give me something to follow,” he said to Rayen.

      She frowned at him, watching for a moment, but then nodded.

      The shadows began to build, and a pathway formed, twisting and weaving around.

      Daniel focused on that path of shadows, and he Slid.

      It was strange following the shadows like this, but he had grown more comfortable doing it. He trailed along the shadows, meeting a hint of resistance and Sliding beyond it, up and over the barrier, and then he emerged. A pair of soldiers were in front of him, and Daniel swept through his movements with the sword, following the techniques Carth and the Binders had showed him, using the skills the tchalit had taught him.

      As soon as he did, he Slid again and trailed along the shadows, emerging further along.

      Three soldiers were there. He barely hesitated, sweeping his blade and carving through soldiers while Sliding through the shadows. He found himself half emerging, half cutting, and through it all Sliding in a way he had never done before, gaining his connection to the shadows.

      There was other movement near him, and he paused in the Slide, emerging barely long enough to look around. He realized that Rayen was there, pushing out on the shadows, giving him something to Slide on, but also fighting with six men surrounding her. Her movements were quick, precise, and augmented by her control over the shadows. Watching her fight was a thing of beauty.

      Several other soldiers swarmed toward her.

      Not just swarmed—they Slid.

      Daniel Slid, following the shadows, and emerged in the midst of them. He swept his blade around, carving through them. Men cried out, falling in a spray of blood. His hands were slippery with the blood along his sword, and the air hung with the coppery scent of it. It was mixed with something else, a strange odor he couldn’t quite place. Throughout the entire chamber, there came the occasional cry, the scream of the dying, and Daniel could only ignore it. There was no time to do anything else.

      Another Slide, and he reached Rayen.

      “I thought you were going to follow my shadows.”

      “Your shadows led me to you.”

      “That might be the nicest thing you’ve said to me, Daniel Elvraeth.”

      He was tempted to turn, to embrace her, finding fighting alongside her more arousing than he had ever imagined it would be. How could he ever have thought he was attracted to Lucy?

      Six soldiers appeared. All of them Slid, and three of them carried crossbows. Daniel Slid, weaving between them, and he partially emerged, gliding along the shadows and carving outward with the sword as he did. He dropped two, but the third one fired, shooting a crossbow bolt.

      Daniel Slid, following the path of the crossbow bolt, gliding on the shadows behind it, and he swept downward, cutting at it as he went.

      He knocked the bolt out of the air and emerged back near Rayen.

      Shadows swirled around her in a tight spiral, and he realized he probably hadn’t even needed to follow the crossbow bolt. She likely would’ve been able to deflect it on her own. He spun, turning his attention back to the battle.

      There were more than the thirty who had been here at first.

      Some of the people he’d thought he was cutting down got back up.

      They shouldn’t be able to do that, which suggested either he hadn’t cut through them while Sliding as he’d thought, or there was some way of restoring them.

      If Olandar Fahr and the Ai’thol had come up with some method of restoring soldiers while fighting, they would be even more difficult to stop.

      Daniel backed up, spinning closer to the next attacker, sweeping his sword around. As he did, he ducked, diving below a blade that swung toward his head and barely missed.

      He Slid, following the shadows, and emerged briefly, long enough for him to sweep outward with the sword yet again. This time, he paused to bring the sword around, and as it connected with the next man, he carved completely through the attack, hacking at the soldier’s arm. Daniel put far more force into it than he usually did, and when he struck, he carved the man’s arm clean off.

      He Slid, trailing along the shadows, and emerged back near Rayen. This time, she had her shadows spinning closer to her, more tightly controlled than before. She fought, her own blade spinning in a rapid manner. Her jaw was set in a tight line. He could tell she wasn’t sure they would get out of this.

      If it came down to it, Daniel was determined to Slide them free, knowing he might be able to do so. Lucy could Slide them free, but there was something here they needed to know. Once they did, then they could Slide away.

      Another attacker charged toward Rayen from behind. Daniel Slid, reaching her and Sliding them a dozen paces away. When they emerged, shadows swirled around her, and she turned her attention back in front of her.

      On and on they went, a series of movements, all of them rapid, all of them with the kind of steady control he had come to know from Rayen, her blade carving in violent patterns, Daniel fighting alongside her.

      Somewhere nearby there was another sound of fighting, but he didn’t see Carth, and he knew Lucy wasn’t a fighter.

      Where was she?

      “What are they protecting here?” he said to Rayen in between attacks.

      “That is the right question,” Rayen said.

      “Whatever it is, it’s enough for Olandar Fahr to have established this type of presence. There are too many here for it to be anything else.”

      “I agree.”

      He ducked under another attack and brought his sword around, barely missing the next one.

      Streaking along with shadows, he Slid again. When he emerged, he took stock of everything around him for a moment, surveying where they were and whether there was anything he could do differently. The number of soldiers hadn’t changed much. There were still too many for them to handle, and despite the fact they were cutting them down, leaving what appeared to be a trail of bodies, it didn’t seem to make much of a difference. The more they fought, the more soldiers streamed into the room.

      They had to know that they wouldn’t be able to prevent them from Sliding, so either the soldiers were here as a way of delaying them, or there was something else to it.

      Could they be trying to keep them from reaching someplace?

      Where, though?

      Another Slide, once again following the shadows, and Daniel found himself nearing the back wall. The soldiers were pushing them steadily backward, away from a door on the far side.

      “They’re trying to keep us from reaching that door,” he said, pointing.

      Rayen frowned. “Then that is where we need to go.”

      “I agree.”

      He grabbed her and Slid, using the shadows to weave between the soldiers, ignoring their blades, and swept toward the far side of the room. When he emerged, there came a renewed surge of effort from the attackers. He turned to fight, but Rayen grabbed his arm.

      “I’ll hold them back. You see if there’s anything behind there.”

      He spun, turning to the door and trying to shove it open, but it was blocked. Taking a deep breath, he shoved on the door again, and this time he felt it tremble.

      “It’s locked,” he said.

      “Interesting,” Rayen said.

      “Why is that interesting?”

      “They tried to lock us in. Considering you have the ability to Slide…”

      Daniel grabbed for Rayen and attempted to Slide behind the door. It was something he didn’t like to do without knowing where he was going, but as he focused on the other side of the door, he found resistance. He could feel the shadows as they swept underneath the door. Using that connection, he slipped under the door, letting the bond carry him.

      With a strange twisting, they emerged.

      The other side of the door was not at all what he had expected. They appeared to be in an enormous cavern. The ceiling arched overhead. There was the sense of water somewhere. Darkness swirled in front of them, far enough that he began to wonder if he was surrounded by the shadows.

      Through the hall, he felt a familiar sense.

      “Rayen?”

      “Why did you bring us here?”

      “Where do you think I brought us?”

      “To Ih.”
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      Daniel glanced over to Rayen while keeping his focus on the strange chamber stretching out in front of them. Something about it did remind him of Ih, primarily the way the shadows stretched and swirled, but this was not that place. When he had been there before, there had been a distinct difference from what he experienced now. This was almost like some cavernous underground space filled with shadows, and though it was similar, it was not the same. When they’d been in Ih, there had been a sense of the shadows, but nothing like this, and certainly nothing that would explain the strange crawling sense of power he had. It was unsettling. The longer they were here, the more aware of it Daniel was.

      “Could it be another place of an Elder Stone power?” he asked.

      Rayen frowned. “Why would there be another?”

      “I don’t know. We’ve been chasing Olandar Fahr all this time, and yet despite everything we’ve managed to do to suppress him, he seems to find the power of the Elder Stones. What if there’s more than one location for it?”

      When they had studied the Tsatsun board, he’d started to piece together the possibility there might be something more. It fit somewhat with what they had experienced, and if this was the key, it would explain why Olandar Fahr would spend so much energy protecting this place.

      Shadows began to build, swirling, and he spun, preparing to attack, when Lucy and Carth suddenly emerged near them. He breathed out, squeezing the hilt of his sword, and glanced to Rayen. “Did you know she was coming?”

      “Not before you did.”

      “Where are we?” Lucy asked.

      “Daniel Elvraeth seems to think we are still in the same city,” Rayen said.

      “I don’t think I Slid us very far. All I was doing was Sliding along with the shadows and going underneath the door.”

      “That’s how you Slide?” Lucy asked.

      “That’s part of it,” he said. “I’m able to trail along the shadows to find my way from one place to another.”

      “Interesting. I would never have expected the shadows to be useful.”

      “What is it that you do to Slide places you couldn’t otherwise reach?”

      “I use what I know of someone’s mind.”

      “See? How is that so different?”

      Carth started forward. “This is a place of shadows.”

      Daniel joined her, looking up at the ceiling, feeling the presence of the shadows. It was a strange sense, an almost physical awareness of the shadows. There was some greater connection to them than what he had known. How could there not be? He could feel the shadows all around him, the steady pressure from them.

      “I’ve been wondering for a while if there was the possibility of more than one Elder Stone of a type,” Daniel said. The more they’d learned about the Elder Stones, the more he had come to know that they didn’t know very much at all.

      “Where have you come up with this idea?”

      He didn’t want to admit it came from Tsatsun rather than any observation, and yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that something about the game had allowed him to understand more than he would have otherwise. It seemed almost as if the game were designed to give an understanding of the Elder Stones, though it was a purpose that seemed far different from what Carth had suggested. In her mind, Tsatsun was all about strategy and what you could learn of your opponent. There was that, but there seemed to be another element mixed within it. The longer he focused, the longer he played Tsatsun, the more he began to question whether there wasn’t some hidden meaning within the game itself.

      “Tsatsun,” he said.

      “When did you come up with this?”

      “A little while ago,” he admitted.

      Carth sighed, taking a step forward. Shadows swirled out from her, brushing along the walls of the cavern, stretching up toward the ceiling arching high overhead. “It’s unfortunate we have not spoken of this sooner.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I have only just come to that realization.”

      She strode away from him, and Daniel hesitated, not sure whether he could—or should—go with her. Yet, he needed to go along with her, needed to know what Carth knew about the shadows and whether he was right.

      Rayen touched him on the arm, and he glanced over at her. “I think she’s troubled by this,” Rayen said.

      “That I haven’t spoken to her sooner? I should have. It’s just that—”

      Rayen shook her head. “It’s more than that. I think it’s tied to the fact that she has been playing Tsatsun most of her life and yet did not come up with the same understanding.”

      “It might not even be right,” he said.

      “And it might be completely accurate,” Rayen said.

      Lucy Slid past them, reaching Carth. The two women made their way down the cavern, and Daniel and Rayen hurried to keep up. When they reached them, he felt the presence of the shadows more acutely than he had before. They pressed upon him, an overwhelming sense that continued to build, each step seeming to take them deeper into the darkness. The farther they went, the clearer it became that they were truly working within the shadows.

      It was strange. The last time he had been around an Elder Stone for the shadows, he’d had no connection to them. He had felt overwhelmed by the shadows themselves, as if the shadows were nearly suffocating him, almost as if they were attempting to prevent him from reaching some deeper place with the Elder Stone.

      This time was different. As he went, he was aware of the shadows and could feel them continue to build, but there was not the same sense of darkness as before. It was as if the shadows were welcoming him.

      Daniel glanced over Rayen. “What is it like for you?”

      “I’ve been to the Elder Stone before,” she said.

      “I understand, but what is it like for you here?”

      Rayen looked around and frowned. “The chamber looks different than where I last saw the shadows, but the sense is the same, if that makes any sense to you.”

      “It makes complete sense.”

      “There is something here that is so similar to the other place of shadows. But… not the same.”

      It was the same thing he felt. There was the sense of shadows, but mixed within it was something else he didn’t fully understand. Almost as if there was something off about the shadows.

      “They aren’t the same, but what if they have this similarity that connects them?” he asked. Maybe that was the only reason for feeling as if there was something off.

      “I don’t think anybody ever knew that shadows connected Landon.”

      “They never did before,” Carth said.

      She paused and looked all around her. Her brow knitted and she chewed on her lip. “I’ve been to Landon many times before, and each time, there has been no sense of this.”

      Were they wrong? What if this wasn’t another place of shadows, but a place Olandar Fahr had created? He’d been acquiring Elder Stones, trying to gain power, and it was conceivable he’d done so in order to create places just like this, places that would be potent with the energy of the Elder Stone.

      Yet, he had a hard time conceiving of how Olandar Fahr would have used the Elder Stones to create this place.

      The other possibility was that this place was tied to Ih. If there was that connection, then it seemed to him it should be connected to something more, the actual shadows, or perhaps something other than the potential of shadows.

      “Did the queen come through here?” he asked.

      Carth frowned. “I wasn’t sure where she went. She surprised us. She recognized us and was able to Slide. She had power I was not expecting from her.”

      They would have to be ready for the possibility they could come across someone like that. He continued to grip his sword, holding it ready. If someone sprung out at them, he wanted to be prepared for them.

      There was nothing.

      The deeper they went into this cavern, the greater the shadows seemed to be, as if they had a steadily building presence all around them. It was powerful, an overwhelming sort of sense, and he felt different than he had even when he had been with Rayen in the other place of the Elder Stone.

      The cavern could be imagined. That was one thing that came to mind, and if it was imagined, then somehow Olandar Fahr had manipulated power in such a way that he would convince others with control over the shadows that they had reached a place of them. It was the kind of trap he could imagine Olandar Fahr setting.

      Why else would there be so many soldiers here?

      The soldiers could have been a distraction, a way of trying to convince them there was something more here.

      Despite that possibility, he couldn’t shake the sense that there was more taking place. He couldn’t shake the sense that he truly felt the shadows, and he couldn’t shake the likelihood there was more than one place of shadows.

      “Have you found any other place with a connection to Elder Stone power like this?”

      Carth glanced over at him. “Nothing like this.”

      “Have you found any duplicate Elder Stones?”

      “The only thing I’ve ever encountered was in Nyaesh, where the Elder Stone was moved. This is something different.”

      He stared into the growing darkness. At this point, the shadows around them were so dense he wasn’t able to easily penetrate them. He suspected that Carth or Rayen could do so, but maybe the shadows were too thick even for them. They did not make their way any further, standing almost as if waiting to decide. If there was some concern over what they might be able to observe within the shadows, he understood why they would pause.

      “Maybe there have been other places where the Elder Stones were moved.” Another idea came to him. What if the Elder Stones’ current locations were not where they had always been?

      How would someone move the shadows?

      Carth continued to creep forward, moving slowly and carefully, and Daniel turned his attention to Rayen once again, watching her. She understood something was not quite right, and having traveled with him so often over the last few months, he felt as if Rayen took his concerns more seriously than Carth did.

      “I think I need to follow them,” he said.

      “I don’t like you disappearing from here,” Rayen said.

      “To better understand what’s here, I need to follow the shadows. You and Carth need to ensure that Lucy is safe.”

      Rayen nodded, squeezing his hand briefly, and then he stepped forward.

      Daniel focused on the shadows and Slid.

      He didn’t have anything in mind. Instead, he allowed himself to Slide along the shadows, letting them guide him. He glided, carried with them, feeling the pull of the shadows. Sliding in this way was so different than how he had Slid when he was first learning. He trailed along the shadows, letting his connection to them pull him, and he didn’t have a destination in mind.

      That was the advantage of Sliding like this. There was no need for him to have a place. He could trail along the shadows, use them to help him find his destination. It was because of that connection he had managed to find the city within the forest, though when he was doing it, he had been weaving only between the trees, not following anything more than the blurring sense of the shadows.

      Within this chamber, shadows stretched all around, filling it with enormous darkness. It created something like a vortex, and he was drawn toward it. Daniel followed that, wondering if there was something within that vortex that intended to hide from him the answers he sought.

      If there was something within it, he was determined to uncover it. It was tied to the shadows, and he could track it.

      The darkness continued to swirl around him. He felt as if Sliding in this way changed him, making him little more than one of the wispy shadows themselves, giving him the ability to sweep along the darkness, to use that connection.

      He followed a circle down and down.

      At first, it seemed as if he were making a wide loop, but the more he followed the sense of the shadows, the deeper he was brought. It was strange that he was aware of that within the Slide, but he could feel himself pulled along, the nature of the Slide drawing him downward. As he went, he began to spin with ever-increasing tightness. He recognized where the Slide was taking him, realizing that eventually it would lead him to a point, a singular place, and he could emerge near it.

      With another burst of power, Daniel forced himself along the shadows, breaking free of the vortex and emerging.

      It took a moment, but his eyesight cleared.

      He looked around. Darkness seemed to emanate from a singular spot. It was almost completely black, but because of his connection to the shadows, he was better able to make out the source of them, and he could See where they were coming from.

      It appeared as if shadows themselves poured from a chasm within the ground.

      Approaching slowly, carefully, he worried the chasm might swallow him, and yet it seemed to draw him forward, compelling him to look at it.

      Through the shadows, he had a vague sense of movement.

      Daniel spun around, sweeping his sword out, meeting a woman.

      “Who are you?” he snapped.

      She appeared gowned in shadows, as if they were surrounding her entirely. Her dress seemed to trail away from her, much like when he noticed Carth and Rayen using shadows in a similar manner. It unnerved him.

      “You should not have been able to reach this place,” she said.

      “Are you the queen?”

      “Perhaps.”

      Daniel tried to think of what Carth had said. There had been no shadows in Landon before, and he was certain that this wasn’t anyplace near Ih. There was power here, and even in Ih there hadn’t been anything like this.

      “What is this place?”

      “For someone who travels along the shadows the way you do, I am surprised you don’t know.”

      “This is the Elder Stone?”

      The woman approached him, and the shadows continued to swirl around her, the control she had over them more impressive than anything he’d seen from even Carth or Rayen. As she moved, he noticed something else about her. It didn’t appear as if she walked. Rather, it seemed as if she shimmered.

      Daniel held his sword out, uncertain what she might do. She made no movement to threaten him, but then again, if she was as powerfully connected to the shadows as he suspected she was, there was no need for her to do so. It was possible she might be able to hold him here.

      “This is the source,” she said.

      “The source of what?”

      “Of many things.” She stopped, clutching her hands together, and tilted her head to the side as she studied him. “How is it that you reached this place?”

      “I followed the shadows.”

      “You should still not have been able to reach this place.”

      “Why?”

      She took another step toward him and straddled the shadows coming from the chasm, forcing him to take a step away.

      She started to pull the shadows into herself.

      It was a strange thing to witness. As he watched her draw the shadows up, swirling them around her, he couldn’t help but feel as if her control increased in intensity.

      Could this be why there had been so many soldiers here?

      He hadn’t asked Lucy how they had found the queen in the first place, but it had to be tied together. She must have had some way of tracking her. Lucy and Carth had been working together for some time, though Daniel didn’t know quite what they had been working on.

      He continued to back away. As he did, he couldn’t help but wonder if that was a mistake. The woman was drawing upon the shadows, pulling them with incredible force. They spiraled around her, and now it was more than just the gown she wore that seemed to be made of the shadows. Her skin had taken on a darker tint.

      He had to do something.

      “What are you doing?” He stopped where he was and waited for her to answer, but she ignored him.

      More and more of the shadows poured up and out of the chasm, but that wasn’t the only direction they came from. They seemed to be coming from overhead, from all around, as if she were breathing in the shadows, drawing them all to her. The longer she worked, the fainter the shadows became.

      He had to intervene, but how?

      Sliding.

      It was the only thing he could think of.

      He focused on the shadows swirling toward her and Slid, carrying himself forward, ignoring the potential of danger.

      The Slide carried him toward her. When he emerged from it, he drove the sword toward her, but the shadows seemed to swallow the blade, wrapping around it. Daniel ignored it, sweeping it back around, Sliding and following the shadows in a spiral. As he did, he emerged briefly, long enough to bring the sword around again, and once again, shadows met the blade.

      She pushed him off, sending the shadows at him. He shifted the nature of his attack, deciding that rather than trying to stab her with the sword, perhaps he could follow the shadows, Sliding along them, and reach her.

      They carried him forward. When they did, he crashed into her, knocking her back.

      It threw her away from the chasm.

      She tried to throw the shadows at him, but Daniel used the shadows she attempted to assault him with to Slide along, and he emerged off to the side, rolling away from her attack.

      Once again, she attempted to strike him, and once again he rolled away, trailing along the shadows, Sliding with them. Each time she thought to bind him with the shadows, rather than resisting, Daniel Slid along them, letting them carry him to a different place, the nature of the shadows guiding him.

      This time, he Slid again and emerged near her, and tried to jab at her with the sword. There was no technique to it, nothing other than an attempt to bring her down. The shadow queen sent them streaking away from her, power flowing outward, and he Slid along, letting the shadows carry him away. When he emerged, he shifted his focus, turning it toward her, and with another surge of power, he went Sliding toward her.

      He was unable to attack her well enough to do any damage, but it seemed there had to be some way to reach her.

      It wasn’t going to be with the sword. He’d already knocked her back, keeping her away from the chasm and drawing the shadows off, but perhaps there might be another technique. Could he Slide her away?

      Sheathing his sword—it had become useless in this battle—he Slid toward her. When he emerged, he brought his arm around, Sliding only part of himself by using the shadows she streaked toward him, and grabbed her.

      He pulled her away, Sliding her with him, and threw her to the back of the room.

      Her shadows swirled, but there was resistance.

      It wasn’t his resistance.

      Two darkened figures strode forward. Carth and Rayen. The shadows swirling around them were denser than Daniel had ever seen them, and when they wrapped around the woman, she pushed outward. A faint light began to glow, building off of Carth, and it started to disperse the shadows.

      That light continued to build, growing with increasing intensity. Then it exploded.

      It took a moment for Daniel’s eyes to adjust, but there was nothing remaining. His attacker had disappeared, though he doubted she was destroyed. Whatever had happened to her had simply made her fade away.

      “Who was that?” Daniel asked.

      “I have no idea,” Carth said. “Whoever it is has more power than anyone I have ever experienced.”

      “Even more than Olandar Fahr?”

      Her brow furrowed for a moment, and she breathed out a nervous sigh. “Yes.”
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      The palace grounds were more active today. Ryn was pleased to see the Ai’thol all making their way around the grounds, pairs of them patrolling, though they would have to do more—much more—in the days to come. The sound of their boots stomping across hard-packed earth resonated to her, as did the steady breathing she noticed, the regularity of it calling to her. Even from here, she was aware of the pumping of their hearts.

      “You don’t have to watch.”

      Ryn turned and noticed Matthew, one of the more senior Ai’thol at the temple, watching her. He was a small man, barely an inch or two taller than her, and slight of build. Since coming to Lexa, she had wondered how he had gained his position. It was often difficult to tell when it came to those who served the Great One. It could be that he had served the Great One better than most and had thus been given a position of more power and authority. It was also possible that he had been granted a greater blessing, though he had only a small scar underneath his chin, quite a bit smaller than most of the Ai’thol who were enabled.

      “The Great One has asked me to be more involved.”

      “He was here?” he breathed out.

      Ryn nodded. It was better for everyone to know the Great One had visited. Once they did, she could use that to help establish her position. She didn’t like that she would have to reference the Great One to ensure she maintained her authority, but at the same time, she didn’t want to have anyone challenge her, either.

      “He was here. The Great One does not need to announce himself in order to visit, and for all we know, he could be watching us even now.” Ryn looked up, her gaze drifting along the rooftops of the buildings before pausing at the top of the temple where she had visited with the Great One. It was possible for him to do those things, though she hadn’t seen him simply watching. Given her connection to the man, she thought she would be aware of it if he did.

      “You told him that we were helping.”

      Ryn nodded. “Should I have told him otherwise?”

      “He should know most serve him well.”

      She nodded again. “Is there something you need?”

      “I came to ask you the same thing.”

      “I would think you should be making preparations for the possibility of another attack.”

      “We were surprised. It won’t happen again.”

      Ryn watched him for a moment. They had been surprised by Thornton, but it was more than just surprised. The question remained: how many within the city were augmented in the same way? If it was more than a few, they might be in greater danger. Given what she’d seen in Dreshen, it was entirely possible that the Blacksmith had added gifts to others.

      “I’m not so sure it won’t.”

      “You doubt the Ai’thol?”

      “No, but I’ve seen others who have abilities we don’t fully grasp,” she said.

      Matthew grunted. “We won’t be surprised again, emissary.”

      With that, he marched away from her and joined a group of Ai’thol who were working off to the left of the yard. They had swords and were battling with them, and she found herself watching. It was more curiosity than anything else, but the longer she observed, the more intrigued she was. The two Ai’thol who had been sparring when Matthew made his way over there were quite gifted, and though she didn’t know much about sword fighting, she recognized the skill with which they worked.

      When Matthew joined them, they paused, and he took a sword from the ground and positioned himself in front of the other two. They began to fight again, and it quickly became apparent why Matthew had chosen to spar with two at the same time—along with the reason he had such a position among the Ai’thol. He was far more skilled than any of the others. As she watched, she couldn’t help but marvel at the level of talent he displayed. His work with the sword was amazing.

      “It is a brutal thing, but men like that are necessary.”

      She glanced over and frowned. The woman standing alongside her was about her size, slightly larger, and had dark brown eyes. An enormous scar stretched from one ear to the other, working beneath her chin.

      “I understand you wanted to speak with me?” the woman asked.

      “And you are?”

      “I am Tessa Itascan, emissary.”

      “That doesn’t help. I don’t recall asking to speak with you, Tessa.”

      “Dolan said you wanted to meet with me.”

      “You’re the head Forger?”

      “Does it surprise you that it would be a woman?”

      “Not entirely. It’s just I haven’t seen many women around here.” It was one of the things about the Great One she didn’t fully understand. For all he had done to elevate her, he had very few women working with him. She had wondered about it, but it was something she’d never bothered to bring up to him. Doing so was akin to questioning him and his methods. While the Great One might provide an explanation, she knew he would much prefer that she uncover the reason on her own.

      “There aren’t many. Still, you have me. What can I do to help?”

      Ryn continued to stare at Matthew sparring with the others and had to force herself to turn away. There was something incredibly impressive about the way he fought. Every so often, it seemed as if Matthew positioned himself so that she would see him more clearly, as if he wanted to draw her attention.

      Ryn coughed. “I would have you show me how you create your gift.”

      “I cannot do that.”

      “I am the emissary of the Great One. You will show me.”

      “The Great One himself is the only one who would be able to make such a request.”

      She pulled the marker hanging from her neck and shoved it forward. “This marker means I speak on his behalf. Can you make such a claim?”

      She stared at it before laughing. “I heard you were a feisty one. He has never sent anyone like you before. We’ve had the disciple here, but he remained within the palace, surrounding himself with others of power, rarely leaving. You are something different.”

      “I am his emissary.”

      Ryn was slowly beginning to understand what that meant. It meant that she was to work on behalf of the Great One, to act as his voice, and that she was to find some way to ensure the stability of his hold over Lexa.

      “Emissary, huh? I suppose that’s better than some of the things we’ve been sent. Come on, then, emissary. If that’s what you want to be, then I will show you what I can.”

      She guided Ryn back toward the palace, and rather than taking the main entrance, they veered around the side, wandering past a row of flowers and shrubs until Tessa found a door hidden behind some of the shrubs and pushed it open. As she did, a strange odor caught Ryn’s attention. It was that of heat and fire, smoke, but it was mixed with some metallic odor that reminded her of when she had found the Blacksmith. Overtop it was something else, almost a sickly sort of smell.

      The head Forger watched Ryn, and it seemed that a look of amusement gleamed in her eyes. Wherever she was going to take Ryn would be challenging, and Ryn would have to be ready for it.

      She followed Tessa down the stairs, beneath the palace. Where they were heading was a different section of the palace than she had visited when she had found the prison. They made their way through a narrow hallway, and as they went, the stench intensified.

      “What is that smell?”

      “That is the smell of forging.”

      “Why is it so—”

      “Awful?”

      Ryn nodded.

      “Unfortunately, it is that way by necessity. As you can undoubtedly tell, most of our work involves brutal changes.” Tessa turned to her, making a gesture underneath her chin where the scar was. “You will see.”

      When Ryn had her augmentation placed, there had been nothing similar. While it had pierced the back of her head and there had been considerable pain, it had not left her incapacitated. She couldn’t imagine what the people here would go through in order to obtain the blessing. Then again, she understood how valuable the blessings were and what many were willing to do in order to obtain them.

      They stopped at a door, and Tessa pulled a key from her pocket, twisting the lock and pushing the door open. On the other side, the stench assaulted Ryn. It was a powerful odor that nearly made her gag. She had braced herself for it but had not expected that degree of foulness. It seemed to come from everywhere. As she looked around, she tried not to breathe.

      A half dozen cots occupied most of the room. Several people lay on the cots, most of them unmoving. As Ryn stared, she realized that many of them weren’t even breathing. That was the stench she noticed. It was that of decay, a stink that came from the dead and rotting.

      “Why wouldn’t you move them?”

      “Because they died?” Tessa asked. She paused in front of one of the fallen. The man was shirtless, and as Ryn approached, she wasn’t able to take her eyes off the enormous scar underneath his jawline. It was stitched up with thread, with blood crusting around it. More blood stained his chest, along with the sheet around him. “We use each of these as an opportunity to better understand the nature of the gifts. The more we can understand, the easier it will be for us to be able to provide another gift for someone else.”

      “Even the dead?”

      She cocked her head, looking over at Ryn. “Not all survive the blessing.”

      “Why do you still apply them in this way?”

      “What other way is there?”

      Ryn started to reach for the back of her head. “There is another way to place the blessing. Has the Great One not taught you?”

      Tessa stared at the man, running her finger along her scar. “This is the only way I know. If there’s another way to provide the blessing, it’s one the Great One himself has chosen not to reveal. I was trained by the Architect, and with my training, I understand the nature of the blessing better than most.”

      “The Great One provided me with a blessing,” Ryn said.

      “You don’t have any mark.” She paused, lifting her gaze from the dead man’s chest before meeting Ryn’s eyes. “Other than the one you wear.”

      “You can’t see it.”

      “That’s not how the blessings work, emissary.”

      Ryn smiled to herself. “Perhaps not the way they used to work, but it is the way they are now. There are others who use a similar technique. I’ve seen it.”

      “Where?”

      “Dreshen.”

      Tessa stiffened. “Where in Dreshen?”

      “You recognize it?”

      “I’ve never visited Dreshen before. I have been in Lexa for years.” There was something about her denial that left Ryn wondering whether she was telling the complete truth.

      “There is a man who goes by the name of the Blacksmith. He uses some different metal. With it, he’s able to place blessings that aren’t so visible.” She couldn’t help but wonder whether she would have survived if she had been given a blessing like this. The procedure itself would be painful, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to withstand that type of pain.

      “There have been rumors,” Tessa said slowly.

      “What sort of rumors?”

      “Of a new process. The metal is different, and there is no need to surgically insert it. It’s that surgery that is the most difficult.” She made her way to one of the nearby beds, stopping in front of it. “As you can see with these men, they were able to tolerate it.” She paused, glancing from one to the other.

      As Ryn approached, she realized both of the men still breathed. One had a scar along the side of his face, running along his jawline. It was further along in the healing process, the stitching now removed, and no sign of bleeding like the other. The other’s wound appeared to be fresher, with crusted blood around it, and considerably larger. It was also around his forehead rather than along the jawline.

      “How do you decide where to place the implant?”

      “Part of that depends upon the man. Each person has potential. We—and by that, I mean the Forgers—study the candidate, trying to understand more about them so we can place the necessary implants.”

      She made her way to the end of the room, where a wooden shelf lined the wall. She lifted something off it, bringing it back toward Ryn. When she returned, Ryn realized it was a plate of metal. Light gleamed off it slightly, and it seemed to have a hint of shadows moving around it. That reminded her of Thornton and his attack, making her want nothing more than to get away from the metal.

      “This is the alloy. At least, this is the alloy I’m aware of. It seems from what you’re saying that there might be another one.”

      “As far as I know, there is another one, but I don’t know what is involved.”

      “Regardless, we use this alloy and we find a match. Not all of the Ai’thol are able to receive the blessing. There’s something to their potential that allows them to take it, or not. Part of it is what sort of blessing they want.”

      “You allow them to choose?”

      “I think it was not always the case, but we have begun to do so. Knowing what each man wants and how they have chosen to serve allows us to better select the nature of the implant. There are different alloys, and those different alloys enable us to provide different gifts.”

      Ryn hadn’t realized that so much went into creating the blessing. The only thing she knew was that some of the Ai’thol had them while others did not. The Ai’thol who had received the blessings always had far more strength than those who did not. It shouldn’t surprise her, though, that the Great One would study such things as well as it appeared he did. She had seen that he was diligent in everything he did.

      “I don’t know the nature of the gift I was given. The Great One himself applied it.”

      Tessa frowned. “The Great One does not administer these. As far as I know, he does not involve himself in the surgical side of their creation.”

      “There was no surgery involved.”

      “Then you don’t have any gift.”

      Ryn reached for the back of her head, fingering a small nub of metal that remained. She shifted her hair, turning so that she could show Tessa. For some reason, she felt it would be beneficial to prove to this woman that she was who she said she was and that she had the blessing she claimed. It seemed important for Tessa to know—and to believe.

      “As I said, this blessing is different than the one that you administer.”

      Tessa pulled her head down, jerking her with far more force than Ryn felt comfortable with. She tried to resist, but the other woman was strong and held her head in her hands, gripping it tightly. “How did he place this?”

      “It required another item. A rod that dispensed the metal.”

      “No surgery?”

      Ryn shook her head. “I don’t know that I would’ve tolerated any surgery.”

      “It can be difficult. When I went through my own, it was painful, but there was a sweetness to it. Partly because I could already tell I was gaining specific gifts.”

      “What gift were you given?”

      “I’m a Forger. I wanted to understand the metal involved in the administration of gifts.”

      “Not all of the Forgers serve in that way.”

      “Not all, but most. We seek to understand, and in order to do so, we have to know the metal, and know those who are to receive the metal as a gift. It brings us closer to the Great One himself.”

      She understood that. There was something about comprehending the nature of the alloy that was at the core of what the Ai’thol did. The Ai’thol were many things, much like there were many parts of the Ai’thol, many ways in which one could serve. The Great One oversaw it all, leading not only the Forgers, but also the disciples and the soldiers and all of the places they ruled.

      “How many do you lose?”

      “The process of placing the blessing is not straightforward. As I’ve said, there is a certain brutality to it. The metal must adhere, and in order to ensure it does, we must leave the incision open for nearly a day so the blessing takes hold. Unfortunately, infection sets in.” She pointed at one of the men lying near the back of the room. “I suspect he would have survived otherwise. The blessing had solidified, and with more time, he would’ve been able to survive this, but…” She shrugged. “Unfortunately, he is one more that we lost.”

      “How many?”

      “We lose nearly fifty percent.”

      Ryn blinked. Half? They lost half of the Ai’thol who presented themselves for a blessing? She hadn’t realized it was so many. The idea was incredibly troubling. Still, it wasn’t surprising so many were willing to take that risk. If you were offered an opportunity to change, to be something more, how could you not accept it?

      There had to be some way of improving the odds so they could help more people. The idea that she could find this secret appealed to her. It was something she could do that would serve the Great One in a way others might not.

      Only… she suspected the Architect might know the answer as well. She didn’t know him the way the Great One did, but she had heard about him. Anyone who served the Ai’thol had heard of the Architect. He was second only to the Great One himself, exalted in a way that even the disciples were not.

      And it was he who likely also served the Great One in a way similar to what the Great One wanted from her.

      “Has it always been that way?”

      “As long as I have been a Forger, we have lost nearly half. Some times are better than others, but it is rare that we manage to keep more than that.”

      Ryn stared at the survivors and realized why those who didn’t survive had value to the Forgers. They needed to use them to understand whether there was something more to those who failed.

      “I might be able to help.”

      Tessa glanced over at her. “Emissary, I understand the Great One values you, but I don’t know that there is anything you can do to help. You are the emissary, not a Forger.”

      “Maybe not, but if you can find someone who can travel, I might be able to help you learn whether there is an alternative you can use.”

      Tessa studied her for a moment. “Why would you do this?”

      “Because I serve the Great One. And helping you would serve the Great One.”

      It might do more than that, though, and Ryn wasn’t about to share that with her. It was possible that if she could find some way of uncovering what the Blacksmith had done, they might be able to save more of the Ai’thol. And if they could do that, then she would have an easier time of securing Lexa. Not just Lexa, but other places, and all on behalf of the Great One.
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      Ryn glanced back at the line of Ai’thol behind her as she headed out into Lexa to observe the city for herself. She had brought a dozen along with her as she made her way through the streets, enough she thought she should be safe.

      She glanced over to Matthew, thankful to have someone with his skill along with her. He had come willingly, like so many others of the Ai’thol. Ryn hoped she deserved them coming along with her.

      “I still don’t think this is necessary for you, emissary,” Matthew said.

      “I appreciate your concern, but the Great One himself wanted me to secure Lexa.”

      “We will take care of securing Lexa. You don’t need to come with us.”

      Ryn turned to him, frowning. “Then you believe you can manage against Thornton?”

      “We won’t be surprised again. We’ve been training and preparing.”

      Ryn smiled. She’d seen them preparing, and she had seen the type of training they’d been working on, but from what she could tell, there wasn’t anything that would prevent them from being overwhelmed by the shadows and the explosion Thornton had used against the Ai’thol.

      In the week since the attack, there had been no word of him. She had a hard time thinking he had gone anywhere other than back into the city, and the fact that he had disappeared, hiding, made it so she felt obligated to head out into the city herself. If nothing else, revealing herself in this way would prove she wasn’t afraid.

      “I know you won’t be surprised,” she said, wanting to placate him. It wouldn’t do for the Ai’thol to feel as if they had to fear her. She needed them to work with her, and she needed them to know she supported them, regardless of whether they were in any sort of danger. “I also know he will have been planning, and I think together we might be able to uncover more than either of us could alone.”

      “Why?”

      “Why would I come with you?”

      “Why would you risk yourself like this? The disciples never were willing to do so.”

      Ryn shrugged. “I can’t speak to what disciples were or were not willing to do. All I can say is that I will do whatever it takes to continue the Great One’s work.”

      Matthew looked as if he wanted to say something more, but they reached an intersection, and he fell silent.

      Ryn turned her attention toward the street. The people out here were unmindful of the fact that a dozen Ai’thol were making their way along the street, almost as if they intentionally avoided looking at the Ai’thol. Yet the Ai’thol had had a presence in Lexa for a long time. These men making their way along the streets shouldn’t be anything remarkable.

      The Ai’thol—and Matthew in particular—had provided word there was movement in the south part of the city. Normally, she wouldn’t have volunteered to come along, but if Thornton was involved, she wanted to know. He’d been hurt. She’d seen the way he’d staggered away from the meeting, and that was the kind of injury that would take time to recover from.

      “We could travel, emissary,” Matthew said.

      Ryn nodded. She had considered that. While it might be easier for them to travel, she thought there was value in being seen in the city, making their way openly so the citizens knew that the Great One still had his presence here.

      “I prefer to walk.”

      “As you wish.”

      There was a danger in walking rather than traveling. If they were to have traveled, they could have surprised Thornton and whoever he was meeting with, but by walking, they ran the risk of him discovering they were coming, and moving. Then again, she suspected she knew what kind of man Thornton would be. He would be proud, and he would likely think there was no danger to him. If there was anything the Great One had taught, it was the value of observing and evaluating situations. In the case of Thornton, what she had seen from him suggested he was arrogant, confident in his ability, and he believed there was no threat to his position within the city.

      It was that kind of man who would end up suffering from his arrogance.

      Movement came again, once more from the end of the street, and Ryn continued toward it. The Ai’thol trailed behind her, two lines of them, all armed with swords. It might’ve been easier—and better—if she had spent some time learning how to fight with the sword, but she had never had the opportunity. After coming to serve the Great One, she would have had a chance to do so, but they had continued to travel, making their way around the land. The more she learned about the Great One’s people, the more she recognized there was value in those who knew how to defend themselves.

      “Emissary?”

      This came from one of the other Ai’thol, and she glanced over at him. He was a larger man, more muscular than Matthew, and had sandy-blond hair along with a rounded jaw. The scar along the side of his cheek was jagged, with swollen ridges that made her wonder whether it had gotten infected during the placement. Could he have been one who had survived despite the infection?

      “What is it?”

      “There is movement.”

      She nodded. “I see that.” It was more than just being able to see it. She could feel it. It was a difficult thing to express, only that it came from someplace deep within her. She could feel the way the men up ahead were starting to move, could hear it, from the sound of their boots across the ground to the quickening of their breathing along with the irregular beating of their hearts. There was the faint stirring of air from their movements that added to it.

      “It’s more than that. I can hear their voices.”

      She frowned at the man. There was a time when she would’ve found such an experience impossible to believe, but after having been around the Great One and others within the Ai’thol, it was far easier for her to accept that such things were possible. She had seen it.

      “What do you hear?”

      “Chatter, mostly. It’s strange. They know we’re coming, but they aren’t doing anything to move.”

      “Thornton is unlikely to try to move,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because he believes he doesn’t need to.”

      Ryn paused, looking along the street. Was she making a mistake? She thought a dozen Ai’thol would be enough, and yet, it was a dozen Ai’thol she couldn’t stand to lose. Their position within the city was tenuous as it was, and adding that risk would make it even more so.

      “If you hear anything worrisome, let me know.”

      The man straightened and nodded.

      Ryn continued along the street, paying more attention to what she could sense all around her. Her gift was a blessing, and there was no question about it, but at the same time, it didn’t have nearly as much utility when it came to tense situations like this as some of the Ai’thol gifts did. Whereas others gave the recipient things like the ability to travel, or control over metals, or even over shadows or flame, the same power Thornton had, hers was merely enhanced senses. Those were valuable, and she certainly wouldn’t dismiss them or give them up, but it would be much easier if she had more than what she did.

      Ryn approached more slowly, hearing the same thing the other man had mentioned. Perhaps it wasn’t voices inside someone’s head he was hearing but the sounds along the street. Everything seemed to be far calmer than it should be. There was a certain stillness to the air.

      With that awareness, Ryn realized there was no movement near her. When they had first started along the street, she had seen dozens of people. Though they moved out of the way of the Ai’thol, they returned, crowding the streets as they usually would at this time of day. Many were heading toward the market or some of the various merchants’ stands, others simply making their way home after working in the fields surrounding the city. Suddenly, there were none. It was almost as if anyone who had been here was gone.

      That troubled her more than anything else.

      “Matthew?”

      The Ai’thol crowded close to her and leaned toward her. “What is it?”

      “Be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know, but I don’t think it will be long before we find out.”

      Along the street, one of the doors opened, and someone poked a head out. It was a dark-haired and dark-eyed man. He glanced at them, watching for a long moment before retreating back behind the door and closing it tightly. That alone was odd, but not as odd as everything else that was taking place.

      Ryn paused. There had to be something she could hear, at least. Maybe it was the whispers of voices, the steady breathing, or something along the street that would give her some idea of what these others might be up to.

      As she listened, she found nothing.

      Perhaps it was nothing more than the fact the sounds were muted and hidden from her because of that, but it was possible that there was another reason. Could Thornton have some way of concealing things? That seemed too much to believe. It wasn’t an ability anyone had, but then, he had some ability with the shadows. She’d seen others with that gift and had an awareness how they could be used. With the right touch, someone who controlled the shadows might be able to use them to mute sounds.

      There had to be some way of listening beyond the shadows. Maybe it was with the other Ai’thol who claimed he could hear voices, and if he could, maybe he could hear within someone’s mind, but what Ryn needed was a way to listen beyond those shadows and break through whatever the men were doing that protected them from her.

      She focused, her breathing heavy and strained.

      There was nothing. Just the silence. It continued to trouble her, the emptiness she heard. The longer she was aware of it, the more she was perturbed by what she did not hear. There should be something, even if it was nothing more than the scuffing of boots along the floor. The farther they went, the quieter it got, and the harder it was for her to hear anything.

      “We should go back,” she said.

      Matthew nodded, and she was appreciative that he didn’t argue. “Should we travel?”

      “That might be best,” Ryn said.

      They started to shimmer. There was one aspect of traveling she’d gained an understanding of. When someone attempted to travel, there was a stirring of color and light, a strangeness that came to them, and the longer they shimmered, the easier it was for her to make out. This time, the shimmering seemed to linger longer than it normally did, and Ryn frowned, watching Matthew and then some of the other Ai’thol.

      “What is it?”

      The shimmering began to ease, and Matthew unsheathed his sword, spinning in place as he looked all around him. “I can’t travel.”

      “What do you mean you can’t travel?”

      “Something is holding us here.”

      “Have you ever experienced that before?”

      “Not in Lexa.”

      Sweat beaded on her forehead, and Ryn began to fear.

      What was taking place?

      This had to be Thornton, though she didn’t know what he might be doing. She had felt the power of his abilities, but she hadn’t expected he would be able to prevent the Ai’thol from traveling.

      She understood his arrogance even better now than she had before. If he had that ability, then why wouldn’t he have used it when confronted by them before? Unless he hadn’t wanted to reveal himself. Now that he had, there was no point in holding anything back.

      This was something more she needed to understand, something the Great One would benefit from knowing. If Thornton had some way of preventing people from traveling, then the Great One would need to work to try to overpower it.

      Each of the Ai’thol unsheathed their swords, and they turned in place, watching. Ryn was acutely aware of the quickness of their heartbeats, their rapid breathing, the shuffling of their feet along the cobblestones.

      Someone grunted, and Ryn spun, realizing one of the Ai’thol had a crossbow bolt sticking from his chest. Blood poured from the wound.

      Matthew grabbed her, sweeping his arm around her, and pushed her forward.

      “We have to get you out of here, emissary.”

      “We all need to get out of here,” she said.

      Another crossbow bolt streaked, and this one Ryn could practically see as it flew through the air, heading directly toward her.

      She dropped to the ground, rolling off to the side, pulling Matthew with her. The bolt protruded from the wall behind where she had been standing. Her eyes lingered on the crossbow bolt. Had she not noticed it moving, she would have been struck by it.

      Matthew pushed on her. “Run, emissary.”

      Ryn should get moving, and she recognized the sense in what he was telling her, but she didn’t want to run. Doing so felt as if she were abandoning her place here, allowing Thornton and his men to win. It would be almost as if she were giving up on Lexa, and failing the Great One all over again. It was the last thing she wanted to do, but if she didn’t hurry, she might not survive.

      Other arrows streaked overhead. As she lay there, the sounds of the Ai’thol who had accompanied her falling came to her ears. Each arrow or crossbow bolt that struck landed with a thud. Some met flesh or made the distinct sound when they stuck into the wood of the buildings nearby. The sound was sickening, but not nearly as sickening as that of the Ai’thol falling, their gasps following. There were other sounds, each of them equally unpleasant.

      She struggled to get to her feet, knowing she needed to be moving, that she couldn’t simply lie there. If one of those arrows landed in her flesh, she had no chance of escaping. She didn’t believe she was strong or fast enough to outrun them.

      Pressing her back up against the wall, she slowly got to her feet. Matthew threw himself in front of her, spinning his sword from side to side, prepared to take on unseen attackers. He pushed her behind him, and Ryn scrambled back along the street, ready for the possibility she would be able to find an opening and run.

      Eventually, they had to come to a point where the Ai’thol could travel again, didn’t they? It couldn’t be a trap that would hold them there permanently, yet she wondered if that was the case. The longer she was here, the more she realized this might have been a setup. Thornton had planned this, prepared for the possibility he’d able to trap them, confining them in place, and carving them down like this.

      If he had planned for that, it showed an even greater lack of fear than she had observed when he had come to the palace.

      Then again, why would she have expected anything else from him? He had proven he was not afraid of her or the Ai’thol.

      Ryn spun, looking behind her, half expecting to see more attackers pushing up behind them, but there was nothing.

      She grabbed Matthew, pulling him. He looked as if he wanted to surge forward, to grab one of the fallen Ai’thol, but what could he have done?

      Ryn hazarded one more look and saw the rest of the Ai’thol who had come with her were all down. Some had managed to get back to their knees, but each time they did, another crossbow bolt or arrow streaked toward them.

      None of them would survive.

      All she could hope for was her own survival. She needed to get free. If she could, if she could have Matthew help her, then perhaps they would find a way out of this mess. They could regroup, and if they did, then… what? They didn’t have the numbers or the power to take on someone like this.

      Was she supposed to abandon Lexa?

      The Great One had entrusted her with this, and she would fail him.

      They reached an intersection at the end of the street, and she dragged Matthew back. He stumbled, and Ryn grabbed for him, pulling him along the street. When they rounded a corner, she looked down and saw that an arrow stuck out from his thigh. Blood poured from the wound, similar to the way the blood had poured from the wound when Thornton had been stabbed.

      “Go,” Matthew said. “Get back to the temple. One person can hide more easily.”

      Ryn shook her head. “I’m not going without you.”

      Matthew hobbled to his good leg and started to shimmer. His jaw clenched, and then the shimmering faded.

      “They’re still holding on to something that prevents me from traveling,” he said.

      “That time you got closer,” Ryn said.

      “Closer, but still not enough.”

      Ryn looked down the street. It was empty, but at the next intersection, there were more people. If they could reach that crowd, maybe they could disappear into it, and she had to think the presence of the crowd meant that there were others who might be able to help them. Not all within the city would be like Thornton, would they?

      “Hold on to me,” she said. She slipped an arm around Matthew and dragged him forward. He shifted his sword to his outside hand, though Ryn wondered if it would be effective as a weapon. Most swordsmen knew how to fight with only one hand.

      She staggered along the street, trying to go faster, but it was difficult to pull Matthew along with her. He was heavy, and he seemed to be moving more slowly the further they went.

      At one point, Ryn glanced over, saw his eyes closed, and shook him briefly.

      “Stay with me, Matthew.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry, emissary,” he mumbled.

      Ryn dragged him, looking behind her. An arrow came streaking toward her, and she leaned off to the side. She had reacted barely in time. If she hadn’t moved, the arrow would have struck her in the back of the head.

      Maybe she needed to backward along the street. That way, she would at least be able to see whether they were targeting her. With her enhanced eyesight, she thought she might be able to follow the arrow if it came down to it.

      Shifting, she positioned herself so they were backing along the street. As they went, she felt the movement of wind, just a shifting of it, but it was enough for her to realize the source.

      Another arrow, this one coming from a different angle.

      Ryn dropped, dragging Matthew with her. Together they went tumbling to the ground, and she rolled, putting herself on top of him to protect him.

      A flurry of arrows streaked over where she had been.

      Each of them sank into the walls behind.

      From what she’d seen, she had to believe the arrows were poisoned, and if they had struck, she was unlikely to have survived.

      Dragging herself forward, Ryn looked around. There was nothing nearby that would be able to protect her and Matthew. All the doors along the street were closed, and unlike in some cities, there were no alleys they could creep along. There was nothing here they could use for defense.

      She looked up and didn’t see anything on the rooftop, though she had felt the effect of them. They were there, though she could not see the attackers.

      Ryn scrambled to her hands and knees, dragging Matthew along the street. She kept her eyes up, not paying attention to Matthew, ignoring his occasional moan, knowing if they could get back into a busier section of the city, it wouldn’t matter. There came another strange stirring of movement, that of a shifting of wind, a whisper of sound that was almost a whistle, and she twisted, barely avoiding another series of arrows.

      She might not have abilities that allowed her to fight, but at least she could run. Hopefully they would allow her enough time to get away, though she was beginning to doubt she could.

      As she continued to drag Matthew, fatigue started to set in. She wouldn’t be able to withstand much more.

      She staggered back, falling onto her backside, and Matthew flopped onto her.

      She wasn’t even sure if he still breathed. It was possible the attack had left him dead, though she chose to believe he wasn’t. She held on to him, scrambling back, pushing herself across the ground. Matthew moaned again, giving her a reassurance he was still alive, and she felt a bit of relief.

      “Just a little further,” she said. She didn’t know whether or not that was true. It was increasingly likely that they wouldn’t make it, but she was determined to try.

      Voices behind her caught her attention, and she spun.

      The street behind her was busy, a dozen people or more making their way along it, and she allowed herself a momentary sense of relief at the possibility they might finally escape, but then there came another whizzing movement, and she felt the surge of the arrow coming toward her. She doubted she would be able to move out of the way quickly enough. As much as she wanted to, she didn’t know if she had the necessary strength to push him off her and out of the way.

      Someone grabbed her shoulder, and Ryn shook, trying to get free.

      “I can help,” a voice said.

      Ryn looked up. Everything was blurry, and she no longer knew if she was seeing clearly or not. It almost seemed as if the Great One had come, and if he had, she wanted to apologize for failing him. She couldn’t help but feel as if she had been a failure.

      “Get back,” she snapped.

      The man started to back along the street, and she looked all around, but there were others near her—quite a few others. Enough that she started to think perhaps she might get away.

      Another arrow streaked toward her, catching one of the people along the street in the chest. They dropped in a spray of blood.

      Ryn gasped, and she pulled on Matthew, dragging him back.

      “Emissary?” he mumbled.

      “I need you to travel us back to the palace,” she said.

      “Emissary?”

      He might not even be strong enough to do it. After everything they had gone through and with as weak as he was, it was possible that Matthew was too far gone. The poisoned arrows might be enough to have taken him from her.

      “Matthew,” she snapped.

      His eyes opened, and in a moment of clarity, he started to shimmer. This time, there was no resistance, and the shimmering persisted long enough for them to disappear. When they reappeared, they were on the grounds within the palace.

      Matthew rolled off to the side, collapsing. He breathed out once and then didn’t take another breath.
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      There was a calm hanging over the village. Haern let it fill him, appreciating the quiet. He hovered above the ground, suspended in the air as he pushed on the lorcith coin and let his connection hold him in place. Every so often, a gust of wind would pull on him, attempting to push him off course, but Haern focused on his connection to the lorcith, and he pushed back.

      From here, the village was little more than a series of twinkling lights. He was aware of the sense of the women within the village, all of them augmented much like he was now, and from above the village, he could feel the movement of the lorcith.

      Every so often, he noticed pressure on the lorcith coin he used to hold himself here. There were others within the village who had control over lorcith, though the longer Haern was within the village, the less certain he was there was anyone who had the same type of control as him. The fact they had someone here who could use lorcith gave him an opportunity to practice pushing when someone else was trying to influence him.

      He’d been hovering in the air for the better part of an hour. Long enough to watch as the moon rose higher in the sky, the shifting breeze growing a little cooler, carrying the scent from out over the ocean, bringing the salty spray toward them. He wrapped his cloak around him, pulling it tightly, and ignored everything else.

      His hands throbbed. It was unusual for them to throb like this these days, and for the most part, since having come here, having his augmentations placed, he had not experienced such throbbing within his hands. It was almost as if the person who had control over lorcith was somehow influencing the lorcith, though if that was the case, then Haern thought he should be able to counter that effect.

      Instead, he tried to ignore it.

      The sense of the wind whistling around him continued to draw his attention, and Haern focused on that most of all. Partly because something within the wind seemed to call to him, an energy of sorts, and partly because he felt a stirring within him, a longing to keep moving.

      For so long, Haern had been traveling, out on the road, and for that to come to an end left him somewhat somber. It was a strange thing for him to know his time as a traveler had come to an end. It wasn’t that he had to stop—not entirely—but there was something to his travels that was over, changed from what it had been. How could it not be when the people who had accompanied him had finally found a place where they could relax? Many of them needed that. They had been traveling for such a long time, and had been under the threat of danger for so long, that they needed the peace that came from finally having an opportunity to sit and not fear another attack.

      Pressure pushed on him again, this time more acutely.

      Haern looked down, searching for a sign that would tell him which of the women was attempting to move him off his course, but he didn’t see anything there. He knew one woman in particular had significant strength, but he didn’t know her name. Surprisingly, though he’d been here for the last few days, he hadn’t taken the opportunity to get to know her. That was a mistake he needed to rectify, and now was as good a time as any.

      Using the lorcith, Haern lowered himself slowly and steadily back to the ground. As he did, he looked around the row of darkened buildings. Even with his enhanced eyesight, the shadows still swirled around them, giving them something of an appearance that reminded him of Carth and her abilities, leaving him to question whether she might be here within the village. He didn’t think she was, but then he might not know. That was the nature of Carth and the kind of thing she could do. She was completely capable of hiding herself, even from him.

      The sense of lorcith pressed upon him. It came from all over throughout the village, and near enough to him that he thought there was something—or someone—nearby. Pausing and turning, he tried to peer into the darkness, but he wasn’t able to make anything out.

      “I can tell you’re there,” he said.

      Even against the darkness of night, his voice sounded muted to his ears.

      He waited, focusing on lorcith, knowing if there was someone here, they would need to step out of the shadows in order for him to detect them. It didn’t take long for him to pick up on the sense of lorcith moving.

      It was different than when the Ai’thol moved using lorcith. With them, it came as a stuttering sort of change, their Sliding carrying them from one place to another, making it difficult for him to follow. In this case, it was no different than him walking across the street.

      A face appeared out of the darkness, though it still seemed as if darkness swirled around her. From a distance, she reminded him of Rayen, her dark hair, eyes shrouded in the dark, making it challenging for him to fully evaluate her. She pushed upon the lorcith in his pockets, though when he became aware of that, he maintained a connection to it. Most of the items he carried were things he had forged, and he was familiar enough with them that he could prevent anyone else from gaining control over them. It was that advantage his father had wanted him to understand.

      “How do you do that?” She was tall and thin and had her arms crossed over her chest. The cloak she wore concealed her, practically hiding her in the darkness.

      “Do what?”

      She flicked her gaze up toward the sky. “What you just did. How do you fly?”

      Haern shook his head. “It’s not flying. I’m using my connection to the metal.”

      “I have a connection to the metal, but I don’t have the ability to fly.”

      Haern took a step toward her. When he did, there came another surge of pressure against the lorcith he carried. It was strong—she was strong. It was enough that he knew to take a step back, to give her space so he didn’t frighten her.

      “There is a way of using the metal so that you push off upon it.”

      “Push?”

      “What does it feel like when you use the metal?”

      She glared at him. “It doesn’t feel like anything. I just use it.”

      “In my mind,” Haern started, realizing he needed to explain it in a way that she might recognize, “I can feel the pressure of the metal against me. I can use that, and I can use that awareness in order to force the metal away from me, or even pull it toward me.”

      “I can push the metal away from me.”

      “Can you pull it toward you?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Haern nodded. “Control comes with experience. I can help you work with it, if you want.”

      “Why would I want your help?”

      “I was just asking—”

      The woman spun away, leaving Haern staring after her. He couldn’t help but feel unsettled by the interaction. It was a strange thing for him to have someone like this woman seem so unhappy about his mere presence. He’d done nothing, and yet it seemed as if she were angry with him.

      “Don’t mind her,” another voice called.

      He jumped and spun around, realizing whoever was there had snuck up on him. How had they managed to do that? They shouldn’t have been able to come so quickly upon him.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Marcy,” the woman said, approaching. She did so with an almost stuttering sort of step, and Haern smiled to himself.

      “You’ve been working with Lucy.”

      “How do you know?” Marcy froze, and tension built within her.

      There was something to all of these women—they carried a tension, and there was a way about them that left him troubled. Whatever they had experienced must have been awful for them to react in such a way. All of them had a similar sort of agitation.

      Then again, he recognized that fear. It was a fear that many of the women who’d traveled with him shared.

      “Just by the way you can Slide,” he said, trying to smile and be as welcoming as he could.

      “She’s been trying to work with me,” the woman said. “I don’t have her skill.”

      “I don’t think anyone has her skill,” Haern said, shaking his head. “Growing up around her, she wasn’t nearly as strong as she is now.”

      Marcy took a step toward him again. “You knew her?”

      “I grew up with her.”

      “Are the two of you…”

      Haern smiled. “No. There was a time when I think both of us wondered if perhaps there might be more,” he said. Why was he telling Marcy this? He didn’t really know her, but then, it felt nice talking about Lucy with someone he didn’t know. And he had the sense from Marcy that she needed him to share something about Lucy. And maybe that was the reason the other woman had been so angry. He wasn’t Lucy, and he wasn’t able to work with them the same way she could. He didn’t have the same skill as Lucy did when it came to those abilities. He might be able to use lorcith, and he might be Sighted, but that was about it.

      “She’s so powerful,” Marcy said.

      “She is, and I’m amazed at how she handles what happened to her.”

      “Do you know what happened?”

      Haern shook his head. “I wasn’t there. I’d gone after my father.”

      “Lucy tells us she was augmented the same way we were, but…”

      “What is it?”

      “Her augmentation was different, regardless of what she says.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, to begin with, she wasn’t tortured.”

      “You were tortured?”

      “Most of us were. She rescued us, and it’s because of Lucy that we’re all here, but that doesn’t change the fact that many still struggle with what happened to them.”

      Haern thought he understood. The ongoing torture would have made anyone angry. It was a wonder that Marcy seemed as normal as she did.

      Then again, his father had been captured and tormented. It was a astonishing that he was as normal as he was.

      “I’d like to help her, if I can,” he said.

      “I can pass that on to her,” she said.

      “That’s my ability,” he added.

      “The metal?”

      “We call it lorcith. It’s a metal that was sacred to my people for a long time.”

      “Why would it be sacred? It’s so common.”

      “We didn’t always think so, and it’s only recently that we’ve come to know it’s not nearly as rare as we once believed.”

      “I find it interesting you can control it.”

      “I find it interesting you can Slide.”

      “I don’t do it as well as I’d like.”

      “Everything takes time to learn to control,” he said.

      “That’s what Lucy keeps telling me. She tells me to practice.”

      “Practice does help. I was never as strong as I am now before I started practicing.”

      “That’s how you learned to fly?”

      “It’s not flying, but sure.” He looked around the village. There was one thing he still didn’t understand about what had happened here. All of these women had been augmented in some way, and from what Lucy had said, all of them by the C’than, part of some experiment. Could they all be tied to what had happened in Dreshen? The idea seemed so difficult to believe, but it made a certain sort of sense.

      “Who was responsible for what happened to you?”

      “All of this was because of Lucy,” she said.

      “No, I don’t mean the village. I guess I was getting at whether all these augmentations were because of the same person.”

      “We think so.” Marcy stepped closer to him. “We don’t know who they are, but Lucy has told us they were part of the C’than.”

      He took a deep breath, nodding. “That’s been my understanding as well, though I don’t think it was all of the C’than. When we fought a woman named Alera, she was working outside of the others.”

      “You fought Alera?”

      “Not well,” he said, smiling. “I hadn’t trained much at the time, and I think our victory was more luck”—and his father along with Carth—“than any skill I might have had.”

      “We know of her. Her name was spoken in whispers when we were captured.”

      “Why would the other C’than speak of her?”

      “I think they were excited about the prospect of what she was doing,” she said.

      That surprised him, though it shouldn’t. Alera had been a leader within the C’than and had taken on an active role in trying to trade his father to the Ai’thol, wanting access to more of the Elder Stones. And in doing so, she had betrayed the C’than. That was the basis of what he knew about the C’than, though as far as he could tell, there had to be more to it.

      “What about you?” Marcy asked. “Why are you traveling with all these women?”

      “I rescued most of them.”

      “Rescued them?”

      “I came across them when I was traveling, and I helped free them from captivity.” It seemed ages ago that he’d done that, and even now it felt strange to think of what it had been like, what he had gone through in order to rescue all the women. “And then we encountered others who we thought were going to help, but they didn’t.”

      “And so you decided to come this way?”

      “Well, we weren’t necessarily heading for your village,” he said, smiling. “We were actually trying to reach Asador.”

      Marcy frowned. “We aren’t that far from Asador.”

      “I didn’t think we were.” With the distance they’d traveled along the road, he and Elise had been convinced they were close to Asador—close enough he had confused this village for it.

      “Why Asador?” she asked.

      “It was a place I thought might provide an element of safety.”

      “You no longer do?”

      “I still think it would, but the women with me needed to rest. They traveled a long time, and though we might not have reached Asador yet, there’s an element of safety here they didn’t have on the road.”

      “Were you harmed while traveling?”

      “We were attacked again.” He wasn’t going to reveal that they’d been attacked by someone who was traveling with them. Haern looked around the street, sweeping his gaze up and down it. As he did, he had a sense of the lorcith within the street, a sense of energy from the women who were here. Many of them didn’t move. They stayed in one spot, often with two or three women in one place at a time. There was something about that which surprised him.

      “Why remain here?”

      “Lucy thought it was best for us to understand our abilities before we revealed ourselves.”

      “Revealed yourselves?”

      “Eventually we’re going to have to leave the village. Not all of us, but some of us will. And there are some who want to get revenge for what occurred.”

      “Such as that other woman.”

      “She’s one,” Marcy said. “And there are others like her. Perhaps not with the same anger brewing within them, but many of them have that. How can they not, considering what we have all been through?”

      “Revenge on who?”

      “On the C’than.”

      “It wasn’t all of them who were responsible for what took place.”

      “Not all, but enough of them were.”

      It was the sort of thing his father had always chased. He wanted revenge for what happened to Elaeavn. It was strange to Haern that he himself did not.

      “Thank you for sharing your story,” he said. It was time for him to get back to Elise, and perhaps it was time for the two of them to depart, along with anyone else who might want to go.

      “I don’t think I shared anything you didn’t know.”

      “Perhaps not, but I still appreciate you sharing.”

      He started off down the street, focusing on the sense of lorcith, holding that awareness within his mind. Every so often, he would feel a pull upon him and the coins in his pockets. When he did, he realized the other woman was nearby. He paused, meandering along the street, thinking there might be some way for him to offer her help. Then again, if he trained her, it might only allow her to use her ability in a vindictive way. Perhaps it was best he avoid that. Perhaps it was best he continue to move beyond here and toward Asador.

      When he came to the home he and Elise occupied, he paused at the door, focusing on lorcith. There was the coin she carried of his, the marker he knew was her, and nothing else.

      When he opened the door, she was sitting near the fire, speaking softly to one of the other women. Haern waited at the doorway for a moment when she looked up. She shook her head.

      Pulling the door closed, he stepped back into the street.

      It was strange being in this village. For as much as he thought he might be able to do and help, it felt almost as if he were asked not to. The women of Lucy’s didn’t necessarily want him, and the women he’d left Dreshen with didn’t need him any longer.

      In that regard, he should be pleased. They had changed, growing stronger, more independent, no longer reliant upon someone who could save them. Still, he couldn’t help but feel as if he had lost a sense of purpose. When he had been needed, he’d understood what role he would play and had known he would continue to offer them a certain protection. Now there wasn’t nearly the same need.

      Was he meant to be Elise’s consort, always traveling along with her and never having a responsibility of his own? Could there be a way for them both to be happy?

      That seemed to be the hardest thing for him to come to grips with. Even going to Asador wasn’t going to give him what he wanted. Asador was a place of power, but it was also a place that had stability. Perhaps he needed that, but he couldn’t shake the sense that he needed something else—something more—than simply stability.

      Haern took to wandering the streets, making his way along them, and lost himself in his thoughts.
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      Commotion near the wagons caught Haern’s attention, and he made his way toward them, moving quickly and with a sense of purpose. He glanced over to Elise. She smiled at him, though she didn’t say anything. In the early-morning sunlight, with her hair braided and pulled back and the blush to her cheeks, she looked lovely.

      “Who is in there?”

      This came from one of the other women from the village he didn’t know. She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, two others flanking her, with the wagon in front of them. Jayla blocked access, her jaw clenched, a deep frown on her face. When he approached, irritation flashed in her eyes.

      Could it be that she didn’t want him here?

      After having been around Jayla as much as he had, he knew she certainly didn’t need him. The others like her had gained enough skill that they’d proven themselves capable fighters. Haern stood off to the side, letting her lead.

      “That is not your business,” Jayla said.

      “If you have someone here you’ve not announced, then it is our business. You have come to our village. How can it be anything but our business?”

      “I’ve told you it has nothing to do with you.”

      The wagon was one that Haern was all too familiar with. It had become a prison of sorts, holding Belarra. They had intended to carry her to Asador for the Binders to deal with, but the fact that they had been here for so many days meant someone had to keep an eye on her, ensuring she did not escape. It was easier to do on the road, where everyone traveling with them understood what had happened and the way she’d betrayed them.

      “Within the village, everything is our business,” the woman said.

      “Perhaps I can help,” Elise said, striding forward. She put herself in between Jayla and the other woman. A warm smile crossed her face, and it was an expression he recognized all too well. It was one meant to placate, and Haern doubted anyone from the village realized how skilled Elise would be at using it to her benefit. “There is a young woman who traveled with us who betrayed us on the journey.” Elise glanced over to Jayla. “I think it’s reasonable they understand there’s someone dangerous with us.” Turning her attention to the women from the village, she smiled again. “Much as I think it’s reasonable to understand that, as we have traveled for so long together, we have come to monitor ourselves.”

      “What did she do?”

      “I told you. She betrayed us. She was given something,” she said, glancing past the woman and meeting Haern’s eyes, “and tasked with harming another within our procession.”

      The other women all shared a look before turning their attention back to Elise. “We would see this woman.”

      “She’s dangerous,” Elise said.

      “We have some experience with danger,” they said.

      Elise and Jayla shared a look. At first, Haern wasn’t sure what they would decide. If it were up to him, he would tell the other women they shouldn’t be allowed to see Belarra, but that wasn’t going to be his choice.

      “You may see her, but there will be no questioning our method of confining her.”

      The other woman held Elise’s gaze. “We will decide what response we have.”

      “Then we will not show her to you. If that means we must leave your village, then so be it. As I said, we have traveled together long enough that we have our own understanding of how to keep ourselves safe.”

      “You will show us.”

      “Or what?” Jayla asked.

      “Now, now,” Elise said. “We don’t need a disagreement quite like that, though I do think our hosts should recognize we mean them no harm. We appreciate the welcome they’ve provided, but we also have no intention of staying indefinitely.”

      This was the first Haern had heard of that. It seemed to him that Elise should have told him before, but then, the two of them had never intended to remain. The plan all along had been for a brief stay before continuing on to Asador.

      Maybe his fears about what role he was to take on were unfounded.

      “There’s the metal in there,” the angry woman said, approaching behind Haern. In the daylight, the shadows seemed to stream around her even more than they did in the night.

      “Are you sure, Eve?”

      The woman glanced over to Haern. “Quite. They’re keeping it. I think they’re hoarding it.”

      “We aren’t hoarding anything,” Elise said. “When you understand—”

      The women pressed forward, and Jayla reached for her sword, but Elise shook her head, pulling her off to the side.

      A heavy padlock kept the door blocked, and they approached it, staring at it.

      “They shouldn’t be able to open it,” Elise said to Jayla as she approached Haern.

      “The other one might be able to,” Haern said.

      “How?”

      “She has control over lorcith, the same as I.” Perhaps not the same as him, but near enough that he didn’t know how secure the padlock would be against her. If she had any sort of fine control over the metal, it was possible she’d be able to manipulate it. With the right touch, she could trip the lock.

      It was the reason Haern didn’t need a key. Elise was the one with a key, but Haern was equally capable of opening that door.

      When the soft click echoed toward him, he realized the angry woman did have that ability.

      Unfortunately, he worried about their reaction. They mentioned the torment they’d gone through, and he had to worry about what Lucy’s women would think of how they held Belarra. It was the only way he knew to prevent her from Sliding, and even with that, he wasn’t sure how safe it was for her to be with them.

      When the door came open and one of the women gasped, Haern readied for the reaction.

      Or thought he had.

      Lorcith streaked toward them, and he pushed against it, requiring far more force than he expected. He immediately knew the source of the lorcith, picking out the woman with the control over the metal as the likely cause, and debated how aggressive he needed to be with her. He didn’t want to assault her. Anything he might do would raise their anger, and it would only harm their cause. Instead, he needed a different approach that didn’t involve hurting her.

      He pushed the metal she was using and shoved it down into the ground.

      The others tried to flank them, and Haern used a gentle push on the lorcith within them, forcing against the implants that gave them their abilities. He tried not to push too hard, not wanting to harm them, but at the same time, if they approached too quickly, they ran the risk of hurting Elise or Jayla.

      “What is this?” the first woman asked, her teeth gritted.

      “This is their control over the metal,” Eve said. “I warned you they were dangerous. I warned you we shouldn’t allow them to be here. I warned you—”

      Haern eased off on his connection. “I don’t want to harm you. All I want is to ensure you don’t harm the people with me. If you would give me a chance, I would explain what happened.” He didn’t like taking away the authority that Jayla and Elise had worked for, but he also thought he needed to be the one to say something, especially as the chains binding Belarra had been of his doing. “They told the truth about her. This woman attacked us. Me. She was sent by someone in Dreshen to harm us.”

      “Why is she bound like that?” the nearest woman asked. She had short brown hair, and her eyes were a flat silver, though as she grew angrier, they seemed to flare with a hint of green. That fit with what Lucy had said about the likelihood that many of these women were either from Elaeavn or descended from those of Elaeavn.

      “Because she was augmented the same as you,” he said.

      One of the women tried to lunge toward him, and Haern pushed again, using as gentle and subtle a touch as he could to ensure they didn’t assault him. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold them back like this. There had to be some way to keep them from reaching him, but the longer this went on, the more likely he was going to have to use a more definitive approach. That was, unless he was somehow able to convince them he was right.

      “She was augmented,” he started when Elise stepped forward.

      “She was augmented and used it to betray us. She traded that power for the ability to harm us. What would you do if one of your own meant harm to you?”

      There was a moment of silence, and Haern began to wonder if he might get out of this without having to use his control over lorcith more than he already had.

      “Where did she receive this augmentation?”

      “Where we came from,” Elise said.

      “And where is that?”

      “A city far to the south called Dreshen.”

      “You will show it to us.”

      He kept his focus on Eve. Of them, she was the one he worried about the most. Regardless of how much he pushed against her, he had a sense that she might be able to overwhelm his capacity to keep her at bay. He didn’t want to have to harm her, but he also didn’t want to be harmed by her. She was unpredictable. With the anger he detected from her, he worried that unpredictability might lead to someone with them getting hurt.

      “Unfortunately, Dreshen is a great distance from here. It took us many months to travel as far as we did.”

      “How did she betray you if she came there with you?”

      “Her ability allowed her to travel great distances with little more than a thought,” Elise said.

      “Sliding,” the short-haired woman said.

      “Yes. I believe that is what some people call it.”

      “We have some who can Slide as well.”

      How many others were there? Haern had met Marcy, but he didn’t have the sense that her control over Sliding was so great.

      “You have one,” Haern said.

      The short-haired woman turned her attention to him. “You would claim to know the nature of our abilities?”

      “I know the nature of when the metal moves. Marcy is the only one who has the ability to Slide. At least so far.” He didn’t know if other abilities might manifest. His understanding of the augmentations was that it was possible additional abilities might appear over time, though if they did, it struck him as unlikely that they would occur so long after their augmentation. As far as he knew, Lucy had rescued them a while ago.

      “It’s the metal,” Eve said.

      The short-haired woman frowned and turned to her. “What’s that?”

      “He can detect us. Feel what he’s doing. He’s using his control over the metal to hold us here.” She fixed Haern with a long glare.

      “I wouldn’t have to do it if you would just relax. This woman betrayed us, and she tried to kill not only me but others with me. She used a weapon designed to harm as many as possible.”

      “Why do you want to know about Dreshen?” Elise asked.

      “We would know where others who placed these augmentations exist.”

      “It’s more than just the C’than who attacked you,” Haern said. “There are others who use augmentations like this.”

      “Not like this,” the short-haired woman said.

      Haern glanced from Eve to the other three before taking a deep breath. She wasn’t wrong. “You want to find out if someone there is responsible for what happened to you?”

      The short-haired woman met his gaze. “If you were tormented, wouldn’t you want the same thing?”

      He took a deep breath and nodded. There was no denying that he would. “We didn’t see anyone there that would be responsible.”

      “What did you find?” she asked.

      “As far as I know, it was the Ai’thol.”

      “And how certain are you that they were the ones responsible for this in Dreshen?”

      He had thought he was quite certain. He hadn’t considered that the Ai’thol didn’t use augmentations the same way as what he had seen from the C’than. What if that had not been a place of the Ai’thol at all? What if it had been a place of the C’than? If it was, he needed to alert Carth.

      “I guess I’m not completely sure,” he said.

      Elise glanced over at him, a frown forming at the corners of her eyes.

      “Then it’s conceivable the C’than are responsible for what happened to this woman.”

      Daniel took a deep breath and nodded. “I suppose it is.”

      “Which is why we would have you take us there.”

      He had no interest in returning to Dreshen. Having escaped, having gotten these women away, had been enough of a struggle. Returning, even if it meant helping these women find those who might be responsible for what had happened to them, wasn’t anything he wanted to take part in.

      “That’s not where we’re headed,” he said. “We are traveling to Asador.”

      “Because you believe you will find safety in Asador. There is no safety in Asador. You will find no answers there, either.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because we know what exists in Asador.”

      “And what exactly does exist in Asador?”

      “Not the hope you think to find.”

      He frowned at her and glanced over to Elise. “Why?” As far as he knew, Asador was still safe, and there was no danger there.

      “Because Asador has changed,” she said. “Even Lucy has said it.”

      “How has it changed?”

      “It is no longer a place of safety.”

      He couldn’t help but feel a tremble of uncertainty. Why would they not have told him this before? Why wait until now? Unless they were deceiving him.

      It was the kind of thing that Carth would do. With her, it was always about some sort of machinations, ways of trying to force others to do what she wanted. Could these women have learned that lesson, too?

      “I still think we need to visit Asador,” he said.

      “Be our guest, but visiting there may end in torment for your friends.”

      Reaching Asador would take time. Haern could go by using his connection to lorcith, but doing so meant he would leave others behind. Without a way of Sliding, he wasn’t able to take anyone else with him for long distances. He thought he might be able to take one—but if it was dangerous, he had no interest in taking Elise with him.

      That left him with limited options.

      None of the possibilities were good, but perhaps that was the point. They were trying to convince him to do what they wanted, to coax him into taking them to Dreshen.

      As he thought about it, he couldn’t deny returning to Dreshen might have some value. If there were women responsible for augmenting others, and if they had been the ones who had wanted to attack him, it might behoove him to know who was behind all this—and why they had targeted him. To ensure that he was safe, and to ensure the safety of the people he cared about, he might need to do this.

      “If you take us to Dreshen, we will offer protection to those who stay behind.”

      “Protection from what?”

      “Protection from the dangers that exist.”

      “What sort of dangers exist?”

      “In this part of the world, more than you could imagine.”

      Haern glanced over to Elise and studied her for a moment. The idea of some danger befalling her left anxiety welling up within him. And it seemed as if they recognized that. Were any of them Readers? He didn’t think he was safe from anyone who might be able to Read him. Lucy had proven that, though she also claimed she wasn’t able to fully Read him any longer now that he had received his own augmentation. Despite that, he still wasn’t sure how much to trust that. It was possible that she could Read him regardless of what she said, digging into his mind and learning what he was thinking.

      Could that be what was happening now?

      “I would need to confer with others before I made any decision,” he said.

      “If you do this, as I said, you would be granted the safety of the village.”

      “Close it,” he said, nodding to the wagon.

      “Why?” she said.

      “Because she poses a danger with the door open. I don’t know what she might do if she were to escape.”

      Then again, he also didn’t know how skilled she was. It was possible she wouldn’t be able to escape, and even if she did, her method of attacking had involved using the lorcith bombs. Without any way of acquiring more, she shouldn’t be able to use those against them. On the other hand, all it would take would be for her to Slide somewhere, return with one of them, and she could harm others.

      He hated this. It felt as if there were no good answer.

      Yet, as he looked at Elise, he knew what he needed to do. He knew what he would choose. He would do whatever it took to ensure her safety and the safety of the others whom he had promised protection.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            Haern

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing at the shores of the rocky overlook, staring down at the water, Haern made a point of ignoring the way Elise looked at him. He wasn’t sure he could meet her eyes, anyway.

      “Why do you have to do this?” she asked.

      “It’s not a matter of having to do it,” he said.

      “Why do you want to do it?”

      He sighed, staring into the distance. “I think they’re right. We need to learn more about the nature of this attack, and the only way we can do so is for us to pursue those who are responsible.”

      “You don’t need to be involved,” she said.

      “I think I do,” he said.

      It wasn’t as if he loved the idea of leaving, and he certainly didn’t like the idea of trusting that others within this village would not harm those he’d come to care about, but there were other reasons for him to make the journey to Dreshen. If he went there, not only could he find the ones responsible for harming these women and whether there was any tie between them and the C’than, but he thought he might even be able to get an understanding of who was responsible for making the lorcith bomb.

      That was something he needed to understand better, because of how dangerous the weapon was and how many could be harmed by it. If someone was willing to use a weapon like that, to destroy without regard for who might be caught up in it, he wanted to find out if there was some way he could stop them.

      “We won’t be gone long,” he said.

      “You don’t know how long you’ll be gone,” she whispered.

      “If we Slide, it won’t take us long to return.”

      “What happens when they leave you?”

      “I can still travel quickly.” It wasn’t as quick as Sliding, but using his control over the metal, he was able to travel rapidly enough. Now that he’d been here, he had a better sense of where the village was, and he thought he could find it, even if it meant using his connection to the metal and tracing the shoreline.

      “That doesn’t mean you can be back here as quickly as they can.”

      With the comment, he thought he understood the nature of her concern. It wasn’t so much him going, though he suspected that was a large part of it, as the possibility that Belarra—or whoever else might be with her—would be able to get here first.

      “I’m not going to let anybody harm you,” he said.

      “Do you really think you have enough strength to stop them?”

      “I have enough to protect you. Besides, it’s not as if you would be here by yourself. There are others of our people who will remain, and any of them can ensure your safety. As long as you work together, I have faith you’ll be able to keep yourselves safe.”

      “I wish I had the same faith.” Elise turned away, looking down at the water. “I thought you and I would stay together.”

      “Elise,” he said, grabbing for her hand.

      “You don’t have to explain. I understand you’re doing what you think must be done. I don’t have to like it. Or necessarily agree with it.”

      Haern took her hand, squeezing it gently. If things went wrong, it might be the last time he was with her like this. He tried not to think about that, but it was difficult. Dreshen wasn’t safe. The last time he’d been there, he’d been attacked, altered, and it was only because of that alteration that he’d managed to escape.

      “This is something I should have done before,” he said.

      “Because of Belarra?”

      Haern nodded. “I need to better understand that lorcith.”

      It was the kind of danger he knew better than to neglect, especially considering they had been attacked by it, and Belarra had used the lorcith bombs to chase him. As soon as they’d captured her, he should have made an attempt to figure out whether there was something he could do.

      “I might be able to minimize the danger to me.”

      “How?”

      “It will involve Belarra.”

      “You can’t trust her,” Lucy said.

      “I don’t. And I won’t. It’s just that I’ve been trying to understand the makeup of those lorcith bombs, and even now I’m not entirely sure I know how to recreate them, but she had a source.”

      “What if she escapes you?”

      “Then she escapes. I doubt she’d return.” What purpose would there be in her doing so? If she tried to return, it would guarantee a response from the other Dreshen refugees. They knew her now, and they knew better than to trust her. “And if she does escape, I’m still not stranded anywhere.”

      “She could take you someplace where you can’t return to me.”

      Haern held her hands as they stood above the rocks. “I will always find a way to return to you.”

      They stood like that for a while, neither wanting to speak, and him not knowing quite what to say. He understood her reluctance and the fear that drove her. In the quiet moments when he thought about what he was planning, he shared in that fear. This wasn’t going to be an easy journey.

      The sound of someone clearing her throat caused him to turn, and he looked back to see the short-haired woman watching him and Elise. “We’re ready.”

      “How many do you intend to go with us?”

      “In addition to her? Three of us.”

      Three not counting Belarra. That relied upon Belarra having the strength to Slide five of them. Even if she did, she might not have the necessary strength to return them.

      “That might be too many,” he said.

      “In order to be safe, we feel that is how many must come.”

      Haern glanced over to Elise, knowing what she would be thinking. It would be only him along with someone who had already proven what she was willing to do to him, and three women who might not have any interest in his own safety.

      But then, who else would he take with him?

      He and Elise followed the dark-haired woman back to the wagon. When he was there, Marcy was one of the others with them, but so too was the angry dark-haired woman who controlled lorcith.

      “These are the other two?”

      “They are,” she said.

      “Are you sure?”

      The short-haired woman glanced from Marcy to Eve. “Marcy is still getting a handle on her ability to Slide, but we wanted to ensure that if anything were to happen, we would have some way of escaping. And Eve…”

      Eve was the one who left him the most unsettled. It was possible that her use of lorcith might be beneficial, but with Haern having a similar ability, there wasn’t a need for someone like her to come along.

      “We don’t even know if Belarra can Slide all of us that far,” he said.

      “Why don’t you ask?” Eve suggested.

      Perhaps traveling with Eve would have another benefit. Maybe he could find some way of connecting with her.

      “I don’t even know your name,” Haern said to the short-haired woman.

      “Italla.”

      “Are you one of the women who was torn from Elaeavn?”

      “No,” Italla said.

      Was she angry with him, too? It was growing harder and harder for him to tell who was angry with him and who was not, and now he had to wonder if he had to worry about more than just Belarra.

      He touched the lock, triggering it open, and hurried forward.

      The inside of the wagon had a strange odor to it that had not changed since they had captured her. It carried with it the stench of somebody having been in the wagon for the last few weeks. Chains hooked to the walls held Belarra in place, laced with an edge of heartstone, enough that he knew she’d be unable to Slide beyond it. There was a small bench and a cot, both within reach for her to walk to, but other than the chamber pot, there wasn’t anything else within the wagon.

      Belarra looked up as he approached. “What do you want?”

      “We want you to take us to Dreshen.”

      She locked eyes with him for a moment before her gaze skittered past him, looking to the others outside. “Why would I take you to Dreshen?”

      “We want to know who’s responsible for the way they changed you.”

      “I willingly accepted this change.”

      “I know. Others here did not.”

      Belarra’s eyes flickered.

      “It’s similar to the others that we traveled with. How many of them wanted to be altered?”

      As far as Haern knew, none of them had. They’d been forced, and had he not intervened, many of them would have suffered, and there might not be anything that could have been done about it.

      “Why are you going to Dreshen?”

      “This village contains dozens of women who were tortured. They want to understand what happened to them.”

      “Why do you think answers will come in Dreshen?”

      “I’m not sure they will,” Haern said. “The only thing I am sure of is that we might be able to give them a sense of peace.”

      “There is no peace in Dreshen.”

      “Just because you didn’t have peace in Dreshen doesn’t mean others can’t.”

      “Others won’t find peace there, either,” she said.

      “They want to try.” He doubted it would sway Belarra. It was entirely possible if he were to release her that she would find some way of betraying them, and something would happen to those he intended to protect.

      “I don’t know if I can find you the answers you want in Dreshen.”

      “Maybe not,” Haern said. “But you can get us there.”

      “You would trust me to do so?”

      “Not if I didn’t have to.”

      She met his gaze, and for a long time, she didn’t say anything. He and Belarra hadn’t spoken about what had happened, and Haern realized he should have taken the opportunity to understand why she had made the choice she had and whether there was anything more that she might try to do. Yet, in their travels, he had been so focused on getting them to Asador that he had not gone to her and tried to talk.

      Perhaps that was a mistake. Perhaps if he had gone to her, he might have uncovered something that would help him understand her reasoning.

      “I don’t know if I can take you where you want to go.”

      “All I need is for you to get us to Dreshen,” he said.

      “What will you do with me?”

      “You tried killing me. You tried harming others. What should I do with you?”

      “Give me an opportunity to make amends.”

      “Can you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you be trusted?”

      Belarra held his gaze. “Yes.”

      Haern took a deep breath, watching her. He didn’t think he could trust her, but at the same time, he didn’t know that he had much choice. “Why can I trust you now?”

      “What do I have to hide?”

      “Possibly quite a bit,” he said.

      “I have nothing left.”

      “Not even in Dreshen?”

      “There was never anything for me in Dreshen. I did what I did because I had no choice.”

      Haern went to the chains and pressed on the lorcith within them, twisting them in such a way that it released. “Now is your chance to prove it. If you want us to believe you, you will work with us.”

      “Who else is going?”

      “You won’t know them.”

      That might be for the best, but then again, if she knew somebody going with them, she might feel a sense of obligation, perhaps even sadness at how she had betrayed the others. Traveling with people she didn’t know and had no reason to care about might put them in harm’s way.

      Adding her danger to what he feared with Eve was a combination that left him uncertain. Maybe neither of the women would cause trouble, but Haern couldn’t help but think it was a mistake.

      “When would we leave?”

      “Now.”

      Belarra squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. “I don’t want to return.”

      “Why not?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Maybe more than you realize,” he said.

      She smiled at him, a hint of sadness in the expression. “Unfortunately, you would not. I will do this, Haern Lareth, and I vow to you I won’t harm you or the others with you.”

      “I hope you understand I won’t be able to accept your vow of safety.”

      “Perhaps not now, but maybe in time you will.”

      Haern grabbed her wrist and released the other chain. A part of him feared she might try to Slide them, and if she did, he planned on anchoring to the chains and holding her in place. He wasn’t sure such a technique would even work, but his father had done something similar, and Haern thought it might hold them long enough for him to replace one of the cuffs around her wrists.

      Surprisingly, she made no attempt to Slide. He escorted her from the wagon, and they stepped out into the daylight. Belarra brought her free hand up to shield her eyes, and she locked eyes with Elise for a moment before turning her gaze down to the ground.

      “She doesn’t seem that terrifying,” Eve said.

      “It’s not that she’s terrifying,” Haern said. “She betrayed us.”

      “How many do you need me to take?” she asked.

      “All of us,” he said.

      “I don’t know that I have the strength to do that.”

      “Then we will find out. And if you do anything that seems as if you intend to betray us, I will do everything in my power to stop you,” he said.

      “If we’re ready,” Haern continued, looking at the others around him.

      “We are.”

      “Then grab on.”

      Gradually, the other women around him made their way toward him, and he held tightly to Belarra’s arm, ready for her to Slide them. She looked up, locking eyes with him for a moment, and then nodded.

      “Here we go,” she whispered.

      The Slide happened slowly, gradually, and without the same force he had come to know when Sliding with others. For a moment, he worried they weren’t going to have enough strength, that Belarra wouldn’t be able to Slide them all the way to Dreshen. Perhaps it had been a mistake for them to count on her to carry so many. But then Haern remembered she was augmented the same way as Lucy. She didn’t necessarily have to have all of Lucy’s abilities in order to for her to Slide. Whatever they had done to her should have made her strong enough.

      Gradually they started to shimmer.

      It was a subtle effect, much subtler than what he Saw when Sliding with others who had greater strength, but enough for him to know they were moving. He kept his eyes fixed on Elise, hoping it wasn’t the last time he would see her. If it was, he hated the hurt burning within her eyes.

      Then they emerged.

      The sudden change was jarring, but not so jarring that he didn’t recognize where they were. It was Dreshen, with the temple rising up in the distance, and the chaos within the streets far too familiar to him.

      “Is this it?” Eve asked.

      “This is Dreshen,” Haern said.

      “What now?” Belarra asked.

      “Now we need to see if we can’t find the one who is responsible for what happened to you—and to them,” Haern said.
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      Daniel stood over the strange chasm. The shadows didn’t seep out from it as much as they had seemed to when the shadow queen had been there. He crouched next to the chasm, looking down into the depths of the darkness, straining to see if there was anything that would explain it to him. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t anything remarkable about the chasm, but he could see that the shadows extended deep into it. Then again, it could simply be a darkened chasm. But why should this even exist here?

      “The shadows stretch impossibly deep underground,” Rayen said, taking a position across from him. She had stepped across the chasm, it being barely more than half a step across, and she let her shadows stretch out and down into it. As they did, she continued to push, forcing more and more power out from her, letting the shadows swirl into the depths below.

      “She was pulling on the shadows, drawing them to her,” Daniel said.

      “Do you know what she was trying to do with them?”

      He shook his head. “When she was here, it seemed as if she were trying to draw them to her to control them, but maybe there was something more to it.”

      The power of the shadows had continued to fill the shadow queen, far more than what he would’ve expected. With the strength she was drawing, it seemed almost as if she had become a part of them.

      “This isn’t a place that has known this power for long,” Rayen said.

      “How do you know?”

      “If they had, we would have recognized it. Now that I’m here, I can feel the pull of shadows in a way I couldn’t before. I think that were the shadows influencing this place longer, we would have known about it.”

      Daniel couldn’t help but continue to stare into the depths of the chasm. There was a sense to it that was overwhelming, a sense that he could trail along those shadows, Slide into the depths below him, and…

      He shook away those thoughts. If he were to do that, he wondered if he would continue to fall. The shadows would draw him deeper and deeper underground, and it was entirely possible that he would find himself descending indefinitely.

      “We need to find her,” Carth said.

      “Because you don’t know who she is?” Daniel asked.

      “If she serves Olandar Fahr, we need to understand how he has managed to gain someone of such power. If this is something else, then we need to know as well.”

      “What else do you think it might be?”

      “There is whoever taught the C’than the key to their augmentations,” Lucy said.

      Daniel looked over at her before turning his attention to Carth. He hadn’t considered that before, but it made sense. Someone had helped the C’than, teaching them about augmentations they didn’t otherwise have access to.

      Could it be this woman?

      Carth stood near the chasm. As she did, shadows stretched away from her, swirling down into the depths much the same way they did when Rayen had been here. She pulled on those shadows, drawing them back around her. The darkness intensified, becoming thicker than it had before, and it reminded him of the way the shadow queen had worked, the way she had pulled upon the shadows, drawing them toward her. Carth’s skin began to darken the same way as the Shadow Queen’s had, something about her changing much like the woman had changed when she had been here, holding on to those shadows.

      The longer she held on the shadows, the more Daniel began to wonder if perhaps it was a mistake to have her do it. Then again, Carth had that power. This was her Elder Stone, wasn’t it?

      But why here? Why not somewhere else?

      “Carth?” he asked.

      She shook her head, and the shadows eased, drifting away from her. “It’s intoxicating. I haven’t been at any place quite like this before.”

      “Not even in Ih?”

      “My experience there has not been the same as what you and Rayen found. Even in that, we didn’t have anything quite as potent as this. It’s almost as if the source of the shadows draws us, as if it’s trying to pull us here.” Carth glanced up, looking over to Lucy, who shook her head.

      “This didn’t pull you here?” Daniel asked.

      “Not this place,” Lucy said. “I followed someone, but I don’t even think it was the queen.”

      “Who did you follow?”

      “The other. It was a child.”

      Daniel frowned. He didn’t recall seeing a child when they had first Slid here. “Where is that child?”

      Lucy glanced over to Carth. The two of them shared a look before Lucy disappeared, Sliding.

      Carth remained, and she stayed near the chasm, hovering over the top of it, and as she did, the sense of power continued to radiate from it, drawing energy up from deep within the earth. “We need to seal this off,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s not supposed to be here.”

      “How do you know? What if Landon and these people have always had the shadows?”

      “They have not. Think about what you are aware of when it comes to the shadows. You can feel the presence of them, can’t you?”

      As he closed his eyes, he was aware that the shadows were there. He could feel the presence of them, and more than that, he could trail along those shadows, Sliding, letting himself be pulled. That was how he had reached this place in the first place.

      Was he drawn here? He didn’t think so. It was more that he was simply aware of it now that he was here.

      Yet the longer he focused on the shadows, the more he attempted to be aware of them, the better he found his ability to detect them.

      “I can feel something,” he said.

      “As your connection to the shadows increases, you will find you have a way of knowing when you are near places with an affinity for them,” Carth said.

      “What makes you think my connection will increase?”

      “Because you are here.”

      Daniel blinked, staring at the chasm. What would it mean that he had been near another Elder Stone this close to the source of the shadows? Did it place him in any danger? He’d been near the shadows before and had come away changed. Would he learn to control it?

      “Lucy was here, too.”

      “She was,” Carth said.

      “Will she begin to develop a connection to the shadows?”

      “I don’t know. Typically it takes time for people to develop a connection to the Elder Stones, but…”

      Carth met his gaze, and Daniel didn’t look away. In his case, it hadn’t taken him long to display a connection to the shadows. Then again, his exposure to them had been a significant one. He’d been surrounded by the shadows, surrounded by the power of them.

      What would happen for Lucy? Now that she had been here, a place that was even more powerful than the one that had changed him, would she find herself altered?

      “You don’t want her to have been around the Elder Stone,” Daniel said.

      “She has been around many of the Elder Stones, Daniel Elvraeth. As have you.”

      “But there’s something different about Lucy,” Daniel said.

      “Is there?”

      “The implant.”

      “What about the implant?”

      “It seems to me that it’s similar to what I’ve seen with other things the Ai’thol have done. It has the potential to store the Elder Stone power. If it can do that, then what’s to say it won’t do that for Lucy, changing her?”

      And as he thought about it, he had to wonder if perhaps the shadow queen had an implant. If only he had some ability to detect metal, he might know whether that was why she had managed to draw upon such power.

      “It’s possible,” Carth said. “I’ve wondered that about Lucy for quite some time, though there isn’t anything to be done about it. Even if it does change her, I have to believe she’ll use it in a way that benefits us.”

      He thought about making a comment to Carth about them being nothing more than pieces on the game board, but at the same time, he suspected her perception of them in such a way was necessary. How could it not be? They had so much they needed to do that would require others to be used. If that meant it was Lucy—or him, for that matter—then should he mind?

      All the years he’d wondered about the role that Rsiran Lareth played. Looking back, he understood that Lareth had been a piece, and his role had been one that had allowed all of Elaeavn to be ignored, a protective sort of piece that defended their people.

      Thinking like that, he had to wonder if perhaps there was a move that would force them into activity. For the most part, the Council—and the tchalit—kept Elaeavn out of the action, but he could easily envision a situation where that would change.

      “Why was I able to absorb the power of the Elder Stone so quickly?” he asked, glancing from Carth to Rayen. “It seems that my exposure to the shadows shouldn’t have been enough to change me.”

      Carth frowned, and her brow clouded for a moment. “Normally, I would say that you are right. It’s difficult to know whether it was simply the intensity of the exposure, or something about you, or whether there might be another explanation.”

      Daniel smiled. “What other explanation could there be?”

      Carth took a deep breath. “I’m still working on it.”

      Daniel shook his head, keeping his focus on the chasm. Maybe Carth was right and they did need to find some way of sealing it off. Did they need to close off all access to the chasm, blocking the flow of shadows out of it, or did they need to find some way to close off the chamber that granted access to the shadows?

      Perhaps both.

      “When you come up with it, let me know.”

      He looked around the room. This was a smaller place than the main part of the chamber, and he realized his Slide had taken him farther than he had realized, away from the greater chamber and down into some part that seemed to be buried beneath the earth. How had he Slid here so quickly?

      The answer was easy. He had followed the shadows. The real question was, how had they managed to find him?

      Lucy. She had already told him what she used to Slide when things were cut off from her. She must have Read him, latching onto his mind and using that to bring her here. It was an invasion, but it was the kind of invasion he thought he understood. It was one that allowed her to find him. Had she not, he didn’t know what the shadow woman would have done.

      “What now?” he asked, looking from Carth to Rayen. “What do you intend to do to close this off?”

      “It will take some time,” Carth said. “I think I can use the shadows themselves to prevent others from accessing this place. Beyond that, I fear we need to have a presence within Landon.”

      “What sort of presence?” Rayen asked. “Do you think it needs to be our people?”

      “Not you and Daniel. The two of you must continue to see if there’s anything you can understand about the Council of Elders. You have a greater purpose. You need to better understand what Olandar Fahr wanted to find there.”

      “Unfortunately, I haven’t uncovered anything,” Daniel said.

      “And yet, you sit at the Council of Elders.” Carth watched him, a question in her eyes, though he didn’t quite know how to answer it.

      “I will continue to work to see if I can come up with anything,” he said. “The people of Ceyaniah haven’t been able to provide me with any information about what it means for me to be able to sit there.”

      “I would be more interested in knowing if that place is unique.”

      “Why?”

      “I have to wonder if there are other places like it scattered around. If it is a place of an Elder Stone as we suspect, then I have to question if other places of Elder Stones would have similar features.”

      Daniel looked around the cavern. “If this is a place of an Elder Stone, do you think we might find something like that here?”

      “As I said, I’m not convinced this was always such a place. It’s possible Olandar Fahr—or perhaps the queen—managed to find a conduit between Ih and here.”

      Daniel couldn’t help but wonder if there was more than what Carth understood. She might not believe there was another place of shadows, but he felt increasingly convinced that the Tsatsun board was the key to understanding, and what he’d seen on the Tsatsun board suggested there were clusters, which left him wondering if they represented clusters in the real world.

      In order to prove that, they would need to find either another place of shadows like this, or a place with another matching stone.

      Even if they did, what would that do? What would that change for them other than to demonstrate there was more power than they had realized?

      Carth disappeared with the shadows, and he suspected she went to try to seal off this chamber. With her ability to reach both the shadows and flame, it wouldn’t be surprising that she would have a way of doing so. It left him and Rayen together.

      Standing and leaning over the chasm, he frowned as he tried to stare into the darkness. “What if she’s wrong?”

      “Carth is rarely wrong,” Rayen said.

      “And yet she also didn’t know there was more to the Tsatsun board before.”

      “I’d be careful about saying that to her. Wait,” Rayen said, smiling, “I’m thinking you should say that to her. I might be interested in seeing how she would react to you.”

      “I would prefer to leave that to you. She does know you better than she knows me.”

      “True enough, but you’ve proven to be her favorite Tsatsun player. As hard as that is for me to acknowledge, it does remove my need to intervene,” she finished.

      Daniel stared at the darkness. “I think you and I need to travel a little bit more,” he said.

      “Why do I get the sense this doesn’t amount to some sort of vacation the two of us will take?”

      “Maybe when we stop Olandar Fahr,” Daniel said.

      Rayen took his hands, forcing him to meet her eyes. “One thing I have learned in my time with Carthenne is that we cannot wait for all of this to be over in order to—”

      “It’s done,” Carth said, interrupting them.

      Rayen released his hands, and Daniel wished that she hadn’t needed to. “What did you do?” he asked.

      Carth looked from him to Rayen, a knowing look crossing her face, mixed with a hint of a smile. Not for the first time, Daniel wondered if Carth had maneuvered him and Rayen together intentionally, thinking that by bringing them together, she would have some control over the two of them. It was the sort of thing Carth would do. At the same time, he also couldn’t help but feel thankful for it. How could he not when it came to the opportunity he had to spend time with Rayen? She was unlike anyone he’d ever known, but there was something so overwhelmingly appealing about her.

      “I have done all I can to prevent access to this chamber.”

      “As far as I can tell, the queen is able to control the shadows. How are you going to limit her ability to enter this place?”

      “She might be able to control the shadows, but controlling the flame is something different, and I doubt she can do both. Even among the Ai’thol, I have never come across anyone who possesses that ability. They aren’t always compatible.”

      “Why not?” Daniel asked.

      “The combination can be volatile.”

      Rayen started to smile and ignored Carth’s pointed expression.

      “Volatile enough to prevent the queen from returning?” Daniel asked.

      “I only hope so,” Carth said. She looked around. “Now, if you don’t mind, I might need your assistance with Sliding out of here.”

      “Where would you go?”

      “If I show you a place, do you think you can take me there?”

      Daniel frowned. “I don’t have the same ability at Sliding as Lucy.”

      “This doesn’t require particular strength, though from what I have now observed, your control over your ability is unique enough that I can’t help but wonder if you are far more powerful than you have let on. This only needs a familiarity. From what I understand, if you have that familiarity, you are able to Slide to a place.”

      Daniel nodded. “Usually.”

      “When I worked with Lucy Elvraeth, we discovered that if I reveal a place to her and she Reads it, we can Slide there.”

      It was an interesting technique, one he had never considered before, though it did make a certain sort of sense. It would allow him to visit places that he hadn’t been, though his restriction on Sliding to someplace he hadn’t visited had changed since he had gained his control over the shadows. No longer did he fear it the same way. He wasn’t able to go as quickly; still, he didn’t have to worry about the dangers of Sliding as he had.

      “You may Read me.”

      Daniel started to smile but realized Carth was serious. Reading had never been his strength, though he wondered if he might be able to mix the shadows with that ability the same way as he did with Sliding. If he could, would it change things for him? An image formed in his mind, a place he could practically see, and it resolved itself clearly enough that he thought he could Slide there.

      Taking a deep breath, he reached for Rayen, and when she joined him, he reached for Carth.

      “Are you ready?”

      Rayen squeezed his hand, and Carth nodded.

      He Slid them, slipping along the shadows. There came a sense of resistance. It was more than he would have expected, and more than he had encountered when they first had come here, but then he remembered what Carth said about how she had sealed off the chamber; perhaps that meant she had sealed him in.

      Focusing on Sliding, he turned, letting the shadows guide him, and he followed them out of the chamber. When they burst free, the rest of the Slide happened quickly. And from there, he emerged in bright sunlight.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucy

          

        

      

    

    
      Wind swept across the grassy plain, and Lucy searched for the young girl she had Slid away. There had to be some reason the girl was important to the queen, but what was it? With her ability, and the nature of the power she’d demonstrated, she suspected there was something about the girl that mattered, and now that she had seen what the queen was capable of doing, Lucy needed to better understand what role she had.

      She found the girl sitting where she had left her. She had her legs crossed in front of her, and her elbows rested on her legs. The girl had short brown hair and round cheeks. Her eyes flashed with a deep green, as if of Elaeavn, though she wasn’t any of the lost she’d searched for.

      There was something about this girl and the queen that suggested to Lucy there was a potential for danger, but she wasn’t sure quite what. The queen had proven an ability with the shadows, and it made her dangerous. Lucy needed to try to understand how she was able to use the shadows in the way that she had.

      From what Lucy could tell, Carth didn’t know how the queen was able to use the shadows, either. It suggested to Lucy that there was something more taking place.

      It had to be something that Olandar Fahr was planning, but what was it?

      More than that, why did it seem as if the queen was somehow tied to Olandar Fahr?

      There had been that distinct sense that Lucy had felt. There had been a connection, the awareness of the queen that reminded her of others who worked with Olandar Fahr. Because of that, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more taking place.

      “Who are you?” the girl asked as Lucy returned.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” she said.

      She tried to Read the girl, but her mind was a fuzzy mask. It was the same thing she had experienced with others who had received augmentations, and it suggested that the girl was somehow enhanced in the same way as those from her village—or Lucy herself, for that matter.

      “Why did you take me here?”

      The girl started to get up, and Lucy stood motionless. She was prepared to Slide at any moment, not sure whether this girl had any abilities she needed to be concerned about. If she was with Olandar Fahr, and if she had some nature of power, then she needed to be more concerned.

      “You were with the woman who attacked us,” she said.

      “She wouldn’t have attacked you.”

      “She did. She controls the shadows.”

      Lucy watched the girl as she said it, not certain whether the girl would know about that particular ability. It was possible the queen had hidden it from her, and if so, then it would provide one more piece of the puzzle.

      “She uses them to hide us from the bad ones.”

      “Bad ones?”

      The girl nodded. “There are bad ones who want to hurt me.”

      “Why would they want to hurt you?”

      “I… I don’t know. She tells me the bad ones want to hurt me.”

      Lucy watched the girl. She tried to Read her again, but once more she was rebuffed. There was something about the girl that suggested she had abilities, but what abilities were they? It had to be more than just her blocking Lucy from Reading her. There had to be something to her that prevented Lucy from reaching her mind.

      It would be a powerful ability and a useful one for her to understand. If there was some connection that didn’t require an augmentation in order to prevent Reading, then Lucy wanted to know about it. She thought she needed to know about it.

      “Can you tell me more about these bad ones?”

      She took a seat, crossing her legs like the girl. She watched her, and as she did, she continued to try to Read the girl. The longer she tried to Read her, the less certain she was that there was anything within the girl she could uncover. It seemed as if she were closed to Lucy, her mind blank. That by itself impressed her.

      “How do I know you aren’t a bad one?”

      Lucy smiled, trying to be as charming as she could. At this point, given everything she had been through, she was no longer sure that her smile conveyed the same emotion as it once had. It was possible the girl would see her as a threat. If she did, Lucy couldn’t blame her, considering she’d taken her away from the queen and from the place she knew.

      “I suppose it looks like I am, doesn’t it?”

      “She said the bad ones would try to take me away.”

      “What else did she tell you about the bad ones?”

      “That they like to hurt others.”

      Lucy smiled. “I don’t want to hurt anyone. I try to help people.”

      “How do I know you’re not lying?”

      “I suppose you can’t. There are others who’ve been hurt, and I’ve done everything in my power to help them, to ensure they aren’t hurt. Even in doing that, I don’t know if I’ve helped them as much as I wanted to.”

      “Why?”

      “I suppose because there are bad ones, and I have encountered more than my share.”

      “What do the bad ones you know want?”

      “As far as I can tell, they want power.”

      “She tells me power isn’t bad. It helps us keep others safe.”

      Lucy nodded. “That kind of power can be beneficial. And you’re right. It can keep others safe. Only when it’s used the right way.”

      “How do I know it would be used in the right way?”

      “How old are you?” Lucy asked.

      “Nine,” the girl said, sitting up a little bit more fully. “And I will be ten at the next summer.”

      That would still be months away. This girl was still young—younger than Lucy had thought. How long had she been held by the queen?

      “Where are your parents?”

      “They were hurt.”

      “A lot of good people have been hurt, haven’t they?”

      The girl nodded slowly. “Because of the bad ones.”

      Lucy forced a smile. “Unfortunately, because of the bad ones.”

      She watched the girl. There was a part of her that felt bad about bringing her here, but if she was somehow tied to the queen, Lucy needed to do whatever she could to understand what value she had to her. The queen was gathering power, but why? What was she planning to use it for? The kind of power Lucy had seen was incredible, more than she had experienced even with Carth and Rayen.

      And then there was the darkness in that cavern. That was a dangerous place. It was an Elder Stone, but there shouldn’t be an Elder Stone in Landon.

      “What are you going to do with me?” the girl asked.

      “I would like to help you,” Lucy said.

      “But you took me away.”

      “I took you away because she was trying to hurt my people.”

      “She wouldn’t do that.”

      “I know it seems that way, but there are some people you can’t always trust.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      Lucy smiled to herself. “I don’t know that you necessarily should trust me. All I’m getting at is that some people are more dangerous than others, and the more you learn about them, the more you realize they’re determined to hurt you. If they had their way, they would hurt those you care about, too.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Did she ever threaten you?”

      The girl shook her head quickly. “She doesn’t hurt me. She cares about me. She tells me that.”

      “Why does she care about you? Is she family?”

      “She’s not family, but that doesn’t change that she cares about me.”

      Lucy smiled. “Of course it doesn’t. There are many people I care about who aren’t my family.”

      “Such as who?”

      “Well, there was a boy once.”

      “What happened with him?”

      “What happens with anyone. Over time we have begun to change.”

      “The boy doesn’t like you anymore?”

      Lucy smiled, thinking of Haern. There was a time when he had been her outlet, the way she was going to be able to leave Elaeavn, to explore the world. “I think he still likes me, but not in that way, not that he ever did.”

      “But you’re so pretty,” the girl said.

      “There’s more to caring about someone like that than finding them pretty.”

      That was what she had been trying to get across to Daniel Elvraeth all those years, though she suspected he had begun to see her in a different way. It had started after she had been attacked, and after she’d changed, and it was only because of Daniel Elvraeth and his interest in her that she’d managed to escape as she had. If he hadn’t come after her, she might have remained trapped by the Architect. The Architect would have forced her to keep working for the Ai’thol. Considering how powerful he was and how he was able to Push on her mind, he might have eventually forced her to attack people she cared about.

      She couldn’t imagine such a thing happening now. She had much better control over her abilities, and she had maintained a distance, a strength, in order to ensure nothing like that ever happened to her again. She was determined to avoid anyone harming her in the same way as they had before.

      “Who else do you care about?” the girl asked.

      “I had a sister once,” Lucy said.

      “What happened to her?”

      “An accident took her from me.” She tried to keep smiling, but when she thought of her sister, the smile faltered as it often did. Even though it had happened years ago, the memories were so painful. Her sister had been the one person who’d seen her for something other than Daniel Elvraeth’s future wife. Her sister had frustrated her, but she had known Lucy could and should be more than what she was.

      And there was a part of Lucy that wished that she’d had the abilities she did now so she could protect her sister. Perhaps then her sister would still be alive. Now, she was little more than a memory, someone Lucy saw in dreams and visions or when she tried to Read herself. Even with all her powers, she had no way of bringing her sister back.

      “I lost my parents in an accident,” the girl said. “The bad ones caused it. The buildings collapsed.”

      “Where was home for you?”

      “Somewhere away from here,” she said.

      She fell into a silence, staring down at her hands.

      Lucy needed to better understand this girl. She was the key to whatever was happening in Landon, though she wasn’t quite sure what that was or how she was the key. The more she learned, the more certain she was that there was something more she needed to know.

      Working with this girl might bring her some answers.

      Surprisingly, Lucy found it more difficult than she had anticipated trying to speak with her and get those answers. She had been so focused on her tasks, so focused on what Ras asked of her, that she struggled with connecting to this girl.

      “What’s your name?” Lucy asked.

      “Indassa,” she said, still staring at the ground. “Indassa Langston.”

      “Well, Indassa, my name is Lucy Elvraeth.”

      She watched Indassa as she said her name, looking for any sign of recognition. If Indassa recognized the Elvraeth name, if she was familiar with Elaeavn, then Lucy would have to be more careful, but Indassa only continued to stare blankly at her hands, a glum expression on her face.

      “I’m not going to harm you, Indassa,” Lucy said.

      “I know,” she said.

      “You do? How?”

      “You told me already.”

      “Did I?”

      There was something in the way Indassa said it that left Lucy wondering if perhaps she had overlooked something. She seemed to know things. Perhaps Indassa had some other ability beyond what Lucy knew.

      What if she could Read?

      Lucy had seen such an ability often enough with the Ai’thol to know they had some way of using augmentations to grant that power. Since gaining her augmentation and having that implant placed, Lucy had never really worried about someone being able to Read her. Her own ability to Read overwhelmed almost anyone else.

      She could test it. She wasn’t afraid of Indassa Reading her. Lucy didn’t think she was doing anything wrong; she wanted to help Indassa, and to figure out why she was so important to the queen. But perhaps it wasn’t that the girl could Read her so much as that Indassa had a sense of Lucy’s emotions, the same way that Lucy had a sense from those she could Read.

      She had stopped placing barriers in her mind as she had when she had lived in Elaeavn, no longer having the need to do so. Perhaps that was a mistake. It was possible that the queen had wanted Indassa because of her ability to Read.

      “Has anybody harmed you?” Lucy asked.

      “Other than the bad ones?”

      “Other than them,” she said. She wondered if Indassa would even have any way of describing what had happened to her.

      “Only them,” Indassa said.

      “What did they do to you?”

      “They took me.” She looked up at Lucy, and a surge of pain came through the other girl’s mind. The more Lucy focused on her, the clearer the pain became. It was almost overwhelming, and she wondered if the girl knew what she was doing. If it was intentional, then it was a powerful way to prevent someone from Reading her. It was a technique that Lucy might be able to try herself.

      “Are you trying to hurt me?” Lucy asked.

      “Why?” As she said it, the pain retreated.

      The girl was in control of what she was doing. That suggested far more understanding of her abilities than Lucy had expected, but then, she had to be valuable to the queen for some reason. If Indassa had the ability to Read, it would make leading and ruling quite a bit easier.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “How did you know?” Indassa asked.

      “I have a sensitivity to certain things. When the bad ones took me, they hurt me as well,” Lucy said, touching her hand to the back of her head. “You can’t see what they did anymore, but I feel it sometimes. And there are times when it hurts more than others.”

      “I feel it, too,” Indassa said, clutching her hands to her chest.

      Lucy frowned. “Is that where they hurt you?”

      “They did something to me. I have a mark, and I didn’t always have it. She said it was necessary for them to know whether I would be able to stay with them.”

      “You had to prove yourself in order to stay with them?”

      “It’s hard to keep others on. There are many who have been lost to the bad ones, and many more who need a place to stay. She offered me a place, and yet, there was a price.”

      That horrified Lucy, but she wasn’t surprised. It was the kind of thing she would expect Olandar Fahr to do, the way he would use people, tormenting them, but also promising them safety. And yet, there was no safety in the way that Olandar Fahr worked. There was no safety in the things he could do.

      Anger surged within her. She did her best to conceal it from Indassa, but she wasn’t sure if she was successful. She hated the idea that something had been done to hurt this poor girl, but hated more that she was as young as she was and had been changed in such a way.

      “How long ago was it done?” Lucy asked.

      “A few years,” Indassa said.

      Years? Could it really have been that long? She was a child. Children didn’t deserve to suffer like that, didn’t deserve to have things placed within them so they’d become objects to be used. And yet that was just what this was. This was Olandar Fahr and whoever the queen was using this girl.

      If she had been used that long, it was possible she’d been exposed to many other things. It was possible they might be able to learn something from the girl that they could use against Olandar Fahr.

      Lucy shook the thought off. That was the kind of thing that would make her more like them. The girl deserved better than that. Though Lucy wasn’t sure she had the strength the girl needed, she was determined to keep her safe, as she had been determined to keep the women she’d rescued from the C’than safe.

      “Something hurts for you,” Indassa said.

      Lucy nodded. “It hurts when I can’t help people as much as I want to,” she said.

      “Why do you want to help people?”

      “I think… I think because I’m still angry about what happened to me.”

      “What did they do to you?”

      Lucy scooted forward, turning her head, pointing to the area where the strange implant had struck. It throbbed from time to time, and she dealt with headaches that could be incapacitating, though they had not been so for quite a while.

      “I had some metal stuck into the back of my head. They used it to control me.”

      “How?”

      “The bad ones I know use metal like that, to control others.”

      There was more to it, but she didn’t know whether it made sense to try to explain all of that to Indassa. In fact, she wasn’t sure Indassa needed to hear about any of this. The poor girl had already suffered enough, and if it were up to Lucy, she would carry her away, keep her from the nature of the conflict. But then, it seemed to Lucy that she wasn’t going to be able to prevent this girl from knowing what had happened. She was a part of it, which meant there was no way to separate her from what had taken place.

      “Metal?”

      Lucy tapped back of her head. “They used some sort of metal. I’m not familiar with what kind it is, but I have a friend who might know more. That metal changed me. Did it change you at all?”

      Indassa looked down at her hands. She twisted them in her lap, grabbing her dress, and said nothing.

      “It’s okay if it did. I can tell you have some way of using your emotions. Is that how it changed you?”

      “After they did that to me, I was able to feel when people were angry. I don’t know if that was what they wanted. I asked them, but they didn’t tell me if that was it or not. I tried… I tried…”

      She started to cry, her sobs taking her over, and Lucy scooted forward, wrapping her arms around the girl. As she did, she could feel the sadness rolling through her.

      “I would help you if you would let me.”

      “She’s been helping me.”

      “I know she has, but I think she’s been using you, too.”

      “You would use me.”

      Lucy wanted to deny the allegation, but it was true. And it was possible Indassa had already detected that it was true, that she was fully aware of the kind of things that Lucy might do. If so, there would be no way for Lucy to lie to her.

      And the girl deserved not to be lied to.

      “There might come a time when I would ask you to do something for me,” Lucy said.

      “Use me.”

      “Only if you would allow it,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t have to do what you said?”

      “Did you have to do what she said?”

      “If I didn’t…”

      Once again, the sense of pain surged through Lucy. She tried to block it out, but it was overwhelming.

      “Please,” Lucy whispered.

      Gradually, far too slowly for her, the sense of pain began to ease, and Lucy wiped away the tears streaming from her eyes. She had felt the pain the girl had felt. Because of it, she knew just how much Indassa had been through, and knew she couldn’t do the same thing to her. Indassa deserved better from Lucy.

      “I won’t do that to you,” she said.

      “They told me pain is a part of learning.”

      “Pain can be a teacher, but it doesn’t have to be a part of learning,” Lucy said, locking eyes with her.

      “Where would we go?”

      “I would take you someplace safe.”

      “Where?”

      “Someplace where there are others like you. Someplace where you can’t be hurt again.”

      She waited for the girl to tell her no, and if she did, Lucy wasn’t going to force it. She didn’t know what she would do with her, but she certainly wasn’t going to drag her away and use her the same way the girl had been used by the queen.

      Then again, a part of Lucy felt as if there had to be more she could do.

      “How are they like me?”

      Lucy pointed to the girl’s chest. “Like that.” She tapped the back of her head. “Like this.”

      “They’ve been hurt?”

      “Unfortunately, most of them have been hurt quite badly,” Lucy said.

      The girl stared at her for a moment, and it seemed as if she were trying to make a decision. After a moment, she got to her feet and nodded.

      “I will go with you.”

      Lucy breathed out a sigh, getting to her feet, and then she Slid, carrying Indassa to the village.
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      Standing at the edge of the forest, Daniel gripped Rayen’s hand, looking among the trees. He didn’t think it was his imagination that the shadows seemed deeper than the last time he had been here. It hadn’t even been that long ago. It was possible his perception came from tiredness. Having Slid Carth free of the chamber and leaving her, and then returning to Ceyaniah with Rayen had taken considerable energy, but he suspected it was something more. Having been so close to the chasm with the shadows streaming around it, the power of that Elder Stone, he had to wonder if it had changed him again.

      “You’re staring,” Rayen said.

      “Only because I can’t tell if the shadows around the forest are darker than they were the last time I was here.”

      “My experience with the Elder Stones suggests there will be an increasing darkness, until you begin to gain control over them.”

      “After last time, I wasn’t expecting to gain any abilities.”

      “I had not expected that, either. You had not been exposed to them long enough for it to have made a difference. At least, I had not thought you had. I still find it surprising you developed the connection to the shadows you did.”

      “Which is why I now wonder if my exposure to the shadows has done something again.” He turned his attention back to the trees, staring at the darkness. It seemed as if pools of darkness draped around the base of the trees, snaking through the forest. It grew darker the further they went into the forest, away from the clearing, and that pool of darkness pulled on him. Strangely enough, he thought he could use that and Slide to it.

      “Those of Ih, or the Reshian, like myself, know the shadows from childhood. There are some who are born shadow blessed, who have the ability to use the shadows to conceal themselves, to hide and have some influence over it. Then there are the shadow born, who are born to a greater connection to it. We have never understood what makes one person shadow blessed and another shadow born. When I was young, it seemed merely chance, and after talking with Carth, I understand her people thought the same thing. Now I have to wonder if it has something to do with exposure to the Elder Stones.”

      “But you had a connection to the shadows even before you handled one of the Elder Stones.”

      “I did, but it has strengthened since then. I think some are born with a potential. It’s almost as if I were primed in such a way so I could know the shadows, and having been close to the Elder Stone has made it so that I had an even greater potential.”

      “You think that perhaps I was born with that same potential?”

      “Are your people not born with different abilities?”

      “We are. There are those like Lucy and me who are born to the Elvraeth family, and we all have more of the abilities of the Great Watcher, and then there are those who aren’t gifted in the same way. They still have abilities, but they aren’t the same.”

      “This would be people like Lareth.”

      “I’m not so sure what abilities he has other than control over metal. I think enhanced eyesight, though most within Elaeavn don’t view that as an impressive ability.”

      “Perhaps to those without it, the ability might be seen differently.”

      Daniel nodded. “I wonder if you are right about the priming. There are those of us who are Elvraeth who do have more abilities, but then when it comes to getting an opportunity to hold one of the sacred crystals, some are permitted while others are not.”

      “Such as me.”

      Daniel smiled. “I don’t know how many people outside of Elaeavn have held one of the sacred crystals.”

      “Nothing has changed for me.”

      “Perhaps not yet, but those within Elaeavn often take quite a while to demonstrate the change.”

      Daniel stared into the shadows, thinking he might be able to use them. Wasn’t that the next step in the ability? If somehow he was going to gain control over the shadows, then he would need to find out whether he could.

      “How is it that you control the shadows?”

      “I’ve known the shadows my entire life, Daniel Elvraeth. Controlling them has come naturally. I’m not sure I could explain to you what it takes to do so.”

      “Is that your way of trying to keep it from me?”

      “If you are connected well enough to the shadows that you will gain control over them, there is very little I could do to keep you from it.”

      He breathed out and turned to Rayen, trying to Read her. He felt a resistance within her mind as he often did, but it was a resistance that came from her connection to the shadows. Now that he had a tie to the shadows, he wondered if he might be able to slip beyond it. If he did, then would he be able to use her knowledge, find something within her memories that would help him understand what it took for him to control the shadows?

      And if he did, then he would gain skill more rapidly. When it came to confronting and combating Olandar Fahr, they needed that knowledge, and they needed it quickly.

      Yet pushing against her mind, forcing his way into her thoughts didn’t feel quite right. It was better for him to find out how to do it on his own.

      Withdrawing, he still felt the connection to the shadows, as if they wanted to pull him deeper into her mind. That had to be his imagination, but he still thought there was something to it.

      “I think we should rest,” he said.

      “And then what?”

      “Carth isn’t convinced there are other places where the Elder Stones exist.”

      “I’m not convinced of that, either,” Rayen said.

      “Let’s assume there are. We’ve found this one in Landon, and we know the other is in Ih. What if there are others? Quite a few others?” As he thought about the position of Landon and what it had taken for them to reach it, he had to wonder if another Elder Stone would exist in a place even more remote than that island.

      “How many others are you talking about?”

      Daniel frowned, grabbing Rayen and Sliding them back to the small room he’d claimed as his own. When they emerged, he took a seat at the Tsatsun board, setting up the pieces. Rayen sat across from him, resting her elbows on her thighs as she watched him.

      “Each side of the board has twenty-five pieces. From what I can tell, the pieces fall into five groupings of different types. If we assume these are all tied to the Elder Stone, it suggests there might be a total of five of each of the Elder Stones.”

      “That’s a lot of assumptions,” she said.

      Daniel sighed. “It is, and what’s worse, there’s another side of the board, which means it’s possible that there’s a total of ten different kinds of pieces. If that’s the case, we’ve barely begun to know anything about the Elder Stones.”

      “There’s another option, Daniel Elvraeth,” Rayen said.

      She took one of the pieces and slid it, making a move. It was a relatively strong opening move, which left him thinking through the various possibilities of how to respond. His mind worked quickly, going through scenarios before discarding the ones he thought were less likely to be effective. Shifting one of his Archers forward, Daniel took a more tentative approach, using that to counter the effect of her move. It wasn’t a strong play, but there was no need for one. He had a sense that Rayen was merely trying to make a point, not actually open up a game, but it seemed to him he needed to play this out to better understand the game.

      “What other option is there?”

      “If there are multiple Elder Stones, what if there’s only one side of the board?”

      Leaning back, he frowned as he studied it.

      Daniel had to wonder whether he was ascribing too much to this game. In that, it was possible that he shared traits with Carth. How could the game represent something so complex as the Elder Stones? And why? That seemed to be the better question. Even if the game did symbolize the Elder Stones, why would it be that way?

      Daniel sat back, staring at the board. “Has Carth ever wondered who came up with the game?”

      “I suspect when it comes to Tsatsun, she has wondered many things about it. She has played the game extensively.”

      “There have to be records, haven’t there?”

      “Perhaps, but it really isn’t something I’ve spent much time trying to piece together.”

      Maybe that was the difference between him and Rayen. Whereas she was content trying to play, mostly to satisfy Carth, he wanted a better understanding of the details of the game, to try to comprehend the complexity to it. That was one thing about Tsatsun he knew with certainty—the game was incredibly complex.

      “What if it’s not a game?” he asked.

      “Now you think it’s something real?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t really know anymore. Every time I think I have a sense of Tsatsun, something comes along that proves how wrong I am. As much as I would like to believe I understand the game, I don’t have nearly as much experience with it as Carth.” Or even Olandar Fahr. What did he think he might be able to uncover that others who had studied it their entire lives had not? Why should he suddenly have that ability?

      He shouldn’t. That was the real answer, and yet, Daniel couldn’t shake the sense there was something about it that Tsatsun could grasp.

      Getting to his feet, he began to pace, making a small circuit of the room. There wasn’t much space here, not as much as he would’ve enjoyed were he to have stayed within Elaeavn, and not even as much space as he’d had in the tavern in Asador. The Great Watcher knew he’d even had more room in the ship when they’d been traveling with Carth. Then again, he was thankful that the people of Ceyaniah had granted him access to this room, a place where he could keep his belongings. Yet if he were one of the Council of Elders, it would be nice if they would exalt him more and give him a little more space.

      “Before we go chasing these other places of the Elder Stone, maybe I need to try to gather as much information about Tsatsun as I can.”

      “I thought you wanted to rest.”

      “I do, but I think I need to do this, if only so I get a better understanding of whether there is anything I can find.” Daniel turned to Rayen. “You don’t have to come with me.”

      “You would leave me behind. Here?”

      “Only if you didn’t want to come.”

      “I would rather have you take me someplace like Asador than leave me here.”

      “Think of all the things you could uncover here. The secrets you might begin to understand.”

      “I doubt I will uncover any secrets here that will explain anything to me.”

      “You might be surprised,” he said.

      She frowned. “If you think you are going to leave me behind, I will wrap you in the shadows, hold you down, and force you to take me with you.”

      Daniel smiled slightly. “I might enjoy that.”

      “Why not do both?”

      She started to swirl the shadows around him, and he laughed. They felt cold as they brushed up against him, a pressure that rolled through him, but there was also the sense of power.

      Her connection to the shadows flowed from her and over to him. As it did, he pulled on it. He wasn’t sure if he could pull on it or whether it was simply his imagination, but as he felt the connection to the shadows coming from her, he realized there was something he could reach for.

      She grabbed him, holding his face between her hands, and pulled him toward her. As they kissed, shadows washed away from her, swirling around him. Why had they ever felt cold? There was comfort in the shadows, a sense of warmth, of something powerful emanating from them. He couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by the connection within the shadows.

      They fell onto the bed, Rayen still holding on to the shadows, and they swirled between them, a type of intimacy that he had never imagined before. It was the shadows, and it was the passion he felt from within her. He barely had to try to Read her, and he no longer knew if it was something he controlled or some emotion that she pushed on him, wanting him to be aware of it. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was the two of them, wrapped in this embrace, and in these shadows, and in this moment.
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      The view from atop the rooftop was far different this time. Though Ryn looked out, staring down at the city, she no longer believed there were thousands of stars blinking in the city. Now it felt almost as if it were something darker and more dangerous, a certain sense of violence she couldn’t shake.

      Ryn had been standing atop the rooftop for the last hour. Wind whistled around her, cooler than it should have been, and she didn’t bother to wrap her cloak around her shoulders. She wanted to feel the cold, to feel anything, so she could be ready for what needed to happen.

      The coolness to the air helped clear her mind as well. The longer she stood here, the more she felt as if she didn’t know what steps she needed to take next, though she had a growing certainty she had to act.

      She couldn’t sit back while Thornton and his people destroyed Lexa.

      Yet the city might already be lost. They had lost nearly a dozen Ai’thol, and Matthew might still perish from his wounds. Surprisingly, he had survived traveling, and once they had gotten here and healers had managed to get a hold of him, they had removed the arrow from his leg and begun to try to restore him. All she could do was hope they had been fast enough, and that there was something that could keep him alive.

      At this point, that was all she wanted.

      There had been attempts to reach more of the Ai’thol, but they hadn’t managed to find any others able to respond in time. It would be up to her and whoever they had in Lexa to resolve this. Somehow.

      Ryn wished she knew how.

      “Emissary?”

      She turned to see that Tessa had joined her on the rooftop. The other woman had been difficult for her to find since their last visit.

      “What is it?”

      “I know the timing isn’t the best, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But we have volunteers.”

      Ryn frowned. “What sort of volunteers?”

      “The sort that should allow us to recover.”

      “Recover? How do you expect us to recover after what we experienced?”

      “I’ve been around the Great One a long time and have experienced many things. I know what you saw was horrible, but we have been through horrible things before and have come through it.”

      Ryn breathed out, irritation filling her. It was more than just having gone through something horrible. This was something else—something worse. This was a sense of loss she had believed she would not have to experience again. Coming to serve the Great One should have protected her from this.

      “I’m not sure you know just what I’ve experienced,” she said.

      “I know you’re troubled by what you experienced here. I understand. I’m just trying to tell you that when I have been around the Great One during some of our missions, I’ve experienced similar loss.”

      Ryn turned her attention away from Tessa, looking back out at the city. “They set a trap,” she said.

      “That’s the way it sounds,” Tessa said.

      “They knew that we would come, and they were prepared.” She glanced over at Tessa. “Not only were they prepared, but they have some way of preventing our people from traveling. Have you heard of such a thing?”

      Tessa nodded slowly, her brow darkening. “That’s the reason I’m here. I’ve seen others with that ability. It’s a dark magic.”

      “How did they do it?”

      “I don’t know. The Architect might, and since the Great One has tasked him with trying to understand various alloys and how to use them, he would be the one who would be best equipped for that, but… I don’t know.”

      Ryn look back along the city. “I would like to have the Architect here with us now.”

      “I would too. The last time I saw him was five years ago, when I was completing my training. He was a hard man even then, but fair. He didn’t want others to suffer what he had suffered.”

      “And what had he suffered?”

      “The loss of everything he knew,” Tessa said. “It drives him, almost as much as the Great One is driven, though you must know about that.”

      Ryn clenched her jaw. “I haven’t seen the Great One driven in such a way. My experience with him has been different.”

      “You don’t know why he wants to conquer these lands?”

      “It’s not about conquering to him. It’s about understanding.” She said it quickly, but even as she did, she realized that wasn’t entirely true. The Great One was a complicated man, which made his goals complicated. It was more than just his desire to succeed, to complete whatever game he thought he was playing.

      He wanted something.

      It was more than just the power of the elders. From what she’d seen, that was something he’d already begun to acquire. She was still uncertain about what more he was after, but as he had told her, she needed to observe, and perhaps as she did, she might be able to uncover the key.

      “That must be why you are the emissary,” Tessa said, nodding.

      “Why is that?”

      “You know a different side of him than most of us.” Tessa fell silent. “Regardless, now that we have volunteers, if you want to test whether this other technique will be effective, now is the time.”

      “How many volunteers do you have?”

      “Ten who have passed the initial stage.”

      Ryn squeezed her eyes shut. It did little to remove the image of the dead from the Forger’s room. Under the current technique, half of them would die. The other half would be granted their abilities, the blessings from the Great One, but losing half seemed to be too much to her.

      If she was right and the Blacksmith’s technique was more effective, it was possible they could save more than half. At least there was less of a risk of infection, and that had to be reason enough to try it.

      “I need someone who can travel. Someone I trust.”

      Tessa studied her for a moment. “Do you trust me?”

      “Should I?”

      “One of the gifts the Great One wants the Forgers to possess is the ability to acquire the metal necessary to place the blessings. In order to do so, we need to be able to travel.”

      Ryn frowned. “You can travel?”

      Tessa took a deep breath and nodded. “Not as well as some, though it pains me to admit that.”

      Were Matthew in better shape, he was someone Ryn would trust, especially now that she’d seen him fight and witnessed what he’d gone through in order to protect her. After that, how could she not believe he would do what was necessary to save her? Even if he survived, though, he wouldn’t be in any shape to do what needed to be done, and certainly not in the timeframe she thought was necessary.

      “Most of the Ai’thol have retreated within the palace walls,” Ryn said.

      “That’s what I’ve heard.”

      “It’s too dangerous for them out in the city. Thornton has mobilized his army.”

      “How many of his people have augmentations?”

      “I don’t know. He does, certainly, but it’s possible others know too.”

      Somehow, someone had used an ability to confine them from traveling, and if it wasn’t Thornton, it was someone with him. The attack had happened rapidly, and with startling accuracy. It was one thing to be around marksmen, but the way they had taken out the Ai’thol suggested something more.

      And she was determined to find out what it was. She was determined to maintain Lexa and the city.

      “When could you go?” she asked.

      “I could go whenever, but I suspect you need more time to recuperate.”

      Ryn squeezed her eyes shut again. “I need to do this now.”

      “Are you sure it’s the right time?”

      “It has to be at night, and I don’t know that I want to wait another night.”

      She didn’t know if she could tolerate sitting and waiting. The longer they delayed, the more likely it was that Thornton and his people would try a different approach, and the more likely it was she would fall. If the Ai’thol already had retreated to the walls of the palace, then how much longer would it be before they had to retreat even further? How long would it be before they lost the palace? It wouldn’t surprise her if Thornton pushed harder, trying to drive all the Ai’thol out of the city, and if he managed to do that, then where would she go? What would she do?

      That was the reason she needed to act now. It was essential she stop this attack before it progressed any further.

      “If you’re ready,” Tessa said.

      Ryn thought about what she might need, but returning to Dreshen wasn’t going to be that difficult for her. It hadn’t been that long since she’d gone, but long enough that she worried about coming back. Hopefully she wouldn’t encounter anyone who knew her, but if she did, she wanted to be ready. She didn’t have any weapons, any way to defend herself, but it might not even matter. If Tessa could travel, she could take her wherever they might need to go and ensure Ryn was as protected as she could be.

      Holding out her arm, she waited for Tessa to grab it. “Do know where you’re going?”

      “I can get us to Dreshen, but beyond that, it will need to be you.”

      Ryn took a deep breath.

      Once they reached Dreshen, it was a matter of getting into the tower, and from there, they had to go deep within the bowels of the tower to reach the Blacksmith and attempt to find the metal she knew he’d forged.

      The traveling happened quickly.

      Tessa had undersold herself. She was far more skilled than she’d let on. When they stepped free of the traveling, the movement ceasing, the darkness within Dreshen swallowed her. A gentle drizzling rain drifted from the sky, and occasionally there came a rumble of thunder. It reminded her of her time in the city.

      “What a dreary place,” Tessa said.

      “Much of the time it is.”

      “Where are we going?”

      Ryn pointed into the distance. The tower rose over much of the city. Tessa had brought her to the edge of the city, barely within the borders of it, and in doing so, their vantage set the tower apart as something far more substantial than it had any right to be. There was no movement along the street, though now that she was here, the sense of the city assaulted her, a different sense than she had within Lexa. It was more than just the sounds of the city. It was the smells, the way the ground squished beneath her feet, and the nature of the wind swirling around her. There was something about Dreshen that felt welcoming, though she knew it should not. When she had been here before, she’d nearly died and had been lucky to escape.

      “The tower,” she said.

      Tessa barked out a laugh. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Did you think we were going someplace else?”

      “I didn’t think we would be going to what appears to be the most fortified place in the city. I might be able to travel us into it, but having never been there, it becomes a little difficult.”

      “There are other ways into the tower,” she said.

      “Good. I’m not even sure I could travel us inside,” she said.

      They started through the streets, and Ryn pulled her cloak more tightly around her shoulders. It grew colder, certainly cooler than it had been in Lexa. The rain made it worse, and Ryn wished she had a heavier cloak that would do more than just shed the rain.

      Occasionally, they passed others on the street, most of them hunkered down, hoods of cloaks pulled over their heads or jackets pulled up, protecting them from the wetness. Ryn didn’t bother, not troubled nearly as much by the rain as some. As they made their way through the streets, she paused from time to time, focusing on everything around her. She tipped her head from side to side, searching for sounds or smells or sights that might strike her, but there came nothing other than the expected sense of the city.

      “Why do you keep doing that?” Tessa asked.

      “Why do I keep doing what?”

      “You stop and you look as if you’re constipated.”

      “I look what?” The statement startled Ryn, and she laughed. It wasn’t at all what she would’ve expected the other woman to say.

      “Constipated. You look like you need to have a good shit.”

      “I’m aware of what the word means.”

      “Are you?”

      “Am I aware of the word? Yes.”

      “Not that. Are you constipated?”

      “I’m trying to determine whether there’s anything around me I can detect.”

      “What do you think you might be able to detect?”

      “My blessing granted me enhanced senses.”

      “All of them?”

      Ryn nodded.

      Tessa whistled. “I’ve heard of some who have a single sense enhanced, but I’ve never heard of anyone having all their senses enhanced. You said the Great One gave you this blessing?”

      “He did, but I’m not sure it’s so much about the Great One as it is about the nature of the technique used in providing the blessing.”

      “If you say so,” Tessa said.

      They continued on, and Ryn glanced over at the other woman. “It’s difficult sometimes.”

      “With your senses?”

      Ryn nodded. “I can pick up on things all around me, and yet I don’t always know what they mean. When we were attacked, I was aware of the pressure from the bow firing.” At least, that’s what she believed it to be. “Unfortunately, I was also aware of the men who had escorted me dying. I had to hear their gasping and gagging, the sucking sounds and the life drifting out of their bodies.”

      She didn’t know how anybody could be so cruel as Thornton had been. How could he have been so willing to destroy life?

      She had seen enough of that in her life, and it troubled her just as greatly each time she encountered it. She wanted to do anything to avoid coming across it again.

      “That sounds awful. It’s almost as bad as the way the wounds fester. I don’t need enhanced senses to know the foulness of that. Sometimes you can clear the pus, drain it away, and with enough healing, the medicines some of our most skilled healers have access to, you can even keep our people alive. It’s difficult when they moan in pain as their life fades, and it’s even worse when you know there’s nothing you can do to prevent it, but the times you can do something are rewarding.”

      She couldn’t imagine what that must be like. The little time she’d spent around the Forger’s room, it had been difficult for her to tolerate the stench. She wasn’t sure she would have been able to spend much more time in that place. She certainly wouldn’t want to.

      “That’s why you do it, then?”

      “That, and because it needs doing,” Tessa said.

      “That’s your only reason?”

      “It’s reason enough. There were other Forgers in Lexa before me, but…”

      “You can tell me.”

      “I’m not sure I can. You’re the Great One’s emissary. You know, when you first came to Lexa, I wasn’t so certain, but you aren’t nearly as bad as what I was expecting.”

      “I should thank you for that?”

      “I’m not looking for thanks. I was just making an observation. I was expecting you to be more arrogant. Sort of like the disciples. You wouldn’t believe how arrogant they can be.”

      “The disciples serve the Great One. They shouldn’t be arrogant.”

      “Perhaps they shouldn’t, but they believe themselves above the rest of the Ai’thol. Worse, they didn’t have much interest in making the giving of the blessing any easier. They seemed completely unconcerned about the fact that so many would suffer and die when given the blessing. In their mind, that’s the price of the blessing, but I suppose that’s something someone who survived receiving the gift would say.”

      “You survived it,” Ryn said, glancing over at Tessa. Even in the darkness of night, she was able to make out the scar along the woman’s face. It was thin, which suggested that care had been taken.

      “I survived. But I also was under the Architect’s care.”

      “The Architect placed your blessing?”

      “Why do you think I have such a pretty scar? Look at some of the barbaric wounds left on others. I try to do as clean work as I can, wanting to provide others with the same experience I had, not wanting them to suffer. There’s one man within the Ai’thol in Lexa who has an angry scar. It looks as if it festered before finally healing.” She shivered, shaking her head.

      “He died during the attack,” Ryn said.

      Tessa took a deep breath, nodding. “Then he died valiantly.”

      “He died uselessly. The attack didn’t serve any purpose other than to prove Thornton has enough strength to resist the Great One.”

      And perhaps that was enough. Unfortunately, none of the Ai’thol who’d died had done so for any valiant reason. They’d been lost, wasted in her attempt to solidify her grasp over the city.

      Ryn tried not to think about that, but it was difficult to put those thoughts out of mind. Because of her, a dozen Ai’thol were now lost. That as much as anything was the reason she was determined to ensure they could save more of the Ai’thol. If she could steal the technique from the Blacksmith, teach Tessa what was involved, it would make the rest of the Ai’thol even greater. If they were losing half their numbers when they were given the blessing, then saving even a few of them would be valuable.

      “You really aren’t that much pleasant to be around,” Tessa said.

      “Should I thank you for that?”

      “I’m not looking for thanks. It’s just an observation. What was your life like before you came to serve the Great One?”

      “Probably like many others’. I lived in a place to the south, along the coast. A fishing village. We were happy enough.”

      “What happened to your parents?”

      “They were killed. My entire village was killed.”

      Tessa’s eyes widened. “I’ve heard of that happening. Horrible thing, that is.”

      Ryn breathed out. There were times when it was easy to forget about what had taken place, about what her family had experienced, even about the person responsible for it. There were other times when those memories came crashing back into her, and it was exceedingly difficult for her to think about anything else. This was one of those latter times. It was hard for her to move past the loss of the Ai’thol, though she knew she needed to. She would accomplish nothing by struggling over their loss.

      The tower loomed close. Now that she was this near to it, dread began to work through her.

      She was determined to ensure this time didn’t end up the same as the last. Having Tessa with her meant she was less likely to end up that way, but if for some reason, she and Tessa got separated, it was possible she might find herself back in the same situation. Worse, if that occurred, the people of Lexa would be abandoned. She needed to be there, to do whatever she could to ensure their safety.

      As they neared the tower, Ryn pointed. “There’s a side entrance. It’s hidden, and it leads deep beneath the ground.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Tessa said.

      “It’s not that bad, but if the Blacksmith catches us…”

      “You’re saying we need to be able to travel if that happens.”

      Ryn nodded. “Do you want me to stay close by you?”

      “If you don’t want to get caught. I can’t travel you free if I can’t have contact with you.”

      When they reached the small doorway, Ryn paused. She looked at the ground, searching for any footprints, but there were none. The rain should make it difficult to see anything, but with her eyesight, she was able to determine there wasn’t anything here.

      Testing the door, she found it locked.

      “I think you’re going to have to travel us beyond the door.”

      “What’s on the other side of this?”

      “A narrow hallway.”

      Tessa studied it for a moment before squeezing her eyes shut. She grabbed Ryn’s arm and they traveled.

      It was a quick flurry of movement, barely more than half a heartbeat, and then they were out of the rain.

      Ryn was acutely aware of the change, feeling the shifting of pressure as they stepped free, and she looked around. The stairs led down, deep into the tower, and there was no light here.

      “I can’t see anything,” Tessa whispered.

      “You’ll have to follow me,” Ryn said.

      She held on to Tessa’s arm, and together they descended deeper and deeper into the ground, taking the stairs carefully. With each step, Ryn paused, listening to the sounds around her. As she went, she didn’t hear anything. There would have to be something soon. She waited, listening, and worried that each step would be too loud for anyone who might be down there. There was no sound of hammering, none of the regular tapping she’d heard when she’d been here before. That should reassure her, but she was still concerned the Blacksmith might be here.

      She didn’t think he could know she was coming, but it was possible he had some way to realize they had traveled to the city.

      The stairs ended, and she started off further along the hallway. When she reached the end of the hall and the door that blocked access to the Blacksmith’s forge, she tested it. Like the last one, it was locked.

      “Can you travel to the other side of this door?”

      Tessa started forward, holding her hand out in front of her. She slammed into the door, making far too much noise.

      “I can’t see a damn thing.”

      “Just know that there is a door in front of you.”

      “Maybe your ability wouldn’t be so bad.”

      “In times like this it’s not.”

      “What’s on the other side of this door?”

      “Last time I was here, it was a typical blacksmith shop.”

      “There’s nothing typical about a blacksmith shop this far underground.”

      Ryn smiled. “I suppose not. Then it’s a pretty typical blacksmith shop this far underground.”

      Tessa took a deep breath. It was the first time Ryn had seen her nervous. This was a woman who performed surgery, adding blessings to the Ai’thol, and yet beneath the ground like this in the darkness, she was unsettled. Ryn couldn’t blame her. She was unsettled here as well.

      They started to travel.

      Ryn felt it, though she also felt something else—a resistance to their traveling.

      Tessa continued to push, and as she did, there was increasing resistance.

      The other woman grunted, and lights swirled around them, surging brighter and brighter. When it eased, they stood on the other side of the door.

      Tessa panted. “That was…”

      Ryn looked around. The hearth glowed softly. There was no hammering, but the heat radiating from the forge suggested the shop had not yet been closed for the night.

      She raised a finger to her lips and wondered whether Tessa could even see it. It was much brighter in here, so hopefully she could. Ryn looked around and came across a table with hunks of metal lying atop it.

      She pointed to it, and Tessa nodded. She started forward when a scraping caught Ryn’s attention.

      It was soft, subtle, but definitely there.

      Ryn grabbed for Tessa, holding her in place. She looked around, searching for the source of the scraping, but didn’t see anything. They didn’t need to linger. If they could grab what they came for, they could leave. And Ryn had seen it herself, hadn’t she? When she had been here before, the Blacksmith had taken the time to show her the metals he’d used.

      It wasn’t the metal on the bench she needed; it was metals off to the side, the unused ones. If they were able to get hold of one of those, they could use that and find more information, perhaps learn what the Blacksmith knew about metals.

      Ryn raised a finger, motioning to Tessa to wait. She took a step, listening, careful she didn’t make any sound. The strange scraping she’d heard before didn’t recur. She took another step, waiting again.

      She had nearly reached a table with various metals on it when the scraping sound came once more.

      Ryn froze. Her heart pounded wildly. She held her breath.

      Where was the sound coming from? It had to be nearby, but where?

      When it didn’t recur, she reached for one of the pieces of metal on the table. She scooped it up quickly, hoping it was quiet, and dropped it into her pocket. She grabbed the other metals, hurriedly pocketing one after another, taking only those that were different.

      When she had grabbed all of them, the scraping came again.

      Freezing in place, Ryn looked all around. The sound came from near her.

      Then she saw it. A figure outlined within the darkness.

      Dab.

      He looked toward her, though she wondered if he knew it was her or not. She didn’t think he had enhanced eyesight like she did.

      She glanced over to Tessa, and the other woman met her gaze and traveled to her. And then, with a shimmering and a swirl of color, they disappeared.
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      The lumps of metal sat on the table, and Ryn studied them a moment, turning each of them in her hand. She wasn’t a Forger, and she certainly didn’t have the same skill as Tessa, but she had an understanding of the metal that others didn’t possess. She had experienced it in a much more direct way, with the metal now a part of her.

      As she held on to it, she had to wonder if perhaps there was something to it she might be able to ascertain. It was possible that by holding on to the metal, she might be able to grasp something more from it.

      The air stank. Ryn had been increasingly aware of the odor, though she tried to overlook it, to do anything but pay attention to it, but now that she was here, deep beneath the temple, she wasn’t sure that she could ignore it any longer.

      “There has to be a different place we can try this,” Ryn said, looking over to Tessa.

      The Forger leaned over the workbench and barely glanced up when Ryn spoke. “This is the place the disciples wanted for us. They didn’t like us anywhere else.”

      “Because of the odor?”

      Tessa glanced up, looking over to her. “There are many reasons they didn’t want us visible.”

      “Why?”

      “I suppose part of it comes from their fear others would decide they could do the same work.”

      Ryn sent her gaze sweeping around the inside of the room. In addition to the cots, there were the implements utilized for surgery, the things the Forgers placed in order to create their blessing. There would be no way for someone else to replicate that without having the training Tessa had. Even if Ryn was right about this metal, she would still need Tessa’s knowledge in order to ensure it was successful.

      “I don’t know if I can tolerate the smell for much longer,” she said.

      “You don’t have to be here, emissary.”

      Ryn leaned on the bench, looking at the metal, wishing there was some way for her to know just what the Blacksmith had done and whether there was any way for her to recreate it.

      “I feel as if I do.”

      Then again, that wasn’t the entire reason she’d stayed here. She didn’t feel as if she had anyplace else to go, with the attackers out in the city and Thornton running free.

      It meant she would stay here, though not necessarily in this place, not necessarily with Tessa, but within the temple. At least here, she felt as if she had the security of someone who could travel her away were it necessary.

      “Let me keep working with the metal, and when I come up with something, emissary, I will come for you.”

      There was another reason that Ryn hesitated. She worried what would happen if Tessa got it into her mind that she needed to go for more of the metal. Now that she had been there, it wouldn’t take much for her to travel there again, which would place her in the kind of danger Ryn would prefer to keep the other woman away from. It wasn’t so much that she felt protective of Tessa, but she did feel as if they had something of a growing friendship.

      “I don’t know what else I would do,” she said.

      “There are many things for you to do, I’m sure. As the Great One’s emissary, I imagine he has many tasks you should be completing.”

      Ryn took a deep breath, letting it out slowly and standing from the table, letting her gaze sweep over the stack of metal before turning away. Maybe Tessa was right. She didn’t need to be here and didn’t need to suffer from the toxic stench. There was nothing she would be able to do or change by staying here.

      “If you uncover anything…”

      Tessa nodded absently, keeping her gaze on the bench. “I will come to you.”

      Ryn made her way from the Forger’s workshop and headed up the stairs, out onto the temple grounds. From here, the air had more of a floral fragrance, and not for the first time, she wondered if the stench indoors was part of the reason behind the massive gardens. She could imagine that the disciples who’d been here before had wanted the gardens in place so they didn’t have to smell the work of the Forgers.

      Within the temple grounds, the sound of swords slamming against other swords rang out, a steady call that would be far more reassuring if she hadn’t experienced the violence of Thornton and his attackers. Even with their skill, she wasn’t sure there was anything the Ai’thol would be able to do in order to ensure their safety. They would try, and she understood they were incredibly skilled, but if Thornton had access to blessings, it was possible he had them outmatched as well as outnumbered.

      Ryn hesitated as she made her way through the garden, listening to the sounds around her. In the distance, the sight of Ai’thol patrolling the wall should be reassuring as well, yet it was only a reminder that they needed such patrols. Such a thing shouldn’t be necessary, given the role of the Ai’thol within Lexa.

      Taking a deep breath, she inhaled the smells of the flowers. With her enhanced senses, she was able to discern dozens of different fragrances, each of them unique, and were she to take the time or have the interest, Ryn suspected she’d be able to pick out the scents of each of the flowers, though what purpose would there be in her doing that? Her time was better spent focusing on other tasks.

      The breeze caressed her cheek, the pressure along her skin a stark change from how it had felt when she had been underground within the Forger workshop. There, the air had a certain stillness, a pressure that pushed upon her and an unpleasant sense to it.

      It was more than the breeze caressing her skin. It was the way her clothing felt, almost as if she were far too aware of how it pressed upon her. Ryn had grown more aware of that in the time she’d had enhanced senses. Because of that, she’d grown to recognize the sensation of different clothes as they drifted along her skin. Even if she didn’t pay attention to that, she would know the weight of a robe versus that of a gown.

      The sky had a certain haziness to it, clouds shifting across the skyline. She wanted the sun to come out, hoping the warmth might give them a sense of hope. At this point, the Ai’thol needed that hope.

      Every so often, Ryn entertained the idea of abandoning Lexa for a time. They could return with more Ai’thol. With enough, they could remove the threat of Thornton and the others who followed him. But that wasn’t what the Great One wanted for her. He wanted her to prove herself, she suspected. Besides, she wasn’t sure where they could go for more Ai’thol. Many of them were stationed in other places and were necessary in different ways.

      Heading back to the main part of the temple, Ryn swept into the door, walking up to her quarters. Once there, she took a seat near the hearth, glancing briefly around at the well-appointed room. It was far nicer than any she had ever known, and befitting the status of the Great One’s emissary, though she didn’t necessarily feel she deserved such a place.

      There really wasn’t anything for her to do. Right now, they had to understand how to place the blessings in a way that would not sacrifice so many of the Ai’thol who submitted themselves for it. In addition to that, they needed to reestablish a presence in the city. That seemed to her to be the more important task, and yet she didn’t know how to go about it. Until they had enough people to secure their presence, she wasn’t comfortable wandering through the city, exposing herself.

      She didn’t want to risk the Ai’thol, either, which meant they were all trapped within the palace.

      Did she need to be?

      She didn’t have to go out as the Great One’s emissary. She could head out into the city on her own, as Ryn Valeron. In doing so, maybe she could understand more about what was taking place.

      Ryn gathered her clothing, changing into something else. It was better for her to be dressed in more casual clothing, though she didn’t have anything that fit with the styles of Lexa’s people the same as she would if she were to have stayed within Dreshen.

      The real challenge would be in getting out into the city. She couldn’t walk through the gate. She had a sense that Thornton and those with him would be watching. Besides, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone as she made her way through the city.

      Heading back down the hallway and reaching the great hall, she paused and sighed, looking at the row of beds. Many of them held the injured Ai’thol, but it was one Ai’thol in particular that she wanted to find.

      Matthew was there. He sat in a chair rather than lying on a bed, and his eyes had dark shadows around them, though he had mostly recovered in the last week, beginning to come back to himself. He might not be as dangerous a fighter as he would be in time, but he could be useful to her now.

      As she approached, he hurried to his feet, bowing his head. “Emissary. I understand you’ve visited during my recovery.”

      She smiled. “I’ve stopped by a few times, but I have not always had the time,” she said. That wasn’t entirely true. There was time, but she had felt as if there were others who could serve Matthew better than her. He’d been injured because of her insistence on trying to understand whether there was any way they could intervene when it came to Thornton. The other Ai’thol had died because of her. A part of her was filled with shame at what had happened, and she hated that she was the one responsible for such devastation.

      “I never had the opportunity to thank you.”

      “Thank me for what?”

      “Saving me.”

      Ryn took a breath. “You don’t need to thank me. I’m the one who should thank you.” She looked down at the floor and shifted her feet. “I put you in that situation.”

      “We put ourselves in that situation, emissary. We should have recognized the danger long before, and we continued to overlook how grave a threat Thornton posed. It was our own fault that we suffered.”

      Ryn wasn’t entirely sure that was the case, but she appreciated that Matthew said so. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. Still weak, but better than I was. We have skilled healers.”

      The healers were absent now, but there were several within Lexa who’d proven themselves to be more capable than Ryn had expected. “Are you strong enough to serve again?”

      Matthew’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to fight, if that’s what you need.”

      She smiled at him. “I wouldn’t ask that in your current condition.”

      Relief swept across his face. “Then how can I serve?”

      “Are you capable of traveling?”

      “Traveling? Where would you go?”

      “Only a brief walk. I thought I might get out of the palace. I realize you’re still recovering, but it might be beneficial to have someone accompany me.”

      Matthew stood. “I think I should be able to take a walk, but would there be other Ai’thol who would be better able to help?”

      “They all are needed here.” There was another reason, though she was loath to admit it to Matthew. Walking would allow them to blend in more easily with the people of Lexa. Matthew also didn’t have the same imposing size as so many of the Ai’thol, though that didn’t make him any less effective with the sword. If it came down to a fight, she thought that having him with her, regardless of how injured he was, was better than having many of the more imposing Ai’thol.

      “When would you like to go?”

      “Whenever you feel up to it,” she said.

      He looked around. “It would be nice to get away from here. The healers have held us hostage. They think they need to do so to ensure their healings are holding, but I think escaping into the city for a little while would be nice.”

      Ryn hoped that nice was the right description. She worried they risked themselves unnecessarily, but with her enhanced senses, there were things she could uncover out in the city.

      “Let me change into my uniform,” he started.

      Ryn shook her head. “Not this time. For this we need to be as inconspicuous as possible. I think it would be best if you remain as you are.” He wore little more than wool pants and shirt, the dye having long since faded, which would be much less noticeable than his Ai’thol uniform. If he threw on a shabby cloak, he could hide a sword beneath it.

      “I see. Are you afraid?”

      Ryn met his gaze. “I am afraid that if we don’t reestablish ourselves within Lexa, we will lose the city. I don’t intend to do that. We were instructed by the Great One himself to hold it.”

      Then again, Ryn wondered, why Lexa? What was it about the city that made it valuable to the Great One?

      “We won’t lose the city,” Matthew said.

      “I don’t think we will, either,” she said, forcing a smile. She wished she felt as confident as she sounded.

      Matthew looked around, grabbing a cloak off a hook near the wall and wrapping it around his shoulders without prompting. He found a sword and strapped that to his waist, hiding it beneath the cloak. He looked to Ryn as if seeking reassurance that what he did was appropriate, and she nodded.

      “Where in the city would you have us go?”

      “I think we should start at the border,” she said.

      Matthew nodded. He reached for her arm, and they traveled.

      Each time she did, the effect was strange. She noticed that everyone had a slightly different method, as it were. Whereas the Great One traveled quickly, swirls of color sweeping past her so rapidly she could barely track them, Dab traveled more slowly, the colors more vibrant and vivid, which left her wondering if perhaps the strength he claimed not to possess might be more a matter of disuse than anything else. When she had traveled with Tessa, it had happened more rapidly than with Dab, but there was less of a sense of color. She felt swirling darkness, almost as if Tessa had some control over that, but it faded quickly once again. And now with Matthew, there was a different sense. It was slower than the others, more deliberate, and in the brief moment suspended between one place and another, Ryn had a sense of something more.

      When the traveling ended and they stepped free, the city spread out in front of them. The road leading into the city was empty save for a horse-drawn carriage that ambled slowly down the road as it headed into the city. Most of the streets were not wide enough for carriages, and it would be left on the outskirts, though most of the people who came into Lexa chose their destinations in such a way that they wouldn’t have to leave their horses.

      Ryn took a deep breath, thinking about the last time she’d approached the city in this way. When she’d traveled here with Dab, there had been a sense of fear and excitement, but through it all, she had known she was serving the Great One.

      Much like now. She felt as if she were still serving the Great One, but it was in a way she didn’t fully understand or control. She needed to establish control once again.

      Matthew removed his arm from hers, and they started into the city. The air was a little dustier, and there was a change in the odor all around. The floral scents were gone, leaving her with the smells of dust, sweat, filth and a hint of rot. It reminded her surprisingly of the Forger workshop.

      “What do you notice when you travel?” she asked Matthew.

      “Notice?” He glanced over at her, his lips pressed together in a frown. Getting him out of the great hall where he had been recovering seemed to refresh him. There was a straightness to his spine that hadn’t been there before, and a vibrancy that seemed to fill him. His eyes glittered, and he looked all around him before settling his gaze back on Ryn. “I keep my focus on where I want to travel.”

      “Have you always been able to travel?”

      “That was one of my blessings from the gift,” he said, running his finger along his scar. “I had many such blessings, but that was one that felt as if it brought me closer to the Great One himself.”

      Ryn thought she understood. They were many who chose the ability to travel as their blessing simply because it was similar to the Great One. How could they not when the Great One had proven himself, using that ability to secure his hold on so many places here? Ryn hadn’t been given a choice in the nature of her blessing. It had been placed, and she had developed her enhanced abilities without any influence as to what they were.

      “It seemed as if there was something in between the spaces,” she said.

      Matthew glanced over at her. “I don’t know much about that. All I know is that when we do travel, I focus on where we are and where we want to be. There’s something inside my head that bridges those places. I know the Great One calls it traveling, but I’ve always thought of it more as bridging.”

      Ryn smiled. “I like that. But then, when you talk about bridging, a bridge crosses over something.”

      “Like a river.”

      Ryn nodded. “Like a river. What do you think it crosses over?”

      “The space we travel across,” he said.

      Ryn met his gaze for a moment, nodding. Perhaps that was all it was. When she traveled—and admittedly, it wasn’t often—there seemed to be something more than just the places they traveled past, as if they would be able to find something different if they were able to look off to the side.

      Then again, perhaps that was nothing more than her mind’s way of trying to make sense of what she experienced, since she lacked the ability herself.

      They reached the outskirts of the city. As they began to make their way in, Ryn opened herself to the various senses all around. At first, it felt as if she were trying to reach for too much. It was easy for her to be overwhelmed by what she detected, and she understood just how incapacitating that could be. It forced her to pause, to focus, to push away the things she could sense that were less consequential. Not only was it the sounds she heard, but there were the smells and the taste to the air, the way that everything felt.

      “Emissary?” Matthew whispered.

      She shook her head, glancing over at him. “Ryn. Out here, just call me Ryn.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “You can if you want us to be safe,” she said.

      “What’s wrong… Ryn?”

      “I’m just trying to master myself.”

      “Why?”

      She smiled and tapped the back of her head. “My blessing was different than yours.” The dozens of voices all around her were almost too much. She heard conversations from everywhere, those of children talking to their friends, parents scolding their children, masters and apprentices working together, and somewhere distantly, the sound of carnal pleasures. All of it mingled, more than she could piece together.

      She withdrew, trying not to focus on all that sound as it pressed in upon her. Hadn’t she wanted to come here and simply observe, to see if there was anything she might be able to understand about this place? This had been her idea, and she needed to allow herself to come to grips with what she felt.

      Breathing out, Ryn managed to separate a little bit, pushing herself away and freeing her mind. It took a moment, but she ignored the smells and the feeling of the wind upon her, the fabric of her clothing. None of that was important now. What was important was what she could hear.

      She wanted to get a sense for the conversations within the city. These people were oppressed by Thornton, and she needed to do whatever she could to help.

      Surprisingly, she didn’t notice anything that suggested they needed her help. Shouldn’t these people need the Ai’thol? Yet the voices seemed oblivious to the fact that the Ai’thol had retreated to the palace grounds and that Thornton had taken over a position of power within the city. Ryn wandered forward, making her way along the streets, with Matthew trailing alongside. As they went, she continued to focus everywhere and on everything. Snippets of conversation drifted toward her, and in none of them did she recognize anyone speaking about the Great One or the Ai’thol.

      She paused at a small square. Children chased a ball around in the center of it, and a small animal chased them. There was happiness here, the kind of happiness she had known before her village had been destroyed.

      “Emissary?” Matthew said, touching her arm. “Ryn?”

      She shook her head. “I think we need to keep going,” she said.

      Even as they went, she wasn’t sure what she would uncover. And perhaps that was the key. It was possible that all of this was a mistake and that she had misjudged the situation in coming here.
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      Standing once more on the rooftop, Ryn looked down, studying the city. She hadn’t really needed to go out into the city and experience it to be able to hear the citizens’ voices, though something about being down among the people had allowed her a different sort of understanding than she was able to obtain up here.

      It was late, and the sky had begun to darken, though the greater her vision became, the less she noticed it. The sun had descended below the horizon, the moon starting to creep up, and yet she still saw everything in bright shades.

      She was out here alone, staring out at Lexa, feeling as if she had made a mistake. She had wandered through the city for the last few days, mostly with Matthew’s help, though there had been a few times when she had snuck out alone. The disruption she had anticipated and the attack she had expected to come never did. It was as if Thornton was completely content with their presence in the palace.

      But then, why wouldn’t he be? Their presence in the palace didn’t mean they had any hold elsewhere in the city. They had separated, leaving themselves isolated and opening up the city to other influences.

      Even though they hadn’t abandoned the city, it still felt as if they had.

      When she sensed the shifting of the air pressure, Ryn turned to see Tessa approaching up the stairway. She had been growing increasingly confident in understanding just how that aspect of her new ability worked. It was tied to everything she was able to detect, and she could use it to improve her powers.

      “Emissary?” Tessa asked.

      “What is it?”

      “I think I found something,” she said.

      Ryn met the other woman’s eyes. If they could understand the nature of the metal well enough to provide the blessing to others, they might not have to sacrifice as many of the Ai’thol. It was possible they might be able to add additional blessings to those who had already taken them. Perhaps they could even overpower Thornton and remove him from the city.

      “Show me.”

      Tessa traveled to her, grabbing Ryn by the arm, and then traveled again, carrying her down to the workshop. The sudden shifting to the energy within the air was jarring. It was the foulness that Ryn struggled against, and yet, having been out in the city so often over the last few days, she knew she could push away the sense of disgust and ignore the pressure upon her senses that came from the odors within the workshop. It took a moment, longer than she liked, but then, these odors were potent.

      The workshop was otherwise empty, the bodies of the fallen Ai’thol now removed. Ryn supposed she should be thankful there had been no further attempts to provide blessings to the Ai’thol in the days since she had been back from Dreshen, but that also created something of a challenge. They needed to have Ai’thol willing to make that sacrifice.

      Tessa waited for her by the workbench, and when Ryn reached her, she looked over at the woman, noting that she had the metal stacked all together. Somehow, she had separated the pieces of metal into smaller pieces.

      “This has been difficult,” Tessa said.

      “Separating the metal?”

      “Trying to mix them. One of the things the Great One and the Architect taught me when I was first learning how to serve as a Forger was that the integrity of the metal was important. At first, I didn’t really understand why or how, but I learned there is a technique that must be applied.”

      “I have only seen what was done to me.” But that wasn’t even true. She had seen the Blacksmith and how he had mixed the metals. He had done it with his bare hands, not even needing to heat it as she had seen done with other metals. That suggested to her that his level of control over the metal was greater even than what the Forgers possessed.

      Maybe they were making a mistake by doing this.

      “And that has been my focus. From what you’ve told me, the metal interacts differently. We don’t fully understand how, but what we do understand is that when yours was placed, the metal continued to protrude from your skin.”

      Ryn reached the back of her head, rubbing the spot where the metal had disappeared. “It was there for many weeks before it completely disappeared.”

      Tessa stared at the lumps of metal on the table. Some of them gleamed brightly under the lantern light, while others seemed to absorb the light instead. There were shades of silver and black and one lump with a strange greenish hue. Another had bluish qualities to it, and then there was one that was such a deep red it was nearly glowing with an intensity of its own. Ryn had never seen anything like it, and it was almost enough to make her want to train with the Forgers so she could better understand the various types of metals. The lesson the Great One had taught her, that she needed to observe so that she could report back to him, drifted into the forefront of her mind. Was there something she could observe here that would help them better understand the metals themselves?

      “It’s gone now,” Ryn said.

      “Which suggests that either the metal has to be malleable in its final form, or something about the person that it’s placed upon changes it.” Tessa leaned forward, resting her elbows on the workbench. “I remember the pain of my blessing, but also the feeling of the metal beneath my skin. I can still feel it.”

      She stretched her head forward, running her fingers along the scar.

      Ryn reached out, curious. She traced her fingers along Tessa’s scar, feeling the tightness of it, but then she also touched along the border of her jawline, feeling where Tessa had been feeling. There was a strange warmth, and a faint ridge was noticeable beneath the skin. As Ryn traced her fingers along that ridge, she could feel the pressure from the implant. It was like a band of the metal worked along her jaw.

      “How is it placed?”

      “We heat the metal before it is applied,” Tessa said. She glanced toward the back of the room, and Ryn followed the direction of her gaze to a hearth with coals near it. Resting in front was an anvil that reminded her of the one she had seen with the Blacksmith. “There’s a balance needed. Too hot, and the metal burns through the bone. Not hot enough, and the application does not hold. That is part of the training process, working to ensure the appropriate balance between the two.” Tessa shook her head, staring at the table. “Some never manage to master that. Unfortunately, during the training, more are lost than when Forgers are working independently. The Architect has always claimed that was the price of maintaining our abilities, but I find it difficult to feel the same way.”

      Ryn took a deep breath. If it were up to her, they wouldn’t lose any more in such a manner. She hated the idea that so many had suffered and fallen because of the difficulty of placing the blessing. If there was another technique that was more effective, they should embrace it. She suspected the Great One would encourage them to do so; he would not want more of his people to fall than already had.

      “Did you find any of these metals that were malleable enough?”

      “Not by themselves,” Tessa said. She grabbed the nearest lump of metal. It was black—almost as black as coal—and she slammed it on the workbench. When she was done, she held it up, twisting it so that Ryn could study it. “I’ve tried striking it with hammers, but this metal, whatever it is, doesn’t change.”

      “You don’t know what metal that is?”

      “Normally, when we’re placing our blessings, we work with a lorcith alloy. It’s mostly lorcith, dragged free from a dozen different mines the Great One has access to, and mixed with a hint of what some have called heartstone.” She held up a blue-tinted metal. “It has some interesting qualities of its own. In high enough concentrations, this can prevent traveling for most.”

      Ryn reached for the metal. It wasn’t warm like the implant she had felt underneath Tessa’s skin, and yet, there was a softness to it. As she pressed her finger into it, it felt as if it were giving way under the pressure. Even more interesting was the shimmering quality to it that reminded her of what she observed when traveling.

      “We’ve never really understood why this metal works to help give us a blessing, but also takes the blessing away from us.”

      “How many know about that?”

      “Enough do. I think that’s part of the reason the Great One continues to search for alternatives. It’s why the Architect has continually studied, working with various compounds, thinking if he could find an equally effective one, we wouldn’t be placed in danger because of our inability to travel beyond the heartstone.”

      Ryn set the heartstone down. “If you are looking for more malleable metal, it seems as if that would be a candidate.”

      “I thought so as well, but we’ve been working with heartstone alloys for decades. If heartstone were responsible, regardless of how soft and malleable it might be, we would have uncovered something. The Architect is brilliant, emissary.”

      It wasn’t the first time she had heard that. “I doubt you brought me down here to talk about metal theory.”

      Tessa glanced over, a look of concern creeping across her face for a moment before being replaced by a hurried grin. “I suppose not. And seeing as how you have been so busy, I don’t know if I should even bother you with this.”

      “Tessa—”

      The other woman grinned again. “I wouldn’t have called you here if I didn’t have something to share.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s what you said. The key was something that was malleable, but not so malleable that it couldn’t be used as a projectile. From what you told me, they fired the metal at you.”

      Ryn remembered the thunderous explosion, and the pain that had followed. It had nearly overwhelmed her, a sense of power that had struck her, knocking her to the ground. The Great One had stood over her, watching. The tears streaming from her eyes had made it difficult for her to look up at him, and yet there was warmth in the way he’d looked down at her. Not anger or hatred, but real warmth. He had given her the blessing because she had agreed to it. It had taken her a few moments to remind herself of that, and she had finally gotten to her feet. It had taken her many more moments to reach for the blessing, to feel the way that it had changed her.

      “They fired it at me, but I don’t know that it’s necessary.”

      Tessa pulled the other pieces of metal toward her. “Probably not, other than to ensure it penetrates the skin and the scalp. It’s the force, you know.”

      Ryn took a deep breath. “I know.”

      “Of course. Anyway, when I remembered that, I started to think about what nature the metal would need in order to be both malleable as it is slowly drawn into you, but also strong enough to hold its shape as it’s fired.”

      “Are you going somewhere with this?”

      “You don’t need to be in such a hurry,” Tessa said. “As the Great One’s emissary, I thought you’d want to be able to share with him everything we’ve uncovered.”

      Ryn had to caution herself against getting too upset. Tessa was right, and that was her responsibility. The Great One would want to know everything she had uncovered—at least, everything Tessa had uncovered.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “No. I don’t want you to be sorry, I just… I should be the one apologizing. Here I am getting all excited about these metals, but maybe this isn’t the kind of thing the Great One cares about. I’m sure he would prefer to share this with the Architect.”

      “Please go on.”

      Tessa held out the metals. “It took me a while to come back around to lorcith.”

      “I thought lorcith was involved in all of the blessings.”

      “It is, but it’s also one of the hardest metals we know. It takes incredible heat to make it malleable in the first place, which is why there’s such a tight window of temperature we can use in order to place it. Other metals don’t require nearly as much heat to reach that same softness. I never thought it would be responsible for what you’re describing, but the more I tried various combinations, the more I kept coming back to the fact that lorcith has always been involved in allowing us to grant blessings.”

      Tessa reached for a large lump of metal at the back of the desk. It had a faint silvery sheen to it, but otherwise it was a deep gray, almost black. She had seen that metal often enough with the Great One to know it had some significance to him. Even when it came to the small figurines that he always carried around with him—figurines that were like the ones he had given her.

      As Tessa held on to the metal, she twisted it, holding it upright. “Lorcith is such an interesting metal. It’s so hard to control but so powerful when you can.”

      “There are some who can control the metal itself.”

      “There are,” Tessa said. With that, she did something that pulled the piece of metal upright. It remained suspended in the air, hovering.

      Ryn wasn’t at all surprised that Tessa had that ability, considering that the Forgers helped place the blessings. It did surprise her that she hadn’t mentioned that before.

      “What does it help you do?” Ryn asked.

      “Normally, it helps me know when others who have received the blessing are around. I can feel them, but it’s subtle. It doesn’t work all the time, and when you first appeared, I wasn’t aware of your presence.”

      “That’s because my blessing is different.”

      “It is different, but that’s the thing. It’s not so different that I shouldn’t have been able to understand.”

      She grabbed another piece of metal, this one inky and dark, and pressed it up against the lorcith. When she was done, she grabbed the heartstone and pushed that on it as well. There was the reddish metal, and adding that to it in a small quantity left a stack of various metals. One by one, Tessa took each of the pieces of metal and began to press them together.

      “Normally when mixing metals, it’s all about heat, but in this case…”

      The metals began to glow softly, as if their contact with each other set off some reaction and allowed them to fuse together. The glowing intensified, and Ryn felt a desire to take a step back. Tessa didn’t move. Yet she somehow pushed the lorcith across the desktop, keeping it out of the way, and away from them. Her jaw set in a look of concentration.

      “Is this just a reaction with the metal, or are you doing something?”

      “It’s mostly a reaction with the metal, and yet, I’m holding on to the lorcith using my connection and my blessing in order to keep it from fading into nothingness.”

      The brightness continued to surge. When it was done, a single sphere, almost perfectly round, rested on the workbench. The sphere was a bright silver color, and it glowed softly.

      “That is the combination,” Tessa said.

      “What’s in it?”

      “Near as I can tell, it takes a combination of those five metals. Strangely, it doesn’t take any external heat. When I was trying to heat the metals and mix them myself, it didn’t do anything like that. They simply melted into a strange conglomeration.” She reached below the workbench, pulled something up and set it on the bench. “And yet, when they’re brought in proximity with each other, you get this.”

      “How did you discover it?”

      Tessa flushed briefly. “I was trying to clean up, and the metals all came in contact with each other.”

      Ryn started to smile. “I will leave that out of my report to the Great One.”

      “I would appreciate that.”

      “So this is the metal you think was used on me?”

      “I have no idea. It’s the first thing I’ve been able to uncover that’s any different than what we’ve used before. I can’t help but wonder if perhaps this is what your Blacksmith used.”

      Ryn reached for the sphere, stretching her arm out hesitantly. After having seen the brightness and the way the metals had melted together, she expected heat to radiate from it, but it was merely warm. As she gripped the metal sphere, she couldn’t help but feel a strange tingling throughout her. That tingling seemed to reverberate with the blessing she’d been given, almost as if it were agreeing with what Tessa said.

      “How many of these have you made?”

      “We thought it was some exotic combination of metals, but while they are rare enough, we have all of them,” Tessa said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I haven’t made that many, but what I’m trying to say is that we can.”

      If this was going to work, then they would have to do more than just find the key to the metal. They would have to prove that it was effective.

      “How many Ai’thol do we have who have not taken a blessing?” Ryn asked.

      “Maybe two dozen? I think there are more, but they’re out in the city, and I don’t know how many remain faithful.”

      If they could prove that this blessing worked, and that there was not such a cost, then it would make it easier for them to increase their numbers. She wouldn’t have to go outside of the city and report to the Great One that she had failed him.

      “I think it’s time for us to start testing.”

      Tessa looked up at her, smiling.
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      Surprisingly, there was a sense of lorcith all throughout the city. Haern didn’t remember having this much of an awareness of the metal when he’d been in Dreshen before, but then it had been for a singular purpose, and that was before he had been altered.

      It seemed as if it came from everywhere all around him, but also from somewhere below him. There was power in the metal, and it struck him in a way it rarely had outside of Elaeavn.

      “It’s everywhere,” Eve said.

      “As far as I can tell, it is,” he agreed.

      “How?”

      Haern glanced over at Belarra before turning his attention to Eve. “They must have a lorcith mine here.”

      “What now?” Eve asked.

      “We see what Belarra knows.” Haern watched her for any sign she might try to escape. So far she’d let him maintain a grip on her wrist, and he was hesitant to release it.

      “I’m not sure how to find him,” Belarra said.

      “You don’t remember where you received your augmentation?” Eve asked.

      “It was in the temple, but I don’t know who was responsible.”

      Haern should have known better. Of course it was in the temple. That was where he had been when they had assaulted him. But how would she have received an augmentation while they were there? There shouldn’t have been enough time before he’d returned.

      The answer was simple—and it was a question he should have asked before.

      “You weren’t with us before the temple, were you?” he asked.

      “No,” Belarra said.

      Haern shook his head. “Did the others know?”

      “I slipped in with them when you were gone.”

      “Why?”

      “It was my assignment.”

      “Assignment? Why use you like that?”

      “You couldn’t understand,” she said.

      “Try me,” he said.

      Belarra looked down at the ground, ignoring him.

      “How do we find this temple?” Eve asked.

      Haern pointed in the distance. The temple rose above the rest of the city, easy to make out from where he stood.

      “It’s possible there are Ai’thol within the city.”

      “There were,” Belarra said.

      “Were?” Haern asked, glancing over to her.

      “The others were maneuvering to exclude them from the city.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t privy to that.”

      “Which others?”

      She looked up at him, and he saw the pain shining behind her eyes as she tapped the back of her head. “The ones who did this to me.”

      If there were others who opposed the Ai’thol, it might be beneficial to find out who they were. Had there not been an attack, he would have wondered whether they could have been allies, but he doubted they could work with others so willing to harm. More than that, he didn’t know if Eve and the other two from the village would even be willing to consider any alternative.

      “What has Lucy told you about what she’s doing?” he asked as they started into the city. From here, he wanted to walk so that he could get a better sense of where the lorcith might be. Even though he could feel it all around him, there had to be others using lorcith he could detect, though would that mean that there were others like Eve from the village, or that there were Ai’thol here? Their sudden appearance might be noticeable, were it not for the fact that there was so much lorcith in the city. He was far less concerned about their appearance than he had been before.

      “Lucy tells us she’s trying to oppose a man who has been angling for power.”

      That meant Fahr. “Has she explained much about the Ai’thol?”

      “What is there to explain?”

      “That they’re dangerous. They seek to control.”

      “They aren’t the only ones to do that,” Eve said.

      “They’re far more dangerous than the ones who harmed you.”

      “You don’t know anything about what was done to us.”

      She glared at him, and he couldn’t help but think this was a mistake.

      “You’re right. I don’t know what was done to you, but I do know what’s been done to other people, and I know the role the Ai’thol have played in that. Because of that, I understand the dangers that exist in the world if they continue to attack without anyone to oppose them.”

      “Lucy opposes them,” Marcy said.

      “Lucy does, and there are others with her who have some power. And…” He wasn’t sure how to go on. It was unlikely they would understand what he might need from them. It was more than just them not harming whoever might be out here, whoever might be an ally against the Ai’thol, but he wasn’t sure how to broach the subject.

      “We will find this man who did this to her, and then we can decide.”

      Haern stared at the temple, thinking about what had been done to him. That had been the Ai’thol, or so he had thought. Going back… what might he encounter? That was what troubled him. Not knowing terrified him.

      “Let’s go find him,” he said.

      They weaved through the streets and experienced a growing sense of lorcith all around. It was powerful, and the more he detected it, the more certain he was of its source.

      It came from the temple.

      Not all the lorcith came from the temple, but enough of it did that he knew the temple’s inhabitants were responsible for what he detected. The other lorcith he sensed outside of the temple was more familiar to him. It seemed as if it had something of a shape to it, the same way as he detected lorcith when he was in Elaeavn, as if it had been forged much like the lorcith within Elaeavn had been.

      Lorcith wasn’t nearly as rare as they had once believed it was in Elaeavn, and massive pockets of it existed in other places, though when he had been here before, he hadn’t known there was nearly this much here. Maybe that was because he hadn’t tried to search for it.

      As he walked, he noticed that Eve was growing increasingly tense. “You can feel it, can’t you?”

      “I feel the metal all around.”

      “Do you feel where it seems to be most predominant?”

      “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “It can if you learn to differentiate it. You have strength,” he said. “You would have to have strength to be able to influence the lorcith I have control over.”

      “Someone thinks quite highly of himself,” Eve said.

      “I never used to have the control I do now, but when I was here, something changed within me.”

      “What changed?”

      He debated how much to share. It probably didn’t matter to them that he’d been altered the same way as they had, but he thought it made sense for them to know.

      He held his hands up, showing them to Eve. “I was captured here. They rammed rods of metal through my hands.”

      “They did what?”

      “I think they intended to prevent me from gaining control over the metal, but it didn’t work. It added to my own natural ability. Since then, I’ve had much greater control over it than I ever did before.”

      Belarra watched him. “I didn’t realize that was what happened to you here.”

      “I don’t like to talk about it.”

      “You survived that?” Marcy asked.

      “I didn’t have any choice but to survive. If I didn’t, then they would have hurt others who are with me. I fought through it so I could get to the other women, and…” It was more than that, but they didn’t need to know that he had forced one of the Ai’thol to take him to find his father.

      “What else did they do to you?” Eve asked.

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “What else?”

      “They beat me,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I am Haern Lareth. They don’t care for my father. I think they used me because of him.” Even that wasn’t completely accurate. By the time they’d harmed him, his father had already been captured, and anything they might’ve done to him would’ve been because of Haern himself and not because of Rsiran.

      “How long were you captured?”

      Haern shook his head. “I don’t know. I lost track of time when I was captured.”

      “Me too,” Marcy said. “I didn’t know how long I was there. They came with food and water, but not so often that I could follow it with any sort of regularity. All I knew was the pain.”

      Haern nodded. “I remember the pain. I doubt I was captive nearly as long as you, but there was a sense that I was never going to escape.”

      “How did you escape?” Eve asked.

      “Stubbornness. I broke free of the chair they held me in.”

      “I thought you said you had bars through your hands.”

      “I did. I broke the chair to get up and try to get to the others with those bars still through my hands.”

      “You did that for them?” Eve asked.

      “I told them I would help them, and they were there because of me.”

      It sounded foolish now that he said it out loud.

      “I didn’t know,” Belarra said.

      “How could you?”

      “They didn’t tell us what they were doing to others.”

      “I thought it was the Ai’thol,” Haern said. “Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was the same people who did this to you.”

      And it was possible. The Ai’thol used augmentations that were so brutal and so altering that the people who were impacted by them were left scarred. His scars were minimal compared to others, though he was aware of them every day. He could feel the metal in his hands, and on certain days what it throbbed the most, it felt almost as if it were trying to work free of him.

      They neared the temple. The sense of the lorcith all around continued to build. Haern focused on it, homing in on that power and on what he could detect from it.

      There was lorcith, and there was definitely power within that lorcith, but there wasn’t anything else about it he was able to determine.

      “What else do you feel?” he asked Eve.

      “There’s too much metal,” she said.

      Something in her demeanor had changed, and Haern wasn’t quite sure what it was, only that there was less agitation to her.

      “Can you discern anything about it?”

      “No.”

      “Me neither,” he said. “And it troubles me.”

      “You think you should have an understanding of metal at all times?”

      “Maybe not at all times, but since I was changed, I’ve been able to know the metal in a way I didn’t before. And I do think I should be able to determine what is here.”

      It might not be as obvious as what he was normally accustomed to with the metal, and he had to wonder if perhaps whether he could use the lorcith mattered as much as where he found it.

      He felt it all around him, but there was another location he was aware of deep beneath the ground.

      The lorcith mine.

      Haern looked around the area outside of the temple. There had to be some way of following the lorcith he detected.

      “How well do you know the temple?” he asked Belarra.

      “Not very well.”

      “Do you know if there is some way down?”

      Belarra frowned. “Why would you want to go down?”

      “That’s where the metal is,” Eve said.

      Haern nodded. “As far as I can tell, the metal is more pronounced below us. If we can head down, we might be able to uncover more about it.”

      “Why there?” Eve asked.

      “I might be wrong,” Haern said. “It might be that there’s nothing there that will help us find the one responsible, but in all of these things, the metal is important. I have to wonder if they’ve gone underground in order to do it.”

      “Why?”

      The answer—the real answer and the one that mattered the most—came to him then. It was an answer he should have come up with sooner, but he’d been distracted by so many different things. “Because otherwise, I would have been able to detect what they were doing.”

      “Detect it how?”

      “With the metal. If they were changing it, mixing it with an alloy as they would have to in order to place these augmentations, I would be able to detect it.”

      Now that he thought of it, he should have some way of picking up on that. That he had not left him feeling as if their location had to be someplace surrounded by more lorcith. It would be the easiest way to conceal what they were doing from someone like him—or his father, he realized.

      “I might be able to find something in the temple,” she said.

      Haern started forward, pulling Belarra with him. He sensed the tension within her, the way she resisted slightly as they went, and he knew she might disappear the moment they went inside the temple. He would have to hold on to her tightly and ensure she did not get an opportunity to escape.

      The other three women followed him. Haern glanced back, noticing that Marcy was moving in stuttering steps, Sliding along. “Do you even realize you’re doing it?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Sliding. Aren’t you aware of how you Slide?”

      The others glanced over at her. “I thought you had no control,” Eve said.

      “I didn’t think that I did.”

      “Every step you take is a Slide,” Haern said. “It’s subtle, and without enhanced eyesight, I might not notice what you’re doing, but I can See the way that you sort of shimmer in and out when you Slide. You should really try greater distances. My father always said it was just a matter of finding something to anchor to.”

      “What sort of anchor?” Marcy asked.

      “In his case, it was metal. I don’t know what anchor you’re going to need, but you need to find something that works for you. That anchor allows you to travel from one place to another. Then again, you might not even need it, seeing how you are able to Slide so easily.”

      “It’s not easy, and I don’t have any control over it.”

      “If you say so,” Haern said, laughing nervously.

      The door loomed in front of him, and he checked to see how many coins he had in his pocket, counting at least a dozen, mixed with a dozen of the nails that he’d pulled from one of the spheres. Those were another weapon he could use, yet the nails would be far more noticeable to anyone with any lorcith ability.

      Testing the door, he found it unlocked.

      Haern threw open the door. As he paused, standing in the doorway, he listened for the sound of anyone coming. He didn’t see movement, and he didn’t feel the sense of lorcith anywhere near him. There was some within the temple, but it was distant. Not only was there the sense of lorcith below him, but there was some up above. That was where he had been tormented.

      When they entered the temple, he closed the door, sealing off the outside. There was a strange heaviness to the air, and he noticed a spice mingling, the pungent aroma more potent than he remembered.

      “Let’s move quickly,” he said.

      As he started across the floor, he realized he’d made a mistake.

      Five men hiding in the shadows shifted slightly. He was only aware of them because of the darkness swirling around them and his familiarity with Carth and Rayen.

      Haern hesitated, perhaps too long.

      All of the men brought up crossbows, and they were aimed right at them.
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      “Can you Slide us?” he asked quickly, glancing over to Belarra. They didn’t have much time, and it might already be too late. So far, he didn’t See any of the crossbows having fired, but he expected that at any moment, one of them would trigger, which would lead to the others going off.

      “Not after getting us here.”

      Haern breathed out a frustrated sigh. This was going to involve a fight.

      “Eve. I need you to hold on to Belarra.”

      “Why me?”

      “If she tries to Slide anywhere, I want you to prevent her from doing so. Use your hold on lorcith.”

      Eve grabbed for Belarra, and Haern pushed off.

      The moment he did, the crossbows all fired.

      He reacted, shooting coins in each direction, angling them toward each of the bolts.

      He wasn’t sure if he was fast enough, but his enhanced eyesight allowed him to follow the crossbow bolts as they streaked toward them. He waited until the last moment, redirecting the bolts so that they angled away. Haern shifted, spinning in the air and pushing out with the nails. He sent five nails streaking out, and five struck home, hitting each of the soldiers, knocking them to the ground.

      Haern descended, turning slowly, making sure there was no one else moving in the temple.

      “We need to go quickly,” he said.

      Eve watched him. “How did you do that?”

      “It takes practice.”

      “Will you show me?”

      He studied her a moment, hesitating. “When this is over, I will show you what I can.”

      They raced toward the back of the temple, searching for stairs or something that would lead them down, and Haern held on to his focus, the awareness of lorcith, and looked for anything that would give them access to the space beneath the temple.

      He paused at a staircase heading down into the darkness. He was able to See through the darkness, but the others wouldn’t be able to do so.

      “We need to find lanterns,” he said.

      “Over there,” Belarra said, pointing to a glowing sphere that was set into the wall. It was slightly larger than the lorcith spheres that had attacked them, though otherwise similar.

      More than ever, he suspected this was the place where the lorcith bombs had been created. If he could find whoever did that, he could understand the technique, and he might be able to use that knowledge against the Ai’thol.

      Eve grabbed the sphere out of the wall and carried it over. “It’s not even hot.”

      “There’s something about the metal that glows,” Belarra said.

      “Who made this?” Haern asked.

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t here long.”

      He waited, hoping she might be able to tell him more, but she didn’t. Instead, he started down the stairs, taking the lead and focusing on the sense of lorcith. As he went, he could feel that sense growing stronger, starting to surge all around him. He was certain it was coming from deep below ground. And yet, there was something that wasn’t quite right.

      Not only was there lorcith all around, but there was something else.

      He started to slow and could feel the pressure of others behind him.

      “What is it?” Eve asked.

      “I don’t know. Something is off.” Haern shook his head. “I can feel the way this metal should be, and most of it is lorcith, but not all of it. And there is something here that is strange.”

      That was the part that gave him pause. Rather than continuing to descend, Haern started to push on the lorcith, trying to see whether his hold over the lorcith was enough to grant him power. He’d seen how his father could pull lorcith out of the walls of the Ilphaesn mines, and he wondered if he now had a similar ability. He also hadn’t tried shaping lorcith as his father had, using his control over the metal to change it, but he suspected he could.

      As he pushed on the walls, he noticed something unusual about the metal. He wasn’t able to quite determine what it was, only that it didn’t feel like what he would expect lorcith to feel like. It was almost as if it were an alloy, but in this quantity, an alloy would be unusual. It was definitely lorcith, though, and the pressure of it continued to build, the sense of the metal all around him, enough power that he began to wonder if there wasn’t something more hiding here than they had known about.

      “We should keep going,” he whispered, starting down the stairs again, taking them one at a time. He paused every so often, glancing back behind him, worried that others might be aware of what they were doing. They had taken out five soldiers, and that would draw attention.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he paused. There was a strange sound here, a steady, rhythmic tapping.

      He recognized that sound. He’d been around it his entire life.

      “What is that?” someone said behind him.

      “Hammering,” he said.

      “Why would anyone be hammering down here?”

      “It’s forging.” He started forward carefully.

      This was an unusual place for a forge, but the farther they went along the hallway, the clearer the sound grew. Each time the hammer struck, he felt the pressure on lorcith change.

      Not only were they forging metal, but they were forging lorcith.

      With a brief surge of hope, he wondered if it could be his father.

      This was something else, though what? There was incredible control. The shifting of lorcith happened slowly, the steady change of the metal in such a way that it didn’t anger it.

      Why should he be aware of that? His father and grandfather had always spoken about the song of lorcith, but he’d never before noticed it as he did now. Now he was aware of the song of metal coming from the forge, but also within the walls, and buried deep below him. Everywhere he focused, he could feel the sense of that lorcith, and the effect of the forge, and was aware of the metal and the song and…

      A hand on his shoulder caught his attention, and Haern shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts.

      “What is it?” Eve asked.

      “The sense of the metal was overwhelming me,” he said.

      “You can feel it?”

      “I can hear it.” He closed his eyes. “You should be able to hear it, too, if you focus. Considering how powerful I suspect you are, I imagine you have the same sense of it.”

      “I don’t have any sense of the metal like you’re describing.”

      “Perhaps not yet, but if you let yourself, I know you will be able to feel it.”

      He took a deep breath and pushed away the song of the lorcith. He had no choice but to do so, and he continued forward, making his way down the hallway, toward the Blacksmith forge. This was where they needed to go. If they found whoever was controlling the metal, he could take them back to the village, and then they could find out whether he was responsible for what had happened to the others.

      When he reached the door, he paused, the others pressed up close to him. He tested it, but it was locked.

      Unsurprisingly, the lock was made of lorcith. Haern pressed his hand upon it and sent a subtle surge of energy through it, shifting the lock.

      When he pushed the door open, the heat from the forge struck him. It was an overwhelming sense, powerful and hot, the dry sort of heat that he had known so much of his life. The rhythmic hammering intensified, far louder than it had been before.

      There was one person. Haern was aware of the blacksmith working on the far side of the room, and he started forward, readying a series of lorcith nails, prepared to send them streaking across the distance. At the same time, he was cautious, wanting to be careful in case this was someone he recognized. There couldn’t be many blacksmiths who had control over lorcith, could there? And why would one be here, in this city so far from Elaeavn?

      The hammering paused.

      Haern stayed low, off to the side. Hopefully with all the lorcith around him, he would blend into the background. But even though Haern was aware of the lorcith around him, he could detect the others, that background noise; he suspected that someone with a similar potential to control and listen to the effect of lorcith would know that he had come.

      Haern waited.

      The hammering didn’t return.

      He glanced over to the door, where the four women waited. They had dropped to the floor, staying low, and someone had closed the door.

      Haern rolled off to the side, looking around for something that would help him know where the other person had gone. He thought he should be able to detect it, but there was no sign of the blacksmith.

      Crawling forward, he focused on the sense of lorcith all around him. There were dozens of lumps of unshaped lorcith, and there were dozens more of it already shaped , but there was something else in the air, a strange mixture of senses that struck him.

      Could it be some strange alloy that they had used on people like Belarra and the other women?

      Almost too late, he became aware of something swinging toward him.

      He noticed it as little more than a blurring of shadows.

      Pulling on the sense of lorcith, he dragged himself forward.

      He crashed into a shelf and shook it off, pushing down on a coin and hovering in the air. He spun around, finding the blacksmith. The man held a hammer, and that was what had nearly struck him. Haern was lucky he’d avoided the impact.

      Shifting his focus, he pushed on two of the nails, wanting to pierce the blacksmith in the shoulders, and as he pushed, the nails streaked toward him, but then stopped.

      The blacksmith had strength with lorcith, and almost as much as Haern did.

      He pushed a little harder, sending those nails into the man’s shoulders, and the blacksmith cried out. His hammer dropped with a loud clatter to the stone.

      Haern lunged forward, streaking across the floor using a mixture of pushing on lorcith and running, and he reached the blacksmith. He unsheathed his sword, holding it up against the man’s throat.

      “Who are you?” he hissed.

      “I’m… I’m the Blacksmith.”

      “Are you responsible for what has happened here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All of the people who have been augmented. Are you the one who is making the alloy?”

      The man didn’t move, trembling under the sword. Haern felt guilty, but only for a moment. Someone like this, someone who was so willing to harm others, didn’t deserve his remorse. He pushed forward with the sword, holding it just above the man’s throat, ready to drive it into him if necessary.

      “I’m just doing what I’ve been asked to do.”

      “Who is asking you to make these alloys? Are you working with Olandar Fahr?”

      He blinked, and his eyes darted to the end of the blade. “Who?”

      “Don’t play coy. Are you working with Olandar Fahr?”

      “I don’t even know who that is.”

      “Is he the one who is asking you to use the metal to harm others?”

      “I’m working with my master.”

      Haern hesitated. He didn’t necessarily believe this man, but it was possible he didn’t know. If he viewed Olandar Fahr as his master, he might not know what the other man was asking of him. If so, could he really be blamed for what he was doing?

      Ignorance wasn’t an excuse when it came to using lorcith alloys like that, especially when someone had an understanding of lorcith as this man must have.

      “Who are you?”

      “I told you. I’m the Blacksmith.”

      “Where are the others within the temple.”

      “What?”

      “The others. Where are the Ai’thol?”

      “There are no Ai’thol.”

      Haern crouched over him, holding on to the sword, hovering above the man’s neck. He was ready to jab the blade down, and though he refrained, anger still filled him, the kind of anger that left his arms practically trembling. All he had to do was stab the sword down into him and he could end the Blacksmith. He could find a way to stop him from hurting others, prevent him from doing to them what he had done to people like Belarra, Italla, and Eve. There had to be some way for him to stop him for good, and yet, Haern wasn’t sure that was the right answer.

      “If you want to know what’s taking place, you need to talk to my master.”

      “Who is your master?”

      “I am.”

      Almost too late, Haern realized the sense of lorcith had surged behind him.
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      Haern pushed, forcing himself against the sense of lorcith, using everything in his power to hold off this newcomer, but the other man was incredibly powerful with his hold over lorcith.

      He pushed, sending his strength against Haern, forcing himself back.

      Haern pushed against him, using everything in his power to overwhelm the other man, but he had not encountered anybody with this much control over lorcith since he had been augmented. The man had much more control than Haern did. It quickly became evident he wasn’t going to be able to push him back.

      Haern sent a pair of nails streaking toward the man, and with a flick of his wrist, the newcomer sent them directly into the ceiling, where they harmlessly fell away from him.

      Haern continued to try to push, using every ounce of energy he could muster to force the lorcith away, but this other man had too much strength.

      What if he tried something else? He had his coins, and though they were partially lorcith, he had made them specifically for the possibility of confronting the Ai’thol.

      Pushing on the coins, he sent three of them. The first one struck the man in the stomach; the second and third both met resistance. Haern continued to push against them, sending as much force as he could into the coins, worried the man would be able to overpower him.

      The second one struck, catching the man in the shoulder. Haern pushed on it, sending more and more strength into the coin, trying to drive it into the flesh. As he did, he diverted his focus on the other one, which was a mistake.

      It came hurtling toward him. He pushed off against it, attempting to keep that coin from catching him.

      “Interesting,” the man said.

      “Who are you?” Haern asked.

      “I am the Blacksmith.”

      His gaze darted to the fallen man. He still hadn’t moved. “He said he was the Blacksmith.”

      “An apprentice. I would ask who you are, but seeing as how you have one of my forgings within you, I think I know.”

      This was the man who had made the metal used on him?

      It would explain why Haern didn’t have nearly as much strength as he did. He needed to stop the man, which meant he somehow had to find a way of overpowering him.

      Pulling on the other coins, he drew them back to him and sent them swirling, spiraling around the Blacksmith. None of them struck. It was as if the Blacksmith had created some sort of barrier that prevented anything with lorcith from getting too close.

      Keeping a distance between them, Haern shuffled closer toward the other women, not wanting the Blacksmith to harm them. Eve might be able to use lorcith, but she wouldn’t be able to overpower the Blacksmith. He had more strength than Haern, which meant he would have far more than what Eve could counter.

      “Why are you working with the Ai’thol?”

      The Blacksmith didn’t appear to have any scar that suggested the typical Ai’thol augmentation. Either he had some augmentation similar to what had been done to Haern and the other women, or his ability was natural.

      “Who said I was serving the Ai’thol?” the Blacksmith asked.

      “I was here. I saw what you did.”

      “There have been Ai’thol here, but not in some time.”

      “Who are you serving, then?”

      “There will be time for questions after I deal with you.”

      Lorcith began to swing toward him, and Haern did everything in his power to push it backward, but it came from all different directions, every loose lump of lorcith and every already forged piece coming at him, some with incredible force, almost enough that he wasn’t able to react in time.

      Haern pushed, finding he needed to do the same thing as what he suspected the Blacksmith did, creating a barrier of power around him, though he wasn’t as effective at it. As it struck, lorcith bounced off that barrier. Each time it did, he winced, the effort of holding it almost more than Haern could withstand. The Blacksmith was incredibly strong.

      “You have some control,” he said. “That is good. It shows you would have potential. I could work with you.”

      Haern tried a different approach. He wasn’t going to be able to overpower him, but it was possible he could startle him, and if he could unsettle him, then…

      What? What did he really hope to do against somebody who was able to push against him with as much strength as the Blacksmith seemed to do? It wasn’t as if Haern was going to be able to overwhelm him with his own connection to lorcith.

      “Eve!” Haern pushed, sending coins and the lorcith around him toward the Blacksmith. “I need your help.”

      She began to push on the lorcith, and together, they forced it against the Blacksmith. If the man had to split his focus, there was some hope he might be distracted enough that Haern would be able to get a blow in.

      “Another? I don’t recognize the forging, but it is familiar.”

      At least that answered Haern’s question. Her implant wasn’t one the Blacksmith had made, but then who had? They had to be C’than, and there had to be some way of tying them together, but not until he was able to stop the Blacksmith.

      He positioned himself near Eve, placing the other three behind him, which left the apprentice lying on the floor in front of them.

      “He’s strong,” Eve whispered.

      “The two of us are stronger,” Haern said.

      Haern had a half dozen more coins in his pocket, and in order to get to the Blacksmith, he suspected he was going to need to use those coins. To do so, he required an opening, which meant finding a way past the barrier he held.

      The man was older than he had realized at first. He had a solid build—the same as all blacksmiths did—and there was something about him that struck him as similar to his father, though he was older than Rsiran. He couldn’t tell in the darkness what color the man’s eyes were, though with his power over lorcith, Haern had to believe he likely came from Elaeavn.

      Lorcith continued to move around him, lumps of it streaking toward him, but that wasn’t what drew his attention.

      A lorcith bomb.

      He could feel it beginning to burst, and used by someone like the Blacksmith, someone who wouldn’t be afraid of the nails shooting in his direction, it left the rest of them in danger. Haern jerked his head to the side and could feel where the lorcith bomb was coming from.

      “Stay here,” he snapped, and he dove, using one of the unforged lumps of lorcith to pull himself forward. He wrapped his connection around the lorcith bomb, trying to seal the nails inside.

      He found it and held it, and he turned to face the Blacksmith.

      “These are yours,” he said.

      The Blacksmith stared at the lorcith bomb. “You shouldn’t be able to do that.”

      “I wasn’t able to do nearly as much of this before your work.”

      “Interesting. That means you had some control over it before.”

      Haern held on to the bomb, ignoring the Blacksmith. There had to be some way to use the weapon against the Blacksmith. With enough force, and perhaps something that disrupted his ability to hold on to lorcith, he might be able to overwhelm the Blacksmith. If so, then they might be able to get out of here.

      At this point, that was all Haern was thinking about. He wasn’t hoping for much more than escape.

      “From Elaeavn, then. They typically don’t encourage the use of the metal.”

      “You haven’t been in Elaeavn for quite some time, then.”

      “No. I haven’t.”

      Haern took a step forward, still clutching the lorcith bomb, holding his pressure upon it. He positioned himself with the Blacksmith now in between him and the others, which created a danger not only to him, but also to them. He didn’t like the fact he had abandoned the women, and needed to find some way of putting himself between them and their enemy.

      “How long do you think you can hold that?” the Blacksmith asked.

      “As long as I need to,” Haern said.

      There was pressure building from the lorcith bomb, and the longer he held it, the more he realized he was going to struggle to maintain his hold on it. It would take more strength, and he was thankful he’d been practicing with lorcith so much. Eventually, he would have to place it somewhere and let it release the energy stored within it.

      His panicked dive for the lorcith bomb had brought him near the workbench. It was similar to what he had grown up around. He glanced briefly at the bench, looking for something—anything—that would help him to distract the Blacksmith. Many of the implements were made of lorcith, the same as in Elaeavn. It was a hard metal, effective when it came to forming others.

      That wasn’t going to be the answer for him, but there might be an alternative.

      There was a collection of different metals on the workbench. Haern backed away, keeping one hand on the lorcith bomb, keeping the metal from exploding, while at the same time reaching behind him, searching for something that might help him hold the bomb.

      It wasn’t that he needed to hold it. What he needed was something that could change it.

      If he had access to an alloy, he might be able to do that, but no alloy could be formed so quickly from lorcith.

      Haern clutched a hunk of metal, and as he swept his arm forward, he grabbed for everything that he felt. He would squeeze whatever he could around the lorcith bomb, and then he would push that toward the Blacksmith. Maybe the modified metal would throw him off.

      As he pressed the metal together, Haern focused on his connection to lorcith, trying to use that to add to the lorcith. There came a brief surge of light, enough that he thought perhaps he was effective, and then it faded.

      The Blacksmith turned away from him and started toward the others. Eve had fallen to the floor. Haern searched for something of lorcith to use and found it in the door.

      Pulling himself to it, he jumped to his feet as soon as he reached it and threw the sphere at the Blacksmith.

      As he did, Haern pushed using his connection to the lorcith within the sphere. There was something strange about it now; the sphere had changed after he had added the other metals, as if doing so had modified the lorcith of the sphere.

      There wasn’t much time to try to understand what that meant for him. All he could do was focus on the Blacksmith. He had to overpower the other man, somehow find a way to push the sphere past him, to ensure he wasn’t able to reach him.

      There was resistance to his pushing, but surprisingly, not as much as there had been before.

      Perhaps not surprising.

      If the Blacksmith was anything like his father, his connection would be stronger with items he had forged himself. Haern was all too aware that the Blacksmith had forged the sphere, but Haern had modified the lorcith bomb by placing the other metal on it, and that had diminished the Blacksmith’s ability to push against what Haern did.

      With another surge of power, the bomb exploded.

      Haern ducked, grabbing for Eve, pulling her to the floor as the lorcith bomb exploded. He continued to push against that sense, worried that the nails within the bomb would explode outward and harm the others that had come with him.

      He heard a grunt, and he looked up as the explosion cleared.

      “Is he…?” Eve started.

      “Gone, I think,” Haern said. A trail of blood led away from where the Blacksmith had been.

      “Get them back up into the temple,” Haern said.

      “What are you going to do?” Eve asked.

      “I’m going to go after this Blacksmith. If he’s the one responsible for what happened, we need to take him with us.”

      “What about him?” she asked, looking at the man lying on the floor.

      “We should bring the apprentice with us as well,” he said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “If we don’t manage to capture the Blacksmith, then having his apprentice is the next best thing.” It was possible that the apprentice wouldn’t know anything, but he hoped that wasn’t the case.

      Haern started off after the trail of blood, looking for where the Blacksmith might’ve gone. Behind him, he noticed the sounds of the women dragging the apprentice. He doubted the apprentice would be able to get away from them. He paused at the workbench, his gaze sweeping across the table, and noticed the various piles of metals. Somehow, the metals had been important. He grabbed them, stuffing them into his pockets. He would try to figure that out later.

      As he continued along the workshop, following the trail of blood, he paused.

      The sense of lorcith pulled upon him, but what he detected was something surprising and different.

      It was more of the lorcith bombs.

      They were stacked in a bin. He had suffered their effects enough times that he knew immediately what they were. They were dangerous in this form. All it would take would be for someone to draw upon them with a connection to lorcith, and they would explode.

      He grabbed five of them and hurriedly put them into his pockets as well.

      From here, Haern slowed, making his way along the ground as he followed the blood. It was a steady stream at first, but then it began to ease, as if the Blacksmith had started to recover, or he had covered his wounds. Haern found a door at the back of the room and hesitated.

      Where would the Blacksmith have gone?

      If he was injured, then now was the time to take him on. He might not be able to overpower Haern so easily at the moment.

      There was no sense of lorcith. On the other side of the door was a hallway that reminded him of the one he had come down. He glanced back, but the others were gone, having already departed the forge. It was possible they would run into trouble what they got up to the temple, and maybe Haern shouldn’t be pursuing the Blacksmith, but something told him he needed to follow this man and see what he might know.

      This man was responsible for what had happened to Haern. That much he did know. It was equally possible that he was responsible for what had happened to the others.

      He found a staircase at the end of the hall and made his way up it. As he went, he searched for a sense of lorcith, anything that would suggest to him that the Blacksmith was near, but there came no sense of him. There was nothing.

      Haern used coins and pushed his way along the staircase. It was faster than running and now took only a little additional effort.

      A door blocked his access at the top of the stairs. This one was made of wood and iron, and Haern rested his hand upon it, searching for the sense of lorcith within it, worried that perhaps there was something he might have missed.

      Haern pushed on the door and it thundered open. He found himself standing outside.

      A steady rain drizzled down from the sky, and he searched for the sense of lorcith, but there was none. He looked for a trail of blood, but he came up with nothing.

      The Blacksmith had escaped.
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      There was a strange calm within the village. She had been gone for a little while, long enough that she didn’t know what to expect when she returned. Now Lucy needed to get a sense of what had happened to Indassa. More than that, she wanted to ensure that the others within the village would protect her.

      She had paused only briefly when she returned, long enough to realize there was something not quite right. As she searched throughout the village, it took her a moment to understand why.

      There were people missing.

      She found Margaret, an older woman with pale green eyes whose parents had been exiled from Elaeavn when she was a baby, near the center of the village. Margaret had not gained any ability from her augmentations. It was possible that not all of the C’than augmentations were successful, and though Lucy understood that the nature of experiments meant that not all of them worked, it still bothered her that some had failed. It seemed a shame that they had been tortured and gained nothing from it.

      “Why is it so quiet?” she asked Margaret as she approached.

      “Lucy Elvraeth. You’ve come back.”

      “I always come back.”

      “But not always so often,” Margaret said.

      Lucy forced a smile. “I brought a girl here the other night,” she said.

      “She’s still with the others,” Margaret said.

      Lucy nodded, looking around. “I wasn’t here very long and didn’t realize there were some who were missing. What happened to Eve and Marcy?” They were the ones it was easiest for her to determine had left, but there were more missing, too.

      Had Marcy suddenly progressed with her ability to Slide?

      If so, Lucy would be pleased. She’d been working with Marcy, trying to help her find her connection to that ability, knowing it was within her, but somehow Marcy had still struggled. It was as if that ability eluded her, as if, though she had that potential, it continued to be a challenge to find it.

      “They left, Lucy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That friend of yours took them.”

      It took a moment for Lucy to realize what friend she was referring to. “Haern? Haern wouldn’t have been able to take them anywhere.” And certainly not far enough that she couldn’t detect where they had gone. There was an absence here, and if they had simply gone outside of the village, she probably would’ve still picked up the sense of their minds, but it was gone.

      “They went with him, but there was another who could Slide. She took them.”

      Who else would Haern have known who could Slide? Lucy was the only one she thought he might have gone to, unless he’d requested help from the Elaeavn guilds. There were plenty there who might’ve been able to help. If he’d gone to them, then where had he brought Eve and Marcy?

      With Eve’s ability with metal, it was possible he’d taken her to Elaeavn to get a better understanding of how to control her gift. “Where did they take them?”

      “As far as I know, they went to some city in the south.”

      Lucy took a deep breath. “Thank you.” She started to turn away, but a pained look came across Margaret’s face. “Do you still have the headaches?” she asked Margaret.

      The other woman nodded, her eyes squeezed shut. “Too often. It’s a pounding in my head, as if there’s something trying to get out. I have been able to ignore it most of the time.”

      Lucy took a deep breath. “I feel the same thing, and it gets better.”

      “Because you have more control over it?”

      “I don’t know,” Lucy said. “The headaches improved gradually over time. I’ve worked to find some way to ignore them, but…” As much as she had tried to overlook them, the headaches persisted, lingering within her, and as much as she wanted to ignore the nature of the headaches, she wasn’t always able to do so.

      “I want them to go away, too,” Margaret said. “I’m not the only one who has them.”

      “We’ll come up with something,” Lucy said. She’d been trying different herbal remedies Darren had taught her and various things Galen had suggested, but none had been fully effective.

      The answer might ultimately involve them finding some way to remove the augmentations, but Lucy didn’t know how many of them would survive such a procedure. She couldn’t imagine having her augmentation pulled out of her head. Having the headaches, however frequently they came on, was the price she had to pay.

      Not all of them wanted to pay that price, and not all needed to. Some of the augmentations couldn’t have been placed as strongly as others, and she had to think there was some way for her to remove them, though it might take someone like Haern with his newfound connection to the metal to effectively remove the metal from others.

      And even if he tried, she wasn’t sure that the women wanted him to take the augmentations from them. Many of them might be like her, having come to that conclusion that the augmentations had changed them, but not necessarily in a way they didn’t want.

      “I’ll keep looking for answers,” she said.

      “I know you will,” Margaret said.

      Lucy made her way through the village. When she reached the home where they had left Indassa, she Slid to the other side of the door. Inside, she found a warm home. A fire crackled in the hearth. Comfortable chairs were situated all around it. A table set with food looked to be ready for the afternoon meal. There was noise in the kitchen, and she turned toward that, finding Kelly and several of the other women working there. All of them were better adjusted women that she had rescued, and while they still struggled with the pain from the augmentations, they didn’t suffer nearly as much as Margaret or some of the others. Eve and Marcy were two who still dealt with the pain, so it surprised Lucy that they would’ve been so willing to leave the city and the various healing herbs she had access to.

      Then again, if they’d gone with Haern, he would have the knowledge necessary to try to help them. Haern had trained with Galen; perhaps he had offered them some sort of healing in return for accompanying him.

      When she reached Kelly, she smiled at her. Kelly had black hair, almost the color of the night, and an olive complexion. She looked nothing like someone from Elaeavn, other than her faint green eyes. They occasionally blazed a brighter green, as if, when she had a handle on her abilities, she was able to flare the color within them.

      “You’ve returned already?” Kelly said.

      “I wanted to check on how she was doing.”

      “We weren’t going to let anything happen to her.”

      “I know you weren’t, but…” She debated how much to tell them. The girl might cause trouble here, and Lucy wanted to ensure nothing unpleasant would happen as a result of her bringing Indassa to the village. With her ability to Read and with everything that had happened to her, Lucy wasn’t sure whether the child would be trustworthy. And if she allowed herself to be controlled, it was also possible Indassa would be used against them.

      “She’s been fine, Lucy,” Kelly said.

      “I’m glad she has. I don’t know all she’s been through, but I suspect it’s more than she let on.”

      “She made it sound like she has an augmentation in her chest?”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Why would they do that? Would it give them any greater control?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know enough to be able to tell you what an augmentation like that would do. As far as I know, all of them have been used on the face or head. At least, the Ai’thol I’ve encountered all had augmentations like that.”

      And then the C’than had used augmentations on these women’s heads. She wasn’t sure if they were trying to mimic what the Ai’thol had done or if there was some other reason, but either way, she felt as if there was something she had to better understand.

      “She’s in the back room, if you want to go see her,” Kelly said.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Lucy nodded at the other women before making her way to the back room of the home. It was a small home, but comfortable, and they were lucky to have found it in the first place. There had to be a story about this village, though Lucy hadn’t found anything that would explain the history of it, or why it had been abandoned. Most of the homes were in good shape. She wondered if it had been attacked. There were rumors of villages that had been destroyed by attacks over the years, and given what she had seen and heard from Carth, it was possible this was one of those villages, though there had been no signs of violence.

      She found the small room at the back of the home and paused at the doorway. She attempted to Read, searching for anything within that might help her better understand Indassa, but she couldn’t pick up on anything useful. Indassa was sitting on the bed, and she seemed to be doing nothing else. There was no sense of emotion from her. It was as if she were empty.

      Lucy stepped into the room and looked around quickly. “How are you?”

      Indassa looked up. “They said they didn’t know when you would come back.”

      “I wanted to check in on you.”

      There came a faint stirring within her mind, and for the first time in what felt like ages, Lucy slammed up her mental barriers. She wasn’t sure if she had done it in time, as she was somewhat out of practice, but it seemed Indassa was going to be able to sort through her thoughts easily, and she didn’t want to be Read. She wanted to be more like Carth in that way, choosing what others were able to Read.

      “You were worried I was going to harm them,” she said.

      “I didn’t think you would cause them any harm intentionally, but there’s always the potential you were controlled the same way I once was.”

      “How would they do that?”

      Lucy took a seat next to her on the bed. “It is difficult to explain. There’s a name for it, but the name doesn’t always fit with my experience of it.”

      “What’s the name?”

      “They call it Pushing. It allows someone who has the necessary potential to influence those who don’t have the same potential. They Push their mind in such a way that they can use them.”

      “I don’t want to be Pushed.”

      “Nobody wants it, but when it happens, you aren’t even aware of it. At least, I wasn’t. It took a while for me to realize my thoughts were not my own, and it took a long time for me to break free from what they were doing to me.”

      “What did they have you do?”

      “They forced me to hurt people,” Lucy whispered.

      “That still hurts you, doesn’t it?”

      Lucy glanced over to Indassa. How much was she able to Read her even with her mental barriers in place? “It does. There are times when I have dreams of what happened, and I wake up sweating, remembering the way they used me, but they begin to fade. Just when I think I’ve moved on, I have another spell like that, and I start to lose myself again.”

      “Do they still have a hold on you?”

      “I like to think they don’t, but…” There was her greatest fear. Having Read herself, she didn’t think it was possible that the Architect still influenced her, but perhaps he had left such a subtle touch on her that she didn’t even know she was serving.

      “You worry they have a hold on me.”

      “I think it’s possible,” Lucy said. “The man we think responsible for much of what happened is incredibly smart. He has been planning things for a long time, and everything that happens makes us question whether he’s responsible for it.”

      “Why would this man have planned for you to find me?”

      “I found the queen, the woman you were working with, because her mind reminded me of another.”

      “Her mind?”

      Lucy nodded. “I’m not sure if that was a coincidence, but her mind was similar to another I knew. I was following that sense, trying to see if there was anything I could do to understand why he might be there. I hadn’t expected to find him in Landon, but…”

      “I’ve been there for as long as I remember,” she said.

      “It’s what you don’t remember that we need to find,” Lucy said.

      “You really think they could have changed that for me?”

      Lucy shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Is there anyone who might be able to help me?”

      Lucy frowned. Would there be any way for her to help Indassa?

      If so, then shouldn’t she do it? If Indassa was still being used by the Ai’thol or by this queen, then Lucy wanted to help free the girl, to find some way to release the hold on her mind and help her gain control of herself. It was the same thing Lucy had wanted when she had been captured, and it had taken a long time for her to gain that freedom. Now that she had it, now that she was back under her own control, she feared losing it again.

      Maybe she always would. After going through what she had and seeing the way others had been used by the C’than, Lucy couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she would always fear someone trying to reach into her mind and control it.

      It had hardened her in some ways. Because of that, and because of what she had seen happen to the other C’than, she’d grown angrier. She’d used that anger to protect herself and those she had vowed to defend.

      Now she needed to defend this girl.

      “There might be someone who could help.”

      “Where?”

      “It’s near my homeland,” Lucy said.

      “How will you get me there?”

      “The same way I got you here.”

      “You traveled,” she said, breathing out. There was a hint of awe in her voice.

      “That’s what they used to call it, but my people now refer to the ability as Sliding.”

      “Why Sliding?”

      “Because it feels as if you’re sliding from place to place,” she said, smiling at Indassa.

      “I wish I could Slide.”

      “I don’t know how to give you that ability.”

      “I thought you said that these bad ones have been placing metal within people in order to change them.”

      “They have, but I don’t know how to do what they did. I don’t even know if they understand what they’re doing or whether it’s accidental.”

      “Like what happened to you.”

      Had she told her that?

      She wasn’t sure. She didn’t remember telling the girl about that, but it was possible that she had. “Sort of like me. Mine was an accident, and I think I’m lucky that I survived it. Others might not have been so lucky.”

      “What if they wanted you to be chosen?”

      “Who would’ve wanted to choose me?” Lucy asked.

      “Whoever made you.”

      Lucy shook her head. “I don’t think anybody knew I was going to be able to do what I can. I think it was a mistake. If not, it was their way of experimenting, figuring out whether it could work from a distance.”

      Indassa remained silent for a moment. “How long am I going to be here?”

      “You can stay here as long as you need to.”

      “Need to, or as long as you want me to?”

      Lucy frowned. “I thought you wanted to stay and see if they could help you understand your abilities.”

      “She was helping me understand my abilities.”

      “You would go back to her?”

      “I… I don’t know.” Indassa looked down, staring at her hand and continuing to fidget with her dress. She still hadn’t changed out of her dress, and Lucy wondered when she might. The women in the village would have plenty of alternatives for her to wear, and she suspected that more than one would be willing to make something on her behalf. If they didn’t offer, then perhaps one of the women who had traveled with Haern would.

      “I’m not going to keep you here if you want to leave,” she said. “But the queen, the woman who used those shadows, is gone. She disappeared.”

      “Because you chased her away?” Indassa asked.

      “We weren’t trying to chase her away. We’re trying to understand what she was doing.”

      “She was hoping to understand the source.”

      “The source?”

      “That’s what they call it. I don’t know what else to call it, but it is a place of power.”

      “How many places of power are there?”

      “I don’t know. They didn’t let me learn that.” She looked away as she said it, and Lucy frowned. There was something in the way she spoke that suggested to Lucy there was more going on than what Indassa was sharing.

      Could Daniel be right? He believed there was another source of Elder Stone power, and that the chasm of shadows they had experienced was somehow similar or perhaps even connected to that of Ih, but she hadn’t been sure whether to believe that. If there was another source, then what did it mean for all of the Elder Stones they’d already encountered? Did it mean there were duplicates? Could there be more than duplicates?

      If there were, did Carth know?

      Knowing what she did of Carth, it was likely the other woman did. She was smart, and she had ways with power.

      And as she looked at Indassa, Lucy thought that perhaps the answer could be found with the girl. Though would Indassa allow them to uncover it?

      She had her mind shielded, her thoughts hidden, and Lucy was increasingly certain that Indassa had some control over the way she masked her thoughts. That kind of control suggested something else, some reason behind it. Why would she be trying to hide her thoughts from them?

      Lucy continued to hold her mental barrier in place, looking at Indassa. She would have to be careful with the girl, to ensure she couldn’t Read her, and at the same time, Lucy thought she needed to better understand what she could from the girl.

      More than that, there was something else that she needed Indassa’s help with.

      She needed to find the queen.

      “If you decide that you want to return, all you have to do is let me know,” Lucy said.

      Indassa looked at her, and for a moment, her deep green eyes seemed to change, but then it faded. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For helping me.”

      “I already told you I’ve been trying to help all of these women. I’m doing as much as I can to do so, and I will continue to help them, and I will do everything in my power to ensure that they’re kept safe.”

      Lucy didn’t like the way it sounded like a threat, and she especially didn’t like feeling as if she were threatening a child, but there was something about the way Indassa looked at her, a knowing expression in the back of her eyes, that left Lucy wondering if perhaps she might be being played.

      Knowing Olandar Fahr as she did, she had to wonder if perhaps he was planning for more of this than she’d realized.

      “I understand food will be ready soon,” Lucy said, standing and looking around the room. It was a plain room with wood-paneled walls. The bed was simple but comfortable. A lantern rested on a table, the light glowing softly. It was home here, the kind of place where Lucy had once thought she could spend her days.

      Now… now she wasn’t so certain.

      “Will you eat with us?”

      “Not today,” Lucy said. “I have some other things I need to do. But don’t worry. I’ll be back again soon.”

      With that, Lucy Slid, leaving the girl behind.
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      “I should be able to detect the shadows, but I don’t,” Carth said.

      They stood along the outer edge of the castle within Landon, and Lucy looked down at the city spread out below them. It was dreary, and the stone buildings just added to that sense of dirtiness, the only hint of color coming from the ivy creeping along the walls of the stone. Everything seemed to carry a dampness to it, an unpleasant sensation she wanted to shake off but couldn’t.

      “Can you feel the chasm?” Lucy asked.

      “I can feel it now that I’m aware of it, but before… somehow it was hidden from me.”

      “The queen had incredible control over the shadows.”

      “She did. That suggests to me that she’s been exposed to them for a long time.”

      Lucy glanced at Carth. “You sound bitter.”

      “Why would I be bitter?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because someone else had more control over the shadows than you.”

      “I don’t think you understand.”

      “No. I don’t think I do understand. Indassa has a secret, and she’s keeping a promise, but I don’t know what it is. I think the more we try, the more we should be able to uncover it, but…” It troubled Lucy. There seemed to be answers there, though what were they? How would they get to the bottom of what was taking place and the way that the queen had used the girl?

      The more time she spent around Indassa, the more certain Lucy was that she had been used. Lucy had taken to Sliding back to the village, hiding in one of the homes and focusing on the girl, trying to Read her. As she did, she occasionally got snippets of emotion from her, but never enough to develop a firm understanding of anything. It was as if the girl managed to conceal herself completely, as if she knew what she was doing, and as if she had some way of trying to play Lucy.

      The idea that she had that much control over her emotions was troubling.

      Lucy didn’t even know if she had that much control over Reading.

      Maybe the augmentation placed on the girl, the way they had used her chest, had granted her a different level of control than what Lucy possessed. But then, Lucy knew the location mattered. The more she had seen of the women working with her, the more she understood that many of them had had their augmentations placed with a specific purpose, though not all of them were able to use those modifications.

      Despite everything Lucy had been doing, everything she had been straining for, she hadn’t been able to uncover the key to helping the others with those modifications. She wanted to—she wanted to find some way to free up their minds, to open them to the power she knew they should possess—but she didn’t have enough of an understanding of the augmentations to do so.

      Maybe Indassa was going to be the key to that. If Lucy could understand what had happened to Indassa and use the knowledge the girl provided, it was possible she’d be able to uncover that secret.

      “You have to allow me the opportunity to work with her,” Carth said.

      “You’re only saying that because you want me to reveal where the other women are,” Lucy said.

      “As I told you, I can help.”

      “I know you think you can help, but I’m the one who needs to do this.”

      “So stubborn. I must admit that when I first met you, I wasn’t expecting such stubbornness out of you.”

      “What were you expecting?”

      “Compliance,” Carth said, smiling.

      “I don’t know if I should take that as a compliment or not.”

      “I have found that many of your people are far more compliant than they have any need to be.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Partly because they have done exactly what your Council has asked and remained hidden within the city. There are so few who have ever ventured out beyond the walls of the city.”

      “We’ve been told if we leave the city, the power the Great Watcher grants us fades. Many people don’t want to risk that.”

      “Perhaps it does, in time. I don’t know if Galen began to lose his abilities after spending so long out of the city, but I have seen others who have diminished. Perhaps that is the key.”

      “What is the key?”

      “The key to your people. They are afraid.”

      “I don’t know if it’s so much that they are afraid as that my people believe we are gifted by the Great Watcher, and anything that might take away that gift is reason enough to stay in line with the Council.”

      “What about you?” Carth continued to stare off into the distance, looking out over the city. Lucy didn’t know quite why they were here and what they might be able to gain. Perhaps it was a greater understanding of the shadow chasm, or perhaps it was more, whether or not they could find something of the missing queen. Carth was determined to figure out where she had gone and what she intended, though Lucy didn’t know if they would be able to discover that secret. She had been missing for quite some time, and every attempt they’d made to find her had failed.

      “Have I begun to lose my abilities?” Lucy asked.

      “No. With your augmentations, you probably won’t. Are you afraid?”

      “I’m afraid of many things,” Lucy said.

      “Are you still?”

      “Mostly that I’m going to make the wrong decision.”

      “We all deal with that. I’ve dealt with that fear my entire life, and I can assure you it does get better. Eventually you come to realize your experience is such that you know better than those who don’t have the same experience. It’s why I think those within your city, the councilors who sit over your people, are missing something. They don’t have the necessary experience to lead a people with such powers.”

      Lucy chuckled. “You would have Elaeavn broken up?”

      “I would suggest the people of Elaeavn need to mingle with the rest of the world. If the Great Watcher exists and did give you your abilities, it seems a shame they have been restricted to your city.”

      “But if they leave the city, then they begin to lose those abilities. It seems to me a cycle that we don’t have an answer to.”

      “So it would seem,” Carth said, smiling again.

      She pushed off on shadows and jumped to the ground far below them.

      Lucy Slid, following Carth. They made their way into the city, Lucy trailing after Carth, Sliding every so often to keep up with her. Carth managed to move quickly, using her shadows to glide along the street, and within Landon, with the buildings that rose up all around them, it seemed easy for her to trail along those shadows.

      They had both agreed it was likely the queen would return, and that she would not want to abandon the source of her power. Neither of them knew whether she worked with Olandar Fahr, but the fact that Indassa had an augmentation suggested she did.

      “I can continue to try to Read for her,” Lucy said.

      “I thought you were doing that.”

      “I have been, but I haven’t been able to find anything.” Lucy had been straining, searching for any sign of the similarity of mind she had detected from the queen. There had been nothing.

      Every so often, Lucy Slid away, disappearing into a different part of the city, focusing her mind. When she did, there came the calling of different voices, hundreds and hundreds of people all around her, but none of them shared the same sense that she had from the queen.

      Carth used the shadows, sending out streamers of darkness in order to search for the queen in her own way. The longer they hunted, the more certain they were that the queen simply wasn’t here.

      There was another possibility. The queen might have some way of hiding herself.

      As Lucy continued to travel throughout the city, she focused on the sense she’d had when she had first found the queen. It was what she remembered of Olandar Fahr. There had to be some way for her to find it.

      When she returned to Carth this time, the other woman had drifted toward the outskirts of the city, where a forest spread out behind them, a trail winding through it. Shadows streamed down around the trees, and it seemed a fitting place for someone like Carth—or the queen.

      “How many times have you been to Landon?” Lucy asked.

      “Not as often as I apparently should have,” Carth said. “I never would’ve expected that they had access to an Elder Stone.”

      “What do you think of Daniel’s theory?”

      “That there is more than one of each Elder Stone?” She shrugged. “I think Daniel has a unique way of thinking about things. It’s entirely possible, but I wonder if he’s not quite right. It might be that there’s a connection between them, not necessarily more than one Elder Stone.”

      “So you think the chasm of shadows is somehow connected to what exists in Ih?”

      “Is it so hard to believe there might be some bond?”

      “I just don’t see how it might be connected.”

      “And yet, you are someone who can travel from place to place in the blink of an eye.”

      “You think the shadows somehow Slide?”

      Carth paused at the entrance to the forest, pushing out with the shadows, letting them streak away from her, twisting between the trees. She turned her back to the forest, looking up at Lucy.

      “Have you talked to Daniel Elvraeth about his ability to Slide?”

      “Not much, why?”

      “He has a unique capability to Slide. I have a greater appreciation for the way he uses his ability now than I did before, and considering that he was exposed to one of the Elder Stones in the past, I think it has begun to influence him. At the time, I wasn’t sure quite how it would, or if it would at all. But then, as I heard from Rayen how he was able to use the shadows, and after I saw how he Slid along the shadows within the cavern, I realized his connection is far greater than I expected.” The shadows eased, and whatever Carth was doing retreated. “You ask if it’s possible for the shadows to Slide, and I tell you that I’ve seen someone Sliding along the shadows. How are they different?”

      “What about the other Elder Stones?”

      “If the shadows can do it, then it would make sense that the other Elder Stones would have a similar capability. As difficult as it is to believe, I have to wonder if that’s the source of power that the Ai’thol chase.”

      “I thought they were chasing the Elder Stones.”

      “And they are, but what if they are chasing all of the Elder Stones?”

      “Why wouldn’t they be chasing all of them?”

      “This is Olandar Fahr we’re talking about. He has many reasons for what he does. I don’t really know why he would be pursuing the other stones, other than that he must think having access to and controlling them makes him more powerful.”

      “It will make him more powerful,” Lucy said.

      “Undoubtedly,” Carth said. “Only I’m not quite sure how.” Carth turned her attention back to the city that stretched out in front of them. “I had hoped to get a better understanding of these things, and that I might be able to work with the shadow queen,” she said, a hint of a smile crossing her face as she referred to the woman in that way. “And yet I wonder if this might be Olandar Fahr’s way of trying to distract me.”

      “What if he’s not playing the game with you any longer?”

      “Then who would he be playing with?” Carth asked.

      “I don’t know, but what if he decided you didn’t pose the challenge he wanted?” It was harsher than what she intended to say, but the point was the same.

      “Perhaps you’re right. If he has found a new opponent, then we need to find out who it is and how they’re playing.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we are all pieces on this game board, Lucy Elvraeth. Even though we think we’re not, everything that happens is influenced by someone else.”

      “What if it’s no one? What if we’re turning something into a game that really isn’t?”

      “If only that were the case,” Carth said, breathing out heavily.

      With that, she followed the shadows, heading back into the city. Lucy Slid after her, but as they went, she knew they wouldn’t find anything. The shadow queen had disappeared, which meant they would have to look somewhere else. So far, the answers hadn’t come. The longer they continued, the more they searched, the less certain Lucy was that they would find any answer that would be helpful.
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      By the time Haern raced back around to the entrance to the temple, he could tell something was off. The women along with the apprentice should have come out, but they had not. He expected to find them on the street and thought he would meet up with them, and then they could Slide back to the village, bringing the apprentice with them, and hopefully begin to get some answers.

      When he reached the entrance to the temple, he found nothing.

      Waiting, Haern counted off the moments passing into minutes, fearing something had happened to them. There had been five soldiers inside before, and Haern had been responsible for removing them as a threat, but would the rest of the women be able to do the same thing?

      It was possible they’d gotten caught.

      He checked his pockets to see how many pieces of lorcith he had remaining. Not only did he have the coins and the nails—quite a few less than he had when he’d first arrived—but he had the lorcith bombs. They wouldn’t be effective against somebody like the Blacksmith, but it was likely he could use them against others without the ability to control lorcith.

      Reaching the door, he hesitated long enough to see if there was any sense of lorcith on the other side. As before, the sense of lorcith seemed to come from all around, and the longer he waited, the less likely it was the women were unharmed.

      Haern grabbed for one of the lorcith bombs. He didn’t like using it, but the alternative was worse. Throwing open the door, he strode inside, focusing on the sense of lorcith.

      There was none.

      He found the fallen forms of the soldiers he’d eliminated, and yet there was nothing else here. There should be something by now.

      What if the Blacksmith had left through the back entrance to his forge and come back around the main entrance of the temple, revealing their presence to the people within? It was possible the Blacksmith had recovered enough to harm the women.

      Glancing at the floor, Haern saw no sign of blood. It struck him as odd that there was no movement anywhere around him, nothing that would suggest the Ai’thol—or the C’than, he realized—were even around.

      He continued searching and didn’t find anything.

      Haern raced toward the staircase at the back, thinking that if nothing else, he would see if there was any sign of the women having come up the stairs. As he went, he searched for anything that might suggest movement.

      He detected nothing.

      The door had no movement on the other side of it. As he waited there, he wondered if this had been a mistake. He should have gone with the women rather than leaving them behind.

      A sudden surge of movement came from behind him.

      Haern spun.

      Darkness seemed to swirl near the walls, the kind of darkness that reminded him of Carth and Rayen, suggesting that someone had been exposed to the Elder Stone for the shadows.

      Was there any lorcith within it?

      Haern focused on that, ignoring anything else but lorcith, and tried to peer through the darkness and the shadows. As when dealing with Carth, it was nearly impossible for him to do so. Instead, he watched the shadows, looking for anything that would suggest a threat.

      He didn’t find anything.

      Haern strode forward, preparing to use lorcith if it came down to it. He let it swirl around him, using the nails and the coins in a tight spiral, keeping them close to his body, hopefully so close that others without enhanced eyesight wouldn’t even see he was doing it. As he worked, he readied for the possibility he might need to attack, though he wouldn’t until he knew what he might be dealing with.

      Haern could feel the pressure of something moving closer to him.

      He was tempted to push the lorcith nails away from him to see if there was any way he might be able to remove some of the darkness, but Haern wasn’t willing to blindly attack and risk striking one of the women who were counting on him to keep them safe.

      There came more movement near him, and he spun, looking to see what he had detected. Nothing more than shadows.

      There was something else he could try.

      Pushing off on one of his coins, he went flying into the air, and landed behind where he thought he had seen the shadows. The shadows had shifted, and he became aware of someone within them. He pushed, sending one of his nails darting forward, and it struck someone within the shadows.

      Haern pushed off on a coin again, taking to the air, once more landing behind the shadows. He noticed a faint outline within the shadows, the same as he had before, and he pushed on a nail, sending it streaking into the person’s back.

      When they collapsed, the shadows began to disperse, and he was relieved to know that it wasn’t one of the women.

      Pushing off again, he tried to land behind the shadows once more but found they had shifted, swirling behind him, making it difficult for him to determine anything. The more Haern spun, the more he twisted in the air, the harder it was for him to find anything other than the darkness there.

      Haern dropped to the ground, deciding to take a different approach. He sent the nails into the center of the shadows.

      Nothing changed.

      Haern pushed off again, hovering in the air. He wished the ceiling of the temple were higher to give him more of a vantage, but he brought himself above the shadows and then dropped.

      Darkness surrounded him. There came a sense of movement within it, and he pushed, sending a nail into the nearest attacker. Someone grunted, and the shadows began to disperse.

      As far as he could tell, that left only two remaining.

      How much was he willing to risk like this?

      Haern pushed off again, and the two collections of shadows made it difficult for him to determine where else he needed to go. As before, he hovered in the air and then dropped into the midst of the shadows, focusing on what he might find around him. There was a sense of movement, and perhaps a hint of lorcith.

      Haern hesitated. There hadn’t been lorcith within the shadows before.

      He struggled forward, fighting through the shadows, and called out. “Anyone with me, drop to the ground.”

      It might not work. Their enemies might do the same, but it might reduce the numbers opposing them.

      There came a shuffling movement.

      Through it, a figure remained standing, and Haern sent a nail streaking forward.

      It met resistance.

      Haern pushed, more strength flowing out from him, and he wanted nothing more than to pierce the person with the nail.

      He slammed all of his energy into it and overwhelmed the resistance.

      Slowly, the shadows eased.

      Two figures lay on the ground. One was dressed in a dark robe, but the other was Marcy. He grabbed her, helping her to her feet.

      “Where are the others?”

      “They grabbed us. I don’t know.”

      “Stay with me,” he said.

      He slipped her arm around her and pushed, carrying them up over the next collection of shadows. This time when he dropped into the darkness, he worried there would be others. He wanted to find whoever might be responsible for creating the shadows, but he began to suspect there would be more than just those people. When he looked around, peering through the darkness, he came across movement.

      “If there are any women from the village, drop to the ground,” Haern yelled out, but his voice was muted by the darkness.

      The shadows rippled. There was no other way to describe it. Haern felt others within the darkness dropping down.

      Whoever caused the shadows had dropped to the ground as well.

      Great Watcher. How was he going to find his way through this?

      What he needed was somebody who had the ability to burn off the shadows. There wasn’t anyone here who could do that.

      He needed a different approach. There had to be some way of penetrating the darkness and overwhelming whoever was responsible for the shadows.

      The only way he could think of was to wade through the shadows. It was risky, but Haern didn’t know that he had any other alternative.

      He started forward, feeling Marcy pushing up against him, and he tried to See through the darkness.

      There were contours to the shadows. As he stared at the outlines, he tried to See between them. It was almost as if there were threads within the shadows, though that didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Haern focused, attempting to See beyond the shadows, to use whatever connection he had to make out something on the other side of them, and as he looked, he thought that he was able to do so.

      Slowly, the shadows eased, and features within the shadows began to shift.

      It wasn’t as if he could See like he could in daylight, but that wasn’t what he needed. He only needed to make out the outline of the women. If he could, then he could determine where they were and whether there was anything he could do to find the person responsible for them.

      Clothing. That was what he had to look for. The clothing would be different.

      If the attacker was anything like the others, he would be wearing a long dark robe.

      He found one, and then he found another.

      Two?

      That fit. Why wouldn’t they have more than one person working together and conceal their presence? It would make it even harder for him to determine who was responsible. If he removed one, the other would still be able to oppose him.

      Yet it didn’t seem as if they meant to oppose him. They were trying to conceal their presence, but nothing else. That couldn’t be all they were doing. There had to be more to it.

      He focused on the dark robed figures, sending nails at both of them. They tried to move, to wrap themselves in the shadows, but he continued to push, sending the nails deeper and through them. In order to do so, he had to use as much force as he had when he had been trying to overpower the Blacksmith.

      When it was done, the shadows eased.

      The other women were there.

      “Where’s the apprentice?”

      Eve got to her feet. “You left us.”

      “I went after the Blacksmith.”

      “Did you get him?”

      “He managed to get away.” But the apprentice should not have.

      “They grabbed us from the stairs, and he was left behind.”

      Haern flicked his gaze toward the staircase. “Where were they?”

      “It seemed as if they were hiding on the stairs,” she said.

      “They were waiting for us to return.”

      They had confronted nearly a dozen attackers since arriving. How many more would be here?

      “We need to grab the apprentice,” Haern said.

      He went to the stairs, pulling the door open, and a strange odor drifted up to him. It was one of rot, and it carried with it a hint of the distinctive scent of lorcith, a metallic and almost hotly bitter odor.

      Lying on the stairs was the Blacksmith’s apprentice. Haern darted down, grabbing him and pulling him back up. He looked around and frowned. “Where’s Belarra? Did she go with them?”

      “She was trying to help us fight,” Eve said.

      That surprised him, though perhaps it shouldn’t.

      Haern dragged the apprentice through the temple. When he reached the door, he pulled it open a crack, peering out along the street. Despite all the violence taking place inside the temple, there was no movement outside. Nothing that would suggest anyone was even aware of the violence within.

      “Take him and get to the edge of the city. Wait for me.”

      “What are you going to do?” Eve asked.

      “I can’t leave Belarra behind.”

      “She betrayed you.”

      Haern thought about her and what she had been through. Though she had betrayed them, she had also come to Dreshen expecting to be able to leave. If she wasn’t a part of what had happened, then he would need to find some way of offering her help.

      “She did, but I think she was also scared. I don’t know what happened to her, but I have a sense she didn’t want to be left here.”

      “You would risk yourself like that?” Eve asked.

      “It’s my fault she’s here. I’m not going to leave her behind.”

      He would’ve done the same for any of them, but in the case of Belarra, he knew she could Slide, but he wasn’t aware of what other abilities she had. It was possible she didn’t have any other abilities that would protect her from the attackers, in which case she would be helpless.

      “I can help,” Eve said.

      “I would love your help, but I think they’re going to need your protection.”

      Eve studied him a moment, and there came a sense of her pushing on lorcith. She nodded, her jaw clenched. “I will do it.”

      Haern pulled two of the lorcith spheres from his pockets. “If you need anything, just push on them, but be prepared. When they explode, there’s no control over it. You might be able to resist the nails by pushing against them, but…” Even in that, he wasn’t sure if she had enough control. Yet. From what he’d seen from Eve, she would grow more skilled in time. She had talent; what she needed was experience.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “For believing I could do this.”

      “I know you can do this. I wish you didn’t have to, but there’s no question in my mind you have the necessary ability. Keep them safe.” Turning to Marcy, Haern smiled at her. “If they need anyone to take them away, you’re going to be called upon. You might have to Slide them. I know you don’t think you can do this, but I’ve seen you taking those Sliding steps. What you need to do is focus on your target and walk there, the same way as you walk normally.”

      She nodded, saying nothing.

      Haern turned to Italla. “Do what you can. Hold on to this,” he said, pulling a lorcith coin from his pocket. “With this, I will know how to find you.”

      She held the coin up. “You can find this?” Skepticism dripped from her words.

      “I forged the coin. It gives me a certain control over it.” He glanced over to Eve. “When you gain a little more control over the metal, I can help you learn to create it.”

      A shuffling sound came from behind him, and Haern glanced back. “Go. We need to keep moving.”

      He didn’t want to remain behind any longer than necessary. Find Belarra. Then they could leave. With the Blacksmith’s apprentice, they might be able to understand what had happened to them.

      “Go,” he urged. He pulled the door open, and Italla and Marcy slipped out. They dragged the apprentice with them, keeping him propped upright, so that it looked like he was intoxicated rather than injured.

      Eve locked eyes with him for a moment before nodding and heading away. As she did, she gripped the lorcith spheres. Haern hoped she didn’t need to use them, and that she didn’t make a mistake and trigger them too soon. It wouldn’t be her fault. It would be his for trusting her with the weapon.

      He still had several of the lorcith spheres he’d stolen from the Blacksmith, and they might be needed.

      Haern shoved the door closed and spun around. It was time for him to make his way through the temple. It was time for him to find Belarra.
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      Reaching the stairs and dropping a coin, Haern paused for a moment to count how many he had remaining. Not nearly as many as he thought he needed to battle his way through the temple, but hopefully it would be enough. Besides the coins, he also had the nails.

      It was possible they’d brought Belarra back down to the Blacksmith. It might be easier to go down there. At least there, he had a sense of what he might find. If he went back into the depths of the temple, the likelihood of capture was greater. If they had brought her up, Haern could jump out a window, use his control over lorcith, and drop to the ground. It would be risky, but it might be the only thing that worked.

      When he reached a landing, Haern paused. Lanterns were set all along the wall, though he didn’t need them with his enhanced eyesight. As before, banners hung along the walls. Whatever religious purpose the temple had served before remained in evidence. It seemed somewhat ironic to him that there would be banners like that, especially as this had become a place of the Ai’thol, a place of violence rather than service to a higher power.

      Maybe this wasn’t a place of the Ai’thol, though. If the C’than had taken it over, it was possible they used it in a different way. And if so, it would be ironic for a different reason. The C’than didn’t believe in anything other than knowledge.

      Racing along the stairs, pushing his way, Haern paused. When he reached the next landing, there came the sense of lorcith from all around him. It could mean many different things. He’d detected enough lorcith within the temple that he suspected they used it for a variety of purposes, not only for such destructive things as the lorcith spheres. With the Blacksmith here, they would have been able to use lorcith to create items of great decoration as well as more useful ones.

      He made his way carefully along the hallway. There was something about it that struck him as familiar, and it wasn’t until he reached a door about halfway along the hall that he realized why that was.

      This was where he’d been held.

      Haern pushed the door open, looking inside. He found that order had long ago been restored. A fire glowed in a hearth along the wall, the flames crackling with a comfortable warmth. Rather than the hard wooden chair he’d been bound to, there were two plush chairs situated near the hearth. A table ran along one wall, a series of books stacked upon it. It wasn’t a large room, but for him, it had meaning and memory, and he wasn’t able to shake the thought of what had happened to him here. His hands dropped with the memory, almost as if someone were pulling on the metal.

      Haern froze.

      The throbbing increased.

      It wasn’t almost as if someone were pulling on the metal. Someone was pulling on the metal.

      The only person who would be able to do so would be the Blacksmith.

      He’d remained in the temple.

      Haern shouldn’t have expected a man like that to run. He would’ve gone where he could get some help, either to recover or to find others who could fight on his behalf.

      Could he use that connection?

      The soft pulling continued, slowly drawing upon the metal in his hands. Haern held them up, letting whoever was trying to pull guide him. He closed the door behind him and followed the draw upon him.

      It hurt. As much as he wanted to ignore it, and as much as he had grown accustomed to the way the metal felt within him, the pulling upon it left his hands throbbing in a way they hadn’t in quite some time.

      As he followed that sense, he thought he understood what was happening.

      The Blacksmith was trying to pull the metal free from him.

      Could it be done?

      He remembered what Lucy had learned when his father had tried to pull the metal free from her. It was the same thing that had happened when they had tried to have Carth heal her after holding the Wisdom Stone. Nothing could be done. The metal had become a part of her. It was the same for Haern.

      Worse, he didn’t want to lose it.

      It was a horrible thing to admit to himself, but having had the enhanced abilities he did, he didn’t want to lose them now. There was value to his being able to use lorcith as powerfully as he could. If his eyesight increased, then that would be even more valuable. He didn’t want the Blacksmith to suddenly tear that from him, to turn him back into what he had been.

      Haern found himself focusing on the metal in his hands, using his own connection to it to solidify it, to hold it there.

      It began a battle. Haern continued along the hallway and up a set of stairs, but all the time, he was focusing on lorcith within his hands, the strange alloy used on him. As he did, he tried to maintain its position buried in his palms, and there came an increased throbbing, a steady sense that left his hands aching.

      When he topped the stairs, he found a door blocking him.

      The pull on his hands came from there.

      Was this the Blacksmith?

      Maybe there was someone else here with even more power over the metal. He had ignored all of the other landings along the way, disregarding the other turnoffs as he had gone. In doing so, he had bypassed every other place he could go. It was possible there were other attackers behind those doors, but Haern had paid them no mind.

      Whatever was pulling on his hands came from the other side of this door.

      He focused on the metal in his hands.

      What had his father said about metal? If he could hear the song, he could use it.

      Haern had never paid attention to the metal enough that he could hear the song. He knew there should be some way for him to determine it, but he had never taken the time to do so. As he focused on it, as he listened, he still didn’t hear it.

      There was something he noticed, though.

      It seemed to vibrate.

      That vibration had to come from whoever was trying to pull the metal out of his hands. Haern was determined to resist it. If it came free, he had no idea what would happen to him. He was lucky to have survived the attack that inflicted it in the first place. To have it ripped out of his hands would not only be painful, but it might render his hands useless.

      No. He wasn’t going to let the Blacksmith do that to him.

      The vibration continued, and as he focused on it, there seemed to be something that vibrated within him.

      It was an energy, a familiar sort of sense, and it struck him as something he had experienced before when using his connection to the metal. It was the same way he was able to pull on lorcith. It was almost as if the vibration of the metal called to him, using him to help connect to it.

      Haern focused on that vibration.

      It wasn’t quite right.

      As he focused, a faint humming began.

      Where was it coming from? He looked around, glancing back down the stairs, worried there might be someone approaching, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The humming came from within him.

      Within his hands.

      Haern brought his hands up to his ears, listening.

      That didn’t change the nature of the humming. It seemed to flow through him, through his bones, through his entire being.

      As he focused on it, he realized there was something off.

      The metal was calling to him.

      The song.

      Could he use that?

      Haern pushed on it, sending a surge of energy through it, and he recognized the tug of the metal.

      It was there, the lorcith alloy that had pierced his hands, penetrating him, joining with him. And yet, it had not entirely joined with him. There was something about it that was off.

      He could change it.

      His control over the metal helped him understand how. It was the vibration that gave him the insight. As he focused on it, he could feel the way that vibration continued to work through him, that humming, and he pushed on it.

      It was more than just a push. It was a push mixed with a pull, and he changed the metal.

      It reminded him of forging, of hammering at the metal, and he used his understanding of the vibration, of the way that the metal was calling to him, to modify it. It was almost as if the metal wanted him to do it, as if it were demanding that from him.

      Haern continued to hold on to that connection, squeezing and stretching, letting it flow. As he did, pain began to seep up his wrists.

      He hesitated, but the vibration persisted.

      Haern continued. Pushing and pulling, using his tie to the metal, he allowed it to flow through him, and it moved up his arms, working through him. There was a sense of power coming through the bond, and it demanded he continue to work with it, continue to pull on it, and in doing so, Haern could feel the metal shifting.

      Not only shifting, but winding along the bones deep within him. When it reached his shoulders, he nearly cried out. The metal was stretching out, bonding with him.

      He continued to pull it, twisting, letting the vibration, that hum he was aware of, guide the nature of how he shifted the metal. He felt it sliding down toward his chest. He was no longer in control of what was happening. He was just pushing and pulling on the metal, letting it guide him. It worked its way down, but also up, wrapping around.

      Pain flowed through him, but it was not a miserable pain. As it stretched down, it worked toward his pelvis, and then down his legs. How had there been so much metal within his hands?

      There hadn’t been. He had stretched it out, turning it into little more than a filament.

      And then it was done. The humming ceased. The vibration was no longer.

      What had he done to himself?

      Haern didn’t even know. The only thing he was aware of was the way the metal felt within him, and yet, he was now completely aware of it. The sense had grown through him, the lorcith alloy stretching deep within him, no longer just in his hands but through his entire being.

      Had it changed his connection to lorcith?

      As he focused on the metal all around him, he didn’t think that it had.

      Why had the lorcith wanted him to shift it in such a way?

      There was no longer a drawing sense upon him.

      Could that be why? Did the metal want him to change it so the Blacksmith no longer had any way of influencing him? If so, he had to wonder how the metal would know. It wasn’t as if the metal was sentient.

      Haern took a deep breath. The Blacksmith had to be on the other side of that wall, and now he didn’t know if he would be able to overwhelm him.

      Haern checked the door. It was locked, but the lock was made of lorcith. With little more than a slight push, he triggered it to open.

      Stepping inside, he found a wide room that occupied the entire upper section of the temple. In a chair at the center of the room sat Belarra, bound in chains around her ankles and bars of metal around her arms, though they didn’t pierce her the way they had when Haern had been held captive.

      The metal was shifting. He could feel the pulsating of lorcith within the room. He hadn’t been aware of it on the other side of the door, but now it came to him quite clearly. It was as if the Blacksmith were trying to use the metal in a way that would harm him.

      That wasn’t quite right, though.

      As he focused on what he sensed of the drawing on lorcith, he realized with a start why he would detect it.

      They were using it on Belarra.

      Not just using it, but trying to draw the augmentation out of her.

      Haern didn’t know what would happen if they succeeded. It might kill her, or damage her in such a way that she wouldn’t be able to recover.

      Was there anything he could do?

      The sense of the lorcith flowed through him, and as he listened to it, as he focused on it, Haern was aware of the type of song this lorcith carried, the same sort of song he had felt when he had worked with his own connection to lorcith.

      There had to be something he could do.

      He hesitated, letting that sense of lorcith flow through him, using it to help him better understand how it was connected to her.

      There had to be a song within that lorcith. All he had to do was find it. If he could, he might better understand what he could do and how he could prevent the Blacksmith from removing the lorcith from Belarra and potentially killing her.

      The song began to come.

      Haern slowly grew aware of it, focusing on the nature of the song, letting the vibration guide him. There seemed to be something within the song he could focus on, and in doing so, he thought he could find a way of preventing what the Blacksmith was doing.

      He began to push.

      That was where the humming of the lorcith guided him first. It was a push against resistance, and the longer he pushed, the more he was aware of that resistance. He felt it straining against him, the effort of it almost more than he could withstand. He let the lorcith flow through him, the song of it.

      As it did, he realized it was more than just lorcith. How could it not be, since this was an alloy? There were other elements within that song, and now that he knew to focus on them, he could feel those other elements, the way they pulled on him, the way he could push on them.

      He nearly stopped what he was doing. He shouldn’t be aware of any other metal. That was something completely new. Could it have come from the way he had drawn the alloy through his body?

      Haern continued to focus on what he detected from Belarra. He pushed against the resistance, now using not just the lorcith but also the other elements within the alloy. As he pushed, he felt the way the alloy wanted him to pull, to squeeze the metal into a different shape. He continued to mold it, lost in what he was doing, letting the sense of the metal guide him. It was an overwhelming sense of power.

      As he worked, he wondered if he was making a mistake, if he was harming Belarra, but the song of the lorcith called to him, demanding he continue to work with it. He felt how it was stretching out, surrounding the entirety of Belarra’s mind.

      It didn’t demand he draw it down through her the same way as it had through him. It wanted him to help encase Belarra’s mind in a way that provided a certain level of protection. Haern did so, stretching that strange alloy around her mind.

      The humming began to shift, the song changing. Haern continued to work within the change, letting the metal be his guide, and following the shifting sense of it.

      And then it was done.

      The moment he finished, he could feel the sudden change and knew there was nothing more for him to do. He stopped pushing and realized the drawing against him, the effort of the Blacksmith—or whoever was opposing him—was no more. There was nothing else struggling against him, and he hesitated, looking toward Belarra.

      Had he harmed her with whatever he had done? Had his effort to push against the Blacksmith changed her? It was possible he had.

      Lorcith flowed near him.

      He pushed.

      There was a hint of resistance, but not enough to stop him. He was strong enough that he was able to overcome it. He pushed back, sending the lorcith away from him, and stepped forward, looking around.

      Where was the Blacksmith?

      He had been out on this level for a little while, having lost himself in what he was doing for Belarra, but now he needed to pay more attention. The walls of stone stretched all around him, and near the back of the room, a stone staircase led up. There wasn’t much above him—only the rooftop, he suspected.

      Where was the Blacksmith?

      He found the man hiding in shadows.

      The Blacksmith couldn’t be alone, could he?

      Haern stared, trying to peer through the shadows. As he focused, he sent a trio of nails streaking toward the source of the shadows that seemed to be darker. When he pushed on the lorcith nails, they flew faster than he expected, almost so fast that he lost control over them. There was a hint of resistance, but the speed with which Haern pushed on the nails overcame that resistance and the nails penetrated the darkness, striking someone within it.

      The shadows dissipated, then disappeared altogether.

      A man dropped to the floor, and then the shadows disappeared.

      The Blacksmith turned toward him.

      “You are far more trouble than I would’ve expected.”

      “You won’t harm her,” Haern said.

      “You’re too late.”

      “Am I?”

      The Blacksmith tried to pull on the metal within Belarra, but Haern could tell he didn’t have enough control over it. Not anymore. Haern had shifted it. He’d changed the song, which had changed the Blacksmith’s ability to call upon and control the metal.

      “What did you do?”

      “You don’t pay any attention to the song of the metal.”

      “There is no song.”

      “How does the metal allow you to use it?”

      Haern took a step toward the Blacksmith. He still suspected the man had trained in Elaeavn, however briefly. There was something about his technique that suggested to him he was familiar with lorcith in a way that only the Elaeavn blacksmiths would be. It was something that seemed similar to his father, though his father never would’ve used lorcith in that way. His father would have never applied an augmentation to somebody. He had made other items of power, and in doing so, he had created something similar to an augmentation, but it had never fused with the person.

      “Why are you here?” the Blacksmith asked.

      “I’m here for her.”

      “She is with us.”

      “Not anymore. I chose her. I promised her my protection.”

      “You got lucky, but it won’t happen again.”

      The Blacksmith strode forward. Lorcith swirled around him, hundreds of shards of metal, hundreds of pieces of lorcith, nails and other items, and it was enough that Haern had a hard time tracking all of it.

      The level of control it would take to hold on to all of that metal was impressive. It might be more than his father would be able to control, and Rsiran was the most powerful man Haern knew when it came to lorcith.

      Even with whatever had changed within Haern, he didn’t think he would be able to control that much metal. He might create a barricade that would prevent the lorcith from reaching him, but he doubted he could hold on to it.

      What if he didn’t need to?

      He pushed.

      He tried to disrupt the hold the Blacksmith had over the metal, but the Blacksmith continued to swirl it around him, the movement increasing, spiraling around him.

      Almost too late, Haern realized what the Blacksmith was going to try to do.

      He was getting closer to Belarra.

      There was metal around her, and he could tell it was lorcith, and the metal around her wrists was not. It was the alloy, whatever strange metal they’d used, and as he focused on that alloy, he was able to feel the presence of it, the way it pulled upon him. He could pull on it.

      He wasn’t going to pull Belarra to him, but could he pull himself to her?

      Haern took a step back, trying to feign a different move, and the Blacksmith smiled.

      With that, Haern pulled.

      The chair began to move, and Haern swore under his breath.

      Pushing a coin behind him, he used that to push off while also pulling himself to the chair. When he reached it, he spun around, putting himself back in front of the Blacksmith. The man turned toward him, the metal continuing to spin.

      “You have talent, but you aren’t going to be able to stop this.”

      The shards of metal spiraled outward from the Blacksmith with incredible force. Haern pushed against them, holding them at bay, but he wasn’t going to be able to do so for very long. The Blacksmith was right. He didn’t have the same level of control. He began to suspect that with more time and more practice, he might be able to do it, but right now, his ability wasn’t enough.

      What he needed was to grab Belarra and escape.

      He shifted his focus and pushed on the metal bar around her wrist. It relaxed, and he pulled her arm out, doing the same on the other side.

      “Belarra,” he hissed.

      She was staring blankly, and he realized she wouldn’t be able to help. This was something he would have to do on his own.

      He positioned himself in front of her in such a way that he was blocking the Blacksmith from reaching her. He continued to push against the metal, preventing the Blacksmith from using it to reach Belarra.

      All he had to do was get the chains off her ankles.

      As he tried to release them, he felt pressure against him.

      The Blacksmith was fighting, and given his connection to the chains—and the fact that he had likely forged them himself—he was able to overpower anything Haern was able to do.

      The Blacksmith took another step forward and smiled. The metal continued to spin out from him, spiraling. With every step, Haern could feel the malevolence within the man. What had happened to this man to turn him into this person? What had made him so violent and angry, so willing to harm others?

      “She is mine,” the Blacksmith said.

      “She’s not yours.”

      “I made her.”

      “You might’ve made her, but I fixed her,” Haern said.

      “Fixed? Did you think you could do more than what I could do? I have studied for decades, and my technique is unrivaled.”

      “Your technique is incomplete,” Haern said.

      As he spoke, he began to feel the vibration within the chain. That was the start of finding the song, and if he could shift the metal, however slightly, he might be able to use that to get Belarra free. The problem was that he still had to push against the shards of metal that the Blacksmith was pushing, somehow find a way to avoid the spinning of the metal as it drifted toward him, but he began to think he might be able to do so.

      What he needed was to delay him.

      “Incomplete. I can tell you about incomplete. They’ve been searching for my knowledge for decades. They think they understand the metal, but they’ve never understood the truth of it.”

      “What truth?”

      The Blacksmith sneered at him. “I will not share that with you.”

      “If you oppose Olandar Fahr and the Ai’thol, you could work with us. We oppose him, too. We don’t have to fight. We can work together.”

      It was a delaying tactic, but it was more than that. If he could find a way to bring the Blacksmith into the fight—and if the man knew as much as it seemed he did, considering the power he had over the metal—the Blacksmith would be a useful ally.

      “I don’t think so. You might have some skill, but…”

      The shards of metal began to push with more intensity against the barrier Haern had formed. He struggled, sliding as he resisted, straining against the attack.

      The Blacksmith was powerful.

      The chains began to vibrate with more intensity.

      Haern focused on that. He listened for the humming, and when he heard it, he sent out a response, trying to push against it, using that to help him change the nature of the chains and free Belarra.

      There was a resistance, but the chains responded.

      When they did, their hold on Belarra eased.

      Haern grabbed her, turning his attention to the Blacksmith.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said.

      “You won’t get out of here alive,” the Blacksmith said.

      “If you would only understand the song, you might be even more potent.” He backed up toward the stairs, and there came a soft, subtle pulling on him. Haern spun, pushing on lorcith nails. They exploded through a shimmering of shadows he hadn’t noticed before, and two figures dropped to the floor.

      Haern reached the stairs, starting up them, and the shards of lorcith streaked toward him, slamming against the resistance he formed. As they did, he fought, holding out against them.

      At the top of the stair, a door blocked his exit.

      Haern looked for lorcith, but there was none. It was locked.

      He didn’t have time to try to force his way out. He slammed his shoulder into it, once, twice, and then, on the third time, the door creaked and crashed open.

      He stepped out onto the rooftop, wind gusting around him. It carried the scents of the city, and the drizzling rain continued unabated. He reached the edge of the rooftop when he felt lorcith behind him.

      Haern pushed, but he wasn’t going to be able to resist the Blacksmith.

      Reaching into his pocket, he sent one of the lorcith bombs rolling toward the Blacksmith.

      Pushing on it, he triggered the lorcith bomb, and the nails began to explode. But the Blacksmith tamped them down. The Blacksmith was responsible for making the bombs, so it wasn’t surprising that he would have control over it.

      Haern stood on the top of the tower—and then he was shoved over the edge.
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      Struggling to hold on to Belarra, Haern spun, looking back toward the top of the roof. He realized the Blacksmith had used something that had slammed into him when he wasn’t paying attention. It had sent him falling over the top of the roof. He tried to right himself, to get back into a position where he could control the fall, but the only thing he had left was the lorcith bomb.

      He would have to use it, but it would trigger and explode.

      Maybe not if he pushed on it as he triggered it.

      Haern sent the lorcith bomb out, and he felt it beginning to trigger. He pushed on it, getting control of his fall, and the nails started streaking outward. As they did, he pushed on those, using them to carry him further away from the temple, all the while holding on to Belarra, squeezing her so he didn’t lose his grip. And then he pulled on some of the nails that had blown outward, using those to help him travel along the road, searching for where he had left the other women.

      Haern soared above the street top, using a connection to the metal to push and pull. Doing so was far easier than it had been before.

      That had to be tied in with whatever he had done to himself, but he would need to get a better understanding of it.

      Belarra moaned.

      “Hold on,” he whispered.

      Somewhere in the distance, he could feel the lorcith coin he’d formed, and he streaked toward it.

      He looked back, worried the Blacksmith would have some way of following him, but there didn’t appear to be anyone.

      That didn’t mean that someone couldn’t trail him. It was just as possible he didn’t need to travel in this way. If the Blacksmith had others with him who could Slide, he wouldn’t be limited to following Haern using lorcith.

      How many things did he have that the Blacksmith had forged? He still had one lorcith bomb. How many of the nails did he have? There weren’t many, but even a single nail might be trackable.

      At least he thought he had changed the way the Blacksmith had altered both him and Belarra. With that being the case, it was unlikely the Blacksmith would be able to change her.

      Haern reached the sense of the coin. Dropping back to the street, he followed it toward a building near the edge of the city. A sign hanging from the building suggested it was a tavern. He pushed open the door, glancing around, and found the women in the back corner. They were all huddled together around the table, food resting upon it. The Blacksmith’s apprentice leaned into the corner, his eyes closed. It was fitting that he was in a place like this, as it looked as if he were intoxicated.

      Haern raced over to them, grabbing a chair and pulling it up to take a seat.

      “What happened to her?” Eve asked, leaning forward. She reached for Belarra’s neck, checking for a pulse.

      “I found the Blacksmith.”

      “Where?”

      “With her. He was trying to remove the augmentation he placed.”

      “Can it be removed?”

      Haern looked down at Belarra. He could feel the way the lorcith alloy now swirled around her mind. It felt as if it were what the metal had wanted, and the metal held almost as if it wanted to be in that form. He took a deep breath, focusing on it.

      “I don’t think so. Not this metal. Placed in the mind as it is, if it were removed, it might do more harm than good to the person that accepted it.”

      “How do you know?”

      Haern shook his head. “I don’t. But when Lucy had the augmentation placed on her, there was an attempt to remove it. When we tried, it endangered her.”

      “You have tried to remove her augmentation?”

      Haern shrugged. “If it wouldn’t have harmed her, we would’ve done it, but my father thought that it was too far along.”

      “Why would your father know this?” Eve asked.

      “My father has more control over the metal than anyone else I’ve met—until the Blacksmith.”

      While sitting there, he began to realize something. There was the steady humming that came from the metal, but it wasn’t from him or from Belarra. It came from the other women around the table. The metal within all of them seemed to hum with the strange frequency. It called to him, practically demanding he push on it.

      “No,” he whispered.

      “What was that?” Marcy asked.

      Haern looked up. “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” Eve said.

      Haern looked around the tavern, wondering how much to share. But these women had come with him and deserved to know. “When I was at the temple by myself, the Blacksmith was pulling on the alloy that had been placed in both Belarra and me. I could feel him struggling against the implant in my hands, and I fought against it to prevent him from pulling it free.”

      “You would keep your augmentation?” Eve asked. She had been picking at her food, and this was the first time she’d looked up. Something about her demeanor had changed; she seemed more relaxed than he had seen her before.

      “I guess I would. I don’t know whether or not I should, but the augmentation gives me a greater connection to the metal.”

      “And you don’t want to lose that,” she asked.

      Haern shook his head. “I don’t.”

      It was almost embarrassing to admit. He looked away, studying Belarra for a long moment. She needed his help. She appeared unconscious. Every so often, she would twitch as if injured, but he didn’t think she was harmed. There was nothing about the metal within her that should harm her. He had only shifted the nature of the metal.

      The alloy continued to hum for him, more potent than it had been before.

      Why would it be like that?

      It was a struggle for him to ignore it, almost as if it were filling his mind with the steady humming. He closed his eyes, trying to squeeze out the sound. It was a strange rhythmic vibration that made him rock in place.

      “Haern?” Eve asked.

      He blinked his eyes open, looking at her.

      “Something’s wrong.”

      “It will pass,” he said.

      “That’s not it. Look.”

      He turned, looking in the direction where she pointed. There were two men near the door. Had they been there before?

      They had lorcith on them.

      Not just on them. In them.

      They were augmented, but as he studied them, he didn’t see any of the typical scars of the Ai’thol.

      Who were these men?

      The strange vibration he detected came not only from the women but also from them. That was why the sound had become so overwhelming. The longer he focused on it, the clearer it was. He continued to strain against it, trying to push so he didn’t have to continue to hear it, but he found it was almost too much for him.

      Haern pushed.

      The men cried out the same time.

      He started to pull, as if to shift the nature of the metal the same way he had with Belarra, but if he were to do that, it was possible he would change it in a manner beneficial for them, and he didn’t want to do that. These were potential attackers, and until he knew what they were doing and why they were here, he didn’t think he should shift the metal within them in a way that might help them.

      Instead, Haern continued to push, twisting the metal slightly.

      The men collapsed, and the screaming ceased.

      “What did you do?” Italla asked.

      “We need to get going,” he said.

      “We won’t be able to travel anywhere,” she said.

      “We have Marcy,” he said.

      “Marcy doesn’t have enough control over it to carry all of us away.”

      Haern let out a sigh. “There might be something I can do, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But I don’t know if it will work.”

      “How so?”

      He looked around the tavern and realized it was empty except for them. The two men now collapsed by the door were the only others in the room. Even the kitchen staff had disappeared, leaving them alone.

      It wasn’t going to stay like that for very long. He would need to do something, and they would need to get out of here as quickly as possible, but he thought he understood why Belarra was unconscious, or seemingly so. It was because the Blacksmith had been trying to pull the metal from her mind. Haern had resisted it, but it was possible he had not done so with enough strength or in enough time in order to protect her.

      “The augmentation done to you is incomplete,” he said.

      “It’s what?” Italla said.

      Haern met her eyes. “It’s incomplete. When I was at the temple, when I could feel the Blacksmith trying to pull the augmentation out of my hands, I finally began to understand something my father has been telling me. The metal has a song, and I heard it.”

      “Haern—”

      Haern shook his head, cutting off Italla. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but with that song, I realized that what the Blacksmith has done to Belarra—and myself—wasn’t complete. I shifted it.”

      “You did what?”

      He nodded. “I shifted the metal. I changed it so that it was no longer just in my hands.”

      “Where is it?” Italla asked. She frowned at him, and he could see the doubt on her face.

      “It’s all throughout him,” Eve said. “I hadn’t noticed before, but now that you say it, I can feel it. It’s spread all through you, isn’t it?”

      Haern nodded. “The metal is no longer just in my hands. The vibration, the song, wanted me to shift it, and as I did, it flowed all the way through me.”

      “Did you do that to Belarra?” Italla asked.

      Haern shook his head. “I didn’t do this to Belarra. The Blacksmith was trying to pull her augmentation out, and I pushed against it. As I did, I followed the flow of the song, and it guided me.”

      Eve stared at him, as did Marcy and Italla.

      “I can feel the song. I can hear it. It’s different with each of them. It’s different with each of you, the same way it was different with those two,” he said, motioning to the two fallen men by the door. “I can feel the way it’s calling to me, and when it comes to you, Italla, it wants me to shift the metal. I can almost feel how it would flow, but I likely wouldn’t be completely aware of it until it begins. And with you,” he said, motioning to Eve, “it is focused there”—he pointed to both of her temples—“and I think it needs to slide ever so slightly. And Marcy needs to have it shifted entirely.”

      Marcy was the one he was most confident with, and he wondered if it would change anything with the women if he were to shift the metal. It might damage them, the same way as Belarra now seemed to be damaged, but maybe it would do nothing more than it had to him. He hadn’t been damaged. Changing the placement of the metal had actually helped him, and the longer he focused on it, the clearer it was that it had modified him in a beneficial way. If he could do the same thing to them, it was possible he could make them stronger. He could help them.

      And then they might be able to escape.

      “I don’t know that I want you to do anything,” Italla said.

      “I do,” Eve said.

      Italla looked over at her. “You understand what he’s saying, don’t you? He’s talking about shifting the implant. Do you remember how painful it was when you had that implant placed?” Italla leaned toward the other woman. “I remember my own screams. I remember how agonizing it was. And he’s talking about changing it. What happens if he’s wrong?”

      Eve looked at him. “I’m less concerned about what happens if he’s wrong and more concerned about what happens if he’s right.”

      “I don’t know that it’s going to give you a greater attachment to the metal,” he said. “It’s possible that it will, and if it does, then maybe you can continue to grow stronger, but it’s also possible it won’t change anything.”

      Eve crossed her arms over her chest, meeting his gaze. “Do it.”

      “Eve—” Italla said again.

      Eve shook her head. “No. I want him to do this.”

      Haern focused on the vibration within her. It was so clear to him now, much more so than before, and it seemed as if the metal knew what needed to happen. He began to push.

      Eve gasped, her eyes widening. Italla reached for her, but Eve shook her head.

      Haern started to push and pull on the metal. With his increased connection to it, it was much easier for him to do. He was able to follow the contours of what the metal called to him to do, and as he pushed and pulled, shifting the nature of the metal within her, he could feel how the metal wanted to move, could feel the way it slid beneath the surface of her head.

      Then it moved.

      It stretched, much like it had with him. It remained wrapped in a band around her mind, but it also stretched down, streaking outward along her arms and body, small tendrils, filaments of the alloy, flowing through her entire being. As it stretched, she continued to gasp.

      Italla shook her head, trying to reach for Haern, but he pushed his hand out, keeping her at bay. He was close, nearly finished with what he had done, and he could feel the way the change flowed through her.

      He needed to finish this. As he worked, he could feel the energy as it rolled through her. And then it was done.

      The vibration shifted, the song no longer the way it had been, and Haern relaxed, leaning back and looking at her.

      Eve took a few deep breaths, and finally licked her lips. “That was strangely painful.”

      “How do you feel?” Haern asked.

      “No different.”

      “I didn’t at first, either, but the longer I go, the more it feels as if there is a different connection to the metal than I had before.”

      And that connection was what mattered. The more he had that connection, the clearer it was that he had done what needed to be done.

      “Why?” Italla asked.

      “I don’t think it’s safe to remove the metal, but it might make you stronger if we change it. If we finish what was done to you, it might make you better.”

      “Better. Do you realize that’s the same way they phrased it?”

      “I didn’t,” Haern said.

      “They claimed they could make us better. They claimed that using the metal on us would make us become something more. I didn’t want to be better. I wanted to be the person I was. And what they did to us changed that.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      It was easy for him to lose sight of the fact these women had suffered, they had been tormented, and none of them had wanted what had happened to them. The only one who had was Belarra, and now she was the only one who wasn’t able to speak.

      “I understand you didn’t want this for yourself, and if there was any way for me to remove what was done to you, I would absolutely do it. If you want, I can continue to try to find some way to pull the metal from you, but even if I uncover that, it’s possible it won’t be safe to do.”

      That was the hardest thing for him to explain. He felt as if he needed to help them, but in the case of what had happened to them, the way the metal wrapped around their mind, it was permanently adhered, and there just wasn’t anything he could do to remove that.

      “Can you do me?” Marcy asked softly.

      “Marcy,” Italla said.

      Marcy looked across the table at Haern. “If it fixes things, if it somehow allows me to Slide more effectively, then… I think I want it.”

      “You didn’t want what happened to you.”

      “None of us wanted what happened to us,” Marcy said. “I’m just dealing with the consequences. If he can change it, fix it, then why shouldn’t we take that opportunity?”

      “Because it’s not meant to be a part of us.”

      “Maybe not.” She looked across the table at Haern. “Do it.”

      Haern focused on the way the vibration intensified, the way the metal called to him, and let that energy influence him as he started to push. Like Eve, she gasped, her eyes widening, and sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Oh,” Marcy said.

      Her eyes fluttered closed, and she twitched.

      Italla rushed over to her, grabbing for her, and Haern worked quickly, pushing and pulling, letting the vibration of the metal, the song flowing through it, guide him. The metal drew him, demanding that he follow its instructions, and he was determined to follow through with it.

      He felt the way the metal called, and he continued to push and pull, sending power through that connection. He felt the shifting.

      In this case, it wrapped around her mind, working similarly to what it did with Belarra, though it sent small tendrils of metal down deeper into her mind.

      As he pushed and pulled, forming those filaments, he had to wonder if he were making a mistake. It was possible this was going to damage Marcy more than it had Eve. At least with Eve, the only change he had made had been drawing the metal out, stretching it so that it flowed through her with a different sort of power. This was something altogether different.

      And yet, it felt as if this was what the metal needed to do. The vibration quickly shifted and then disappeared.

      Haern leaned back, focusing on the metal within Marcy, realizing it felt right.

      “Is it done?” Marcy asked.

      Haern nodded.

      “I don’t feel any different.”

      “The metal is quite different,” Eve said.

      “You can feel that?” Haern asked.

      “I could feel everything you did.”

      He started to smile.

      The door thundered open, and three people appeared. Lorcith surged within them, and Haern started to push on them, but Eve reacted faster, and they went flying out of the tavern, crashing in a heap across the street.

      “Someone grab the apprentice,” Haern said.

      Eve scooped him up, and Haern grabbed Belarra. They headed toward the door.

      Italla watched Haern. “What did you do to them?”

      “I only completed what had already started.”

      He wondered if she would want the same thing, but the way she looked at him, the skepticism in her eyes, left him doubting she would. It wasn’t the kind of thing she wanted, and he couldn’t blame her, when he was suggesting something so dangerous.

      Out on the street, they looked around. There was no sign of movement, and the men lay crumpled, one bleeding heavily out of his nose, the other with the side of his head seemingly caved in. The third just lay apparently broken.

      “I think you used too much force,” he said to Eve.

      “No. I used what they deserved.”

      Had he made a mistake?

      “Let’s get to the edge of the city,” he said.

      They needed Belarra to come around so she could Slide them free of the city, but she’d made no further movements. Every so often, Haern would try to probe her mind to see if there was anything he could shift with the metal, to slide back into place to ensure she woke up, but there was nothing. The metal seemed to be in the position it needed to be, and if she was going to come around, it would have to be on her own.

      They reached the edge of the city, and the presence of lorcith suddenly appeared.

      He turned, facing nearly a dozen men and women, all with lorcith flowing through them.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Get them out of the city.”

      “I can help you,” Eve said.

      “I need you to protect them.” It was more than that. He didn’t want Eve to crumple more heads, and yet he didn’t need her to protect them.

      “Marcy, you need to see if you can Slide. If you can, then you need to take them back to the village. Focus on it, take that step, and if you can, don’t worry about me.”

      “Haern,” Italla started.

      He shook his head. “No. Like I said, don’t worry about me.”

      He shifted Belarra, and he spun, trying to hand her over. “Somebody else has to take her.”

      Marcy reached for her. It was probably for the best that it was Marcy rather than Eve, as if it came down to it, Marcy would have to Slide them away. He wasn’t sure if she would be able to do so, but if the change worked, and as quickly as it had seemed to with Eve, then she would have the capacity to Slide them free of the city, back to the village. With the Blacksmith’s apprentice, they might be able to find some answers as to the nature of the metal he had used.

      “Go. And go quickly,” he said.

      They hurried away from him, and Haern turned his focus back to the others.

      As he watched, one of them started to shimmer. If they Slid, they would reach the women.

      Haern reached into his pocket, pulling out the remaining lorcith bomb and rolling it toward them. With a surge of lorcith, it exploded. Nails streaked out, flying in all directions. Haern pushed against them, preventing them from striking him, and then he pushed those nails deeper, back toward the attackers.

      Half of them dropped.

      There came another soft shimmering, and Haern pulled on the nails, sending them toward the other person who was able to Slide. He caught them, keeping them from disappearing.

      He focused on the attackers, needing to draw them away. He would have to create a reason for them to follow him.

      Haern pushed off, taking to the air, and sent the nails he’d exploded swirling around them. Every so often, the nails would catch one of the other attackers, dropping them.

      Haern moved, hovering above them. As he did, they continued to struggle against the onslaught of the nails. It was a terrible sort of justice, but no more than they deserved for what the Blacksmith had put him through.

      He went streaking along the street to draw them toward him, holding on to the connection to the nails, swirling them in a tight pattern. They spiraled beneath him. As he went, he felt more and more lorcith appear, following him.

      With each attacker who appeared, he could feel the strange vibration within them. They were all augmented, but none of them in the way the Ai’thol had been. These augmentations were more similar to what had been done to the women—all of them must have been placed by the Blacksmith. All the attackers were strong, and they carried the kind of power that Haern doubted he would normally have been able to overcome. With his change, he was able to push, twisting slightly, and they collapsed, falling all around the city.

      He streamed away and realized almost too late that he had been forced toward the far side of the city. How was he going to get back to the women?

      If he couldn’t, he was going to have to travel on his own to the village. Somehow, he had to go in a way the attackers wouldn’t be able to follow.

      Haern had several dozen nails still trailing after him. He could feel the pressure of one after another of the augmented attackers. They were pursuing him, moving quickly, and they were strong. He continued to pull on the nails, moving quickly, and reached the edge of the city. He changed directions, angling now back into the city, heading toward the temple, but he realized that was a mistake. There was too much lorcith there, the sense of it pushing against him in a way that suggested the Blacksmith was involved.

      Haern shifted his direction again, sweeping out and away. As he went, he paid attention to the lorcith coin he’d given Eve. It was there still, at the edge of the city, and as he focused on it, he knew he needed to draw the attention away from them until they had a chance to escape.

      Haern continued to push on the lorcith, letting it carry him high overhead, away from the women. He had to trust that Marcy would be able to Slide them. He had to hope she would gain something from what he’d done, that she would be strong enough. Carrying five with her was difficult, but hopefully the changing of the augmentation had granted her enough strength.

      As he drifted around the city, continuing to draw away the attackers—far more attackers than he would’ve expected within Dreshen—the coin suddenly vanished.

      Haern smiled to himself.
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      Lucy sat on the cliff overlooking the water, the village stretching out behind them. Indassa rested next to her, having said nothing since Lucy had returned, and yet, she couldn’t help but feel as if Indassa wanted to say something to her.

      Lucy was aware of the girl’s emotions, the way she held them tightly confined, keeping them to herself. There was an element of control over those emotions that still left her marveling, and what she needed was to find some way to get past it, if only to understand whether Indassa was here for some other purpose or whether she truly had been abused by the shadow queen.

      “It’s quite lovely, isn’t it?” Lucy said, noticing the way the sunlight glittered off the water. The waves crested in the distance, the sound of their caress along the shore soothing. It reminded her somewhat of what she had experienced in Elaeavn, though it had been so long since she had spent any time along the shores of Elaeavn that she wasn’t even sure she was remembering accurately. It was possible the waves had never had the same sound in Elaeavn. She remembered the seagulls circling overhead, steadily cawing, but not much else beyond that.

      “I’ve never liked the water,” Indassa said.

      “Why not?”

      “Too much bad can happen,” she said.

      “I thought you lived in Landon.”

      “I did, but Landon is on an island, and lots of people suffer because of that. Some get caught by the water, taken out into the ocean.”

      “We’re not on the ocean now.”

      “We aren’t, but that doesn’t change the fact that it scares me.”

      “It doesn’t have to scare you,” Lucy said. “I could take you down there, if you would like. I can Slide us back away anytime there’s any sort of danger.”

      “I don’t want to,” Indassa said, starting to scoot back.

      There came no hint of fear within her. It was almost as if Indassa remained an empty mind, and it gave Lucy even more reason to think the girl was somehow manipulating her, though the level of control she had was impressive if that was the case.

      “Have they been treating you well?” Lucy asked.

      “Did you expect them not to?”

      Lucy smiled. “No. I think most of them would treat you as if you were their daughter.” Most of the women were warm and welcoming, and it hadn’t surprised Lucy that all of them had been willing to take Indassa in, despite her warning that the girl might be more than what she appeared. None of them had been particularly concerned. When they saw Indassa, the young girl, the sharp chin, the short brown hair, it was hard to see her as anything other than a child. It was the same way Lucy saw her, though the more that she was around her, the more Lucy had to question whether there was something else about the girl that would pose dangers to them.

      “How long before you return for good?” Indassa asked.

      “I’ve been busy,” Lucy said.

      “You have been off with your friend,” she said.

      “Yes. Her name is Carth.” Lucy watched Indassa and tried to Read her, focusing on whether she had any sort of reaction to the mention of Carth. It was a name she hadn’t used before, and she had to wonder if it was one that Indassa had heard. If she had, it suggested more than what she had already observed.

      “That’s a strange name,” Indassa said.

      “I suppose it is,” Lucy said. “I think her real name is something longer.”

      Lucy held the name Carthenne in her mind, wondering if Indassa would be able to find it, or if there would be no access to that. If Indassa was aware of the name Carthenne, it would suggest that she was still Reading her, despite the fact that Lucy was trying to keep her out of her mind. With a girl like this, someone who had been augmented, Lucy didn’t think she had enough strength to keep Indassa out of her mind all the time. It required that she maintain the mental barrier, and though she had the experience of doing so from when she had been in Elaeavn, there was something about holding it indefinitely when she was around Indassa that was challenging. It was draining, leaving her feeling tired all the time.

      “Where have you been going?” Indassa asked.

      “I have visited various places,” Lucy said. She had been off with Carth, traveling from island to island, visiting places that Carth had once visited when she had sailed regularly. Carth was determined to find out if there was any evidence of additional Elder Stone power, but they hadn’t uncovered anything.

      There had to be something. They were continuing to look, and if Daniel was right—and the longer they searched, the more she began to think he might be—there would have to be some evidence of that power elsewhere. So far, they had come up with nothing other than the place in Landon, and that was only the shadows. And considering the fact that Ih had been lost long ago, it was possible the power had transferred rather than remaining in Ih.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “I’m looking for the woman who abducted you.”

      “What if I wasn’t abducted?”

      “Did you work with her voluntarily?”

      “I don’t know,” Indassa said. “It’s hard for me to remember. All I know is they did this to me.”

      “Can I see it?” Lucy asked.

      Indassa stared at her before she pulled her dress down. It was the same dress Lucy had found her in, and despite everything she had been through, Indassa was determined to continue wearing it. Lucy knew that many of the other women had offered to sew Indassa a new dress, but the girl had so far refused.

      There was a scar along her chest, different from the scars of the augmented women. It was almost V-shaped, the irregular borders of it raised and angry-looking.

      There was something about it that spoke of freshness. Hadn’t Indassa told her she’d been augmented years ago? What if the augmentation had changed over time?

      “Do you remember anything about the process?” Lucy asked.

      “They used metal. It was hot. It hurt. I think I screamed.”

      There was no emotion in her voice. It was almost as if Indassa had no emotion to share.

      That troubled Lucy. Given what she’d gone through, it seemed to Lucy she should feel more emotion, especially given the nature of the augmentation, the pain she’d obviously felt.

      “When I had my augmentation, it was fast. A healer worked on me, trying to save me, because he thought I was going to die.”

      “They told me I was going to die,” Indassa said.

      “They did?”

      “I think they were concerned it wasn’t going to work. I don’t remember that much about it otherwise.”

      Lucy forced a smile. “You can pull up your dress.”

      “Where have you been?” Indassa asked.

      “As I said, we’ve visited many different islands.”

      “And you haven’t found anything?”

      “Not yet,” she answered. “We’ll keep trying.”

      “What if you don’t find anything?”

      “Then we don’t. And maybe that’s the best thing anyway.”

      The longer she was around Indassa, the harder it was for her to determine if the girl was trying to play her or whether this was simply who she was after the attack. She had been odd from the beginning, and the longer Lucy sat around her, the stranger she seemed—strange enough that Lucy was no longer sure whether she was simply misreading the situation. It was possible there was nothing different about Indassa besides what she had already observed.

      It left Lucy troubled. She was usually much better at Reading people, and even those who were here in the village, she was able to Read far better than Indassa. Most of them had more emotions at the forefront of their minds. With Indassa, there was the occasional snippet of emotion, but nothing more, and it was difficult for Lucy to try to determine what Indassa felt.

      A mostly emotionless person was strange for her to experience. Either Indassa had gone through so much trauma when she was younger that she didn’t know any other way to deal with it, or she was really that skilled at hiding her emotions from Lucy.

      “Will you keep looking?” she asked.

      “Carth wants us to keep looking. She’s determined to see if there’s anything we can find.”

      “When do you plan on leaving again?”

      Lucy glanced over to her, smiling. “It almost feels as if you want to get rid of me.”

      “That’s not it. It’s just that when you’re here, I feel as if you’re trying to find things out about me.”

      “I am trying to find things out about you,” she said.

      “Why?”

      Lucy debated how much to share. She felt that if she didn’t share enough, she would open herself up to questions from Indassa, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to answer those questions.

      “There is something odd about what I detect from you,” she said. “I can usually Read people—that’s how I can tell emotions—much better than I can with you. It’s surprising given your age.”

      “I’ve had time working with it,” Indassa said.

      “I suppose that makes sense, but it still makes me a little uncomfortable. There are so many people I care about here in this village that I want to ensure there’s nothing you might do that would harm them.”

      “I don’t want to harm anyone,” Indassa said.

      Lucy nodded. “Good. It would make me sad if you did.”

      “I don’t think she would leave Landon.”

      “Neither did Carth, but we’ve looked, and we haven’t been able to uncover anything to explain where she’s gone.”

      Given her control of the shadows, Lucy had begun to wonder if there was some way the queen was able to conceal herself using them. Carth didn’t seem to think the other woman would be able to hide from her, but perhaps Carth simply didn’t know.

      With the thought, she realized she hadn’t been keeping her mental barriers up.

      That wasn’t quite the case. She had been keeping her mental barriers up. Indassa had forced them back down.

      “Why are you doing that?” she asked.

      “Doing what?”

      “You’re prying into my mind.”

      “I’m not,” Indassa said.

      Lucy smiled, a hint of sadness with it. “Unfortunately, I can tell what you’re doing. Did she want you to come with me?”

      “What?” Indassa got to her feet and started to back away from the rocky edge of the shore. “I thought you didn’t want to hurt me?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Lucy said. “And I have no intention of hurting you, but I also don’t want to be hurt by you. She wasn’t your mother, so who was she?”

      “I told you, they—”

      Lucy nodded to Indassa’s chest. “I know what you said. They did that to you. And I believe you, but the wound is still pretty fresh. That’s not several years old as you describe. I don’t know how long ago that took place, but it isn’t years old.”

      A sense of panic emanated from Indassa, and Lucy found it difficult to ignore, to focus on anything other than that panic. As she felt it rolling through her, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to suppress it completely. It was a powerful and overwhelming sense the girl exploded away from her.

      As she did, there was something else mixed within it.

      And then the emotion faded.

      It was almost as if she had used those emotions, forcing them outward, and then stopped.

      How was she able to do that?

      Was she using the emotion to block Lucy from Reading her? If she was able to do that, that was a level of control over not only Reading, but understanding how to utilize it, that Lucy had never experienced.

      There was one person it could have come from, though she wouldn’t have expected that influence here. It was the kind of control she suspected came from someone like the Architect.

      She got to her feet. “Thank you.”

      “Thank me?”

      “You will be safe here,” Lucy said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I know where I need to go,” she said.

      With that, Lucy Slid. She emerged within the tower and hurried up to the prison, making her way quickly through the various levels, ignoring the locks present. They didn’t block her, and she strode through them, Sliding past some, unlocking others. When she finally reached the cell holding the Architect, she paused.

      She hadn’t come to see him before. Carth had always gone on her own, and now that she was here, she hesitated. It was the first time she had been alone with him since her capture.

      “I wondered when you might come to see me,” he said.

      “Are you disappointed that it’s taken me this long?”

      “Why should I be disappointed? You are my greatest creation.”

      “And yet, I wasn’t even your creation,” she said, standing across from him, looking through the bars. With the metal separating them, there was no way the Architect would be able to escape, and yet, but she still trembled at the sight of him sitting across from her. There was a sense of power from him, and she wanted nothing more than to be somewhere else.

      But she needed to do this.

      “No, but it was because of you that I began to understand the nature of the metal in a way I had not before. It’s because of you that the Great One has exalted me.”

      “Olandar Fahr is not a Great One.”

      “He’s greater than you, and greater than me.”

      “Is he greater than Indassa?”

      She watched his face as she said the name, uncertain whether she was right about this. If he was the one responsible for her creation, would he admit it? Knowing the Architect as she did, she wasn’t sure if he would.

      “Who is that?”

      She noticed a little tension at the corners of his eyes, and as she attempted to Read him, there was a hint of resistance, but only a hint. There was something about the nature of the bars that prevented him from blocking her out completely. Lucy appreciated that Rsiran had made a prison that prevented him from escaping, but didn’t prevent her from using her own abilities against him.

      “A young girl who has an uncanny ability to Read. It took me a while to understand how she was able to control her emotions in such a way, but it was something she said that reminded me of you.”

      “Perhaps I should take that as a compliment.”

      “I don’t think so,” Lucy said. “In fact, I haven’t decided if you have intentionally used her against us, or if she has no idea how she’s being used.”

      “Where did you find her?”

      “You aren’t going to deny you know her any longer?”

      “Where?” the Architect said.

      “You don’t seem to grasp that you’re the one in prison. I’m the one who gets to ask questions, and I’m the one who gets to make demands. You, on the other hand, must sit there and accept whatever I am willing to offer you. It may be nothing more than scraps, but those scraps will be all you get.”

      As she attempted to Read him, she realized there was something about Indassa he cared about. If he had been the one to place the augmentation, why would he feel such affection for her?

      She was too young to be his daughter, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be related to him in some way.

      “How does Olandar Fahr intend to use her?”

      “He wouldn’t use her,” the Architect said.

      “Oh, I’m quite certain he would. Considering the place I found her, and what we encountered her with, I am almost certain that he would have used her. What I want to know is how.”

      “You think that you are so potent with your ability to Read?”

      Lucy shrugged. “I can only do what you taught me to do.”

      “And you have much to learn. You have become powerful, Lucy Elvraeth, but you still have limitations. I have continued to work with the alloy, the same alloy that the C’than so generously helped me understand, and have come to understand the nature of the metal and how to use it most effectively.”

      “So you created her after you were around me.” Indassa hadn’t been augmented years ago. Yet she might have been training for years. If that was the case, perhaps she’d had the ability to Read on her own, and the augmentation had been placed to enhance those abilities.

      “Why would he have allowed us to capture her?” Lucy said.

      “He would not have,” the Architect said.

      “Everything with him is a game. I want to know what move he intends with Indassa.”

      “She is not a part of any game,” he spat.

      Lucy attempted to Read, but there wasn’t any real answer she could determine. The Architect cared about Indassa, and he cared enough to get angry when she spoke to him about her, which meant…

      “You didn’t want him to find out about her.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” the Architect said.

      “You might refer to him as the Great One, but he’s not so great that you want him to be around someone you care about. That’s interesting,” she said.

      What would the Architect be using her for? Why would he be hiding Indassa from Olandar Fahr? Unless he knew Olandar Fahr would intend to use her.

      “You’re the reason she was there,” she said, with a hint of a smile. “You thought placing her there would keep her safe from him.”

      “You don’t know anything,” the Architect said.

      “I know where to find Indassa.”

      “You moved her?”

      “I couldn’t leave her with someone like that. She was too dangerous for a young girl.”

      “You’re a fool, then.”

      “What makes you think I’m the fool? I’m not the one who made the mistake of trying to hide someone I care about from Olandar Fahr.”

      “He would use her. He would use her mind to absorb everything he could. He would force her to serve.”

      “I thought you approved of the way the Great One wanted you to serve. I didn’t realize you had such objections to how he would use others.”

      “You need to move her from wherever you took her. She needs to be in a place of power that will obscure her from his ability to see her.”

      “What other places of power might there be?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “And yet, I can tell you where Indassa is.”

      The Architect turned away and started pacing, making a steady circle as he did. “If you promise to take her to safety, I will share with you what I know.”

      “I will promise to take her to safety if what you share with me is accurate.”

      “I thought you were more caring than this, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “I was, until you changed me.”

      The Architect turned back toward her, frowning. “Take what you need.”

      With that, the barrier in his mind disappeared.
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      The man sitting on the cot tried to display a look of strength. Ryn had seen men like that before, the determination on their faces to prove their manliness, and yet inside, they were terrified. She didn’t need to be able to read his mind to know that fear coursed through him. She could hear the way his heart hammered, noticed the faint beading of sweat along his brow, saw the way he twisted his hands, however subtly, and forced them down into his lap. Everything about him carried with it a look of nerves.

      He was shirtless, heavily muscled, and tattoos ran along each shoulder, markings from a people Ryn didn’t know. She had seen similar tattoos before, though most of those had been in Vuahlu, where the people felt that the marking of their skin was a rite of passage, a way of proving their worth to the distant gods. Thankfully, that tradition didn’t extend to the women, though Ryn probably wouldn’t have gone along with it.

      Tessa held a sharpened hunk of metal. It was narrow, about the size of her little finger, filed into a sharp point. Apparently, the metal took a shape well, which didn’t surprise Ryn one bit after what she’d seen of how it was used.

      They didn’t have the same way of applying the metal as had been used on her. Which meant they had to approach it with a very different method.

      “You have submitted yourself for the Great One’s blessing,” Ryn said, standing in front of him with her hands clasped together before her. She was dressed in formal robes today, wanting the decoration of the office of emissary, wanting him to know that this was sanctioned at last by the Great One himself. She doubted it did anything to soothe him, likely only frightening him more that she was there rather than a disciple.

      “I am ready,” he said.

      “You have submitted yourself for a blessing we have not tested before,” Ryn went on. She had decided that he deserved to know. It was better to understand that what he submitted himself for would be different than what others of the Ai’thol had done. She had no idea how it would change him, or whether it would change him in the same way as she had been changed, but she doubted he would be able to choose the type of blessing the same way that others typically could. “This blessing is the same as the Great One bestowed upon me himself. It will be the Great One who guides your blessing, not a choice you will make.”

      The man glanced over to Tessa before nodding quickly.

      “I will not force this upon you. As you have proven yourself willing to take a blessing, you may take one that others who have preceded you have accepted, but know that only half who receive that blessing survive. While I don’t know how many will survive this blessing, it will be more than half.”

      The man licked his lips before taking a deep breath. All of the muscles within his body began to tense, and he nodded once again.

      “I would have you lie down.”

      He lay facedown on the table. Matthew and another of the Ai’thol who had already received a blessing grabbed his arms. Two more grabbed his legs, holding them down. She had not learned whether this was the technique used on others who received a blessing, but considering the way Tessa thought the blessing needed to be placed, she suspected having someone here to hold them down would be necessary. It still felt brutal—far more brutal than she’d have preferred—but she didn’t know if it would work if they were sedated.

      Ryn locked eyes with Tessa. The other woman grabbed the spike and placed it on the back of his head. She held it in place, and Ryn reached over, moving it slightly. It was little more than a feeling, but it reminded her of where the blessing had gone into the back of her head. Tessa nodded and brought the hammer around.

      Ryn braced herself, knowing the next part would be brutal.

      She nodded and Tessa brought the hammer up, swinging it down in a sharp strike.

      When she connected with the implant, it flattened.

      The man cried out, a sharp and piercing sound. He thrashed, and the four Ai’thol held his arms and legs, trying to keep him from kicking free.

      Tessa leaned over the spike, glancing over at Ryn. It had changed, but it had done so in a different way than what Ryn had experienced. Whereas her blessing had penetrated, leaving a bubble of metal protruding, this had flattened along the back of his head. Tessa reached for it, trying to move it, but it was solidly applied.

      The Ai’thol continued to scream.

      Ryn wanted to back away and go somewhere else, but he had volunteered for this because of her. He deserved to have her remain, and she would stay until she knew whether this would fail—or whether the blessing would take hold. If it did, it would be different than others.

      His scream continued, though it had less strength than before.

      Ryn remembered how painful it had been when her own blessing had been applied, though she didn’t recall screaming quite like that. It wasn’t because she saw herself as so much stronger than him, and she worried the technique they’d used to apply the blessing had not been effective. There had to be some reason the blessing had been shot into her.

      Gradually, his thrashing began to ease, and the screaming faded into a whimper.

      Tessa nodded to the Ai’thol, and they carried him away, dragging him over to one of the beds. They set him down, and he curled up on his side, his legs pulled up to his chest, and rocked in place.

      It was painful for Ryn to watch.

      “I have found that staring at them doesn’t change a thing,” Tessa said, pulling Ryn off to the side.

      “That’s not the way it was supposed to go.”

      Tessa shrugged. “One of the things I have learned in my time as a Forger is that things rarely go as they are supposed to. There is something about the metal that takes on almost a mind of its own. When we apply the blessing to those who take the surgical approach, it doesn’t always work the way we think that it will. Still, most of the time it is effective, and it’s up to the person whether they are ready for the blessing.”

      Ryn glanced over to the Ai’thol curled up on the bed. “I thought it was the metal we used that would be the key.”

      “It still might be,” Tessa said.

      Ryn held her gaze on the man. The other Ai’thol stood around him, ready to reach for him were he to start to thrash again. So far, he was calm. “We need this to work,” she said.

      “We do, but we can’t force it. If it’s as you say, then we need time to determine whether it’s going to be effective.”

      How long had it been for her? It had taken weeks for the metal to fully absorb, but even before then, she had begun to have certain abilities. The abilities had increased over time, so that even now she was still noticing new things about them.

      She wasn’t sure they had time to spare when it came to waiting on their abilities. She wanted to continue to push, but perhaps this was a lesson she needed to learn. When it came to the Great One, there were often lessons she needed, though she wasn’t always aware of what they were. In this case, it might be that she needed to understand patience. She couldn’t rush the blessing.

      “If you’d like to test another, we do have more volunteers,” Tessa said.

      “I don’t know if we should test it until we have a better understanding of whether this technique is going to work.”

      “We could try to figure out what was done to explode the blessing into your head, which, by the way, sounds unpleasant,” she said.

      Ryn smiled briefly. “It was unpleasant, but it also seemed to be effective.”

      “This might be effective, too,” she said. “Before we abandon this approach, why don’t we try one more time?”

      “We’ve already seen that hammering it won’t be effective.”

      “There is another way I could try, but I had thought this would be easiest.”

      “What way is that?”

      “Well, considering how malleable this strange alloy is, I could make a small incision and push the metal in. With a shape to the end of the bolt, it’s possible I’ll be able to screw it into the bone.”

      The description of it left her a little unsettled, but at the same time, it could mimic what had happened to her. The metal had been shot into the back of her head, and it had maintained its shape, unlike what had happened when they had hammered it.

      “How long will it take you to prepare?”

      “I already have one prepared.”

      “You do?”

      Tessa shrugged. “I didn’t know whether the first trial would be effective. That is one thing the Architect taught. Be ready for failure, and plan accordingly. When you prepare for the possibility that something might not work, you can be ready for the next step. Rarely will you succeed on your first try.”

      Ryn took a deep breath. It felt as if they were trying to recreate something that had already been successful, and in doing so they were doing a lesser job.

      “Let’s do it,” she said.

      Ryn looked over to the Ai’thol who lay on the cot. He still breathed steadily, but the whimpering and crying had abated. He didn’t move at all, so when the other Ai’thol went to bring in the next volunteer, Ryn took a step back, waiting as he took a seat. Tessa grabbed something off the workbench, then turned to Ryn and nodded.

      “You present yourself for the Great One’s blessing.” Ryn felt as if she were better prepared this time, though she didn’t think she could promise anything more that she had the last time. “We cannot claim that you will be given the blessing you request. All we can promise is that the likelihood of success is much higher than with previous techniques. If you are willing to proceed, then we will attempt this.”

      The man locked eyes with her and nodded. He had pale skin, and he was slighter of build than the previous volunteer.

      The other Ai’thol situated him, lying him down on the cot, forcing his head down. He had his arms and legs restrained, and Tessa approached. She placed the spike above his head, holding it there for a moment before glancing to Ryn.

      It seemed a good location, and she nodded.

      The other woman took a sharp knife and made a quick slash in the back of the Ai’thol’s head.

      He winced but made no other movement. He didn’t even jerk away.

      Next, she took the spike and began to screw it into his head, working quickly. When she did this, the man did scream, and the others had to hold on to him to prevent him from thrashing.

      “It’s done,” Tessa said.

      The spike protruded far too much from his head, and Ryn frowned. She reached over and pushed down on the metal, keeping up the pressure until it seemed as if the metal had shifted enough.

      When she was done, she pulled her hand back. He wasn’t screaming or thrashing like the first man had been, yet tears streamed down his face. His mouth was twisted in a deep grimace, and when the Ai’thol set him on the open cot, he curled up much like the first man had.

      “Why did you do that at the end?” Tessa asked.

      Ryn could only shake her head. “I’m not entirely sure. It just felt… like I needed to.”

      “Hopefully it does what we want. How many more do you want to test?”

      The last one had felt more like what she had experienced. If that technique could work, they could make a small incision and screw the spike into the back of the Ai’thol’s head, and if she needed to, she could use her understanding of it in order to press the metal deeper into the bone.

      “How many more spikes do we have?”

      “I think we have enough to try three more.”

      Three? That didn’t seem nearly enough, but then again, three more would make five, and if most of them survived, they would have more Ai’thol blessed than they had before. It might take them a while to recover, and it might be a while before they realized what augmentation they were blessed with, but the idea that it would work left her filled with hope.

      “Do we have three more volunteers?”

      Tessa glanced at the other Ai’thol, and she nodded at them.

      “You don’t have to stay for all of this,” Tessa said.

      “I think I do,” Ryn said. “With the last one, there was something about the metal I felt like I needed to push on.”

      “You could leave that to me.”

      Ryn turned her attention to Tessa. Perhaps she needed to be more careful. The other woman didn’t deserve to have her work diminished because of Ryn’s feelings about the matter, but she also thought she needed to be a part of it.

      “We can work together.”

      Tessa nodded and went over to the workbench, gathering the next spike. As the next Ai’thol was brought in, Ryn repeated the same message she had with the other two, and once again he nodded. This time, the incision and placement of the spike happened quickly, and much like the last one, she had a sense of how much pressure needed to be placed upon the spike in order to ensure it was buried deep enough in the bone. It was something she could almost feel, though she had no sense of the metal itself. This was a different feeling that came from her awareness of senses and everything else around her.

      It didn’t take long before they had placed the blessing on all the volunteers they had ready, and Ryn stood, looking around the inside of the workshop. Surprisingly, the air smelled a little different, perhaps more tolerable—or perhaps that was only her imagination because she had been here for the better part of the afternoon. There was no sense of rot as there usually was. None of the men moved, all of them lying on their sides, legs pulled up, breathing steadily.

      “I think it’s time for you to go,” Tessa said.

      “How long before we know?”

      “We are already doing better than usual,” Tessa said.

      “How so?”

      “I told you how difficult lorcith is to work with?”

      Ryn nodded. “You said there was a narrow window of temperatures that are safe to use.”

      “Right. Even with my experience, I still run into situations where I don’t know how much heat to apply. The window is quite narrow. I use a combination of color and how it feels against my skin, along with a few other ways of testing to ensure I don’t overheat it—or underheat it, for that matter. Despite that, I still don’t always get the right temperature. Those are the first to go.”

      “With these blessings, we won’t have that same issue.”

      “Apparently not. The next are ones where the recipient begins to reject the blessing. It’s as if they can’t handle it. Their body starts to push the blessing away. The metal doesn’t adhere the way that it should. We try to save those, and if we act fast enough, it’s possible for us to reapply heat, but we still lose quite a few of them.”

      Ryn didn’t want to consider what they would do to reapply heat when someone’s blessing was failing to adhere. She suspected that was part of the reason the workshop stank. Now that she thought of it, it did seem to have the odor of burning flesh, and yet, in the last week or so that she had been working with Tessa, there would not have been any of those experiments. It seemed to her that the odor should have faded, though it had not completely.

      “What other ways can they fail?”

      If it wasn’t about the amount of heat used in the blessing and it wasn’t a matter of the adherence—with the softness of the metal and the fact that Ryn suspected she had pushed with enough force to ensure it was placed, she didn’t think that was likely—what other ways could it be rejected?

      “We talked about infection risk, and in this case, it’s less likely that they will get infected, partly because we don’t have to keep the skin open as long. It still possible. We’ve noticed anytime you insert something into the skin, there is a risk of infection.”

      “Assuming no infection develops, what else do we have to worry about?”

      “The last thing we have to be concerned about is the simple possibility the implant doesn’t take hold. Even though it’s there, not all of the Ai’thol who have one placed will find it effective.”

      That seemed a better outcome than some of the possibilities. It would be far better for them to have Ai’thol who didn’t gain any blessing from the placement of the augmentation than it would be for them to die because of it.

      “As I said, now we just have to wait.”

      Ryn took a seat at a stool near the workbench. “How can you stomach doing this?”

      “I’ve told you. I have seen how we can help so many of our people.”

      “How have you been able to deal with losing so many?”

      A cloud seemed to cross her face. “It’s not that I have some ability to stomach losing the Ai’thol. I don’t. I hate it, but I’ve been working with the Architect and have been training so that I can lose fewer than others. I have struggled to be the best at what we do, and in this case, it has not always been effective.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting you’d done something wrong.”

      “I understand. What I’m trying to tell you is that there are some among the Forgers who don’t share the same caution. They are more than happy to apply a gift without thinking about the potential consequences or making the necessary preparations. That’s something the Architect instilled in me. He has wanted me to be as ready as possible to ensure my success. It’s always about preparation.”

      “If this works…”

      Tessa turned away, and she scanned the inside of the workshop. Ryn watched as her gaze paused on each of the Ai’thol. Every so often, the corners of her eyes twitched. “If this works, then it changes everything.”

      “We don’t know how to place these blessings so that they can choose their blessing.”

      “Not yet. When we first started placing blessings, I doubt anyone knew how to choose them at that time, either. It was only over time and experience that we developed that knowledge. This would be the same thing. If we can help others find a way to have those blessings, but not lose nearly so many?” She turned back to Ryn, and her face was pained. “It’s going to make me wonder if this is something we should have learned long ago.”

      “I thought you said you tried.”

      “We tried to find more, but if this works, I will have to wonder if there is a reason we never uncovered this.”

      “It seems to be tied to the types of metal used.”

      “That it does, but there are many among the Forgers who have considerable talent with metals. They have to, as the enemy has one who has a great ability with the metals.”

      “Lareth,” she said, breathing out in her irritation.

      “Right. Lareth. He is at least as skilled as any of the best Forgers. He rivals even the Architect with his knowledge of metals. It’s because of him that the Forgers have pushed themselves to learn as much as possible.”

      Ryn took a deep breath, running her hand along the back of her head. “I used to think I wanted the kind of power that the Great One promised so I could destroy Lareth.”

      “Is that what he promised you?”

      “He didn’t promise me anything. He told me revenge was only the start.” At the time, Ryn hadn’t known what that meant. She still wasn’t entirely sure, only that she thought the Great One was right. Revenge was only the beginning. She wanted to remove Lareth because he was a threat to those she cared about, but she also wanted to help them become stronger so that they didn’t have to fear others like Lareth.

      “I was promised an opportunity to serve,” Tessa said.

      “I thought you volunteered.”

      She shook her head. “The Great One didn’t allow people from my home to volunteer. We were told we would need to submit, and so we did. When we began to see the powers he displayed, more than a few willingly offered themselves to him.”

      That surprised Ryn. She hadn’t realized that the Great One had forced others to serve, but there was probably a good reason for it.

      She studied the Ai’thol in the room for a little longer and then took a deep breath. “Will you let me know when they come around?”

      “I will.”

      With that, Ryn made her way out, up the stairs, and back into the main part of the palace. She headed toward the rooftop, deciding she wanted to look out upon the city, to have that vantage after a day spent altering the Ai’thol. They might have granted the Ai’thol the blessing, but there was still the possibility that the men would die because they had chosen something she’d offered.

      She believed in the offering, and she believed in what they’d done, but men had already died because of her, and she didn’t like the idea of losing others because of her choices.

      Taking a deep breath, she reached the rooftop, and once there, she stood at the edge, looking out upon the city. It was late, darkness swirling around the city, though she saw clearly. Men and women and children made their ways through the streets, and there was a steady chorus of voices, the noise that came from footsteps along cobblestones, from people talking, a murmuring that she heard clearly, and an occasional argument.

      The longer she stood there, the more she realized something wasn’t quite right. There wasn’t the same happiness she’d noticed when she’d been in the city before. There was none of the calm contentedness she’d observed.

      What was it about this that was different?

      As she studied the street, she thought she understood. The noise seemed to be a distraction.

      There was something taking place down on the street, and whatever it was seemed intended to prevent them from paying attention to what was approaching.

      Ryn focused on the wall surrounding the temple and the grounds. As she did, she realized why something felt off.

      Despite everything else appearing bright to her eyes, it seemed almost as if night approached near the temple walls.

      She’d seen that kind of darkness before and knew what it meant: Thornton attacked.
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      The pursuit was unrelenting. Haern had been pushing off on lorcith, evading the pursuers for the better part of two days. Each time he thought he’d gotten far enough from them, another would appear, and it seemed to him that they were able to track him, or track the items he carried with him. They could Slide, something he could not do, and it made them far more formidable than he had expected.

      Dreshen was far enough away they shouldn’t still be able to find him, but he suspected the Blacksmith was part of the search.

      How long would he be able to go?

      The longer he went, the more he wondered if he would be able to outrun the Blacksmith. Maybe the better strategy would be to return and fight, to face the Blacksmith. If he were to do that, then he would have to face all of them.

      More than that, Haern wanted to be better prepared to face the Blacksmith. He had survived the last time, and that was about the best he could claim. He’d not defeated the man. He’d escaped.

      The landscape had shifted in the two days he’d been traveling. Using the lorcith nails to soar above the ground allowed him to travel rapidly, but for the first time since he’d really begun to understand this ability, he wished for the ability to Slide.

      If he had that, he could be back in the village and reassure Elise he was still alive. At this point, that was his biggest concern. She’d be worried about him, and if the others had made it back without him, she would be scared he was not going to return.

      For her, he would do everything in his power to find some way to make it back.

      He passed over a forest, moving quickly. It was more difficult to move over the trees, and it forced him to make his way a bit slower, weaving the nails through gaps in the trees as he pushed and pulled on them. Every so often, one of the nails would impale the bark of a tree, and rather than abandoning it, Haern dropped down to retrieve it. If he were to abandon the nail, the potential weapon each one posed would be lost. More than that, it would give the Blacksmith an easier time trailing him. He didn’t want the nails to form a pathway for him to follow.

      Not that it mattered. Every time he took a break, it seemed as if the Blacksmith sent someone else after him. Not only someone else, but often more than one person, enough that he struggled against the steady attack.

      He was going to have to find another way, though how?

      Somehow, Haern would have to get away from the Blacksmith, to find some method of racing ahead where he couldn’t chase him.

      As he moved beyond the border of the forest, sweeping across a rolling plain, heading north, he felt another surge of lorcith.

      As he did each time, Haern dropped to the ground, waiting for the attackers to appear. This time there were five of them. Five generally wasn’t that dangerous a number, but two of them had some control over lorcith, and they tried using lorcith bombs on him. As the nails exploded, Haern pushed them back, sending them at the attackers. With his focus diverted, two others Slid toward him.

      Haern pushed off, streaking into the air, barely missing the attacker Sliding toward him. He twisted, sending a nail shooting back toward the ground. As he did, he spun, turning out of the way. The attacker tried to reach for him, but Haern was too fast, and his control over the lorcith far greater than they could withstand.

      He’d been awake for the last two days. The fatigue and the strain were beginning to wear on him. He wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to hold out, but he had to keep trying. Eventually he would outrun them.

      Using the nails from their lorcith bomb, he turned them against the attackers, forming a weapon he slammed into anyone who could Slide, and then focused on those with control over lorcith.

      They resisted, pushing against the nails, and Haern stayed in the air to retain the advantage, continuing to push on the lorcith. The nails streaked toward the attackers, and then one of them struck.

      They disappeared in a flash, Sliding away, no longer willing to engage.

      It had been like that each time they pursued him. There were times when he thought the same attacker had returned. There should be no way for them to recover that quickly, unless they had found some way to Heal themselves. Perhaps they had.

      Could Healing really be so rare? Several within Elaeavn had the ability, and he had to wonder if there were others outside of the city who had uncovered the key to it. If they had, he might be dealing with the same attackers over and over again. If that was the case, he might not be able to outrun them. If they were able to refresh them, send the same attackers after him again and again, he would eventually wear down.

      He began to wonder if that might not be the Blacksmith’s plan.

      With the attackers gone, he turned his attention back to the north, racing along the ground. He couldn’t help but feel as if he were somehow going too slowly.

      Haern took a deep breath and pushed, taking to the air. The wind whistled around him, and he flew, soaring above the ground, racing into the distance. He couldn’t have that much further to go.

      He streaked toward the north, pushing on the metal, focusing on the changing landscape. If he could figure out some way to put space between himself and the Blacksmith’s people, he might be able to outrun them.

      The longer he went, the more his strength waned.

      Haern could tell he was not going nearly as fast as before, and though he tried to speed across the ground, he just didn’t have the same energy as when he’d first started. As much as he wanted to outrun the pursuers, he needed rest.

      It was near dark when Haern decided to take a break. He’d been going for the better part of two days without any real break, other than to drink and to try to gather fruits and some of the stray berries he’d uncovered along the route. It sated his hunger a little, but not nearly enough.

      A copse of trees called to him, practically beckoning him to it. He dragged himself toward the trees, taking a seat and leaning against their trunks. As he rested, he focused on the sense of lorcith all around him.

      He drifted.

      Flashes of images came to mind, bright light filled with the sense of metal, and there was an electrical sense to it, something that struck him as familiar. He thought he should recognize it, though he didn’t know why.

      The longer he went, the clearer that sense became, a steady flash of brightness.

      Elise was there, drifting toward the front of his mind, filling him with a vision of her.

      It was reassuring, but at the same time, he worried he wouldn’t be strong enough to reach her. The image of her faded, and Haern reached for her, but as he did, something surged against him.

      Lorcith.

      Haern’s eyes snapped open, and he looked around. There were a dozen people all around him.

      They had caught up to him. Not just caught up—they had surrounded him.

      He focused on the lorcith with him before changing his approach.

      He would focus on the lorcith within them.

      What he needed was a way of incapacitating them long enough that they couldn’t Slide away—and couldn’t chase him. If he could do that, he wouldn’t have to fear them pursuing him all the way back to the village. That was, if he had any way of reaching the village. The longer he went, the less certain Haern was that he would be able to reach it.

      He pushed on the sense of lorcith. The strange bright white light he’d seen in the image flashed in his mind. He pushed.

      All of them had some sort of augmentation, and as he pushed, he was able to send all of them away from him.

      Dropping a nail, he pushed off again, taking to the air. Once he was above the trees, he focused on the sense of lorcith within all the men and hesitated. If he pushed a little harder, he would be able to prevent them from chasing him. All it would take was a slight twist, enough pressure and they wouldn’t get back up.

      Was that what he wanted to do? He didn’t know if he wanted to harm all of them like that. But then, if he didn’t, he would never reach Elise.

      It was the kind of thing his father would do. That thought stayed with him, drifting to the forefront of his mind, reminding him of the way his father had pursued the Forgers with a relentless violence. It was the kind of thing he would have justified by telling Haern that it was necessary. And it was the kind of thing his father would have tried to convince both him and his mother he had no other choice but to do.

      Haern knew better. He had a choice.

      But then, if he didn’t do it, they would continue to chase him, and eventually they would catch him. When they did, they would cause harm to not only him but the people he cared about, the people he’d struggled to protect.

      The metal vibrated against him. A dozen different senses of metal, all of them suggesting ways he could push and pull upon it, to shift the nature of the augmentations within them.

      Could he do it in a way that wouldn’t destroy them, but also wouldn’t allow them to harm him?

      Perhaps there wasn’t any way.

      But then, what if he did this and he helped them?

      Could the metal help?

      There was a sense within it, and he wondered if he might be able to neutralize their augmentation. He focused on the nature of the augmentation, the way it called to him, and listened. He could use that sense, and he let that awareness fill him.

      It was there. The metal knew what he wanted, and knew how he wanted to guide it.

      If it worked, then perhaps he wouldn’t have to continue running.

      Haern focused on the lorcith within the nearest of them, pushing and pulling on it.

      He worked quickly. Since they were unconscious, knocked to the ground and unmoving, there was no resistance. He moved on, one after another, pushing and pulling, and as he went, he let the metal guide him. As it did, he hoped nothing in the changes he made would lead him to any danger, but the idea of slaughtering a dozen people left him uncomfortable. That wasn’t his way, and he knew that wasn’t what Elise would’ve wanted for him.

      When he was done, Haern took off, continuing to head north. He didn’t know if he would be able to outrun the others, and he didn’t have any idea how long they would be out, but hopefully long enough that he could get far ahead of them.

      Every few hours, Haern paused, taking a break and resting. As he did, he drifted briefly, and he tried to maintain his focus while sleeping, though it was difficult for him to do so. He didn’t want to drift off too long, or to get lost in his dreams, and end up attacked because he was too tired. Every time he took a break, he awoke slightly more refreshed. It was enough to help him continue onward, to trudge toward the north, and all the way toward the village.

      By morning, Haern was feeling a sense of optimism. He thought he might be able to make it to the village.

      The landscape had shifted again, and now it was a rocky coastline. From here, Haern knew he could follow it all the way to the village. He ran the risk of wandering toward and through Elaeavn. Perhaps someone from one of the guilds could Slide him to the village. That would make his travels easier, though he would have to visit with his mother while there as well.

      A surge of lorcith flashed behind him.

      Haern spun around. There was another trio of attackers. Three he could deal with.

      More lorcith surged.

      Three more lorcith-enhanced attackers appeared.

      It was still not beyond him.

      Again and again lorcith surged, and by the time it was done, he counted twenty.

      And within that group, he detected the Blacksmith.

      The man looked up at him, and with a press of lorcith, he took to the air the same way that Haern did.

      Haern surveyed those below him. How many of them had the metal he’d pushed on, changing it? He couldn’t tell, but it didn’t seem as if any of them did. If there were none, then it meant that a dozen people had not followed him.

      If he’d neutralized their augmentations, then he could do it again.

      “I warned you that you wouldn’t be able to outrun me,” the Blacksmith said.

      “I’m not trying to continue to attack you.”

      “And yet still you do.”

      “Only because your people continue to follow.”

      “They follow because you attacked us.”

      “What do you want?” Haern asked.

      “I want you to die.”

      Haern pushed against the Blacksmith, sending a pair of nails blasting toward him. The Blacksmith pushed off on them, resisting anything that Haern might do.

      He continued to fight, pushing against what the Blacksmith might use on him. As he went, he felt the pressure from the man.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said.

      “I will not have you undo everything I’ve accomplished.”

      “And what have you accomplished? Look at your people. I warned you that your touch on them was incomplete. I could help you.” Truthfully, he wasn’t if he wanted to help him, or whether it would even make a difference. “All I need is your help to stop Olandar Fahr.”

      “There is no stopping Olandar Fahr,” the Blacksmith said.

      “Then you work with him.”

      He glared at Haern.

      Almost too late, Haern realized there were shadow-infused people swirling toward him. He pushed off on the nail, streaking higher into the sky. As he did, the nail moved.

      Haern went tumbling, starting to crash toward the ground, but he pushed on the nail, twisting it quickly, changing the nature of the nail and turning it toward one he had essentially forged. It gave him greater control over it. With the realization, he hurriedly twisted the other nails he carried, wanting to make sure there was nothing else the Blacksmith might be able to use against him.

      Taking to the air again, he sent a series of attacks, targeting the shadow-infused attackers. As he did, the men and women fell, collapsing to the ground.

      Haern wished there was some other way. As he turned back toward the Blacksmith, he stared at the man. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “There will be only one who survives this,” the Blacksmith said.

      Something pressed on Haern, and he realized it was the Blacksmith himself pushing on the lorcith within Haern.

      He resisted, pushing against the Blacksmith, and discovered something he hadn’t noticed before. The Blacksmith had lorcith flowing through him the same way Haern did. It was a surprising discovery, and he should have suspected it before, but the lorcith the Blacksmith possessed was different, an alloy that Haern hadn’t been aware of. Twisted in some way.

      He focused on it, wondering if perhaps that alloy would reverberate in a strange way and if he could fix it. But if he did, what would he do to the Blacksmith? Would he make him stronger—too strong?

      But he could use that.

      He pushed on the lorcith, straining against it, sending the Blacksmith down toward the ground. Haern pushed higher into the sky, streaking away. Metal shot toward Haern, and he hurried, following the flow of the lorcith as he used one nail after another to carry him away from the attackers.

      And then he reached the edge of the coastline.

      They pinned him in, taking a position all around him. The Blacksmith approached, making his way slowly. Haern could fight his way free, but they were forcing him outward. Then the Blacksmith pushed again.

      Haern shifted his nails, sending them out over the water, and then down.

      He had never tried using his connection to lorcith across the water, but there should be no reason it wouldn’t work.

      As he tried to pull the nails up, he encountered more resistance than he was accustomed to. He began to drop.

      Something streaked toward him.

      It whizzed over his head, barely giving Haern enough time to push on it, to send the lorcith from the Blacksmith above his head and away from him.

      Another attack, and Haern pushed off again, but this one sent him flying out over the water even further. He aimed a nail down into the water, holding him steady.

      The attackers lined the coastline, watching him. The Blacksmith hovered above the rocky shore but didn’t come toward the water.

      More and more lorcith pressed upon Haern, forcing him further and further away from the shore. Each time, he wasted another nail.

      How many could he use?

      He worried that the more he had to use, the more likely he would be stranded. There came a certain resistance when he tried to pull the nails back up. He wasn’t able to pull them free with enough speed.

      Haern hovered out over the water, and now the shoreline was distant, but he could still see—and feel—the Blacksmith standing along the shore, watching him.

      The others were there, all of them arranged along the shoreline, but they had no way of reaching him out over the water. He waited, expecting more pressure to come, but none did. Either the Blacksmith didn’t have any further influence, or he knew Haern was stuck.

      He tried to pull on the lorcith, to dislodge that which was buried under the seabed, but he found he could not.

      There was resistance against him.

      The Blacksmith was preventing him from drawing up his lorcith—preventing him from moving any further.

      Haern was stranded.

      How long would he be able to hold himself up in the air? He figured he could hover here for a little while, but having run so long and so far, he doubted he had enough strength to stay indefinitely. The brief rest he’d managed had helped to strengthen him a little, but it wasn’t going to be enough for him to continue on.

      Haern spun around in the air, focusing on the lorcith buried under the ground, and tried to pull upon the lorcith he’d sent away from him, but found it increasingly difficult. Each time he tried to pull on it, there was even more resistance. The water and the sand and anything within the muck was holding the metal away from him.

      Checking his pocket, he searched for any other lorcith he might have. There had to be something.

      Surprisingly, there was one more lorcith bomb remaining.

      How had he overlooked that?

      He stared at it. If he used this, the nails might be able to carry him further from shore, but would they be enough to prevent the Blacksmith from reaching him? He had modified the others, but could he modify these?

      He would need to collect them.

      Haern pushed, sending himself into the air, shooting as high as he could. He pushed on the lorcith bomb, sending it away from him. As it exploded, the nails shot in all directions. Haern focused on them, gathering them to him and at the same time pushing, twisting, while he could detect the influence from the Blacksmith.

      He gradually descended, dragging the nails with him, making sure he had enough. They would help him. As he pulled them, he lowered himself closer and closer to the water and sorted through the nails, trying to determine how many he had. There had to be a hundred, which might be enough for him to get away from here. All he needed to do was keep moving.

      Turning his attention back to the shoreline, he saw the Blacksmith watching. Waiting.

      How long before he caught up with him again?

      Haern would have to be ready, and he would have to move quickly, uncertain if he would be able to outrun the Blacksmith and whatever attack he might use.
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      Haern was barely able to hold on. As he hovered in the air, using the connection to lorcith, he found he was growing increasingly tired. It was impossible to rest the way he had before, and he was forced to hold on to his connection to lorcith as he floated, moving further along the water.

      As he went, he stayed out in the deeper part of the ocean. Thankfully, he’d begun to find a balance where he could feel the lorcith deep below him, and he had begun to gauge how deep he could press the lorcith before he was unable to use that influence. At this point, he had left a line of small twisted nails all along the shoreline, hundreds of feet off the shore itself. There were sections of the ocean where he could no longer see the shore, but he continued to make his way north, knowing eventually he would have to see some village or city.

      Would he pass Elaeavn?

      He suspected he would, considering that Elaeavn was along this way, but so far, he hadn’t come across anything suggesting he was even near Elaeavn. He focused on the sense of lorcith, thinking if he could reach it, then he could use that lorcith, and then maybe he could find someone who could Slide him back to the village.

      From the water, the entire land looked no different.

      There was another thing he could look for, and he thought if he could find Ilphaesn, then maybe he would be able to get a better sense of where the city lay in respect to that. Knowing Elaeavn wasn’t very far from Ilphaesn should have provided him some benefit, but he didn’t see the city.

      There was lorcith, but it was the lorcith that he was using. And the number of nails he had access to was dwindling. Every so often, he could feel a flash of lorcith, and he worried that meant there were more of the Blacksmith’s men along the shore.

      He had little doubt that they were trailing him, and if they reached him, then what would happen? Eventually, he would have to go inland, and…

      That was what the Blacksmith wanted. He wanted Haern so tired he couldn’t fight. Having him out over the water limited him, and perhaps the Blacksmith didn’t know he had one more lorcith bomb to use, but even with that weapon, it barely made any difference. That had bought him some time, but it hadn’t done much else.

      He had been working along the surface of the water for the better part of the day when he felt a gradual stirring of lorcith.

      At first, he thought it came from Elaeavn, though he still had seen no sign of the city. Wouldn’t he be able to see the lights? He knew it should blend into the shoreline, but he still had seen nothing suggesting where he was heading.

      If not there, then what could he find?

      Maybe it was another city. Elaeavn wasn’t the only city along the coast, though it was the only one for leagues all around it. If it wasn’t Elaeavn, then what was it?

      As night began to fall, Haern started to fear for his safety. Pushing off along these nails would only hold him in the air a little while longer. He needed to rest.

      The sense of lorcith remained there, drawing him, almost a presence that seemed to call him forward.

      If he could use that, maybe he could hide from the Blacksmith.

      His foot touched the water.

      Haern jolted awake, pushing up once again. He hovered a few feet above the water, but not far enough to stay safe.

      He would have to use that sense of lorcith.

      Counting his nails, he realized he only had five remaining.

      He didn’t have any choice anyway. If he could’ve pulled them out of the water, then maybe he could have made it further, perhaps even faster, but pulling the nails had been unsuccessful. It was as if, when he pushed off on them, he buried them so deeply that they weren’t useful to him anymore.

      Five nails, and that might not even be enough to carry him all the way to the shore.

      Haern didn’t want to linger any longer and started toward what he detected of lorcith. He shot as high as he could into the air, trying to use that height so that, when he inevitably started to descend, he would be able to go a further distance. As he went, he pushed again, using the nail to allow him to go a little further.

      And then another. And another.

      He was down to his last nail. There was still no sign of the shoreline, and with the darkness, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to make anything else out. It was possible he wouldn’t, and that the sense of lorcith came from something out on the water. There might be some ship transporting lorcith. If so, then there would be nothing for him to track and reach.

      It made all of this a mistake.

      Haern focused on that sense of lorcith, pushing as hard as he could, using the last bit of strength he possessed. As he did, he sent the last nail out, and he jumped over to it.

      The sense of lorcith was there.

      He might not be able to push off on another nail, but could he pull himself to that lorcith?

      It would take him getting enough height, and then once he did, as he pulled himself, he would have to adjust by pushing so that he didn’t crash into the ground—assuming it was ground and not more water.

      Haern hovered in the air, looking around, searching for a shoreline that never came into view. And then he pushed again.

      The wind whistled around him. It brushed against his cheeks, a cold blast that whipped around him. He shivered, wishing he had warmer clothes. And then he pulled.

      If he hadn’t been so tired, he might’ve had enough strength to pull with much more force, but as it was, he found his strength fading, and any attempt to pull left him drifting.

      He maintained his focus on that strange sense of lorcith as he pulled himself, the wind increasing in speed, and the sense of lorcith intensifying.

      Where was it coming from?

      Haern started to get dizzy. He had pushed so high in the air that he had lost track of where he was, and perhaps that was a mistake. Now that he was starting to descend, pulling himself along, he had no idea how long he had until he crashed into the water. He might’ve been high enough in the air that if he were to crash in the water, he would end up harming himself.

      The sense of lorcith continued to intensify, increasing in strength. He grabbed for more and more of it, attaching himself to it in a way he hadn’t before, and he continued to pull, using everything in his being to draw him toward that.

      As he found himself pulled toward the lorcith, Haern started to wonder about the source. What if this was the Blacksmith? What if this was something he had planned?

      No, the Blacksmith wouldn’t have known that Haern would be able to pull himself like this. This was something else.

      And then he crashed into the water.

      The cold knocked the air from his lungs, and he floated, trying to kick at the water, but waves splashed over his head. He kicked, bobbing to the surface, the cool water making each breath difficult. There was nothing for him to push off on. No way for him to get out of the water.

      But the sense of lorcith was still there. It loomed in front of him.

      Could he pull himself while in the water?

      What choice did he have but to try?

      Haern grabbed on to that sense of lorcith and pulled. He moved slowly at first, and with increasing speed the longer that he held on to that sense of lorcith. There was power in it, and he pulled himself along the water, letting it drag him forward. Even though he was tired, his survival instinct kicked in, carrying him faster and further than he would be able to go otherwise. He scrambled at that sense of lorcith, trying to grab it, and felt it slipping away from him.

      No. He wasn’t going to go out that way.

      His head slipped beneath the surface of the water, and he kicked, pushing himself back up. He coughed, clearing the water that had started to drown him from his throat. Swimming for a moment, kicking his legs steadily to keep himself above the surface of the water, he tried to take a few breaths to steady himself. It was difficult, and he was exhausted.

      The sense of lorcith was there, close, but still just beyond where he felt he could reach.

      He wanted to give up, to let the water claim him, drag him under, and to let him finally have a sense of peace.

      If he did that, Elise would be alone. She needed him.

      It was more than her needing him. He needed her.

      It wasn’t so much that Elise relied on him to keep her safe. Elise had proven she was strong, even without any abilities or augmentations. She had skill, organizing the women, providing comfort to others, and simply proving she was talented—more talented than she had ever known before any of this had happened.

      But he needed her. She was a steadying influence. With everything he’d experienced and everything going on around him, having Elise gave him a sense of normalcy, something he didn’t otherwise possess.

      Haern needed to make it back to shore for her.

      He’d begun to slip under the surface of the water, and he kicked again, spitting out a mouthful of salty water. He took a deep breath and focused his mind, letting himself feel that sense of lorcith. It was out there, and as he homed in on it, he tried to stare through the darkness, but a realization came to him. With his fatigue, the ability to See had begun to fade. Partly that came from the fact he had not practiced that ability nearly as much as he had his ability with lorcith. Even as tired as he was, he still had control over the lorcith. It was different with his enhanced eyesight.

      Focusing on the sense of lorcith, he began to pull again. He squeezed his eyes shut, letting the lorcith itself be his guide, drawing him along the water, splashing through it. He moved faster and faster, the water spraying up around him. As he went, he continued to pull, giving everything he had left within him to this effort. He was determined to reach whatever this lorcith was. And whatever it was would provide him some sort of safety.

      It had to.

      The sense of lorcith filled him, looming in front of him, and the closer he got, the easier it was for him to pull on it.

      And then he realized what it was.

      Hope sprang in his chest. If he could reach this, he would be safe. He knew where he was, and he knew that if he could make it to the sense of lorcith, he would finally be able to relax.

      It was Ilphaesn.

      Somehow, someway, he had managed to make it all the way to Ilphaesn, and if he could continue to drag himself, he might be able to fall upon the shore and take a break.

      From there, he could make his way on to the village.

      All he had to do was reach it.

      It seemed so easy—but also so difficult. The further he went, the faster he moved through the water, it still seemed as if Ilphaesn stretched far away from him—almost impossibly far away. Despite everything he wanted, and as fast as he was pulling, he still didn’t know if he was going to be able to reach the mountain.

      It took everything in his being to pull himself along the water, and as he went, he continued to pull, holding on to that sense of Ilphaesn in his mind. The contour of the mountain started to come into focus. Always before with Ilphaesn, he was aware of it as a vague sense of lorcith. Even now, it was that, but it was so much more. He could feel the veins of the mineshafts burrowed out of it, and he could feel the way lorcith twisted throughout the entirety of the mountain, even diving deep underground.

      Was this something his father had been aware of?

      How was he so aware of it now? Was it because of his increased connection to lorcith, or was his tired mind imagining things?

      He didn’t have much farther to go. He could feel Ilphaesn beginning to loom in front of him, the scope of the mountain increasing, and he continued to drag, pulling himself further and further along. He felt the energy of the mountain, and then the sound of waves crashing along the rocky shore came to his ears. They were still distant, but far closer than they had been before. He continued to pull, holding on to that sense of lorcith.

      It wasn’t far now. It couldn’t be that far.

      Another pull, and he found his strength failing.

      Haern sank beneath the surface of the water.

      As he did, he found his vision beginning to fade, the memory of everything around him beginning to fade, and though he knew that he needed to kick to the surface, that Elise needed him to do so, he couldn’t find the strength within him.

      Somehow, he had to get to the surface.

      He struggled to bring his arms out of the water. He tried kicking, but his legs didn’t seem to work. His arms felt as if weights were on them, trying to drag him down. Everything attempted to pull him under.

      Haern had to pull through this.

      Elise needed him to. Too many others did.

      Another kick, giving it everything he had remaining, and he made it to the surface. He looked around, but there was nothing he could See. There was darkness. Thick blankets of clouds obscured the sky, preventing him from even seeing the moon or the stars. All he had was the sense of lorcith coming from Ilphaesn, and as he treaded water, trying to stay afloat, he struggled.

      Trying to grab on to that sense of lorcith and pull made everything within him scream.

      He wasn’t going to be able to use his connection to lorcith to drag himself to shore. That meant he had to try another technique.

      Could he swim?

      He was so tired, but if he didn’t do this, he would never see Elise again.

      Haern dragged one arm free of the water and pulled himself forward. He tore the other arm free, sweeping them in a steady stroke. He managed to kick, and with each stroke, the waves crashed around him, spray splashing up on his face. He wasn’t going to make it. Even if he did, he wasn’t going to be strong enough to withstand whatever was coming at him.

      No. He had to make it.

      The sense of lorcith continued to loom in front of him. Haern latched onto that sense, holding on to it, pulling himself. As he pulled, he swam, one arm in front of the other, sweeping stroke after stroke, and he could feel himself getting closer and closer to shore.

      It wasn’t long now. It couldn’t be.

      Another pull through the water, and he managed to scrape his foot along something.

      He started to sink.

      As he did, his foot scraped something else.

      The bottom.

      That thought came to him slowly, vaguely, and he wasn’t even sure if he was right, but it had to be. He tried pushing off, but a wave crashed around him, connecting with the back of his head and sending him tumbling. Haern let the waves take him and prayed they would carry him to shore.

      Water filled his mouth, his throat, and his lungs. He was unable to clear it.

      He found the bottom and kicked.

      It wasn’t enough.

      The water continued to roll over him, waves crashing down upon him. He wasn’t going to have the strength to free himself.

      Haern had to keep trying.

      He kicked again, and this time he found himself scrambling toward the shore, but there was nothing. He was trapped under the waves. They were pounding upon the shore, pounding upon him, and they were preventing him from reaching safety.

      He had to try something else, but he was too tired.

      He had to use lorcith and pull himself.

      There seemed to be a way that he could.

      He focused on the Ilphaesn mountain, wrapping his mind around the sense of it. It built everywhere around him, and rather than focusing on all of it, he focused on the peak, on the top of the mountain, and he pulled, dragging himself toward it.

      Pain ripped through him, overwhelming. He cried out, and the water emptied from his lungs as he broke through the surface of the water to heave in a deep breath. Air filled his lungs, and a wave crashed around him, trying to drag him back out to sea. Haern held on to his connection to lorcith, letting it fill him. Each passing moment left pain surging through his body, enough pain he didn’t know if he’d be able to withstand it much longer. He had to, somehow, and as he focused on the sense of lorcith, he could feel it flowing all around him.

      He struggled, kicking at the water, adding that to his attempt to make his way back to shore. Through it all, he held on to the sense of the lorcith from the Ilphaesn mountain, letting it draw him forward. He could reach it. All he had to do was continue to grab for it.

      His strength faded. This time, he doubted he would have enough to try again.

      He continued to pull, to let the sense of lorcith flow through him, but it was not going to be enough.

      Waves crashed around him. He tried to take a deep breath, but water filled his mouth once again. He had grown accustomed to the salty water clogging his throat, burning it, and his lips were bloated, pain ripping through his mouth and throat, a raw sensation from the salt water as it rammed up his nose and into his mouth.

      Another deep breath, this time spitting out the salt water, and he managed to push it back out. And as he did, he kicked again, and his legs dragged across something sharp and painful.

      The shore.

      Haern tried to shift, letting his feet down, and he found more shoreline.

      He crawled, dragging himself over the rough and rocky ground. As he did, he could feel it scraping along his legs and his hands. He continued forward, and then he pulled himself free.

      Taking a gasping breath, Haern let it all out. He lay there, waves crashing on him, but he was on the shore.

      The pressure of Ilphaesn filled the space behind him, a powerful sense of the massive mountain filled with lorcith all around him.

      He was back near Elaeavn. All he needed was a chance to recover.

      A wave crashed, sweeping toward him, and it slammed into the side of his head. He hit the rock and tried to twist around, to see something more, but he couldn’t. The power of the wave had crashed into him so hard it had knocked him over, slamming him into the ground, and as darkness surrounded him, he saw nothing more.
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      Ryn raced from the rooftop and headed toward the palace grounds. Once there, she came across a pair of Ai’thol marching as they made their patrol. She strode forward, and when she reached them, she grabbed for the marker of her status as emissary without realizing that was what she was doing. It was as if she needed to draw upon the power of the Great One in order to invoke his authority.

      “There’s an attack at the walls,” she said to them.

      The nearest of the Ai’thol turned toward her and squinted against the darkness. She wished that more of the Ai’thol had her enhanced eyesight so they wouldn’t be so diminished out here at night.

      “We’ve seen no sign of attack, emissary.”

      “You might not have, but I did. I was up on the rooftop of the palace and saw darkness approaching the wall.”

      The Ai’thol frowned at her. She understood he thought she was being ridiculous, but she also needed him to realize she had authority.

      “Gather the Ai’thol, station them around the walls, and be prepared for an attack.”

      The man hesitated.

      “Go,” she snapped.

      It was too bad they didn’t have anyone with more augmentations. She had thought they would have more time before the Ai’thol she had given the blessing to would be needed. They would be forced to act, and she worried they didn’t have enough numbers. They had withdrawn, the Ai’thol having made it back to the temple grounds, and that had allowed them to secure the palace itself. But if Thornton and his men continued to press, they might not have enough numbers. If they were overrun, what would they do?

      She had to protect the palace. That was what the Great One had asked of her. Somehow.

      The problem was that Ryn wasn’t sure how they would do so.

      She made her way back to the main part of the palace, and when she headed inside, she looked around. They needed to protect this place, to defend it, but she wondered if they would be able to do so.

      “I understand you observed an attack at the wall?”

      Ryn spun to the side and saw Matthew approaching. He wore his Ai’thol uniform, and much of the fatigue that had marred him before was gone. He watched her, a look of concern across his face, and his hand went to his side, gripping his sword.

      “It’s Thornton.”

      She wished it wasn’t, and she wished she had a better explanation, but there was none. This was most likely Thornton and his people, and if he was coming for the temple, then it meant he was no longer afraid of the numbers of the Ai’thol.

      “We will need to be prepared to travel from here,” Matthew said.

      “The Great One wants us to hold on to Lexa. We can’t abandon it.”

      “I’m not going to be responsible for the loss of the emissary.”

      “And I’m not going to be responsible for the loss of Lexa.”

      Matthew took a deep breath, and then he nodded. “I will see what I can do.”

      With that, he disappeared, traveling with a bright and brief shimmering burst.

      Where was he going?

      Ryn hurried up the stairs, back to the rooftop. She wasn’t a fighter, so she knew there was nothing she could do to oppose the attackers, but she could watch.

      Maybe that was what she could do.

      She needed someone who could travel, and she paused on the stairs heading up to the rooftop, spinning and racing back down them. When she reached the main level, she looked around for any of the Ai’thol who might have the ability to travel but came across no one.

      Ryn hurried outside. The night air was calm—too calm, and it left her feeling unsettled. Something was going to take place, and she knew that if she weren’t ready, Thornton and his people would overpower them.

      From here, she wouldn’t be able to provide any real assistance.

      When she reached one of the Ai’thol, she grabbed the man by the wrist. He was taller than her, muscular, but she had seen him traveling before.

      “I need you to come with me,” she said.

      “Emissary? We’re under attack. You should get back inside.”

      “I understand that. I’m the one who alerted the others. You will take me to the rooftop, and you will serve as my carrier.”

      “Carrier?”

      “Do this.”

      The Ai’thol glanced at one of the other men before traveling, carrying her to the rooftop.

      Ryn made it to the edge, looking down. The Ai’thol joined her, looking over the temple grounds, and it seemed as if he trembled, wanting to travel from here, to join the others.

      “What do you see?”

      “It’s too dark to see anything. When I’m down there, closer, I can—”

      Ryn pointed. “There. Near the outer corner. There are three people moving near there.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can see them. That is my blessing. If you would be so kind, send word to the others on the ground. But return when you’re done.”

      The man nodded and disappeared in a shimmering of color.

      Ryn made her way around the rooftop. She felt helpless up here. She was stuck, stranded in the middle of the grounds, unable to do anything more than watch as the rest of the Ai’thol fought. It seemed to her there was more she should be doing on behalf of the Great One, more that needed to be done, and yet this was something she could accomplish.

      The Ai’thol returned, and she pointed to the south end.

      “I see five approaching there.”

      The Ai’thol disappeared again, shimmering away with his quick traveling. She wanted to find places where there weren’t Ai’thol and direct them to the battle. The attackers wouldn’t focus on all the places along the wall, and so they needed the advantage of her guiding them to focus on the heaviest influx of attack. Making her way around the top of the wall, Ryn continued to pace, searching for where to target.

      When a shimmering occurred again, she prepared for the Ai’thol to arrive, but this time it was Tessa.

      “You shouldn’t be here. You should be—”

      “This is where I need to be,” Ryn said, cutting her off. “How are the others?”

      “They aren’t ready to fight. They’re starting to come around, though, which is far faster than any we have seen before.”

      Ryn nodded. “If you want, I could use your help.”

      “I’m not a soldier,” Tessa said.

      “You don’t have to be. I need somebody to send word to those on the ground.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of what I can see.”

      Tessa frowned, and Ryn pointed to the north section of the yard. There were a dozen on the other side that she could make out, and it was possible there were more. “We need to focus our forces there.”

      With that, Tessa disappeared. Ryn saw Ai’thol racing for that section of the wall, a dozen of them, all with swords unsheathed. It would be one to one, and hopefully because of the temple grounds playing to the Ai’thol advantage, they wouldn’t lose all of them. How many could they lose before they were overrun?

      The other Ai’thol arrived, and he was panting. “I’m sorry. I was sidetracked. An attack…”

      “I understand. What’s your name?”

      “Baron.”

      “Thank you for your help, Baron. There are four or five attackers over there on the east. See if you can’t send the Ai’thol to assist.”

      Baron nodded and disappeared with a quick shimmering of color.

      As Ryn searched for the next attack, trying to see what they might do, she couldn’t help but feel as if she were overlooking something. There had to be some strategy. This couldn’t be simply a mindless attack.

      And as she walked, she realized she didn’t see the darkness she had before.

      At least, she didn’t see it on the other side of the wall.

      It was inside the palace grounds.

      Her breath caught.

      When Tessa reappeared, she pointed. “What do you see down there?” she asked.

      “Nothing, emissary. It’s too dark.”

      “It shouldn’t be too dark for me, but it is there. I think Thornton and his people are down there.”

      “We’ve been battling his people away from the wall.”

      “And I think that’s been a diversion. He slipped in between the various attacks.” The diversion had very nearly worked. Ryn had been so focused on the attacks that she’d stopped paying attention to the darkness and the shadows she knew she needed to watch.

      “Take me down there,” she said.

      “If Thornton’s down there, you can’t be, too.”

      “If Thornton is down there, I think I need to be,” Ryn said.

      “Emissary—”

      “Will you do this for me?”

      She took a deep breath and traveled to her, grabbing Ryn, and they traveled down to the ground.

      They stepped away, and the darkness swept out in front of them. Ryn tried to peer through it, but it was difficult to do, almost as if the darkness solidified, a physical presence determined to prevent her from reaching them.

      She had to find some way.

      Ryn wished she had a weapon, some way of fighting, but that was not her. She could work with other strategies. The longer she was here, the more she had to fear she wasn’t providing the help her people needed.

      Glancing over at Tessa, she said, “Get as many of the Ai’thol as you can. We need to focus our attack here.”

      “Here?”

      “Just trust me.”

      If she was wrong, they would be abandoning the walls. But if she was right, then Thornton and whoever was with him would be arriving, and with the type of power he possessed, it was likely he would overpower them. And then he would overrun the palace, destroying those with her.

      If he did, she would lose Lexa. Ryn was determined not to do so. If it took her taking this gamble, then she would do so. It was what the Great One would have wanted.

      Tessa reappeared, three other Ai’thol with her.

      “Where are the others?”

      “This is all I could find.”

      They were going to need more than the three Ai’thol and Tessa. The problem was that she wasn’t sure how many they would require. It was possible it was only Thornton. If so, they might have enough to oppose him. More likely it was more—possibly considerably more. There would be no reason to cover them with the shadows unless there were more.

      She needed to find something within that to help her understand, but it didn’t seem as if she could see anything by looking through the shadows. As much as she had her senses enhanced, as much as her ability to view beyond the darkness had improved, she still wasn’t able to see anything more than what she already had.

      Which meant that they were in danger.

      “Can you travel me behind him?” she asked Tessa.

      “Behind?”

      Rayen nodded. “Let’s see if we can’t somehow get behind where he is. Then maybe I can figure out how many there are.”

      Tessa grabbed her, and they traveled.

      When they stepped out, Ryn spun around. The wall around the temple provided some protection, but the darkness still stretched in front of them. There was something about the darkness that she was able to ascertain. It was dense, but not so dense that she couldn’t peer through it.

      Her breath caught.

      There had to be nearly two dozen men within that darkness.

      “What is it?” Tessa asked, whispering.

      “I see them,” she said.

      “How many?”

      “A couple dozen.”

      With that many, and with the control Thornton had over the darkness, it would be too many for them to overwhelm. That had to be his point. He was using the darkness to make it nearly impossible for her to reach him.

      They didn’t have the numbers. Even with the Ai’thol still in the palace, they wouldn’t have had enough to survive—and hold the palace—in the face of this kind of attack.

      She would lose. The Great One would lose the city. And they would have to retreat back to some other place, another stronghold of the Ai’thol. Ryn didn’t know where she would go. She hadn’t traveled so many places with the Great One to know where else would be safe.

      They had tried to reach others but hadn’t managed to get the help they needed in time. Now it would be too late.

      “We need to get back and help evacuate as many of the Ai’thol as we can,” she said.

      “Emissary, are you sure?”

      Ryn started to nod, and something about the darkness in front of her shifted.

      It turned toward her.

      Thornton must know she was there.

      She tapped Tessa’s arm, and the other woman carried her, but they only went a short distance.

      This had been a mistake. She knew it was, having experienced something similar when she had dealt with Thornton before. The Ai’thol had been unable to travel because of his ability, and now she had run headlong into whatever he was able to do, and it would prevent her from escaping.

      She and Tessa started running. As they did, the darkness seemed to solidify around them and came toward her as if intending to wrap around her. Ryn struggled, and she staggered, falling forward.

      Tessa grabbed her, lifting her back to her feet. “Come on, emissary.”

      “We won’t be able to escape from him,” she said.

      “That doesn’t mean we won’t fight.”

      Even if they fought, how could they escape someone who could control the darkness? How could they defeat someone who could prevent them from traveling? That was the advantage the Ai’thol had always had.

      The darkness swirled toward her.

      A figure appeared, striding forward.

      She recognized Thornton.

      “There she is. The emissary of the so-called Great One. Why am I not surprised you’re here? I didn’t realize you had trained with the others.”

      “Leave the Ai’thol alone,” she said.

      “Leave them alone? You have overrun our palace, destroyed our faith, and you would have me leave them alone?”

      “We came to help.”

      “If that was all you came to do, you wouldn’t have ruled.”

      “I never have ruled.”

      “Perhaps not you, emissary, but others with you have attempted to do so, and unfortunately, others with me are not interested in that kind of rule. We are accustomed to living on our own. With what we’ve been offered, we now can.”

      Ryn could feel the presence of Tessa near her, and a memory of what Tessa had said about how the Great One had overrun her home came to her. Could the other people within the city feel the same way? Could they not know the Great One the same way that Ryn did?

      Perhaps it was nothing more than needing to have that opportunity to better know him and know the type of things he wanted to accomplish, to help them find peace.

      Then again, as she stood there, she had a sense Thornton had no interest in that. He had come for a very different purpose. He was here to harm.

      “You don’t have to kill the others,” Ryn said.

      “You don’t get to dictate the terms.”

      “The rest of the Ai’thol are not responsible for whatever you think they have done. If you need to blame someone, blame me. Don’t destroy the rest.”

      She couldn’t watch the rest of the Ai’thol be slaughtered the same way as the people of her village had been.

      “As I said, you aren’t going to dictate the terms of—”

      Something slammed into the shadows.

      For a moment, Ryn had the hope that the Great One had appeared, but then there was no sign of him. It couldn’t be the Great One. She didn’t know who it was, or what had drawn his attention, but Thornton turned away, his darkness spinning out from him, stretching into the distance.

      Tessa grabbed Ryn and pulled her, drifting backward toward the wall.

      Ryn didn’t resist, but she watched, worried that whoever was coming, whoever had been brave enough to attack Thornton, was going to suffer.

      Something struck, carving through the darkness, and Ryn stared, trying to make out the brave souls who were willing to fight.

      Thornton pushed outward.

      “Emissary, we need to keep moving.”

      “No,” Ryn said.

      “I might be able to travel.”

      Ryn took another look at Thornton as he was pushing away, and with his power swirling around him, waves of it streaking away from him, Ryn debated. If she stayed, then she ran the risk of capture, but if Tessa had some way of traveling and had somehow figured out how to get away, she needed to take that opportunity.

      “Let’s go,” Ryn whispered.

      Tessa began to travel.

      It was a strange sensation. Ryn had been with Tessa enough times when she traveled that she was familiar with the nature of the woman’s power, and oddly, this time, there was a resistance to it. The longer she tried, the more resistance she felt. It was strange to Ryn that she would be aware of the resistance at all, considering she had no ability to travel herself.

      Tessa continued to push, and it felt as if she were using some great force to drag her through whatever resistance Thornton held.

      After a moment, the resistance began to shift.

      It came as a shifting of the pressure all around Ryn, which made her think it was also all around Tessa. Wind began to whistle, and there came a sensation almost of sharp needles scraping against her skin.

      And then they were free.

      They had traveled, putting the palace in front of them, positioning themselves on the other side of the darkness.

      Dozens upon dozens of Ai’thol slammed into the darkness.

      Ryn stared, barely able to take her focus off them. “What is this?”

      Tessa shook her head. “I don’t know. This is more than what we had here before.”

      After the last attack, they hadn’t had nearly enough of the Ai’thol to counter, and now it seemed as if there were twice as many.

      Most of the Ai’thol fighting had swords, though there were several with crossbows, and they fired them into the darkness. Each time they reloaded, they fired again, sending those bolts streaking away from them.

      “It’s time to get you away from here,” Tessa said.

      Ryn was going to argue, but there was no point. There wasn’t anything she would be able to do. The Ai’thol knew about Thornton, and they were battling with more strength than before, so it left her optimistic that they would be able to overwhelm him.

      Tessa took her, traveling once again to the top of the palace, and Ryn hurried to the edge of the wall, looking down at the ground, the swirling movement of the Ai’thol, watching as they traveled while fighting, carving through the darkness. It began to break up, and whether that had to do with an injury to Thornton or something else, his need to focus on the attack, either way the darkness pushed back.

      Despite that, there were dozens of Ai’thol lying on the ground. More than she had thought Thornton would have the capacity to withstand. Too many were lost. Too many would not get back up. They were men—and women, she realized—who had died on her behalf.

      All because she had wanted to secure Lexa.

      Not just her, but because the Great One had wanted to maintain Lexa.

      Was this what he had wanted from her? Was this the kind of devotion he’d expected?

      Slowly, the shadows retreated, reaching the wall, and then they disappeared behind it.

      A strange stillness settled over everything, and Ryn could barely move.

      “Emissary?”

      She recognized the voice as Matthew’s, though she hadn’t known he had appeared on top of the roof. “What is it?”

      “I came to ensure you were safe.”

      “I am. I imagine I have you to thank for the additional Ai’thol?”

      “I thought we needed help,” Matthew said.

      Ryn turned to him. “Where did you find them?”

      “We’ve been searching—”

      “I know. Where were they?”

      Matthew approached carefully. “Not far from here, but you should know something, emissary.”

      “What is it?”

      “Lexa isn’t the only city under attack.”
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      Haern came around slowly. There was light, and he blinked, feeling his face throbbing. He thought for a moment he was still lying on the rocky shore and staring up at the sun, but it was an unnatural sort of light, and he was not lying on the rocks but on something softer.

      He blinked against the light, trying to get a better sense of where he was, along with how he had ended up here. His vision slowly cleared. As he looked up, he saw a thatched roof. A lantern glowed somewhere near him, though he had to turn in order to see it. Haern rolled onto his side, barely able to move his body, and when he did, he found someone hunched over and sleeping next to him.

      “Mother?”

      She sat up with a start, looking over at him. “Haern. You’re awake.”

      He looked around. How was he here? How was his mother sitting next to him?

      “Where am I?”

      “In Darren’s home.”

      “How did I end up here?”

      “I found you.”

      He twisted, not recognizing the voice. As he turned, he saw an older woman watching him. Her silver hair was pulled back into a bun, and deep wrinkles etched the corners of her eyes and twisted her forehead.

      “Della.”

      She smiled, taking a step toward him. “I’d ask what you were doing along the rocks of Ilphaesn, but I have other questions for you that take priority.”

      “What other questions?”

      “Such as how you have so much lorcith running through you.”

      His mother frowned, watching him. She wore a look of concern on her face, one Haern had seen often enough as a child. “I have been through a bit since I was last home.”

      “So it seems.”

      “I encountered a man with incredible control over lorcith. He makes an alloy he uses to create augmentations. It’s the same augmentation used on Lucy.”

      His mother frowned, staring at him. “Why did he place an augmentation on you?”

      “I don’t think they were intending to augment me,” Haern said. “They were trying to torture me.”

      “Torture you? Why would anyone want to torture you?”

      “Because I had gone after a group of women they’d captured. I thought they were with the Ai’thol, but they aren’t. I’m not entirely sure who they are, but I think it may be the C’than.” He started to sit up, and Della was there, putting a hand on his chest. Warmth flowed out from her as she did, washing over him before retreating.

      “I think you need to rest a little longer,” Della said.

      “I can’t. I need to get back to the others.”

      “Others?” His mother glanced from him to Della. “What others are there?”

      He took a deep breath. “There are others who have been harmed, Mother. I’ve done what I can to protect them, but I need to get back to them.”

      Della watched him, and a hint of a smile played across her lips. “Not just them, is it?”

      “What do you mean?” Jessa asked.

      “There’s one you need to get back to.”

      “Yes. I need to get back to one. Elise.” He stood, his legs a little shaky, and he looked around. “Can I go?”

      “That’s it?” his mother asked, a stern expression on her face. “You’ve been back here for a few hours, and that’s all that I get from you?”

      Haern leaned on his arms, sitting propped up like that for a long moment as he gathered himself. “It’s only been a few hours?” That meant he still had a chance of hurrying again to the village, and it was possible he could stay ahead of the Blacksmith, though he didn’t know what the Blacksmith might do. He feared if he wasn’t fast enough, the Blacksmith might make it to the village, potentially harming those Haern wanted to save.

      “I’m sorry, Mother. It’s just that…” He saw the look on her face—the same devastated expression she’d had for his father. Haern didn’t want to be responsible for that look. If he could do something, he would. “I’ve been gone a while, haven’t I?”

      His mother nodded. “When you left with Galen, you were supposed to return. He did, but you didn’t.”

      “I came across some people I needed to help.”

      She watched him. “Your father would be so proud.” There was a heavy note of sarcasm in her voice, and Haern realized she must be hurting.

      Which meant his father hadn’t returned, either.

      “Lucy told me Father still lives.”

      “You’ve seen Lucy?” Della asked, turning toward him. She stood near the fire, mixing something into a pot that smelled of spice and cinnamon, a heated bitterness. It was something pleasant, and surprisingly familiar.

      “Just once. And I came across Galen when we were attacked a few months ago.”

      He wasn’t sure if admitting he’d seen Galen would upset his mother or not. It was possible Galen had been back here and had told her what he had experienced, but it was also possible Galen had not. Galen would return to the city and to the floating palace, if he returned at all.

      “She still lives,” Della said.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “It’s difficult for me to determine. There are certain things I can See and others I cannot.”

      “Such as visions?”

      She nodded. “With her ability to Slide, I’m no longer able to See her in the way I once was. It makes it difficult for me to know whether or not she lives. I’ve thought she did and believed I’d detected her influence on other things, but it was possible that was a mistake.” She squeezed her eyes shut and turned her attention back to the fire. “It’s good that she lives.”

      “She has others she’s helping,” Haern said. If anyone should know about it, it would be Della. “They’re women like her. They were altered.”

      “You mean augmented,” Della said.

      “I think I found someone who is responsible for some of those augmentations.”

      “He’s the one you’re running from?”

      “He is. We were in Dreshen, and I had others with me who’d been augmented. We were looking for word of how the augmentations were placed. They managed to get away. I was drawing away the Blacksmith so they could escape.”

      “The Blacksmith?” His mother turned to Della. “That can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

      “It’s not Father,” Haern said. “And from what Lucy said, Father is still alive. I… I don’t know if he’s been back here, and I don’t know what he’s been through, but it does sound as if he’s still living. When I went after him, I wasn’t able to find him. I thought he was lost.”

      His mother turned her attention back to him. “You went after your father?”

      He nodded. “You didn’t think I would?”

      “There was never a need for you to do so.”

      “Of course there was.”

      “He never wanted anybody to go after him. That was part of his issue. He believed if anyone went after him, they would be risking themselves unnecessarily. Rsiran of all people wouldn’t want somebody to do that on his behalf. He knew the risks.”

      “When I found him, or at least where he had been, I thought he’d already been gone.”

      “Where did you find him?” Della asked.

      “It was a place far from anything I ever knew,” Haern said. “I had one of the Forgers Slide me there.”

      “How did you have them… ah. This alteration—it made you stronger, didn’t it?”

      Haern held his hands up. “They held me, piercing my hands with metal bars of some strange alloy, changing me. When they did, it connected me to the metal in a way I wasn’t before. But it wasn’t quite complete. I had to shift it, the same way as I’ve had to shift the augmentations added to some of the women. But it did change things for me.”

      Della turned her back to him and leaned over the fire. “Does he know what you’ve done?”

      “Does who know? The Blacksmith? Unfortunately, I think he does. I warned him I didn’t think he was listening to the song of the metal.” That might’ve been a mistake, and now that he thought of it differently, Haern realized perhaps he shouldn’t have said anything like that to the Blacksmith.

      It might’ve been better for the man to believe his augmentations were as powerful as they could ever be. If he realized he hadn’t placed them as effectively as he’d thought, it would only cause him to continue trying to make his augmentations more than they already were. It was better for Haern—and for anyone else who might be subjected to those augmentations—for him to believe he had done everything he could with them.

      “Not the Blacksmith, though I do find it intriguing that is the moniker he’s taken.”

      “But he is a blacksmith,” Haern said. “I was there. I saw him working with metal. He has control over it.”

      Della frowned, squeezing her eyes shut. There was a strange tension rolling through her, and surprisingly, he felt a pulsing along his body, a reverberation through him. It seemed to come from Della, and it seemed almost as if the lorcith within him answered, echoing in response to whatever it was she was doing.

      “Are you certain it’s not Olandar Fahr?”

      “I’ve never met Olandar Fahr,” he said. “I don’t think it is. Why would Olandar Fahr play as a blacksmith and allow others to believe the Ai’thol weren’t a part of what took place?”

      Della frowned. “Why indeed?”

      “You’re starting to sound like Carth.”

      “Carth has unique insight,” Della said.

      “Carth believes there’s strategy in everything that takes place around her. She doesn’t understand not everything is strategy.”

      “And yet, from what I’ve seen, Carth has begun to realize there is more taking place than she believed.”

      “What more?” Haern glanced from Della to his mother. “This has been about finding Elder Stones. What more does he want other than power?”

      “You weren’t here for the discussions,” Della said, shaking her head. “It’s easy for me to forget that. And if you had been, I wonder if we would’ve included you at that time.”

      “Della,” his mother said.

      The old Healer shook her head. “That’s not an insult, Jessa Lareth. All I’m saying is that he didn’t demonstrate that much proficiency before. He went after his father, but he wasn’t the one who should have been able to get to him. And now, I’m not sure that he’s the one we should have chasing after Olandar Fahr, but perhaps he’s the one who is best equipped to stop him.”

      “The Blacksmith isn’t Olandar Fahr,” he said.

      At least, he didn’t think so. But then, what did he know about the Blacksmith? The man had control over metal, and he had used it in a way that created power. And more than that, he had an augmentation that was different than the Ai’thol’s. Had Olandar Fahr taken augmentations? Haern didn’t know, but the stories he had heard about the man suggested he hadn’t. If he had, then it would fit that the augmentations he used would be different than those of others.

      It also fit that Olandar Fahr would value lorcith—and that he would have more ability with it than almost anyone else, other than his father.

      Perhaps Olandar Fahr was the Blacksmith.

      If so, then why would he be in hiding in Dreshen?

      More than that, if he had encountered Olandar Fahr, he had injured the man. He might not have stopped him, but there was no doubting he had injured him with his use of the lorcith bomb.

      Which meant that he could be stopped, regardless of how much power he had accumulated over the years.

      “I need to get back to the others,” he said.

      “And then what?” Della asked.

      She turned from the fire, carrying a tray with three ceramic cups on it. She handed one to him. He frowned at it, but the steam drifting up from the mug had a savory aroma. It was a spiced tea, and he hadn’t enjoyed a mug of spiced tea for quite some time. He sniffed at the mug, debating whether he would take a long drink or not before setting it down.

      “I don’t know what’s next. All I know is I can’t allow the Blacksmith to continue to harm people. I don’t know if he’s Olandar Fahr or not, but what I do know is he is using his connection to the metal to harm those I care about.”

      Turning to his mother, he took her hands. The weakness he’d awoken with had begun to fade, and now that his strength was returning, he thought he might be able to find his way back to the village fairly rapidly. He didn’t know how far away he was from it, though Asador was quite a ways from Elaeavn—several days’ journey by ship. Traveling using the wagons and horses had taken a considerable amount of time, but he would be using his connection to lorcith. Now that he was in Elaeavn, there were many sources of lorcith that he could grab and use.

      “I’m sorry that I have to leave again so soon, Mother.”

      “Oh, Haern.”

      “I need to do this,” he said.

      “I know you think that. I wonder whether or not you really do.”

      “Maybe I don’t,” he said. “But there is a good reason for me to leave.”

      “What’s she like?” his mother asked.

      “In a lot of ways, she is like you.”

      Della started to smile, and Jessa shot the old Healer a hard glare. “You found a thief?”

      “She’s not a thief. I didn’t mean that she was like who you were. I mean she’s like who you are. She’s caring, and she helped the others who were captured find a certain sense of calm. Because of her, those who have suffered have begun to settle into their new lives. She’s strong, Mother.”

      “Where is she from?”

      “Somewhere near Dreshen.”

      “I don’t even know where Dreshen is,” his mother said.

      “Only because we’re so isolated here in Elaeavn. It’s a shame, really. There’s so much of the world that our people have failed to see, despite the fact that we have been given gifts by the Great Watcher himself.”

      Della watched him for a long moment. “The gifts the Great Watcher has given us are meant to protect our people, Haern Lareth.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true or not. What if they’ve been meant to help protect other people, and we’ve been keeping them to ourselves? What if we’ve been keeping the Great Watcher to ourselves?”

      “What did you say?”

      Haern shrugged, turning to the mug of tea. He lifted it, inhaling the spicy aroma for a moment before setting it back down. “I don’t mean anything by it, Della. All I’m saying is that we have remained isolated here, and it makes me wonder if we might be keeping the Great Watcher from others who would benefit from knowing him.”

      It was a strange thing for him to say, but he realized that it was true.

      “I have never considered that before,” Della said.

      “Considered what?”

      The Healer strode from the building, sweeping out of the door, leaving Haern staring after her. Jessa got to her feet and made her way toward the door, stepping outside. Haern followed, having no choice but to do so, and when he was outside he looked at what the Healer was doing. She had reached the nearest of the Elder Trees.

      It had been a while since Haern had been here, and he had forgotten what it felt like to be this close to the Elder Trees, altered as they were. But then, even when he had been here, his connection to lorcith at the time wouldn’t have been strong enough to know the metal that well. It was a lorcith alloy—an alloy he now had coursing through his bones.

      Haern approached slowly, carefully, raising his hands up. There was a strange vibration to the alloy. Much like he had detected from the metal when he had felt it within the women, this metal seemed to call to him, demanding he push and pull on it.

      “What does it want?” he whispered.

      “We don’t know what their intention was. Daniel Lareth thought they were trying to siphon off power from the Elder Trees, but we don’t really understand what that might have done. There was something deep underground, in one of the mine shafts leading to the Ilphaesn mountain he discovered, and they changed it, but I find it hard to believe that was all they were after.”

      Haern still kept his focus on the tree. Was there some way for him to send his own influence to it? He wanted to try to convince the tree—and the metal—not to harm each other, and he wanted to know if there was anything he could do or say to the metal that would prevent it from influencing the tree even more than it already had. He wasn’t sure whether that was even possible.

      As he connected to the metal in the tree, he could feel it.

      It was a strange sensation, and it flowed through him, a steady awareness of power. As he focused on it, he continued to listen, feeling the vibration. Gradually, even that vibration began to change, shifting into a steady humming. It was a loud humming, and he covered his ears, but the sound continued to fill him.

      Haern was drawn away from it, trying to go anywhere but near the source of the sound, the pain filling his head, making it difficult for him to do anything other than focus on how loud it was. Haern reached the center of the clearing, and here the humming seemed to reach a crescendo. He pushed against it, trying to shove it out of his mind, and when he did, the humming began to shift with him.

      Was he going to harm the trees if he pushed on the metal within it?

      His father must have tried, but then, his father didn’t have the same alloy within him. His father had his connection to lorcith and many of the other metals naturally, nothing like what Haern possessed.

      Haern pushed.

      He followed the sound within the metal, pushing against it, sending it into a different vibration. He found that he needed to pull, and he stood there, focused, and gradually began to hover in the air, realizing he needed to do so in order to have a better control over the metal. As he pushed and pulled, the metal began to shift, and the song faded, no longer pressing upon him so potently. As he listened, he could feel the nature of the song shifting within him. He used everything within his being in order to push outward, to overpower what he detected, and as he worked, he couldn’t help but feel as if he were encountering some strange resistance.

      This resistance was forcing Haern to continue to work, to continue to push against it. As he did, he held on to his connection to the alloy.

      It called to something deep inside him, and the song reverberated within him.

      Haern shifted the nature of the metal, joining it with his song.

      He worried that was a mistake, but he couldn’t open his eyes. The pain was so great that he could think of nothing else other than to focus on the metal and what he was experiencing.

      As he continued to push, he found ongoing resistance, more than what he thought he could withstand. He needed more strength.

      He had no strength left, and he didn’t have anything he could use to push against. He wasn’t strong enough. It was difficult for him to anchor in place to continue to push.

      There was something else that he could use, wasn’t there?

      All around him was a sense of lorcith.

      It came from the distant sense of the Ilphaesn mine. It came from the lorcith items all around the trees, and it came from within the smithy forge at the center of the forest. It was more than that, though. There was a sense of lorcith deep beneath him, heavy and thick veins of it that ran from here all the way to Elaeavn itself, stretching from the depths of Ilphaesn.

      He could use those. The anchoring didn’t have to be to him, though the song seemed to focus on him, shifting in tune with him, but what he wanted was not to tie to that but instead to tie to him.

      Haern continued to push, now focusing on anchoring to the lorcith. As he did, he could feel it pushing against him.

      Pushing and pulling, he used as much strength as he had, and he realized there was something more he could be doing.

      It wasn’t just lorcith that was calling to him, filling him with its song. It was the other metals within the alloy, each of them adding its song as well. It was different, subtle, like a mixture of voices in a chorus. As he focused on it, he continued to push and pull, adding strength. The more he used that connection, the easier it became, and the metal shifted much more rapidly. As he continued to push, Haern found he was borrowing from those other voices, mixing them in with whatever he was doing.

      As he continued to push, he used the call of lorcith deep beneath him, adding even that to the song, pushing it outward, shifting it. He felt as if what he was doing was necessary.

      Distantly, he became aware of someone hollering at him, calling out his name, but Haern ignored it.

      All he could do was focus on the nature of the song, the nature of the metal, and the lorcith buried deep beneath him. He continued to work with it, altering it, using that song to add more and more power to what he detected.

      His strength was waning, and he wanted nothing more than to complete what he was doing. As he focused on it, he knew he had only a little further to go. He continued to push, twisting, and the metal slipped.

      Haern started to sag. His strength was fading, and he dropped to the forest floor.
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      Someone grabbed him, and Haern stood, looking around. “What happened?”

      He was near his grandfather’s forge, at the heart of the forest, but something was different. The strange vibration that had echoed within him had abated. It was no longer the screeching call that he had heard when he had first stepped out into the forest. Now it was something softer, muted, and even that was fading.

      Whatever he had done had changed the metal.

      But what had he done?

      There was a possibility that what he had done had been a mistake. It was possible he’d damaged the trees more. All of that after wanting nothing more than to try to protect them, to save them—and now it might be that he was the one responsible for harming them.

      “Son,” a deep voice said, and he looked up to see his grandfather watching him, worry wrinkling the corners of his eyes. His strong hands held Haern firmly. He smelled of coal and smoke, the distinct odors Haern had come to know as that of the forge over the years.

      “Grandfather. It’s good to see you.”

      “You’ve changed.”

      Would his grandfather be aware of what had happened to him? He had a connection to lorcith too—and if he was aware of it, what would he think?

      “I’ve been away for a while.”

      “Some men need to spend time away from the city in order to understand their role within it.”

      “I wonder if my role is within the city,” he said.

      “That’s a wise thing for you to question.”

      “You’re not going to try to talk me into staying?”

      “If there’s anything your father taught me, it’s that men must find their own path. When it was my turn, I chose a path of fear, turning away from what I knew I was meant to do. I ignored the call of the lorcith, and in doing so, I ignored a part of myself for so many years that I still marvel I’m able to get those years back. Your father chose a different path, and he was responsible for saving a great number of people.” His grandfather clapped him on the shoulder. “In your case, Haern, I suspect that whatever choice you make will be the right one for you. I suspect you will do whatever you feel is necessary to help you grow the way you need to.”

      Haern smiled, and he wrapped his arms around his grandfather. “Thank you.”

      “Haern?”

      His mother’s panicked voice came from the far side of the shop.

      “I’m over here,” he said.

      She came racing around and saw him standing with Neran. She threw her arms around him. “What happened?”

      “I’m sorry. The nature of the song was such that it needed to be changed.” He needed to see what he had done to the Elder Trees, but a part of him was afraid to even look. What if he had damaged them? He didn’t want to harm the trees, but at the same time, he thought he’d done the right thing. It was the same thing his father often said, the way his father claimed he’d worked, and that in his fighting of the Forgers, he’d been doing what he knew to be necessary.

      All this time, Haern had been trying to avoid becoming like his father, but it seemed he was much more like him than he had ever wanted to admit.

      “What did you do?” his grandfather asked.

      Haern turned toward the nearest of the Elder Trees. The metal still surrounded it, and yet something about it had changed. It was a strange sensation, but he could feel something shifting, rippling, and as he focused on the sense of the alloy around the tree, he could feel the way that it had shifted.

      It was like an augmentation placed upon him or the others. What would an augmentation around one of the Elder Trees do?

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      He approached the nearest tree, focusing on the sense of the metal. As he listened, the song was there, but it was distant and faint, and there was none of the vibration and painful hum he’d noticed before.

      Surprisingly, the tree seemed to connect deeper here. It was almost as if what he had done had connected them to the lorcith, though would they have been tied to that before?

      Was that the source of the Elder Tree power? Was it tapping into lorcith?

      It didn’t seem like that was quite right. And now, with this strange augmentation around it, he had no idea what it had done and how it had changed the tree.

      Unfortunately, the only thing that would help them determine that would be time.

      “You changed them,” Della said, coming up behind him.

      “I…”

      “The trees no longer suffer as they once did,” she said.

      “You can feel that?” he asked, turning toward her.

      “I was the Keeper of the Trees for a while. Perhaps I still am, though it feels as if my responsibility has begun to change. I can feel the way the trees cry out, the energy they exude. Whatever you have done has changed them, but you didn’t harm them, not from what I can tell. In fact, I wonder if perhaps you might have helped them.”

      Haern closed his eyes, focusing on the song coming from the trees. He couldn’t tell if he’d helped them or not, though it did seem to him there was something within the trees that had changed. It felt right, much like when he had shifted the nature of the metal on Belarra or Eve or Marcy—that had felt right, as if whatever he had done had benefited them. It felt as if it had needed to happen, much like what he had done to the Elder Trees had needed to occur.

      “Your father tried to help the trees,” his mother said. “Unfortunately, he didn’t know of any way to do so.”

      Haern knew what she was saying. He had succeeded where his father had failed. “I don’t need to prove myself with him. Not anymore.”

      “You never did.”

      Perhaps not, but he had always felt that he did. Now, though? Now it felt as if he had surpassed his father. Perhaps that was only because of his augmentation, but he had been able to do something his father had not, and it felt… almost bittersweet. It would be better if his father were here. He would have loved to speak to his father about what he had done and why, and asked his father if there was anything he could determine about his connection to the metal. But he did not have that, and maybe he never would again. Perhaps that was the price of moving off on his own, of gaining independence.

      And the price of knowing he needed to leave Elaeavn. He needed to return to the village, to Elise and the others, and help them before the Blacksmith reached them.

      “Will you let me know if anything changes?”

      “How would you propose we let you know?”

      “There are plenty here who know how to Slide,” he said.

      “That doesn’t get word to you,” Della said.

      “You can get word to the Binders. I’m sure someone will find a way of getting that word to me.”

      “Or you could simply return every so often,” his mother said. “I know you don’t have your father’s ability to Slide, but that doesn’t mean you’re helpless. I’ve seen the way you travel with the lorcith. The Great Watcher knows I just saw it now. I’ve never seen anyone hovering like that, spinning as rapidly as you were in the air.”

      “I was spinning?”

      “Like a top,” his grandfather said.

      Haern didn’t have any sense of that. He remembered hovering, remembered the connection to the metal, but he didn’t remember spinning around in place. Perhaps that was for the best.

      “You have become powerful,” Della said. “Use that power in a way you think is necessary.”

      “It’s not the same way as my father thought was necessary.”

      “Is it the same as what your mother thought?” Della asked.

      Haern looked at his mother but shook his head. “I’m different than her, too.”

      “And I suspect your parents would both think that was fine. You were never meant to be the same as them. You were meant to be your own person.”

      Haern smiled to himself and took another look around the city. This had always been his home, but at the same time, there had been a longing for something more. It had taken him leaving to find that out about himself, but now he thought he understood. He was meant to be anywhere but in Elaeavn. Perhaps others within Elaeavn were meant to be somewhere else, too. Maybe it was as he had said, that they had remained trapped within the city, preventing others from knowing the power of the Great Watcher. And if that was the case, shouldn’t it start with him?

      “I’m going to rest, and then…”

      “And then you need to return,” his mother said. She pulled him close to her and squeezed him in a tight hug. “I understand.”

      Haern made his way back to Della’s hut, or perhaps it was better to say that it was Darren’s hut, though he didn’t know where the Healer had gone. He took a seat on the cot, resting, closing his eyes for what seemed like a moment, and when he opened them, he could feel the energy restored within him. As he headed back out of the Healer’s cottage, he sensed the power all around him.

      Something had shifted within the Elder Trees, and the more he focused on it, the more certain he was that whatever had altered was for the best. There was considerable power here now, and that power seemed to carry with it something more. Something useful.

      If only he could stay a little longer, he might be able to determine what that was, but he didn’t think he should.

      Reaching the center of the forest, he found his mother visiting with his grandfather. After hugging both of them, he turned to his grandfather. “Do you mind if I borrow some of your lorcith knives?”

      “Borrow?”

      “Perhaps not borrow. You probably won’t get them back,” Haern said.

      “Your father liked to take things of mine when he would run off as well,” his grandfather said.

      Haern laughed. There was a whole trail of nails along the coastline, and part of him wondered if those would ever be useful to him again. At least knowing they were there, he thought he might be able to use them in some way, but it would involve going out over the water again. Haern had no interest in doing so. Now that he was back in Elaeavn, able to access his grandfather’s daggers, he thought he wouldn’t need to venture out over the sea to run from the Blacksmith.

      “You’re welcome to anything you need,” his grandfather said.

      Haern smiled and headed into the shop. It had been a long time since he’d been here. Now that he was, everything rushed back to him. The workbench was as he had remembered. The coals glowed with a soft heat, and a partially wrought project rested on the anvil. All of it spoke of work his grandfather was doing, and all of it spoke of a sort of stability to him.

      There was a part of him that wondered if he could have ever become a blacksmith. He didn’t have his father’s connection to the lorcith, at least he never had before, and because of that, Haern had wondered if he would ever be able to be the blacksmith his father was and wanted of him. Now that he was back here, now that he was able to feel the pressure of lorcith, the sense of the forging his father and grandfather had done over the years, he knew this was never going to be his place.

      And yet, part of him felt at home here. The items within the workshop were still his family’s. They were still part of him. He might not be the same type of blacksmith as his father or grandfather, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t able to be a blacksmith.

      Haern collected a dozen different knives off the table, stuffing them into his pockets. As he did, he realized he had something else there. Hesitating, he pulled out the lumps of metal that he had taken out of the Blacksmith’s shop.

      He hadn’t really taken the opportunity to look at them before. Now that he had them here, he held them up to the light, peering at each of the pieces.

      “I don’t recognize that one,” his grandfather said behind him.

      Haern turned, holding it out from him. It had a soft, almost purplish hue to it.

      “I don’t either. I found it on someone who was attacking me.”

      His grandfather joined him at the workbench, looking at the metal. “You have become far more like your father than I have ever wanted for you.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “There was a time when I would’ve said that was not a good thing, but becoming like your father is something to be proud of, Haern. Your father is a good man, regardless of how absent he might have been over the years. Everything he does is because of people he cares about. I think you have many of the same qualities.”

      Haern stuffed the piece of metal back into his other pocket. “What about this one, or any of these?”

      His grandfather looked at each of the pieces of metal in turn, holding them up to the light, turning them from side to side. One by one he handed them back to Haern, shaking his head.

      “I don’t recognize any of them,” his grandfather said. “There is one that suggests to me it’s like heartstone, but it’s not pure heartstone. It’s as if it’s been formed into an alloy already.”

      “My father would know.”

      “He would. He’s the only person I’ve ever met who has a connection to heartstone.”

      Haern pushed the pieces of metal back into his pocket. Strangely, there was a sense of connection to them, one that reminded him of what he felt from lorcith, though not as potent. Maybe it was nothing more than his imagination, but he wondered if there was something to it, triggered by the alloy flowing through him.

      He wandered along the inside of the shop, focusing on the sense of lorcith. When he had been here before, the lorcith had always pulled on him, but there had never been the connection to the song as his father had suggested there would be. As he wandered, he listened to it, focusing on it… and he felt it there.

      A particular lump called to him most loudly. It vibrated. He approached, holding his hand just above the surface of the lorcith lump, listening to it. The vibration continued. Would anything within that song help guide him if he were to forge it? He could almost believe he could find something within it that would direct him, but then, it was possible that was nothing more than his imagination. His father had used the metal, and not only had he listened to the song, but he was able to somehow influence that song.

      That was what Haern needed to do.

      “You can take that with you, too. We have plenty.”

      Haern glanced over to his grandfather. “I’m just coming to terms with what my father has told me all these years.”

      “About lorcith?”

      Haern nodded. “I have never been able to hear the song like I can now. It’s as if there’s something within it I’m meant to know.”

      “It’s possible you are meant to know it,” his grandfather said. “You are a Lareth, and we do have the call of lorcith flowing through us.”

      “I never would’ve imagined I had that before. I’ve always been able to feel and hear lorcith, but never like this.”

      “I remember when I first started to hear the lorcith,” his grandfather said, staring at the lump of metal. “When it began to call to me, there was a song within it, and I thought I was going mad.” He smiled sadly. “That was a time when we made no effort to work with our abilities. There was no reason to do so. Our people refused to listen. The only ones I think even pretended to listen were those of the Mining Guild, and that was so they could find lorcith more easily. Even they didn’t acknowledge what they were able to do.”

      “I can’t imagine suppressing a part of yourself.”

      “I forced your father to do the same thing,” Neran said, turning away from him and making his way back over to the coals. He stared at them, setting a shovel into them and getting the heat flaring once again. “Now that I think of it, I hate that I did. I know he probably wouldn’t have become the person he was had I not, but I’m left with more regret than I can ever express,” he said. “He has welcomed me back and has allowed me to be a part of your life, and for that I am forever grateful, but he could have chosen another way.”

      “What about his mother?”

      “His mother… she did choose another way. She went with her father, and, apparently, they used me.”

      Haern had never heard his grandfather sound so morose, and it was unsettling. There was something about his grandfather that had always been strong and powerful. His grandfather was not supposed to be the one who struggled. His grandfather was supposed to be the one who showed strength, who provided a sense of stability.

      “Did you ever wish you could fight?” he asked.

      “I never wanted to be a fighter,” his grandfather said. “All my life, all I ever wanted to be was a blacksmith. It was all I ever knew, and I was good at it. Perhaps not as good as your father, and because I refused to acknowledge the metal, it took me longer to perform certain forgings than it should have. When I began to listen, when I began to focus on the sense of the metal, everything changed for me.”

      “It was the same for me,” Haern said.

      His grandfather turned back to him. “I know.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t stay in Elaeavn.”

      “I would never ask you to stay, Haern. All I would ask is for you to find your own way. I want you to be the man you know you need to be. And if that involves you returning to Elaeavn, then so be it.” He turned away from the coals, setting them down and making his way over to Haern. He clasped him on the shoulder again. “I would ask that you do as your mother said.”

      “What is that?”

      “That you return.” His grandfather smiled. “It doesn’t have to be often, but even knowing you might return I think will provide an old man with a certain sense of hope. At my age, hope is all I have.”

      “Is it?”

      His grandfather smiled. “Well, I have the hope of seeing you, and I have the hope of great-grandchildren, but I also have the hope of something more.”

      “What something more?”

      “I have to believe that the Great Watcher has something in mind for all of us, and it can’t be chance that I’m the father to Rsiran Lareth and the grandfather to the great Haern Lareth.”

      “There’s nothing great about me.”

      “Then you haven’t seen what I’ve seen.”

      His grandfather pulled him toward him, squeezing him in a quick embrace and then stepping back. “I’m glad you returned.”

      Haern glanced to the ground. His grandfather didn’t need to know he’d had no intention of returning to Elaeavn and had done so only by chance. It would only make him feel worse.

      “I’m glad that I was able to return, too.”

      He hefted the hunk of lorcith that was calling to him and held on to it. As he did, the song within the metal shifted, changing slightly. He wondered what that meant. Was there something in the metal that wanted him to work with it now?

      He headed to the front of the shop and stepped back outside. His mother and Della waited, and she glanced at the lump of lorcith before looking up at him. “If you see your father…”

      “I’ll let him know you’re looking for him.”

      “Tell him to finish so he can finally rest.”

      Haern glanced from his mother to Della before nodding.

      With that, he pulled one of the lorcith daggers out of his pocket and pushed.

      It carried him into the sky, and he used a series of daggers, pushing and pulling, and because they were larger, he found it was easier to push off on them. He soared high into the sky and flew over Elaeavn, the city spreading out below him.

      As he traveled, the edge of the forest came into view, and he passed beyond it, feeling a strange tingling as whatever barrier his father had placed washed over him. There was no resistance to passing beyond it as there had been before. He wasn’t sure if that was because his father had keyed it in such a way that he would be allowed to move beyond the barrier, or if something had changed within him that allowed him to do so. It was also possible the barrier had begun to fail. There were men down in the forest, patrolling along the border, but he couldn’t see them. He could feel the lorcith they carried and wondered if they were part of the Guild, or whether the Council had done as he knew they had been asked and sent the tchalit to patrol.

      It took only a few moments for him to reach Ilphaesn, and he slowed, looking at the base of the mountain and searching for where he had washed up on shore. He found it and realized he had been lucky to make it to the shoreline without injury. As far as he knew, he hadn’t sustained any real harm, though it was possible Della had Healed him so quickly he hadn’t been aware of what had happened to him.

      The sense of lorcith was all around him, and Ilphaesn pressed upon him, the power of the mountain immense and impressive. He focused on it, and rather than using his knives to push off on, he used the power of the mountain, letting it carry him higher and higher until he reached the peak of the mountain. From there, Haern pushed off again.

      Using the strength of lorcith within the mountain gave him a very different vantage. He hovered higher than he ever had before, well above the clouds, and he could see the ocean spreading out away from him. From here, distant islands were almost visible. With his enhanced eyesight, he could make out the edge of some of them, and he studied them, wondering what it would take for him to reach them. Perhaps it would require someone who could Slide, or perhaps it would take the small amount of lorcith he’d used pushing his way across the ocean. He would sacrifice the lorcith. He wouldn’t be able to recover it, the same way as he hadn’t been able to recover the lorcith he had used when he had escaped the Blacksmith, but there was the possibility that he could travel in such a way.

      He spun about and noticed the city stretching out along the shoreline. How had he not seen it when he was making his way here?

      The sense of Ilphaesn had overwhelmed him, making it so that the only thing he was aware of was the mountain itself. That was the reason he hadn’t been able to detect anything else, and it didn’t surprise him that he didn’t notice the city. He might have been far enough out that the sense of lorcith within Elaeavn would have been negligible to him from that distance. The only way he was able to pick up on lorcith was because of Ilphaesn and the massive amounts of lorcith that flowed through it.

      The Elder Trees called to him. There was no other way than that to put it, and from up here, he could feel the pressure of the Elder Trees as they pushed on his senses. It was a powerful sensation. The longer he hovered above the city, the more he felt the pressure of it, and the more he began to wonder if what he’d done with the Elder Trees was for the best. It was possible he’d made a mistake changing them, but he didn’t think so. He thought what he had done had been necessary. Even now, he felt the way the lorcith flowed within the Elder Trees, and he thought that it was needed.

      If nothing else, he had changed the nature of the metal that surrounded the trunks, and had changed the nature of the damage done to them.

      He turned toward the north. It was time for him to return to the village, to return to the others. When he did, he wanted to be ready for whatever they might need from him. It was possible all the women who had been working with Lucy would still need him to shift the lorcith within them. He thought he could do so more easily now.

      Would they let him?

      Marcy and Eve seemed to trust him, but Italla had shown a certain hesitance. He understood that. What he’d suggested to them, what he had offered to do, meant he would influence them, that he would potentially harm them, and they wouldn’t necessarily want to allow that.

      Haern found himself moving faster and faster as he went. The day swept by, and he was thankful he had rested, giving him a chance to strengthen and recover for this journey. As he passed along the road, he felt some sense of familiarity in certain places. There were places far below that he remembered, and certain areas where he detected lorcith, which drew him to it, reminding him of the attack he had sustained. There was one place where lorcith nails drew him, and he collected those, gathering them together, and dragged them along on his journey.

      As night fell, Haern debated slowing and taking a break, but he knew he couldn’t be far from the village. He didn’t want to wait. He wanted to see Elise, to let her know he had survived.

      And he wanted to know they were okay.

      There was a part of him that was worried about whether or not the Blacksmith had trailed them back to the village. Considering what he was capable of doing, it was possible he had figured out some way of following them. If he had, then Haern wanted to reach them to ensure they were safe.

      The effect of the travel was starting to catch up to him. Tiredness surged through him. He had grown accustomed to fatigue, had made it something of a friend. Haern pushed through, ignoring it.

      As he continued to travel, there came a sense of lorcith in the distance.

      It had to be the village. If it was, then all he had to do was reach it.

      It wouldn’t be much longer now. He pushed on the daggers, sending himself into the air, focusing on the sense of lorcith he detected. As he did, he realized that it wasn’t within the village borders.

      There was no sense of lantern light, and he didn’t even know if he was near the shore. Whatever he was detecting wasn’t from those he was heading toward.

      Haern slowed. Whoever was out there had lorcith with them, and he wanted to be careful before approaching them. Whatever else happened, he wouldn’t endanger the people he was returning to.

      As he slowed, he focused on the sense of lorcith. He pushed higher into the air, wishing he had something like Ilphaesn to use now so that he could hover higher. He realized there were dozens of pieces of lorcith far below him.

      More than that, the sense of lorcith was moving.

      That suggested either augmentations or someone carrying lorcith.

      Haern needed to know what it was before he led them back to the village.

      He continued to push, holding himself in the air, but he knew there was a limit to how long he would be able to hold himself. He would need to lower himself back to the ground, to rest, but he didn’t dare do so at this point. Not until he knew what he was going to face.

      Making a circle around the sense of lorcith, he realized it wasn’t far from the village. In the distance there came another sense of lorcith, and this seemed familiar to him. Not only was there familiarity, but there was a surge of the song of lorcith, that which he had altered.

      It came from Marcy and Eve.

      Haern was going to have to remain here until he knew who was approaching the village.
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      The Slide carried Daniel and Rayen back to where they had left Carth, but there was nothing here. Lucy must have come for Carth and taken her away, which meant any thought he might have of asking Carth about her understanding of the history of Tsatsun was gone. He would have to wait for Carth to come to him, and there was no telling when that would be. After the attack they had faced, he wasn’t sure when she would return. It might be days—weeks—and when she did, it might be too late.

      “Didn’t the man in Keyall mention he knew something about Tsatsun?”

      Rayen held on to his hand. She had not wanted to release it since their time together, and he had been more than willing to hold hands with her. “I don’t think you want to go back to Alistan.”

      “Isn’t he a scholar?”

      “He is, but I don’t know how much we can trust him.”

      Daniel smiled. He thought about what he remembered of the man and his library and decided that if he were going to trust anyone, Alistan would be the next person to approach. There would have to be something he could find about Tsatsun there. The other place they could go would be the library in Asador, and though Rayen had access to it, he wasn’t sure how welcome they would be. He still had bad memories from the attack they’d experienced there.

      Squeezing Rayen’s hand, he Slid. It carried them to Keyall, deep into the city, and beyond there to Alistan’s home. When he stepped free from the Slide, he emerged within the library. Lanterns glowed softly, giving off a warm light. Walls covered with bookshelves stuffed with books surrounded them. The pair of chairs in the center of the room were unoccupied, though a glass of wine rested on the table near them.

      Daniel frowned. “He’s been here.”

      “I suspect he’s here quite often.”

      “And you can’t use the shadows to find him.”

      “Not here.”

      It was strange, but now that she said it, he didn’t notice any shadows around anything within the library. There was standard darkness, but it was as if his ability to see through it had faded, as if something about the city itself prevented him from reaching those shadows. But then, he had been here, known the Elder Stone of Keyall, so he recognized there was that power here. If Daniel was right about Tsatsun and the nature of the stones representing Elder Stones, there would be another place just like this, a place that represented the same sort of power as Keyall.

      Daniel wandered along the row of shelves, looking at the books along the walls, searching for something that might help them understand what Alistan had here. The man certainly had collected quite a bit of knowledge over the years. Because of that, he had access to things that other places would not.

      Beyond that, he suspected Alistan simply knew things. It was that level of knowledge and understanding Daniel wanted to borrow from.

      He didn’t find anything remarkable, and he took a seat, glancing over at the book resting on the table. What had Alistan been reading about?

      He flipped through the pages, but it was written in a language Daniel didn’t know. He set the book back down, a quiet cough causing him to jump to his feet, reaching for his sword.

      Alistan wasn’t a large man—he was thin and aging, but there was a presence about him. He carried himself as if he had power, though as far as Daniel knew, Alistan had only the power of the Elder Stone within Keyall, the ability that allowed him to negate the effects of shadows. He pressed his lips together in a frown as he looked from Daniel to Rayen before lifting his glass of wine and taking a long, slow sip.

      “I am surprised to see the two of you here.”

      “I thought we should come to see what information you might have.”

      “What information do you think I might have?”

      Daniel glanced to Rayen, and she shrugged, turning away. She made her way over to a table along the far wall and lifted a glass free from it, pouring wine into it and taking a sip. He couldn’t help but feel the sense of amusement radiating from her. He couldn’t tell how much of that was amusement at the fact that she was drinking the wine and how much of it was amusement with him. Perhaps it was both.

      “Tsatsun.”

      “Have you taken on Carth’s passion for the game?”

      “It’s more than that. I’m looking for anything that would help us understand the historical significance of the game.”

      A smile spread across his face. “Indeed?”

      “Do you have anything like that?”

      “There was a time when I would’ve said no. When I first met Carthenne, I must admit I did not have the same understanding of the importance of this game. I had played other games, and within Keyall, there are quite a few that are popular, but never had I played this Tsatsun. I found it an intriguing game, one that was more about skill than chance, and the longer I played it, the more I appreciated why Carthenne enjoyed it.”

      Daniel decided not to argue with him. He wished Alistan would get to the point a little faster, but in his brief experience with the man, he understood this was simply how Alistan made his point.

      “Once I understood why it was so important to Carthenne, I set about trying to acquire as much information about the game as I could.”

      “What have you found?”

      “Carthenne believes the game originated in her homeland,” he said.

      Daniel glanced past Alistan and over to Rayen.

      “Did it not?” Rayen asked, the wineglass hovering right in front of her lips.

      “Perhaps most recently, but it didn’t come entirely from there. I begin to wonder whether the players from her homeland were the most skilled, or whether there are players from other lands that share an equal skill level.”

      “What lands?”

      “Lashasn has the same interest with this game. Or they did before they were destroyed.”

      “Tell me about how they were destroyed,” he said.

      “You would have to ask Carthenne about that. I’m afraid I’m not as privy to the history of her lands as some. From what I can tell, she blames the Ai’thol, though it’s possible they were not responsible.”

      Interesting. He hadn’t known the Ai’thol had been active that long, and even if they had, why would they have wanted to destroy those lands? They had Elder Stones, and everything he’d known about Olandar Fahr suggested he tried to preserve the places that had access to Elder Stones until he had some way of controlling them. Until recently, Olandar Fahr hadn’t had any method of controlling the Elder Stones, so it seemed unlikely he would have done anything that would have damaged them. Why risk that unnecessarily?

      “In some of the older records, I find reference to a game strikingly similar to Tsatsun. Even more striking is the fact that the naming conventions are very much the same. Whereas Carth calls it Tsatsun, others call it something similar, but not quite the same. It carries the same connotation, though.”

      “What connotation is that?”

      “Do you not recognize the term?”

      Daniel looked over to Rayen, who shook her head slightly. She was frowning, and it seemed almost as if she were smelling her wine, inhaling the fragrance of it but not drinking. He doubted Alistan had done anything to the wine.

      “I don’t know what the word Tsatsun means.”

      “To me that was the most intriguing part of the entire game,” Alistan said.

      “Why?”

      “Why, because it carries everything about it. It’s descriptive and yet evocative. It carries with it an understanding of the purpose of the game, the intention and the goal. It is a word I had not heard before, and yet, the moment I did, I understood exactly what it was and why it was important.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it carries with it a call to power.”

      “A call to power?”

      Alistan went to the bookshelf and began to work along the row of books, running his finger from volume to volume. Daniel got to his feet, following the man. Eventually, Alistan stopped in front of one section of the books. He ran his finger along the spines before pulling one free and walking back to the chairs and handing it over to Daniel. “This might be a bit basic, but it is written in a language you should understand.”

      “How many languages do you speak?”

      “Five. No, six. Over the last few months I’ve been working on another, but I can’t say I speak it well.”

      “Do you ever leave the library?” Daniel asked.

      “I leave the library frequently, but mostly in order to acquire more information.”

      “Why have you stayed here instead of going to one of the universities?” It seemed to Daniel that someone like Alistan would be better served as a scholar, holed up within the libraries of Asador, researching there.

      “Some of the other places would prefer to keep me away,” Alistan said. “Perhaps it’s for the best. I don’t have any problem acquiring the books that I want, and from time to time, Carthenne has ensured I have my supplies restocked.” He smiled, flicking his gaze to a section of the shelves that were filled with strangely bound books. Some had bright colors striping along the surface, and others looked to be made of odd leathers.

      Daniel began to flip through the pages within the book, staring at them. If what Alistan said was right, he would understand the call to power within the book, the naming convention for Tsatsun. “Why don’t you tell me what it is that I need to know about Tsatsun?”

      “So many rush to knowledge without taking the time to earn it,” Alistan said.

      “Facing Olandar Fahr, I don’t know that we have much choice.”

      “I think the opposite is true. When facing someone like Olandar Fahr, we absolutely must take the time to understand everything we can about these things. I assure you he has done the same.”

      Daniel looked up from the book. “Do you know him?”

      “Not at all like Carthenne does, but I’ve had some interactions with him, long before he became the person he is today. Back then, he was a source of power. He had not yet moved the Ai’thol into a place where they have the influence they do now. Or perhaps I didn’t know it.” Alistan shrugged, lifting the glass of wine from the table and taking a slow sip. “It’s possible they’ve always had that influence, and I’m only now coming to fully appreciate it. I’ve stayed in Keyall for many years, thinking to understand a single Elder Stone, while Olandar Fahr has ventured out around the world, searching for knowledge of all of them.”

      Daniel stared at the book, trying to see if there was anything within it he might be able to understand. As he flipped through the pages, he realized it was a description of Tsatsun, and it showed some of the gameplay. As Alistan had suggested, it was fairly basic, to the point where it would be a way of teaching the game to someone no more skilled than a child. Surprisingly, it was written in a way that suggested it wasn’t meant for a child. There was strategy involved, and it depicted that strategy, the way pieces were played, the idea of sacrifice, and the strength of a position. Near the end of the book, there was an entire chapter focused on understanding and obtaining the Stone.

      “None of this helps me understand the name Tsatsun.”

      “Look at the chapter titles,” Alistan said.

      Daniel flipped back to the front of the book, running his eye along the list of the chapters there. As he did, he thought that he understood what Alistan was getting at. The names of all of them were references to power. Many were descriptions of how to call to it, but more were descriptions for controlling it.

      “This is but one example. Many of them are the same way. It suggests to me the name Tsatsun was tied to power.”

      “Carth has always said that Tsatsun helps its players understand strategy, and what is strategy but a means to power?” Daniel asked.

      “Strategy is more than just a means to power. It’s a means to many things in your life. Do you not negotiate with your woman?”

      Daniel glanced over to Rayen. He wondered how she would react to being referred to as his woman.

      “Not well,” Rayen said.

      Alistan smiled. “I doubt that many men can negotiate well with their women, not if they truly care. And yet, what is negotiation but a give and take? That is strategy. It’s understanding there are times when you must give up what you want in order to satisfy someone you care about. It’s also an understanding of how to sacrifice something small for a greater good. That is also strategy. And strategy could be as simple as trying to get what you want. Think of when you first snuck your kiss.”

      Daniel felt heat work through him. “There was no strategy in it.”

      “Then you were doing it wrong. What is a kiss but a precursor to more? If you want to show your affection, that kiss can convey it. That is strategy.”

      “I think I would like a man like that,” Rayen said.

      Alistan smiled, and there was something almost sad about it. “Alas, I fear I am a bit too old for you now. When I was younger, perhaps, though even then, I was too focused on the books. They have always been my mistress.”

      Daniel turned his attention back to the book, wondering if perhaps it really was helpful in understanding the nature of Tsatsun, and whether by looking through something like this he could better understand the title of the book, the meaning behind Tsatsun. It was difficult to believe that something like this, a book written at such a basic level, would help him comprehend the game in that manner, but there was a certain sense within it.

      “If the game is all about calling to power, controlling power, as you said, then what is the purpose of controlling the Stone?”

      “Are you sure that is the key to the game?” Alistan asked.

      Daniel chuckled. “I thought you’d played with Carth.”

      “I have, though I am not much of a challenger to her. Her skill at the game is far superior to mine, and though I have attempted to learn the various techniques, I still have not come to understand the finer points of it. Unfortunately, Carthenne seems to see the game in a different way than I, and she claims Olandar Fahr sees the game in a different way than she.”

      Alistan took a sip of his wine before setting it back down.

      “Of course, when you were here last, you proved to me that even you have a different appreciation for the nature of the game. Perhaps I should take more time learning from you to help me gain a better understanding.”

      “Each person you play with teaches you something,” Rayen said.

      She still stood near the back table, watching Daniel and Alistan. There was something uncertain about her attitude.

      “So it does,” Alistan said.

      “I’m trying to understand who might have originated the game,” he said.

      “That is a question that Carthenne never asked. When it came to Tsatsun, she was content to play it. She never cared to question who came up with the original strategy behind it.”

      “Do you have any books that show that?”

      Alistan shook his head. “Unfortunately, my books are on strategy, and even there, the strategy only goes back so far. Some of the earliest books have a very different approach to the game. I remember speaking to Carthenne about that once upon a time, and her commenting that those strategies were simpler, more streamlined, but no less effective.”

      Alistan had a game board sitting off to the side, and Daniel got to his feet and went over to look at it, searching for anything on it that he might be able to better understand. He doubted he would be able to come up with the answers he sought, though he had a hard time understanding what point Carth might have made.

      Older strategies were more streamlined? It didn’t make sense to him and didn’t fit with what he had seen. Strategies were strategies, and an approach would not be something that could be changed over time. The goal of the game was the same.

      “Can I see some of those older books?”

      Alistan shrugged, getting to his feet and heading to the same section of his library as before. He plucked a few books off the shelf, bringing them to where Daniel had been sitting. “I doubt you will find anything of value within them. Your skill at Tsatsun is already superior to what many of these basic books can teach.”

      “It’s not a matter of trying to improve my skill. It’s a matter of trying to understand the nature of the game itself,” he said.

      “Then perhaps you can find something there,” Alistan said. “As Carthenne said, the game does teach you how others have thought over the years.”

      That was the same point she’d made to him, the lesson she’d wanted him to learn when it came to Tsatsun. It was a game that helped one learn strategy, but it also helped one understand their opponent. All this time, he’d been focused on how Olandar Fahr was playing, the nature of their opponent, knowing Olandar Fahr meant to collect the power of the Elder Stones and use them in a way that put others Daniel cared about in danger. All this time, he had believed they were Olandar Fahr’s opponent.

      Daniel stared at the board, frowning. He moved a piece, and then another, while he thought of where the various Elder Stones they had uncovered were.

      “Do you have maps?”

      “What sort of maps?”

      “Any sort, I suppose. I’m looking for maps that depict the known world.”

      “I have many. With your considerable talents, I didn’t realize you needed maps to travel.”

      “I want to see something.”

      Alistan smiled and disappeared through the door. When he reappeared a moment later, he had an arm full of rolled-up parchments and brought them over to the table where Rayen stood. She had been silent throughout the entire exchange, and Daniel wondered why. It seemed as if something were bothering her. Could it be that she was troubled by all this talk of Tsatsun? Or was she upset about the fact she wasn’t able to play at the same level as Carth?

      “Here is Keyall,” Alistan said, unrolling one map. He set a piece atop the map and kept it from rolling back up. Daniel hurried over to the Tsatsun board, grabbing as many pieces as he could, bringing them back. He shifted the glass away and replaced it with one of the pieces from the game board. This was something he should have considered before, though it seemed almost impossible to believe he could represent the Elder Stones in such a way, or that he could create a game board like this.

      As he looked, he found Asador and set another piece down. That was the Wisdom Stone. He set another piece out, putting it where he thought the forest to be. There was another piece, and that went in Nyaesh.

      Alistan frowned. “I don’t know that you need so many to hold the map open.”

      “What other maps do you have?”

      “We have a map of the southern isles.”

      “Does that include Landon?”

      “Very good. Some don’t know it quite as well, but it is a port of much activity. I’m always appreciative when my people bring items from Landon. I enjoy their exports. Not always their food, so much, but I do enjoy their armor.”

      “What sort of armor?”

      “They have very skilled blacksmiths. They make the finest chain mail, and they have talent creating swords.”

      Had he an opportunity to spend more time in Landon, he might have uncovered that, but their time had been limited. Though he could easily return, he wanted a better understanding of the place before he did so.

      Alistan unrolled the other map, and this one he set near Keyall. There was some overlap, and Daniel shifted the new map that Alistan unrolled, sliding it under the first so that the piece that he had resting on Keyall covered both maps. He grabbed one of the other pieces, the one that was similar to what he had near Nyaesh, and set it near Landon.

      That wasn’t quite right. He wanted the one that was like the shadows. That meant he had to place one in Ih. He frowned, looking at the map, searching to see if there was anything here that made sense.

      “Landon is near enough to some of these other places that we still get word, though it is rare. Crossing the sea is dangerous.”

      “Crossing the sea to Landon?”

      “The sailors who are willing to make the journey are far more adventurous than some. From Landon, it’s easier to sail beyond, and that’s why we have a map like this, but it’s only those sailors who bring word to us of what they uncover. I’ll admit, I have not traveled that far myself. I was a trader early on, which allowed me an opportunity to know the source of my goods, but it was never a good idea for me to spend that much time away from the places where I traded. My presence was needed.”

      Daniel looked at the map, wondering if any of those lands might contain other Elder Stones. If there were other Elder Stones as he had begun to suspect, then would any of them have similar powers?

      If they did, was there anything he could use?

      It probably didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he found another, which meant he had to go searching for other places that might have a stone.

      Even if he did that, he still didn’t have the knowledge he thought he needed. It all came down to the purpose behind Tsatsun. And that purpose wasn’t something he could determine by finding other Elder Stones, other than the fact it would confirm his suspicions. The knowledge would come from books, though he didn’t have time to pore over books.

      “Do you ever take commissions?” he asked the other man.

      “What sort of commissions?”

      “The sort that involve scholarship.”

      Alistan stared at the maps and the pieces that Daniel had set down. “Would this commission involve my understanding why you arrange these Tsatsun pieces across the board like this?”

      “Maybe,” Daniel said.

      “Then you would not need to pay me at all.”

      “I wouldn’t want to abuse you on my behalf,” Daniel said.

      “Abuse me? This is scholarship. There is no abusing me when you are searching for understanding.”

      Daniel continued to stare at the maps. He had to wonder if perhaps there was some way for him to reach some of those distant lands. If he was going to find the answers he thought he needed, then somehow he would need to travel there. It would carry him away from Olandar Fahr, and it would carry him away from Carth.

      It might be a mistake doing so, and going alone—or not completely alone, since he suspected Rayen would go with him—might lead to more trouble, but he felt as if this was something he needed to do. The longer he thought about this, the more connections he began to suspect were there. They couldn’t be coincidental.

      And he had to wonder if those connections weren’t the real game.

      Glancing back to the board, he frowned at it. If Olandar Fahr had another opponent besides them, who would it be?

      “I will bring you various books, and what I want you to do is research what you can uncover about the origins of Tsatsun.”

      “Will this help us in the battle with Olandar Fahr?”

      “I hope so,” Daniel said.

      “It may not?”

      Daniel shook his head. “Unfortunately, I might be completely wrong. We might be concerned about more than Olandar Fahr.”

      Rayen took a step toward him, shadows swirling tightly around her.

      “Who else do you fear, Daniel Elvraeth?” Alistan asked.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off the game board, and the Stone in particular. It was the key to winning, wasn’t it? “I don’t know, but I worry we need to find the answer before we get caught in the middle.”
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      Haern pushed, sending himself north, and dropped to the ground. He focused on the vague and distant sense of the lorcith. It was out there and moving, but it wasn’t moving any closer to him. Whoever was carrying lorcith—be it a weapon or augmentation—was staying within a small space, as if they were not heading toward the village.

      That might be to his benefit. As long as they weren’t approaching, he thought he might be able to keep them away. It also gave him a chance to recover, to regain his strength. When he did, then he could approach and see who was out there with lorcith.

      He had returned to the village to ensure their safety, but at the same time, they also needed to be alerted to the possibility of danger.

      They had some with them who would be able to assist.

      He continued north, moving quickly, pushing and pulling on his knives as he raced toward the village. The sense of it loomed closer. Haern worked quickly, racing along the ground. He began to feel some pressure against him.

      Haern slowed, moving cautiously. He didn’t know what he was heading toward, or whether his sudden appearance would cause any alarm, and so he needed to approach more carefully. He realized where that sense of resistance was coming from.

      Eve.

      Haern pushed higher into the air and soared above the village. He shifted the focus of lorcith, pulling slightly on his knife, and came crashing down.

      He landed near Eve. She was at the heart of the village, looking up at the sky, and when he dropped near her, nearly colliding with her, she took a step back.

      “Haern,” she said.

      “You’ve grown stronger.”

      “How did you…”

      “I could feel your pressure on lorcith. Are you aware there are others not far from the village carrying lorcith?”

      “We are. We’ve been monitoring it, but we’ve only been able to determine a little bit about them.”

      “Is it the Blacksmith?”

      Eve frowned. “The Blacksmith? Why would he…? Oh. He followed you.”

      “I think it’s more that he followed the sense of lorcith he forged. He might have figured out some way of tracking us, and when he captured you, it’s possible he placed something upon all of you that would make it easier for him to follow.” It was something Haern should’ve considered before now. There might have been something he could have done about it.

      “That would make sense.”

      “How?”

      “Well, they’ve been approaching carefully, but making no effort to hide their approach.”

      Haern frowned. “That doesn’t sound like the Blacksmith. When he was chasing me, he had some with him who could Slide, and some who could control the shadows, and they made no effort to conceal what they did as they approached. They attacked me all the way to the water.”

      “The water?”

      Haern nodded. “I was forced to use my remaining lorcith nails to keep myself afloat.”

      “You can fly over water?”

      “It’s not flying, but it did allow me to keep myself from them.” He looked around the village. “I need to find Elise.”

      “Your woman is near the wagons.”

      “I’ll be back, but keep your focus to the south for now.”

      Eve nodded curtly and turned away from him. Haern pushed off on his knife and went flying over the city, coming to land near the wagons at the edge of it. He approached slowly. Light gleamed from cracks in the doors of the wagons, and he was surprised Elise would be here of all places.

      When he approached, the muted sound of voices came through one of the wagons.

      Haern paused at it, holding his hand over the door. It was the same wagon they had used to confine Belarra, and he realized they still might.

      After everything she’d gone through, he didn’t think she deserved to be imprisoned as she had been before. She’d been used, the same way as so many had been over the years. And Belarra might not even have been in control of what had happened to her.

      He pulled the door open, his eyes quickly adjusting to the light, and saw Elise sitting across from Belarra, Jayna near her.

      “We don’t need distractions… Haern?” Elise threw herself at him.

      He caught her, wrapping his arms around her, kissing her. “I’m sorry it took me longer to return.”

      “When you didn’t come back with the others, I thought… I thought…”

      Haern smiled, touching her face, running his fingers along her cheeks. “I wish I had been able to return with them more easily, but there was someone who was making it difficult.”

      “They were talking about it, but they didn’t include us. They gave Belarra back to us to watch over, but they didn’t tell us anything more.”

      Haern frowned. “How is she?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a man who tried to remove her augmentation. I did what I could to keep it within her, but she was unconscious when I last saw her.”

      At least she was awake now.

      “She’s been awake the entire time since they brought her back to us. She didn’t say anything about having her augmentation removed.”

      “Do you mind if I speak with her?”

      “You don’t have to ask,” Elise said.

      “This is your place. I do have to ask.”

      Elise smiled at him, shaking her head. “You really can be a fool sometimes.” She grabbed his hand, pulling him into the wagon with her.

      Haern joined her, taking a seat on the bench opposite Belarra. She was bound in the chains, and he almost asked how they had replaced them on her, but he realized it had to have been Eve. At least Eve had been working with them enough to try that, though Haern wasn’t even sure if the chains were necessary with Belarra anymore.

      “Lareth,” she said.

      “How do you feel?”

      “How should I feel?”

      “Do you remember what happened when we were at the temple?”

      “You mean do I remember the Blacksmith trying to strip the metal from my mind?” She closed her eyes, leaning her head back and resting along the wagon. “I remember.”

      “How did it feel?”

      “Like I was going to die. It was overwhelming, and then it stopped.” She cocked an eye open, looking at him. “I suppose I have you to thank for that.”

      “I wasn’t going to let him tear it out of your mind.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it would have killed you.”

      “I didn’t think that you cared.”

      “It’s not so much caring as it is a promise that I made. I told you I was going to help you get out of there, and I wasn’t going to allow the Blacksmith to be the reason you didn’t.” He hesitated. “There’s something else, though.”

      “There’s always something else.”

      Haern tapped the chains, releasing the lorcith from her. Her eyes opened wide. Elise watched him, and Jayna reached for her sword.

      “When I kept the Blacksmith from pulling the metal free from your mind, I had to shift the nature of the augmentation within you.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure,” Haern said. “There was something about it that wasn’t quite right, and I changed it. It’s possible it might have altered whatever had already been done to you. Because of that, I don’t know how your abilities might be affected.”

      “Did you neuter them?”

      Haern leaned toward her. “I don’t think so. If anything, I made your abilities more potent.”

      “Haern?” Elise said.

      “It was necessary,” he said. “I could feel the way the metal was calling to me, and it wanted to be shifted. It was the same thing with Marcy and Eve, and after I shifted the metal within them, they found their connection to it different.” He still wanted to alter the augmentation within Italla, but he didn’t know whether she would allow him. Even if she did, he wasn’t sure what it would be for her. She hadn’t revealed to him what abilities she possessed, and it was possible she never would.

      “It doesn’t hurt the way it did,” Belarra said. “It throbbed. I… I knew that it was something I just had to deal with, but the throbbing was almost more than I could bear. There were times when that was all I could feel.”

      Haern understood that throbbing all too well. When he had first had the metal implant in his hand, it had throbbed, too. He no longer felt that throbbing, and he doubted that was a coincidence. More likely, whatever he had done to change the nature of the augmentation had also changed the painful sensation. It no longer hurt him, and it was now finally allowed to become a true part of him.

      “They would have killed you,” Haern said.

      “I know,” Belarra said.

      “I wouldn’t do the same.”

      She looked up at him. “Why not?”

      “I think you were used. And if you’d be willing, I know Elise would welcome you back.”

      “Haern?” Jayna asked.

      Haern turned his attention to her. “It will take time for you to rebuild that trust, but if you’re willing to put in that time, I suspect the others will welcome you back.”

      “I would like that.”

      Haern turned to Elise. “I don’t think she needs to stay in the wagon anymore. It might be better if she has someplace else to go.”

      “What happens if she escapes?”

      “Where would she go? The Blacksmith has already tried to kill her, and I don’t think there really is any place for her to escape to. Besides, I would rather have this place be about helping anyone who would take it, allowing them to redeem themselves rather than excluding them.”

      Elise watched him for a moment before turning to Belarra. “Come on. You can stay with me until we sort this out.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Don’t make me regret my decision,” Elise said, smiling at her.

      Elise guided Belarra out of the wagon, and they headed toward the village.

      When she was gone, Jayna turned to him. “Are you sure that is the right decision?”

      “You didn’t see what we saw when we were in Dreshen.”

      “I wish I could.”

      “Why is that?”

      “After seeing what you and the others can do, I would gladly take on one of those augmentations in order to help.”

      Haern almost argued with her, but then, he understood why she would be willing to take on an augmentation. It was something he would have wanted, too.

      “I might be able to figure out how to do that in a way that doesn’t harm the recipient,” he said.

      “If you do, I’d be happy to be your test subject.”

      “I hope it’s not just a test subject.”

      “You have control over the metal.” Haern nodded. “So I suspect anything you do will be something the metal would allow.”

      “The metal does call to me, but there’s the possibility that anything I do might still not be the same as what the others do.” He hesitated, tipping his head to the side and turning toward the village. “And yet, we did bring another back with us who should be able to provide us some answers.”

      “The prisoner.”

      “He was the Blacksmith’s apprentice. If anyone would know more about the metal used in these augmentations, it would be him. Hopefully we can find out the key to what the Blacksmith was doing so that we can replicate it.”

      “The others haven’t allowed us to get close to him. They’ve been keeping a guard on him.”

      “Because he’s dangerous,” Haern said.

      “I think there’s more to it than that, but we haven’t argued. Elise has been a little distracted.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Who said that the distraction was because of you?”

      Haern grinned. “A good point. I’m sure she was distracted for other reasons.”

      “If you succeed in figuring out how to add these augmentations, maybe she needs one, too.”

      “I have a feeling she’s already plenty powerful.”

      “You would prevent her from taking on an augmentation?”

      “I just don’t know that she needs one.”

      He started back toward the village, Jayna walking alongside him. As he did, he focused on the distant sense of lorcith, wondering if he would be able to detect anything within that approach. He didn’t think there was, but as he went, he could feel the pressure from those nearby. It was subtle, but he was aware of it. He began to wonder if there would be any way for him to keep them from reaching them.

      Could he create some sort of barrier, the same way his father had done?

      He would need more lorcith than what he had. Without that, he didn’t think he could create the same barrier. Then again, did he even want to? What his father had done had isolated Elaeavn, and Haern had a growing suspicion that was a mistake.

      When he reached the village, Italla found him. There were others with her, nearly a dozen women in all, and they kept their gaze on him.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “We heard you returned.”

      “I have, and I also warned others who have the ability with lorcith.”

      “Eve informed us of that earlier in the day.”

      Haern was relieved to know Eve had noticed that long enough ago that it would have been valuable to them. At least it was enough of a warning that they would have been able to act on it.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “There are some who would like to know if you might be able to help them.”

      “Some?”

      “Not all are convinced that we should allow you to change what has been done to us.”

      “I didn’t harm Marcy and Eve,” he said.

      “I know,” she said. “Marcy has proven to have a much greater control over her Sliding than she had before, and Eve has been using the metal in ways she had never been able to do before. I would like you to do to me whatever you did to them. As would the rest of these people.”

      Haern looked at the line of women. There were a dozen, but others were watching from doorways, and he had a sense that all of them were trying to figure out whether he would be able to help them.

      Could he?

      Even as he stood there, he was aware of the sense of lorcith within Italla. It called him, a vibration that seemed to make him aware of what needed to be done to change whatever had happened to her.

      “I’ll do this, but I warn you that I don’t know how this will change things for you.”

      “Everything has changed for me, so anything you might be able to do to me will only change it further.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Italla took a deep breath, drawing herself up straighter, and nodded.

      Haern focused on the lorcith within her. As he did, he pushed and pulled, but it wasn’t just lorcith that he was using. This time, he was even more aware of the song from the other metals, and it helped guide him, allowing him to change what had been done to her more rapidly. As he pushed and pulled on the metal, he felt it shifting, drawing through her mind in a way different even than what had been done to Marcy and Eve. The metal flowed, working down her neck and toward her heart. It was there that it stopped.

      “It’s done,” he said.

      Italla opened her eyes, breathing rapidly. “It was strange and warm and unpleasant.”

      “I’m sorry. I—”

      “I’m not saying you shouldn’t have done it,” she said. “I’m describing it so the others will know what to expect.”

      Haern looked around him. The others watched, waiting. The sense of lorcith radiated from them. All of them needed to be shifted. “I’ll be as careful as I can to ensure they don’t suffer from it, but there’s a limit. We’re talking about the metal moving within you. Even though it is moving into a better position, it is still metal.”

      Italla held his gaze. “It was not nearly as painful as it was the first time.”

      “I can’t even imagine what you went through.”

      “No one should have to imagine that,” she said.

      She stepped off to the side, and another woman approached.

      “What’s your name?” Haern asked.

      “Rebecca,” she said, her voice soft.

      “Rebecca, what abilities do you have?”

      “Does it matter?” Eve asked.

      “Perhaps not,” Haern said.

      He focused on the metal, and began to push and pull, and he found the lorcith within her mind beginning to shift, the alteration happening more rapidly than the last one. He twisted, sliding it in place as it slipped around her mind. When it was done, he smiled to himself.

      “You might be able to Slide.”

      “I might?”

      “That seemed to be the direction the metal was taking me, and it’s similar to what happened with Marcy. She might be able to help you understand that ability if it begins to develop. I don’t know much about Sliding, other than that when it does develop, it happens quickly and can be unsettling. Find her, and see what she might be able to teach you about Sliding, so you’re not surprised when it happens.”

      The woman backed away, and another took her place. Haern didn’t bother asking her about her ability this time. He had a sense some of them didn’t even know what they were able to do, and perhaps that was why they were the ones who came toward him. It was possible whatever had been done to them had left them unable to determine anything about their abilities.

      In her case, the metal was situated behind her ears, and he pushed on it, sending it deeper into her. That was all that the lorcith wanted from him. It wanted to go deeper, and as it did, it began to spread out, tiny filaments of the metal stretching away. He frowned as he detected that.

      It weaved its way through her mind, but the heaviest concentration remained just behind her ears. Would that mean that she was a Listener? If so, then he wondered if others who had similar augmentations would have a similar ability. It was possible that, by pushing it into her mind as he did, he might have changed more than just her ability to Listen.

      “It’s done,” Haern said, nodding to her.

      She gasped. “That didn’t hurt at all.”

      “What did it feel like when you had your augmentation placed?”

      “It felt like someone was driving a hot needle into my brain,” the woman said.

      Considering where her augmentation was, he could see how it would feel that way. And what he had done had been even worse, pushing the metal deeper into her mind. Then again, she’d welcomed it. Nothing about her had been harmed in the augmentation, and he saw that she seemed pleased with what had happened.

      One by one they came to him, and one by one he shifted the metal within them. All of them needed a significant adjustment of it, and with each one, he could feel something changing within them.

      There were others in the village who didn’t approach, though he could still feel them out there and could sense that their augmentations required more than what had been done to them already. Eventually he hoped they would come to him, if only so he could stop hearing the vibrational anger of the song from the lorcith that called to him, the way it was humming within his mind, demanding he pay attention to it, insisting he do something about what had happened to them.

      When they were gone, he was left on the street with Jayna.

      She looked over at him. “I don’t know that I want an augmentation if it’s going to feel like what they described.”

      “It’s possible that not all augmentations have to be so painful. Now that I have a better understanding of the metal, I might be able to place one without harming someone.”

      “What do you think it will take for you to learn how to do that?”

      “I think I will need to understand the metal.”

      He searched through the village, looking for Eve once again. She was now at the edge of the village, and as he approached, Jayna followed after him. When he reached Eve, she glanced in his direction.

      “What is it?”

      “I need to speak to the Blacksmith’s apprentice.”

      “I’m not sure that is for the best.”

      “Eve, I need to know what he was doing to others.”

      “I don’t think he’s the one responsible for it. I think it was the Blacksmith.”

      “Probably, but he might know more about what the Blacksmith was doing.”

      Eve locked eyes with him. “You want to know about this metal that they use.”

      “I need to understand it,” Haern said.

      “Because you want to apply it to others?”

      Haern breathed out a sigh. “I…”

      “I asked him to place an augmentation on me,” Jayna said.

      “The augmentation is painful,” Eve said.

      “I can handle pain.”

      “It changes you.”

      “I want to be changed,” Jayna said.

      “You can never remove it.”

      “Would you remove what was done to you?” Jayna asked.

      Eve barely hesitated—the same way Haern would not have hesitated.

      “No. I wouldn’t remove it,” Eve said.

      “Why not?” Jayna asked.

      “Because I feel something more than what I had before. Because I don’t want to ever feel helpless again. And because I like it.”

      Jayna smiled as she looked at her. “I would want it for the same reasons.”

      Eve turned and pointed to a building near them. It was a nondescript house, no different than so many of the others, and yet Haern thought he understood why Eve was standing here at the center of the village. It was so the Blacksmith’s apprentice wouldn’t escape. There would be others all around him to prevent his escape, and with Eve here and her control over lorcith, it would make it difficult for him to be able to do anything that would cause harm.

      Haern made his way to the door, pausing in front of it.

      As he did, the sense of lorcith exploded near him.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            42

          

          

      

    

    







            Haern

          

        

      

    

    
      Haern reacted, spinning and grabbing for the daggers. They were knives his grandfather had made, but Haern wanted them to be keyed to him, and he quickly pushed on them, using his connection to lorcith and to the song that flowed through them. They shifted slightly. It was just enough that he felt a stronger bond to them, and using the knives, he pushed off, taking to the air, circling overhead, looking for the sense of lorcith that had exploded. It wasn’t from within the village, which suggested it came from outside of the village, from whoever was approaching with lorcith.

      Had they realized what he was doing?

      Haern saw nothing. There was no sense of lorcith.

      Not even in the distance.

      That suggested it was the Blacksmith. He’d been around the Blacksmith enough to know the man had ways of concealing the sense of lorcith, and using the shadows, he was able to do so in a way that was far more powerful than anything that Haern had experienced before. He made it difficult for Haern to do anything about that, and he focused instead on the darkness, looking for some way to See through it.

      He wasn’t going to be able to do that, either.

      If he was masking lorcith, could he be masking other metals as well?

      Haern wasn’t reliant only upon lorcith anymore. He could focus on other metals within that song, and if he could use that, he might be able to find whoever was approaching and do something to prevent them from getting to him.

      He continued to focus and heard the nature of the song calling to him.

      It was subtle, a soft call, and he pushed off on his knife, heading toward the nearest sense of the song. He reached it, finding nothing but darkness around him. Haern ignored the darkness and dropped to the ground, landing near whoever was creating the shadows, pushing out on the knives around him. They swirled, power flowing, and he kept himself at a certain distance.

      Haern lunged forward, using the connection to the metal to help guide him to the person near him. As he did, he pushed on one of the knives, and it streaked away from him, slamming into one of the attackers.

      The shadows around that person began to fade.

      At least he had an understanding of what was taking place. This was someone who had been augmented in such a way that they had control over the shadows.

      Haern pushed again and spun, looking for another attacker. The song was there, and Haern drew himself toward it, running toward the sense of the song, letting it guide him, and pushed out with another knife, driving it into the next attacker.

      Spinning off to the side, he hurried, looking for another person, and found them. He needed to remove as many of the threats as he could and worried he wasn’t going to be quick enough. He pushed on his knife, slamming into that person.

      As he did, he realized he had made a mistake. He had left the village.

      Drawing on the knife, he took to the air again, soaring back to the village.

      An attack was taking place on the north edge, and he landed there, dropping to the ground. Eve was there, using her connection to lorcith to throw many of the attackers back, but there were more than Haern thought they would be able to withstand.

      “What is this?” Eve asked in between attacks as she threw back one of the people coming in her direction.

      “I don’t really know. It’s possible this is nothing more than the Blacksmith, but this might be the Ai’thol.”

      He didn’t think it was. Why would the Ai’thol have attacked?

      How would they have reached this place as easily as they had?

      Without those answers, Haern knew he needed to end this, but he had to do it in a way that would minimize the injuries of the people he was here to protect.

      Elise.

      Where was she?

      She’d been with Belarra, guiding her into the village and to her home, but if there was an attack, Haern didn’t want to leave Elise alone. She was the one he wanted to protect the most.

      He took to the air, looking around him, and realized he might have already been too late. There were others in the village.

      Shadows concealed them, and they were moving quickly, almost too quickly for him to follow, but he tracked them through their use of the other metal. It wasn’t straight lorcith, and it was the alloy he was able to use. As he focused on it, Haern pushed, using his knives—along with the nails he’d gathered on his return to the village—and sent them streaking into each of the people he detected with the augmentation.

      The shadows faded, and he was able to count nearly a dozen people who had slipped into the village, already trying to attack.

      Haern turned his attention to the northern part of the village and pulled on the nails again, drawing them out of the others he had attacked and sending them flying toward the north, managing to strike another dozen. He pulled on the nails again, turning, focusing on the next attacker. Each time he turned, he aimed at another one, but he realized that either they were recovering, or there was an ongoing onslaught of attackers.

      Why here?

      This had to be more than just the Blacksmith. This was more than just revenge for them coming to Dreshen. This was about something else.

      He had to end it, but how?

      The only way he could think of would be by challenging the Blacksmith, and that was only if he was here.

      Then again, there had to be someone like the Blacksmith here, someone with that power guiding these others.

      Haern continued to push and pull on nails and knives, sending them streaking toward the attackers. As he did, there was an ongoing sense of violence all around him. He thought he might be able to succeed, that he might be able to overcome them, but as he fought, he started to wonder if perhaps he was wrong. Maybe this was nothing more than revenge.

      Where would the Blacksmith be hiding?

      He would be concealed in shadows, but he would also be the one who had the greatest potential for lorcith. More than that, Haern had been around the Blacksmith, and he recognized the nature of the augmentation used on him. It was possible he could use his connection to that metal to know how to find him.

      Haern launched himself higher into the air and circled around, looking for signs of anyone else down there who might have shadows around them. But more than just shadows, he was looking for anyone who had significant quantities of the alloy within them.

      There was one place he couldn’t find anything. It was almost as if it was a void, an emptiness in the night. Everywhere else, he detected the sense of lorcith.

      As he started toward it, he realized the women from the village, Lucy’s women, had started to fight. He wasn’t surprised that many of them were skilled fighters, but some of them had the twisted augmentations that were not quite restored.

      Cursing to himself, he pushed on them, twisting those augmentations back into the way they needed to be. He did it quickly, staying in the air as he did, working his way around the village and changing as many as she could. He hated that he was doing it without asking them and knew they would have a right to be angry later, but for now, he thought he needed to modify those augmentations so they would be more powerful when it came to confronting this new threat.

      When it was done, he turned his attention back to the edge of the village, to the power coming toward him.

      He found that void, that emptiness, and he headed in that direction.

      Haern dropped to the ground. It was the only way he knew of disrupting the shadows. Once on the ground, the sense of metal began to approach him, and he pushed out, sending nails streaking away from him in all directions, heading toward those with the alloy augmentations. Many of them struck, but there were a few places where he encountered resistance.

      Haern shifted his focus there. He continued to push but used more of the nails, sending more of them to target the augmentations, and as he did, they struck, knocking back those who were augmented.

      The darkness faded.

      There was only one pool of blackness in front of him, and Haern started toward that. He could feel the sense of shadows within it, and he pushed on lorcith knives, sending them streaking into the air.

      There was resistance.

      This time, they struck something solid, almost as if it were a real and physical wall, and as much as he tried to push against it, he wasn’t able to do so.

      This wasn’t just resistance. This wasn’t just someone able to control lorcith.

      Shards of metal swirled around, moving so quickly as to form a solid barrier. Shadows concealed the shards, making it so that Haern couldn’t see them clearly, but now that he was aware of it, he could feel the pressure of the metal fragments as they spun around. He tried to push on them, but they were all controlled by the Blacksmith.

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

      “And you didn’t either,” the Blacksmith said.

      “The fact that you came suggests there is something important for you here.”

      “There is. You.”

      Haern started to push on the shards of metal, and he could feel the song within them. The metal vibrated, and it seemed to call to him, to demand he work with it, to shift it.

      As he focused on it, Haern thought he might be able to change some of the metal, but could he change all of it? Could he make it so the Blacksmith no longer had the same hold over the metal as he did, and in the process, give himself even more control? If he could manage that, then he might be able to stop the Blacksmith before he was able to do anything more.

      He’d been working with lorcith quite a bit over the last hour, long enough he normally would be quite tired from it, but he needed to do this.

      It was more than just stopping the Blacksmith. It was protecting the women of the village. It was also trying to understand why it was so valuable for the Blacksmith and his followers to come after him.

      Haern focused on the metal, twisting it. He pushed and pulled, using the song to guide him. Gradually more and more of the shards began to change, whatever he had managed to do giving him increased control and power over them. Haern pulled those shards away, sending them swirling around him, drawn away from what the Blacksmith was doing.

      As he worked, the Blacksmith continued to try to pull, using more and more strength, and it was nearly enough as to be overwhelming. Haern wondered how long he would be able to hold on to what he was doing and worried that it wouldn’t be enough. The Blacksmith was powerful, and even though Haern had gained significant power over the metal, he could tell that the Blacksmith had considerable ability, too.

      What if he shifted the metal within the Blacksmith himself?

      There had to be a way he could do it that wouldn’t make the Blacksmith more powerful. There had to be some way that he could shift what flowed through the Blacksmith in order to enhance Haern’s control over him.

      He focused on the song within the Blacksmith, ignoring the shards of metal, and tried to connect to it, using his knowledge of the metal and what it said to him.

      There was the vibration, the steady humming, and it built, becoming the ongoing song.

      Haern listened to that. When he did, he could feel the way the metal wanted him to push it, to guide it, but at the same time, he also recognized that if he did that, he would be stretching the metal throughout the Blacksmith’s body. If he did so, it would give the man a greater control over lorcith. It would be essentially augmenting him in a way that would allow the Blacksmith to harm others.

      That was the last thing Haern wanted to do.

      Instead, he wondered if he could try a different approach.

      Could he use his hold over the metal and twist it such that the Blacksmith lost his augmentation?

      Could he neutralize the alloy?

      He focused on the song. If he could find some way of silencing it, that was what he needed to do. Not silencing it the same way that the song was silenced in the women he had modified. In that case, the song had gone silent because he had accomplished what the metal had wanted. In this case, Haern wanted to silence the song and prevent the Blacksmith from having the same control over it.

      He started to push on the metal.

      The alloy screamed.

      The sense of the metal resisted him.

      That wasn’t the right approach. He needed to work with the metal. That was something his father had explained to him, and the more he could work with the metal, the more certain he was he would be able to ask it to take a certain shape.

      That was what he needed now. He didn’t need to force it. It was a matter of working with the metal, helping it know what he wanted of it, trying to guide it rather than overwhelm it. The Ai’thol had used the metal in a way that forced it, and in doing so, they changed something about the metal itself, and Haern didn’t want to do the same thing. He didn’t want to be like the Ai’thol.

      He wanted to be like his father. He wanted to recognize the nature of the lorcith and recognize what the metal asked of him. If he could do that, he could help ensure that the lorcith no longer granted the Blacksmith the same abilities as it did now.

      The metal continued to sing, and Haern focused on it, letting that sense fill him.

      Now that he was aware of it, he thought he could add his own voice to the song. He could shift the nature of the chorus, change the song, and perhaps take away the ability of the Blacksmith.

      As he added his voice, he sent that request. The metal seemed to hesitate, but then it gained an understanding of what he wanted.

      The song changed.

      Haern pushed, twisting the metal, now following this new song. The nature of the augmentation shifted with it, and the Blacksmith seemed to recognize what was happening.

      He tried to push away, to get away from Haern, but Haern was able to continue to push and pull on the metal, shifting the song as he did, using that connection to the metal to change what the Blacksmith had used. Haern ignored the cries of the Blacksmith, the attempt the man made to escape from him, and he pushed and pulled, using the nature of the song to guide him.

      The song continued to build, and it became powerful, a scream against the night.

      Haern added his own element to that song, letting it fill him, letting the song stretch out from him, and as he did, the song continued to build, and Haern flowed with it, the power rolling off of him.

      More and more flowed away from him, and Haern listened, letting the song guide him, and then, with one last surge, he shifted the metal.

      He was able to withdraw, no longer needing to add to the song. It was going to continue without him.

      The Blacksmith staggered back, dropping to his knees. He looked up at Haern, anger flashing across his eyes. There was darkness there, and it seemed almost as if the shadows swirled around him, but Haern was able to See through it.

      “What did you do?”

      “I listened to the metal. You haven’t been able to do so.”

      “You have made a mistake,” the Blacksmith said.

      “I have told you what I wanted from you, but you continue to prove yourself unwilling to work with us. All we wanted was to ensure we could stop the Ai’thol from harming others.”

      Haern held on to the control he possessed, and he pushed against the Blacksmith.

      There came another surge of lorcith, one that he had never felt before. As he looked up, he saw shadows swirling around, denser than he had even witnessed around the Blacksmith, the kind of power Haern could scarcely imagine. The person within those shadows seemed to glow, and the metal around them hummed.

      There came a surge of power, and a dozen knives came streaking toward him.

      Not toward him. Toward the Blacksmith.

      As they struck the Blacksmith, tearing through him, they were pulled back.

      The Blacksmith dropped, collapsing, and fell to the ground.

      Blood pooled around him, and Haern stared, unable to take his eyes off the fallen form.

      All that, and he wasn’t going to be responsible for removing the Blacksmith as a threat?

      Still, there was a new threat, and something else that terrified him.

      As this other descended toward him, glowing with a bright white light, shadows swirling around, a sense of power and energy, there was metal humming within him.

      Haern suddenly understood who this was.

      He began to push on metal, sending it toward Olandar Fahr, swirling with as much power as possible, pushing on everything that he had, thinking that if they had an opportunity to defeat Olandar Fahr now, he needed to take it.

      And yet, the man was powerful, and he resisted everything that Haern was able to do.

      He focused on the lorcith within him.

      As he did, he could hear the song.

      Haern twisted it.

      Something changed about Olandar Fahr, diminishing him slightly.

      Haern pushed on two knives, sending them into Fahr, crashing the metal into the man’s shoulders. It knocked him back but didn’t knock him down. Haern wanted to stop him. He used a connection to the lorcith in the knives, and it held the man upright.

      Olandar Fahr had the ability to Slide. Why would he not have Slid before?

      Probably because he didn’t view Haern as a threat.

      “You are Olandar Fahr.”

      “And you are Lareth. I have warned your father what would happen if you continued to interfere, but apparently he has not gotten the message. I think that perhaps I need to make it clear to him.”

      “Make what clear?”

      Olandar Fahr reached for one of the knives holding him upright, and his face twisted in an angry sneer. “Did you think that metal was the only thing I had control over?”

      “I can see the shadows in you, too.”

      Considering everything Olandar Fahr had been after over the years, and the power he had pursued, Haern wasn’t surprised he would have control not only over lorcith, but also over the shadows. It wouldn’t surprise him if—

      Power exploded, and it threw Haern back.

      He tried to blink through it, to clear his vision, but he couldn’t do so. He lay on his back, everything hurting.

      How had Olandar Fahr suddenly overpowered him?

      Metal moved near him, and Haern pushed on it, sending lorcith away. He held on to his connection, pushing harder and harder, and he could feel the knives he’d shoved into Olandar Fahr. But where were they?

      The man had removed them, tossing them off to the side.

      No.

      Haern forced himself up. He pushed off on lorcith, getting to his feet, and sent knives swirling around him, using them to give himself an opportunity to clear his mind. As he did, there was a darkness everywhere around him.

      He might have shifted the metal in Olandar Fahr, but he hadn’t changed his control over the shadows—or over whatever else he could do. He might no longer have control over lorcith, but that didn’t mean that Haern had removed his power entirely.

      And now, Haern had done nothing more than anger the leader of the Ai’thol.

      It was a mistake, and he feared what repercussions he might experience. By attacking Olandar Fahr, and by facing the man, what would happen to him?

      Haern pushed off on his knives, taking to the air once again, and looked around. He needed to locate the void, the darkness that would tell him where to find Olandar Fahr, and when he did, then he could figure out how to attack.

      It was there, a sense in the distance, and he headed toward it.

      As he did, there came another explosion.

      Haern was tossed back, thrown out of the air, and he scrambled, quickly trying to control his fall, but there was too much power, and he began to drop to the ground.

      All he could think about was failing Elise.
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      Lucy was exhausted. She had been Sliding from place to place, moving throughout the landscape, following the visions the Architect given her. As she traveled, she looked for anything that might help her understand more about other possible Elder Stones, but so far, she hadn’t come up with enough to guide her. There might be something there, but the visions he’d given her had been snippets, enough she could only imagine the possibility of something more, not the actuality of it.

      It was as if he’d been using her, but hadn’t he opened his mind to let her in?

      She started back toward the C’than stronghold before changing her mind and Sliding to Elaeavn. She emerged near Ilphaesn mountain, the city stretched out far below her. From here, she could Read many of the people within the city, but she didn’t try to listen in to their thoughts. It was more about being closer to what had once been her home, where she still wasn’t sure if she could ever return.

      Wind whistled around her, and there was a sense of energy, of something more, a promise hanging in the wind, but she wasn’t able to determine what it was.

      Eventually, she would need to return to the Architect. She had promised she would come back, and given what he had shown her, she still wasn’t sure if he had shared enough information to her, or whether she even believed what he had shown her. It was possible the images were not accurate, or if they were, they would be difficult for her to find. There were dozens of them, more than she was able to uncover on her own.

      Could Olandar Fahr really have discovered so many Elder Stones? It seemed hard to believe he had been so successful with finding Elder Stones in that way, but what other explanation was there?

      Something troubled her, though. The more she thought about it, the more she began to wonder if perhaps she was missing something. Why would Olandar Fahr need someone like Indassa if he had access to so many Elder Stones?

      The only explanation she could come up with was that Olandar Fahr didn’t know about the number of Elder Stones that the Architect had discovered.

      Sliding back to the stronghold, she emerged within the tower, and she quickly reached his cell. One of these times, she would have to visit with Ras, but there was too much for her to try to understand. She needed to gather as much information as she could, to be prepared for anything she could uncover from him, and the more she searched, the more she knew there was something of value.

      “I didn’t find anything at those places of so-called power.”

      “It takes time,” he said.

      “No. I think you’re trying to delay me.”

      “Why would I delay you?”

      “I’m not sure, but since you’ve been so unwilling to share with me what’s needed, I’m thinking that perhaps I will release Indassa to Olandar Fahr.”

      He darted toward the bars and grabbed them, shaking his hands. “You cannot do that.”

      “Can’t I? It seems to me that either you are trying to play a game with me—and seeing as how I’m the one who has the connection to Indassa, I don’t know that such a game makes a lot of sense—or Olandar Fahr doesn’t know that you have uncovered so much of the Elder Stones.” She watched him, trying to Read him, but he was able to rebuff her efforts, reminding her very much of what she had experienced with Indassa. There was no question he either had worked with her or was responsible for what had happened to her.

      “Is that why you don’t want Olandar Fahr to find her? Are you afraid she knows what you know?”

      “That’s not it,” he said.

      “Then what is it? Why should I protect her?”

      “If he finds her, there’s nothing you can do that will protect her.”

      “I think you might be surprised,” she said.

      “And you might be surprised. You think you understand him, but I can assure you that you don’t. He has been chasing power for longer than you’ve been alive.”

      “And he’s made the mistake of trying to use that power against people who oppose him.”

      “Others have tried to oppose Olandar and his followers over the years, but they have failed.”

      “They have tried, but that was before those from Elaeavn got involved.”

      The Architect squeezed the bars of the cell.

      “That matters somehow, doesn’t it?” she asked.

      “Elaeavn has always been a danger,” the Architect said.

      “Why?”

      “Because he has seen what Lareth was capable of doing. He knows there are others who are equally capable, but because they have kept themselves isolated, there has been no need to fear them.”

      “That’s the reason behind the ongoing attacks,” she said.

      “It’s easier to encourage others to remain within Elaeavn than to try to engage them fully. He made some sacrifices, choosing to allow Lareth to think he was gaining the upper hand, but…”

      Were anyone else telling her this, she would have questioned them, and she probably wouldn’t have believed it. Hearing it from the Architect, she wasn’t sure if it was true or not, but it felt truthful.

      “Why are you keeping these places from him?”

      “I’m keeping nothing from the Great One.”

      “I suspect that you are. That’s part of the reason you don’t want Indassa to go to him.”

      “I haven’t decided whether he will use the power in the way it was meant to be used.”

      “And how was it meant to be used?”

      “You couldn’t understand.”

      “Couldn’t I?” She turned away. “When you want to see Indassa, perhaps you will start talking. Until then…” She glanced over her shoulder, smiling. “You’d better hope I can protect her in the meantime.”

      “Wait,” he said as she started to Slide, preparing to leave the cell.

      “Wait for what?”

      “Do you even understand why he’s chasing the Elder Stones?”

      “He wants to re-form the Council of Elders.”

      “If that were the case, he would have done so already. The Council of Elders is comprised of those who have power from each of the Elder Stones.”

      “Including the Great Watcher?”

      “Perhaps you do know,” he said.

      “What I know is that the Great Watcher is different. He has always been different.”

      “Much like the people of Elaeavn have always been different.”

      “We have never had a time when we didn’t know our Elder Stone.”

      “But it’s not an Elder Stone,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Of course not. That’s why I told you that you don’t have the capability of comprehending this. He has been chasing it for decades. In that time, his knowledge has continued to increase, while you are still scrambling for the stones.”

      “How is it that you know this?”

      “I have been working with him for nearly that long,” the Architect said.

      “And you have suddenly had a change of heart? I don’t think so.”

      “What am I supposed to say? You have me captive here, and there’s no way for me to escape. If I want to protect Indassa, then I have to rely upon your generosity, even though I don’t know that you have the capability of protecting her.”

      “And you thought the shadow queen would?”

      “Shadow queen… ah. Yes. I suppose that is a reasonable way to describe her. She has known the power of the shadows, but she also knows the power of others, and it makes her incredibly potent.”

      “What makes her potent is the fact that she has lived near the shadows for as long as she has.”

      “And you think that has not changed her in some way?”

      “I think living so close to an Elder Stone is bound to change someone. There’s no way it could do anything other than that.”

      “It tied her to that source of power,” the Architect said.

      “Are the sources of power connected?”

      “You’re not going to get anything from me until you bring her here.”

      “You’ve already told me there are these places of power, and yet you haven’t proven that those places are real. I’m supposed to just take you at your word?”

      “I have shown you far more than I have shown anyone else, including the Great One.”

      “Tell me why you want to keep her from him.”

      The Architect stared at her, saying nothing, and she wondered if he would even answer.

      “I have nothing left. Lareth took all of my family from me, and she is the only thing that remains.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She is my sister’s daughter.”

      “And you decided to modify her?”

      “Do you know how long I searched for her? How far I went, looking to see if there was any way I could still protect her? After what Lareth did to my home—”

      “It was not Lareth.”

      “You weren’t there. You don’t know the anger he has within him, and the way he’s continued to attack.”

      “When do you think he did this?”

      “It was over twenty years ago.”

      “Lareth wasn’t even active over twenty years ago. He was still trying to learn who he was and how to control his abilities.”

      “I can assure you that he was there. I saw how well he controlled his abilities at the time.”

      “All of this because you believe Lareth is the one responsible for what happened?” Lucy stared at him, unsure how she could even respond. It didn’t seem as if there was anything for her to say. How could he have blamed Lareth for this all that time?

      She thought she understood how. He was determined to cast the blame on someone, and he had chosen Lareth. Because of that, he allowed himself to be filled by the anger that consumed him.

      Only, she knew better. If he would only realize what he was saying, he might know better as well. Instead, he allowed himself to be caught up in the anger.

      “I will bring her to safety,” she said.

      “When?” the Architect asked.

      “Soon.”

      “Soon,” he said, turning away. “You realize he will find her? He’ll find everyone who has her particular gift.”

      “And what gift is that?”

      “The ability to absorb the power of each of the Elder Stones.”

      “What?”

      “Why do you think she needs to be in a place of power? It conceals her, but it also strengthens her. As soon as he finds her, he will use her. I don’t want her destroyed.”

      “She can do more than Read?”

      “She can do far more than Read.”

      Lucy turned away, feeling weak from the effort of everything she had done over the last day. She’d been searching, Sliding to all the places the Architect had shown her, and yet she still didn’t think she’d traveled far enough. Now she had to return to the village, and when she did, she would have to see if there was anything she could uncover about Indassa. Maybe it did make sense for her to bring Indassa to a place like this. At least here there would be a way of concealing her, hiding her from Olandar Fahr, using the power of the C’than to do so.

      Getting free of the main part of the tower, she Slid.

      She emerged within the village.

      As soon as she did, she knew that something was wrong.

      There was movement around her, and the sound of shouting in the distance.

      An attack.

      This wasn’t the kind of thing she was capable of participating in, and instead, she Slid to the home where she knew the women had been keeping Indassa. Emerging inside, she looked for the girl but didn’t find her. There was no evidence of her anywhere within the room.

      Lucy’s heart started to pound. How could there be an attack?

      Unless Olandar Fahr had arrived.

      What would have brought him here? Could he have been tracking Lucy?

      Even worse, could he have found some way of following Indassa?

      If it was as the Architect said, it would make sense.

      She darted out of the room, back out of the home, and Slid back into the street. There was a sense of movement all around her, and she could Read various things. She stopped in her tracks.

      There was a familiar sense within one of them, a person she’d not expected to find here.

      Olandar Fahr.

      She had to find Indassa. In a space like this, she thought she could focus on the sense of her mind. Indassa had a blank mind, which normally would be difficult for her to locate, but in this case, she could use that blankness and follow it until she reached the other girl.

      All throughout the village, she detected the minds of the others she’d been working with. There were the newcomers, the women Haern had brought with him, and then there was something else.

      Haern.

      He had returned?

      If he had returned, then it meant…

      Marcy and Eve were there. As was the other one who had left with him. There was another person there, and he detected the sense of her, a flickering sort of sense from Sliding.

      She continued searching through the village, and then she detected Indassa.

      Holding on to that sense, she Slid, emerging near the girl.

      “We need to go,” Lucy said.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “I found your uncle.” She watched Indassa, wondering what response the girl might have.

      “Where is he?”

      “Someplace safe, and he’s quite worried about you.”

      “You would side with him?”

      “If I had any other choice, I wouldn’t. But we need to get you away from here before someone more dangerous manages to reach you.”

      “More dangerous than who? My uncle? He—”

      Indassa didn’t have the opportunity to finish. There came a strange sense, and it filled Lucy’s head. It was the throbbing of the metal, and it started in the back of her mind, building with rapid intensity. Pain pulsed through her, rolling through her mind as it felt as if the augmentation were changing.

      What had Olandar Fahr done? Was he attacking her again?

      The pain continued to surge. She tried to push it away, but all she felt was the overwhelming sense of pressure rolling through her, working through her mind, bouncing through her head, and eventually, she felt something shift within her.

      She didn’t know how else to describe it. It was as if there was the sense of the implant. It pulsed within her, an awareness of the metal, and then it was gone.

      Lucy grabbed Indassa, Sliding her, and emerged within the tower. She found Ras and pushed the girl forward. “Make sure she’s safe.”

      “It will be done,” he said.

      With that, Lucy Slid away, emerging back in the village.

      She stormed through the village, making her way from place to place, and finally found him near the edge of the village. Haern was there, lying on the ground, and Olandar Fahr stood over him.

      Darkness swirled around him, his control over the shadows impressive. She had seen it when she’d attacked him before, and knew he had that power, just as she knew he didn’t have nearly the same strength as others who also possessed the ability with shadows.

      “Another? I don’t fear—”

      Lucy Slid, grabbing Carth off the ship and Sliding back. As soon as Carth appeared, shadows stretched around her, and she turned to Olandar Fahr.

      She slammed the shadows against him, and he tried to fight, but he found himself thrown back against the onslaught of Carth’s attack. She added a hint of flame, and the combination exploded at him, knocking him back.

      While Carth fought, Lucy reached Haern, scooping him up, helping him to his feet.

      “How was he here? How are you here?”

      “He was in Dreshen. I thought…” Haern shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what I thought.” He cocked his head, frowning as he studied her. “Did it hurt?”

      “Did what hurt?”

      “When I altered your augmentation.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I tried to help as many of your people as I could. They had augmentations that were not complete. The power of the metal was there, but it was limited. I did what I could to remove that limitation, but…”

      “You helped them?”

      Haern nodded. “I don’t think they understood the nature of the metal, not like I do.” He held his hands up. “I used it on myself first. Now I can hear the song of the lorcith much better. But it’s not just lorcith.”

      “No,” Lucy said, realizing that as she looked around, everyone within the village seemed to fill her mind. No longer was there the same haziness as there had been. Now there was a clarity of thought. Even from Haern, she noticed that same clarity, and she focused on it, wondering if there was any way she could use it. This was because of him?

      “I need to prevent the Blacksmith from hurting anyone,” Haern said. He reached for his knives, and they began to swirl around him.

      “You’ve done enough,” Carth said, appearing out of the darkness. Lucy tried to Read her, but she remained blank.

      “I didn’t mean to bring him here,” Haern said.

      “I don’t think you did,” Lucy said.

      “He followed us from Dreshen. He wouldn’t have found this place if it weren’t for me.”

      “I think he was following someone I had here.”

      “Who did you have?”

      “The girl,” Carth said.

      Lucy nodded slowly. “The girl. Apparently, she’s the Architect’s niece.”

      “Is that what he told you?”

      “It is.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “I didn’t have any reason not to. He showed me places that might contain the Elder Stone.”

      “Let me guess, you visited them,” Carth said.

      “I did, and—”

      “There would be nothing there,” Carth said. She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “He was after something here. And if he was chasing the girl…” Carth strode forward, reaching out and grabbing for Lucy. “Take me to the tower.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded.

      Haern grabbed her arm. “I’m going to come too.”

      With that, Lucy Slid.

      They emerged within the tower.

      As soon as they did, she could feel that something was wrong.

      The power had shifted, though she wasn’t sure why. It was a strange sensation. She raced forward, knowing if something was wrong within the stronghold, then it was her fault. She was the reason the girl had been brought here, and more than that, she was the reason that…

      She found Ras lying motionless.

      Carth darted forward, wrapping him in the shadows, pushing on him with flame. “Ras?”

      She cradled him, holding on to him, but the other man didn’t get up.

      Lucy started forward, but Haern held on to her arm, preventing her from Sliding away without bringing him with her. She glanced over at him, and he held her gaze.

      “You might need me.”

      She Slid, emerging near the prison. She hurried forward, passing from cell to cell, and then she reached the intersection.

      The cell was empty.

      “I was a fool,” she whispered.

      “You couldn’t have known,” Haern said.

      Lucy slammed her hand on the bars. “I let compassion lead me astray.”

      “Lucy—”

      She rounded on him. “No. You don’t know what I’ve been through. You can’t know what I’ve been through.”

      And she had made a mistake. The Architect had told her, too. Indassa had the ability to absorb each of the Elder Stones, and with that ability, and considering what she had been exposed to, of course she would have managed to free the Architect.

      And he had used her to bring her to him.

      Worse, considering how gifted she was at Reading, Lucy had to wonder what else the girl might have uncovered. What secrets had Lucy revealed by bringing her to the tower?

      They reached the main level, and Carth had Ras propped up against the wall.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking at Carth.

      “You couldn’t have known.”

      “I could have, and I was still used.”

      “Again, you could have known.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m determined not to let that happen again.”

      “Then don’t let it happen again,” Carth said.

      “What is this about?” Haern asked.

      “We were played. Olandar Fahr managed to get the Architect back, and there is another who’s incredibly powerful. Once again, he has outmaneuvered us.”

      “What if he hasn’t?” Haern asked.

      “What do you mean?” Carth asked.

      “He has an augmentation. Or had. I shifted it.”

      “How did you shift it?” Carth asked.

      He nodded to Lucy. “The same way I shifted hers. In the case of Lucy, I helped it be more effective, letting it have its song in such a way that whoever carried those augmentations would be able to use their power more effectively. I did the same thing to the rest of the women, and if I’m right, then they will have access to their powers in a way they didn’t before.”

      “What about Olandar Fahr?”

      “Well, I wasn’t about to give him more strength. Instead, I used the song to change the nature of his augmentation. Rather than adding to him, strengthening him with his augmentation, the change I made would have diminished him.”

      Carth stared at him for a moment. “Are you sure?”

      “If the nature of the song was right—and I think it was—it should have taken away his abilities altogether. It’s going to be the same as when they were granted, though. It will take some time.”

      “Will he know what you did?”

      Haern shrugged. “I don’t know. He’ll probably sense something, but it will take time before he realizes the full extent of it.”

      Carth smiled darkly. “Then we don’t have long.”

      “For what?” Lucy said.

      “To find him. And destroy him now that he’s been weakened.”

      “I might be able to help with that, too,” Haern said.
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      The edge of the palace had a certain energy to it. Ryn wasn’t sure how much of that came from excitement and how much of it from nerves. Probably a combination of both. The Ai’thol were ready to sweep back out into the city, to take the fight out to Thornton and the others with him, and now with Matthew and the Ai’thol he had brought, they might actually have the necessary numbers with which to do so.

      Ryn glanced over to the man. “Are your people ready?”

      “Emissary, it isn’t necessary for you to come with us.”

      “Unfortunately, I think it is.”

      There were nearly one hundred Ai’thol with them. It was enough that she no longer worried about whether they had adequate strength. There were still fifty Ai’thol remaining behind and guarding the palace, ensuring the safety of the grounds and those who had offered themselves for a blessing. Since the attack, a dozen more had presented for the blessing, prepared for the possibility they might suffer, but also for the chance that they might obtain something more. Between Tessa and Ryn, they had placed the blessing on over a dozen men. It was still far too early to figure out how many would survive it, and still too early to know how many would have any sort of connection to their abilities.

      “We’re ready.”

      “We should go, then,” Ryn said.

      They were armed with swords and crossbows, prepared for the possibility they wouldn’t be able to travel if it came down to it, ready for Thornton to surprise them. It was war within Lexa, but more than that, it was war for the safety of the city. She was determined to ensure that safety, determined they wouldn’t lose it because of her. They had secured the palace, and now it was time to take the next step. That, unfortunately, meant a different kind of battle.

      The gate opened, and the Ai’thol streamed out. A part of Ryn worried there would be an immediate attack, but there was none.

      Ryn stayed in the middle of the procession, marching alongside the other Ai’thol, dressed in a formal gown, the marker of the Great One dangling against her chest, gleaming in the sunlight, proving to anyone who might question that she was his emissary and served the Great One.

      As she left the temple grounds, there came a stillness all around her. It was not the first time Ryn had noticed that stillness, and each time that she did, she felt a thrill of fear work through her. It was possible that stillness came from danger, and that the people of the city were reporting to Thornton and an attack was imminent. But as they marched, there was no sign of anyone, nothing that posed any danger to them.

      As they passed along the street, the people paused, watching them, and Ryn paid attention to their expressions, searching for those who showed signs of tension. She gave up quickly, realizing that most carried tension in their eyes. How could they not? With this many soldiers—and right now, the Ai’thol were all soldiers—there was nothing to them other than a threat of danger.

      Children paused, watching, and occasionally, Ryn would wave, trying to get their attention, to reduce their fear, but she doubted she was successful.

      Instead, she listened.

      With her enhanced senses, she paid attention to the whispers of conversation drifting along the streets, the promise of where to find Thornton.

      They continued their march, sweeping along the streets. It was a show of strength, a display of power, her way of revealing to the people of Lexa that they had not been abandoned by the Ai’thol. It was her way of demonstrating that the Great One still deserved their celebration.

      The longer she walked, the more she began to question whether they would find Thornton. They made a sweeping pattern, circling around, and despite every intention, she came up with nothing that suggested Thornton would be anywhere nearby. She listened carefully, ignoring the other voices around her, focusing instead on either the sense of stillness she had known when she had first encountered him, or the possibility that she might encounter someone who whispered his name, calling out to him.

      There was none.

      They spent the entirety of the morning marching, making their way through the city, and through it all, she kept her head held high, her connection to everything she could hear focused as much as she could, and she ignored everything else.

      When they still encountered nothing, they turned it into something of a parade. The Ai’thol worked their way around the city, and there came a growing sense of something with their passing, though Ryn wasn’t entirely sure what it was. It wasn’t relief, and it wasn’t anger.

      Could it be indifference?

      Perhaps that was the most surprising. Why wouldn’t the people of Lexa be more relieved by their presence?

      Unless there was no reason for them to be alarmed either way. They might not have known there was anything to worry about when it came to Thornton, and it was possible he had posed no threat to them, only to the Ai’thol. There was the comment he’d made during the attack, one that had reminded her too much of what Tessa had experienced in her home.

      Eventually, Ryn nodded for them to begin their march back to the palace. When they reached the walls of the palace, she paused. She looked out into the city as the rest of the Ai’thol streamed back into the walls, knowing they had proven their strength yet again, which meant the Ai’thol would be able to resume their patrols within the city. She picked up on nothing, no sense of anything within the city that suggested they would be welcomed or not. And there was still no sense of Thornton.

      Perhaps he truly was gone.

      Matthew joined her at the gate. “I was expecting more,” she said, looking over at him.

      “As was I,” he said. “From what I hear from the others, neighboring cities are under a similar attack.”

      “We will secure Lexa, and then we will move on and secure the other places as well.”

      Matthew nodded and glanced toward the palace. “Do we have your permission to resume patrols?”

      “I didn’t realize you needed my permission.”

      “When we were guarding the palace, I wanted to ensure you wouldn’t be angry if we resumed our street patrol.”

      “I won’t be angry.”

      Matthew studied her for a moment before hurrying off. Ryn was left staring after him, debating what she would do. It was time for her to return to the Forger workshop, to see whether or not the blessing had made a difference. They needed numbers, and until they had them, it wouldn’t be safe for them to make any sort of move. If the new blessing worked, and if they were able to use those augmentations to grow even stronger, they wouldn’t have to fear others like Thornton.

      Ryn made her way toward the workshop, passing along the narrow paths, and through the door leading deep beneath the temple. There was a sense of heaviness in the air as she did, a musty odor, and it wasn’t until she neared the workshop that she began to smell the same odors she had come to associate with the workshop.

      The workshop had a hint of a floral scent to it, and bundles of flowers were set into vases, as if to disrupt the stench that had previously permeated it. It was mostly pleasant, though there were still hints of what had been here, a reminder of the stench that had lived within this place, and Ryn stood in the doorway, trying to push away that awareness, knowing it served no purpose for her to focus too deeply upon it. There wasn’t anything she could do about it, anyway. It might take ages for the stench to go away.

      “You’re here,” Tessa said.

      “You wanted me to come down,” Ryn said.

      “I did, and I thought we might be able to talk to them together.”

      There was no sign of the Ai’thol who had been on the cot.

      “How many did we lose?”

      Ryn should have come down before, but she had been distracted by the attack. Now that she felt as if they had secured the city, the next step was figuring out what else she could do. She hadn’t failed the Great One.

      “So far, we’ve lost none.”

      None. Perhaps that was her real blessing. “Now we have to wait and see what blessings they might be given,” Ryn said.

      “Some of them are already starting to reveal themselves,” Tessa said.

      “How so?”

      “We have one who has demonstrated control over lorcith. I wasn’t sure at first, but I keep putting pieces of metal near him, and they keep moving.”

      “A Forger, then.”

      “Not necessarily. He could be useful in other ways,” Tessa said.

      “You don’t want him to be a Forger?”

      “I would take the help, especially considering what you intend.”

      “How do you know what I intend?”

      “I suspect you want us to keep making more of this metal, which means we will need to continue to put volunteers through the process.”

      It was what she intended. She didn’t know if it would be successful, and what was more, she didn’t know how long it would take for them to do so. The timing wasn’t ideal. The Ai’thol who volunteered would take time to develop their blessings, and once they did, it would take time to train them and ensure they had control over them.

      “We will do what we can,” Ryn said.

      “How did it go?”

      “It went fine.” Ryn looked around the room before settling her gaze back on Tessa. “There was no sign of Thornton or the others.”

      “For now,” she said.

      “For now,” Ryn agreed. She suspected he would return, and if there was a similar attack in neighboring cities—and if it was coordinated somehow—then they needed to be ready. He might continue to prepare, but so would she.

      It might involve going to those within the city, revealing to them the truths of the Great One and trying to bring them into the Ai’thol, but she wasn’t sure how to go about doing that. She might be an emissary, but she was no disciple.

      “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      Ryn frowned, turning her attention back to the Forger. “You don’t have to ask permission in order to question me.”

      “That hasn’t been my experience. Regardless, why didn’t we just abandon the palace?” Tessa asked.

      Ryn breathed out. “The Great One wanted us to maintain the hold on Lexa.”

      “Fine, but why here? What is it about this place that’s so valuable to him?”

      Ryn shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t have the same knowledge as the Great One.”

      “I was just thinking there has to be something important about this city.”

      “Is that the way it was in your homeland?”

      “We had lorcith,” Tessa said. “He took over the mine, and he offered reimbursement to those who were willing to continue working with him. That’s why I found my way toward the Forgers.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “The other places where I know he exerts influence have some value as well.”

      Ryn frowned. “I think the value is in the palace.”

      “Okay, then why? What is it about Lexa that was so important to the Great One that he wanted you to ensure we didn’t lose control over it?”

      Ryn sat in silence, frowning. “I have learned not to question the Great One.”

      “Maybe you should start,” Tessa said. “I’m not saying we overthrow him,” she added hurriedly, “only that it’s okay to question.”

      Ryn frowned for a moment. “Why don’t we check on these Ai’thol later?”

      As she started to leave, Tessa reached for her. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

      “You didn’t upset me.”

      She wandered out of the room and back onto the palace grounds. As she did, she realized that Tessa was right. There were questions she should have been asking before, things she should have tried to understand. That was what he asked of her: observe and report.

      Why did the Great One value this place? What was it about Lexa that mattered?

      It was about more than the Ai’thol who were here, more than his influence within the city. When she had traveled with him, she had seen how specific places had meaning to him.

      Was there something in the palace itself?

      She had wandered the temple in her time here, looking through each of the rooms, and didn’t recall anything special about it. What about the palace grounds?

      Heading back up to the top of the palace, Ryn stood there, looking all around. In the midday sun, the brightness was easy for her to look through. As she did, she still didn’t see anything that would explain why the Great One valued Lexa. It was possible that whatever he valued was outside of the palace, though he had come here, which suggested to her this was what he prized.

      “There you are, emissary.”

      Ryn turned around and looked over at Dolan. “What can I do for you?”

      “There are some who wanted to ensure your safety,” he said.

      “Why would anybody be worried about me?”

      “Mostly because they view you as having ensured their safety,” Dolan said. “You have impressed the people of the palace.”

      “I wasn’t trying to impress anyone. I was trying to fulfill my assignment.”

      “And your assignment was to ensure their safety?”

      Ryn stared at the older man. “What is it you need?”

      “I thought I would see if there was any help I could offer.”

      “Do you know why the Great One chose Lexa?”

      “The Great One has wanted to influence many places.”

      “He has, but why this place in particular? What is it about Lexa he values?”

      “You don’t think the palace is valuable?” There was almost an edge of hurt within Dolan’s voice.

      “That’s not it at all. I understand the worth of the palace itself and think there’s much impressive about it, but even you must acknowledge the palace itself isn’t unique. There are others like it in cities all over, cities where the Ai’thol haven’t tried to establish a presence.”

      “Perhaps it’s the people of the city that he appreciates, then.”

      She met his gaze, and the other man smiled. “Perhaps that’s all it is,” Ryn said.

      “I want to offer my thanks as well, emissary. Without your protection, we don’t know what would have befallen the rest of us servants.”

      “What did you do before the Great One came?”

      “We served in the palace,” he said.

      “Then I imagine you would have served the new masters.”

      Dolan held her gaze for a moment, and then there was a hint of a smile on his face. “I think I would miss serving you, emissary.”

      “Thank you.”

      He left her, and Ryn made her way around the top of the rooftop, looking out upon the city as she had so many times since coming here. As before, there was nothing she could detect. She stared at the palace grounds, but there wasn’t anything here that explained why the palace was so important.

      For some reason, curiosity began to eat at her, and she wanted to know. She suspected she didn’t really need to know, but she went room by room, searching through the palace, and came up with nothing.

      As she stood on the main level, she wondered if perhaps it really was simply something that the Great One had wanted. Perhaps it was only the palace itself and nothing more.

      There was more she could look at, though. She’d seen there was a lower section to the palace, and it had been a while since she had taken the time to venture down there.

      There had not been the opportunity before. She had been under stress of the attack and the need for her to establish peace, and now she didn’t have those same threats.

      Making her way back toward the stairs, she paused. From here, she could find her way down, deep into the depths of the palace. She had been there before, and when she had, she hadn’t uncovered anything. Nothing other than the cells where they had kept Dolan and the other servants.

      What if there was more she’d not seen?

      Ryn considered reaching for a lantern, but she had no need. With her enhanced eyesight, she could see as clear as day. She headed down the stairs, descending deep into the temple. As she went, she was struck by how far underground the temple stretched. Why would there be this much access required within the temple? Who would ever have needed to go this low before?

      That, as much as anything, left her with questions.

      When she had been here before, she had found the cells, but she hadn’t considered why a palace would have cells.

      One of these days, she would have to get Dolan or the others to speak to her more about the palace, to fill her in on the nature of the building itself, and everything that she might be able to uncover about it.

      When she reached the level of the cells, Ryn paused. From here, she remembered finding the prisoners. It had taken Dab’s help for her to rescue them, but why would they have been here?

      There was something at the end of the hallway that she hadn’t observed before. Ryn headed toward it and realized there was another staircase that led even further underground.

      How far beneath the ground did the palace stretch?

      Ryn descended slowly, carefully. It was times like this where having the ability to travel would be beneficial, making it so she could head down the stairs with little more than a blink of an eye, ignoring all the effort it normally took.

      The Great One couldn’t have known about this. It would’ve been too far for him to have come, and considering his ability to travel, she just didn’t see him wandering down the temple stairs like this.

      It suggested this wasn’t something he’d uncovered.

      Still, there had to be something important down here, or at least something down here at all. Otherwise there would be no reason for the stairs, however hidden they might be, and so she continued downward.

      It seemed as if they stretched an impossibly long way into the dark, and as they went, she couldn’t help but feel as if she were making a mistake. What if there was nothing down here? What if she was wasting her time?

      It didn’t matter. The city was safe. The palace was secured. There was no threat from Thornton. She didn’t have anything else she needed to be doing, other than ensuring the stability of Lexa as she had promised the Great One. For now, this was her only assignment.

      The stairs brought her deeper.

      Ryn focused on them and began to feel the pressure from the changing of the air. It was not unpleasant, but it was strange, almost a sizzling sort of energy that intensified the deeper she went underground.

      As she went, the stairs took a turn. She followed the turn and hesitated. It seemed as if there was light in the distance, though that might be only her imagination. Ryn stared, searching to see if she could discern anything else, whether there really was light down there where she thought she saw it, and whether there was anything at all down here with her. As she descended, there came a sense of heat, a building sort of pressure that began to remind her of Vuahlu. She had known that heat too well, having been asked to attempt to climb the volcano as part of her demonstration of bravery. Ryn had never been afraid of the volcano, but she had never demonstrated the same bravery as some.

      The stairs turned again, and now the light became even brighter. No longer did she think she imagined it. It pushed away the darkness, whatever scrap of darkness had remained, and she headed down and down, deeper underground. The sight of the bright light down there pulled her, but as it did, she had another thought. She was going to have to climb back up the stairs.

      It was almost enough to make her retrace her steps now. The climb back was going to be miserable, and yet, until she knew what was down there, she was determined to press on.

      Heat began to build, a sense of it all around her, and she paused. Sweat dripped from her brow. Some of that could simply be the effort of making her way down the stairs, but some of it could be from something else, the reality of whatever she was approaching.

      Another turn, and she saw an end to the stairs.

      They loomed in front of her, drawing her down, and she followed, hurrying until she reached the landing. It was an enormous open room, and it spread out in front of her, but none of that caught her attention. The only thing she could look at, the only thing that drew her eye, was the enormous glowing stone at the center of the room.

      Ryn approached slowly. It looked something like a ball of lava cooling, though the edges of it were perfectly smooth and seemed to carry a strange sort of energy. Heat radiated from it, but not so much that she couldn’t withstand it. It was so bright it burned her eyes, forcing her to shield them. As she stared, she worried it would burn away her ability to see clearly.

      A thought came to her, one that she should have come up with sooner.

      She wasn’t the first one to have come here.

      The stairs leading down here suggested others knew of this, and the fact it was unguarded left her wondering if it was dangerous. If it wasn’t dangerous, then it must not be valuable

      And yet, she had searched the entirety of the palace for something the Great One would prize, and this was the only thing she’d come across.

      This had to be it, didn’t it?

      She pressed her hands against the space between her and the glowing rock. Heat warmed them, and she stood, staring at it. Whatever this was would be valuable. Whatever else this was, she was more and more convinced that this was the reason the Great One prized Lexa. This was the reason he had wanted her to ensure that the city remained under their control.

      As she stared at the strange glowing rock, she couldn’t help but wonder: what was this?
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      Olandar Fahr stepped free from traveling, emerging in what should not be darkness and yet was.

      Everything about him throbbed. He’d been concerned about Lareth, but he’d been concerned about the wrong Lareth. All this time, the visions had shown him he needed to watch for the possibility of Lareth attacking and disrupting everything that needed to take place, and it was the younger Lareth who had been responsible for it.

      And now he would have to start again.

      He focused on the sense of the metal within him. He should have known when he’d first appeared at that seaside village there was something not quite right. Seeing Lareth, feeling the way the metal was within him should have warned him, but the opportunity to get to the Blacksmith was too compelling. He’d allowed himself to chase after the man, thinking he was finally weakened enough he could get to him.

      At least the Blacksmith was dead. Now he had to find the one who commanded him.

      Now Olandar Fahr could try to understand how Haern was using the metal and try to master it.

      Too much was at stake for him not to.

      He breathed out, focusing on the shadows. They swirled around everything, dense and thick, and the more he focused on everything around him, the clearer his vision became.

      He swirled the shadows, pushing them away, trying to find an opening within the shadows so he could see clearly.

      His control was still incomplete. He needed to better understand how to utilize the shadows, especially if he was going to defeat her. Her control over them was far greater than his.

      He paused in front of a row of shelves, but he didn’t find anything that would help him. There was lorcith here, and that metal was common enough and useful in enough of the forgings that he recognized it, but there was more to it.

      Studying the metal racks, he didn’t come up with anything. Frustration overcame him and he pushed on the metal, sending it flying away from him.

      It took a moment for him to settle himself.

      It would take time for him to recover, and if the visions had shown him anything, it was that they did not have enough time remaining. All of this was escalating rapidly. There had been the increasing attacks in these lands, attacks that he should have been prepared to deflect, and he would have been were it not for the betrayal.

      The Architect had gotten too close.

      Why had the visions not shown him that?

      He had come to rely upon them. What those within Elaeavn called the ability to See, he knew as visions, and they had guided him over the last few decades, long enough that he had done what he had thought was necessary, following them so that he could prepare, knowing that if he did not, a greater danger—and darkness—would come.

      In all that time, he’d seen only glimpses of it. The destruction he uncovered was one such piece of evidence. There was never any sign of who caused it, and in all of his travels, he had tried to find those responsible and had failed over and again. There were other things he’d uncovered, strangeness that only now began to make sense, that suggested he had been too slow all along.

      He closed his eyes, trying to call for the visions, but these days, there was a hint of a blur when he attempted to do so.

      That couldn’t be coincidental. The blurriness had to come from whatever else was taking place with those visions, whatever reason he was no longer able to fully grasp them the way he once had. And because of that blur, his understanding was incomplete.

      With an incomplete understanding, there was nothing he could do to prevent what was coming.

      Hopefully his preparations had been enough, but it had taken Lareth diminishing the Blacksmith in order for him to be able to Read the man and find this chamber in which he now stood.

      All this time, and it had been hiding here?

      He took a deep breath, turning to the forge. He would have to get to work, and he would have to understand what was involved, but even when he did, he feared it was already too late. If these others had enough control over the metal that they were able to nearly defeat him as they had, then even uncovering their secret might not be enough. He’d seen it. Their control over the metal was different than what he had, and though he had prepared his people, his ability was barbaric compared to the exquisite control they displayed.

      After all this time, he would be beaten by a better player.

      Gritting his teeth, Olandar Fahr focused on the hearth, on the metal all around him, and on the power he still possessed, and he couldn’t help but think there still had to be something he could do.

      The game wasn’t over yet.

      It might be that he had suffered a setback, but he’d played the game long enough to know that such setbacks weren’t uncommon. He was determined to keep playing, to understand his role, and to find the necessary pieces. If he didn’t, the visions had already shown him what would happen.

      The darkness would come. With it came the end of the game.

      With it came nothing.
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      The Elder Stones Saga continues with Book 6: A Forging of Power
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      A dangerous game nears its end. All must find their purpose, but the rules have changed around them.

      A dark energy descends, and Haern searches for understanding. The metal he’s known his entire life, metal he’s come to know better than almost anyone alive, has changed. Now he must find out why. The key to this dark power is something unexpected, and requires him to seek a dangerous alliance.

      While exploring the space between Sliding, Lucy finds a danger she had never expected. Now she must find her way past before it’s too late. She searches for help from an expected source, but the key to survival must come from her.

      As Daniel discovers an attack unlike any the Ai’thol have thrown at them before, he realizes the game has changed—as has the opponent. Surviving means gaining a new understanding, but time is short and he still doesn’t fully understand his newly augmented powers.

      Ryn searches for answers, questioning everything she’s been shown. The Temple of the Mind is the key, but when it falls, how will she learn what she needs in time?

      A dark power pushes toward them unlike anything they’ve ever faced. All must find their purpose before the final battle unfolds, but each move reveals they might have already lost.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Depth of Deceit. 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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